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56 THE EXTREME JEWS

Bef‘ ore me lie dozens of photographs of religious
Jews in the Willlamsburg section of Brooklyn,
New York. I see fur-edged rabbinical hats, long
gaberdines, big beards, sidelocks, women in wigs
and in bonnets that were already obsolete even in
my youth in Warsaw, I know that thousands of
Jews and non-Jews who see these people want to
know: What does this signifv? Are they all rab-
bis? Does it sav anvwhere in the Torvah or Talmud
that Jews must dress this way? Do they belong to
zome special Jewish sect? Neither the Reform, the
{onservative, nor even those Jews who attend
Orthodox services dress this way—therefore, to
what, group do these people belong? And what is
their reason for wearing ciothes that make them
#0 congpicenous ?

1t is even more astonishing to see Jows dressed
this way driving trucks, carvving bundles, or de-
livering goods. Among them are businessmen and
workers, Since thut is so, what reason is therve for
their rabbinical garb?

I must admit that T once shaved similar Teelings
when 1 locked at nuns. Why the black and white
habits, the shaven heads, the ankle-length gar-
ments? Did Jesus demand that his brides wear
such uniforms ? Was not veligion a matter of the
heart only? Would a long habit or a gaberdine
serve as & guarantes apainst hate, envy, lust,
glory-seeking, slander, and vengefulness?

I was often puzzled too when 1 saw pictures of
Gandhi wrapped in a sheet, Similarly, the world
was amazed nearly a century ago when Tolstol
suddenly donned a Russian peasant’s smock. Why
did he do this? Many people in and out of Russia
accused him of exhibitionism or simply of publi-
vizing himself. although they should have known
hetter. No matter what he did he could not have
made himself more famous than he already was,

Well then, what about the beatniks in New York
and in all the Kuropean elties who seem to have
responded simultaneously to some silent command
to grow long halr and beards, to neglect their
clothes, and to associate with girls ax sloppy as
themselves? Is this nothing more than a fad or
does such attive disguise some idea?

People seldom realize that a style of dress, of
hair, and of every kind of external nonconformity
represents a sort of language, albeit frequentiy
vague and unintelligible. So far, no one has com-
piled a dictionarv of these “languages” nor re-
senrched thelr grammar and syntax, Nevertheless,
they are forms of expression. Long hair, beards,
and moustaches express meanings that short hair
and clean-shaven upper Hps and ching zimply do
not. A long garment “speaks” differently to us
than does a short one. Languapes themselves

Harper's Maguzine, Aprid 1967

would have no significance if objects did not pos-
sess a speech of their own, World literature would
be meaningless if the human spirit did not fry to
express itself in the most divergent possible ways.
We are curious to see a celebrity because his face,
hiz manners, his gestuves, and his garments say
things we cannot glean from his words and deeds
only. Gandhi becomes much more understandabie
to s when we see his face and mode of dress, Tol-
stol =omehow would not seem the same without
his patriarchal beard, We cannot imagine him
fooking like Lord Byron, nor Dostoevski resem-
bling Kaiser Wilhelm. 1t would somehow seem
inappropriate. Bave souls undoubtedly exist some-
where, but the souls with which we are familiar
have wrapped themselves in bodies, in clothes, and
I munners.

Wamen are more sensitive to these “languages”
and therefore place more emphasis on such ex-
ternals as clothes, hairdos, and jewelrv, A man will
seldom c¢riticize another man’s choice of suit or tis
but a woman will accurately analyvze another’s out-
fit and gather meaning from the way she dresses
and fixes her hair. Homosexuals often dress exoti-
cally not only to facilitate recognition among
themselves but out of a strong compulsion to
express their personalities, Even people for whom
it wounld be prudent to be inconspicuous, sueh as
eriminals, often dress in identifiable fashion. The
Russian revoelutionists of the nineteenth century
all had good reason to remain anonymons; ve
many of them let their huir grow long and wore
wide-brimmed hats and red or black blouses with
sashes and tassels, Today, the American radics!
frequently dresses somewhat differently than the
conservative,

Besides expreszing the human spirit, elothes
and hair styles also hold a key to self-dizcipline.
A priest may occasionally be tempted to ride w
carousel and eat an ice-cream cone bhut he is not
Hielv to do this while wearing his priestly garh.
His very costume dictates that he conduct himself

Isaac Bashervis Singer, the son and grondsen of
rabbis, was o student ul a rabbinical sendnary n
Warsew. He turned to jowrnaliza instecd, Dioi-
grated 1o New York in 1935, and wrote for “ Tl
Jewish Daily Forward.” Sinee then, Hivcugh s
many stories, novels, and sketehes of Jewish 1
in Polawnd, e hos becowe knowsi as one of the yrea:
Yiddisi writers,

Nancy Ruodolph is n freedance phlictographer
specitiizing tn documentary sulijects,

Mr. Samuel Landea, o former Hasidie vabbi now
on the staff of the New York City Housing Awithor-
ity, introduced Miss Rudolph ta tie ploces and
peaple pictvred here,




with dignity. A vabbi in a long cloak, a beard,
and sidelocks iz not likely to dally with a givl on a
street corner. Tolstoi~by donning the peasant
smock—forever precluded his atiendance at the
elaborate balls of the aristueracy that he deseribed
so well in his novels. Gandhi’s attire kept him from
becoming a man of the world. Clothes guard a per-
son just as words do. Even if a nun got the urge to
attend a nightelub her habit would keep her from
fulfilling this whim. Religious people in all times
were aware of the weaknesses inherent in man's
nature. They knew that he is often more ashamed
hefore his fellow human beings than before God,
A person ready to betray the loftiest principle will
still take pains not to appear laughable nor to
make himself an object of other men’s anger and
SCOrn.

How to Be Impregnable

ern the Jew was driven from his land he knew
the peril that threatened his future existenve—the
necessity of mixing with strangers. No exiled peo-
ple has lasted as a group for more than a genera-
tion or fwo. But the Jew was determined to endure
many genervations of exile if necessary, to remain
frue to his God, to the Torah, and to his native
land even though it lay in ruins and was occupied
by strangers. It was an undertaking without coun-
terpurt in the history of mankind. It could only
be effected thanks to a mighty discipline and a
cotossal mysticism of upbringing and education.
The basis of this discipline was the total estrange-
ment from the peoples among whom the Jew would
dwell; not a physical estrangement hat & spiritual
one. Trae, the Jew was forced to do business with
the gentile and often to work for him. But that
was the extent of their association, The Jew had
to erect u spirvitual ghelto around himself that was
immeasurably more isolated and impregnable than
the physical ghetto to which he was later confined.
To the Jew, the A to Z of his religion wus the law
of the Torah, as written in Leviticus 18:3: “After
the doings of the land of Egypt, wherein ve dwelt,
shall ve not do: and after the doings of the land
of Cansan, whither 1 bring vou, shall ve not do:
seither shall ve walk in their ordinances.”

If the gentile wore a short coat, he, the Jew,
would wear a long one. 1 the gentile’s hat was
vound, hig would be pointed. According to the Tal-
mud, the book of Jewish religious law, the Jew
dared not even tie bis shoelaces in the sams way as
his gentile neighbor. These laws were established
not out of enmity toward the gentile but rather as
& reminder for the Jew to adhere to certain con-
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ditions if he wanted to retain his identity for hun-
dreds if not thousands of vears.

The men of the Jewish version of the Enlighten-
ment who wanted the Jews to take off their gab-
erdines and become Europeans often mocked the
rigors that the rabbis had imposed upon the Jew
through the generations. But all these laws and
rigors were intended as shackles to curb the Jew
from mixing with others. Assimilation is a natural
process. A minority always seeks to fit iwell into
the majority. The weak will inevitably fashion
themselves after the strong. The temptations were
tremendous. Often the people among whom the
Jews lived forced them to integrate. Romantic
unions between Jews and gentiles were unavoid-
able. For hundreds and thousands of years the Jew
foreed himself to go againgt human nature,

The form of dress he adopted made this integra-
tion more difficult. He instinetively altered the
language of his host nation so that it became his
own dialect and ssemed alien and comical (o his
neighbors. He shaved his daughter’s hair and him-
ell grew o heard and sidelocks that labeled him o
Jew even from a distance.

History shows that the segregution between
gentile and Jew was not uniform through the ages.
It was less proncunced in the Arab lands than in
the Christian, and even there variations existed
in different times and in different places. The Ital-
ian and Spanish Jews spoke the native languages
among themselves and had close relations with the
inhabitantx. The Jews in France, Germany, and
Fastern Kurope were the most isolated from the
native populations. It is almost a truism that wher-
ever segregation was least severe assimilation
was the strongest. 1t was axiomatic among Jews
that onee one of them made the slightest move to
aidjust hizs wayvs 1o those of the gentiles. that in-
dividual stood poised on the threshold of conver-
sion. And Jews preferred to lose such g person
eompletely than to rvetain him in their camp and
chance his infeeting other Jews with his ideas,
The community boasted but one weapon: excom-
munication.

By cutting away from the community all those
who broke the rules of spiritual segregution the
Jew practiced a kind of selection which rewined
in the community only its most devout members,

For centuries a Jew had but one choice—aither
bear ali the burdens of his faith or to go over com-
pletely to the religion of the majority. Assimila-
tion in today’s sense of the word was nonexistent,
It only came about through Emancipation after
the Napoleonic wars,

The Emancipation created a new type of Jew,
one who could renounce the laws of his religion vet

W
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remain a Jew; or at least not go all the way toward
conversion, This so-called worldly Jew was a rviddle
both to himself and to the Christian world. Since
he disobeyed the laws of his religion what consti-
{uted his allegiance to his faith? Some people of
this kind called themselves national Jews. Their
Jewishness consisted of belonging to a group or of
speaking Yiddizsh or Hebrew. This modern Jew
created Zionism and waged a struggle against
anti-Semilism. His kind includes many who claim
that even if they wanted to assimilate they would
not be allowed to do so. Thus the worldly Jew who
lives outside of Israel belongs to a group that has
no land and often no language of s own, but
shares common interests, character, and personal-
ity. The modern Jew's identity mav not be defined
in any dictionary, but it exists nevertheless, In
Soviet Russia, for instance, o generation of Jews
hasg evolved that neither practices its rveligion nor
gpeaks Yiddizh nor Hebrew nor plans to settie in
Israel, vet considers itself Jewish, or at least is so
labeled in passports.

A Soldier Surrounded

T}za religious Jew, the plous one, does not believe
in the national Jew or in his future. To him, a
dew without a religion is what he is to many non-
Jews-an enigma, a mass of contradictions, a pava-
dox. If the pious Jew of former times had to exert
every effart to segregate himself from the gentile,
today’s pious Jews must redouble these efforts to
remain apart not so much from gentiles as from
the great number of nonreligious Jews or those
who have tried to reform Jewighness, To the very
pious Jews of Williamsburg those Jews who are
Communists, freethinking Zionists, or members of
Reform or Conservative congregations ave all her-
etics and candidates for assimilation and mixed
marringe. And they place in thiz same category
those Jews in Israel who either don't practice Jew-

resg or try to reform it t’hm‘e‘xr‘é‘inm danger
lurks for him both in and outside of hig group,
foday’s pivus Jew must exercise a twofleld vigi-
tance. He ig Hike a soldier caughf up in a civil war—
surrounded by enemies on all sides. Any effort to
mitigate this or that rigor leads promptly to licen-
tiousness and assimilation. Today's pious Jew
must enforce ever-stricter and more vigorous
measures in order to retain his historical role and
to raise a generation that will follow in his ways.

Thus, if the worldly Jew dresses in short gar-
ments, the plous Jew must stick to his long gabey-
dine. Since the former shaves his beard and side-
locks the latter must let them grow as long as




ARMAUNDT ANT

SHIVA UMESIVTAY

The first sizable group of Hasidic Jews in New York were Hungarian coneentratiGn-camp Survivors.
Afier World War 11 they chose to make their homes in the Williamsbury gection of Brooklyn

hiefiy becanse some of the earvlier immigrants in this area were also Orthodor Jews from Hungary,
However, the neiwcomers were far more fanatical than their predecessors, most of whomn have siiee
wored wway. The Willinmsbary Hasidie conupunity now numbers sone 12,000

Indoctrination of ¢hildven begins at the age of three or four when—strictly segregated by sea—

they start attending veligions school { Yeshiva) from worning till night siz doys ¢ week.




Piety and religious learning
vather than wealth or
occupation determine social
rank tn the Hasidie
community. The Jur hat,
made of sable, iz o status
symbol, worn by the ultra-
devout on the Sabbath

and holy days. Many
Hasidim earn a living in the
manfacture and sale of the
clothing, food, houselold
equipment, and religious
articles requisite to

their way of life.

Duving Passover,

Tor example, Hasidim

do not eal commercied
muatzeh (unleavened bread)
Lut only those baked

wnder striet supervision

in their vwn convmunity,

as showsn al vight,




Hasidic bhoys and wen don
comie masks to celebrate
Purim—a joyous holiday,

Dutry products—like all olher foods—must be prepuared
and handled cecording to veligious laaw,

Athriving local tudvstry has evolved from the vequirenent
that maveied women cut off thelr haiv aond wear wigs.

Bivth vontrol {s strictly prohibited.
Families with fifteen ehildren wre not
wnusual though the average is six.
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possible. The worldly Jew has founded a number
of organizations to protect Jewish interests but
the pious Jew must keep far away from their se-
tivities, If w Jew must choose between enfering
a church or a Reform temple, Rabbi Moshe Sofer
Judged that he should rather enter the church-it
vepresents less danger to him than does the temple
where serolls of the Torah are kept and where peo-
ple allegedly pray to the Jewish God, A new kind
of segregation has been established wmong the
most pious Jews—a segregation from the modern
Jew and his institutions. All the efforts of these
Jews are now bent to this end,

Nor is there unity among the pious themselves.
They too are divided into factions both in Israel
and in the lands of the diaspora. Those belonging
to the Mizrachi are willing to work with the mod-
ern Jews and their organizations, Those of the
Agudas lsrael, on the other hand, stav at a
greater distance from the nonbelieving Jews, but
they recognize the state of Israel and have repre-
sentatives in the Knesset and often in the ruling
government. Those Jews stand ready fo work
alongside heretic Jews just as pious Jews have had
to consort with gentiles throughout history, The
fact is that heretic Jews are very able and have set
up the various funds which have made the Jewish
state possible, To ignore them entirely would often
be impracticable. So even the members of Agudas
Israel have made numerous compromises, Many
have donned short garments; others have {rimmed
beards and sidelocks. When the Germans began to
make reparation payments to victims of Nazi per-
secution, the members of the Agudas lsrael at
first grimaced and called it blood money as despi-
cabide as idolatry. Later they relented. The gentile
may be fref but his money is kosher, They applied
this same principle to the “Jewish goy.”

But the extremists of Orthodoxy—the Szatmar
Hasidim ¢who came {rom Hungary to the United
Statest and the Naturel Karta (watcher of the
city of Jerusalem in Israel-those Jews in the

fur-edged hats and high stockings-still contend
that every step nearer to the modern Jew, no mat-
ter how small, is the path to corruption. It is not
ont of malice that the Szatmar rabbi calls the
members of the Agudas Tsrael hervetics and men
of evil. The ultra-orthodox Jew adheres to the
principle that once the movement toward the other
side is launched, total homogeneity can onlv he a
matter of time.

What is the number of these extremisis? Not
farge, Throughout the whole world it comes to per-
haps 100,000, These Jews have never recognized
the Jewish stute. In Israel, they do not cast votes
nor have representatives in the Knesset, They do
not speak the modern Hebrew but stick to the Yid-
dish of their grandfathers and great-grandfa-
thers. They have rejected modern Jewishness and
isolated themselves just as their ancestors isolated
themselves from Spinoza and Uriel Acosta, The
ultra-orthodox Jews have unofficially exeommuni-
cated the modern Jew although they themselves
constitute a small minority among the world
Jewry, To them, we all are branches hroken off
from the Jewish trunk, They sare convinced that
our future is the obliteration of our Jewishness.
They, few us they arve, will maintain the voke of
our religion. They, the extremists, will be there to
receive the Messiah,

Ave they right or do they represent an ossified
sector of the Jewish community, an anachronism
that time will disperse? Only history will tell, One
thing ix clear—their way of life is bused on a pro-
found religious logic and a historic reason. The
long beards and sidelocks, the old-fashioned gur-
ments, and the clinging to all the vigors and
customs are directed toward one purpose onlve
complete segregation from the gentile. and even
more from the Jew who is heading toward nltim
disappearance. This segregation is as old as Jew.
ish exile itself and haz maintained the Jew throueh

g

the two thousand vears of his existence in the

diaspora.

A special wall decovation involees tie festive spivit of the Puvin holiday.




