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Research Abstract

The topic of this thesis is the Yiddish press aimed toward female audiences in the first
third of the twentieth century, focusing on the world views which molded it and the
images of womanhood created by publications of differing ideological bents. The
research is based on the content of the first Yiddish women's weekly and in the
Women’s Sections of several American Yiddish newspapers. The first periodical

under consideration, Yidishe froyen-velt, was first published in 1902 in Krakow, then

part of Western Galicia, but was edited in Warsaw. As far as is known, this is the first
Yiddish newspaper entirely dedicated to a female audience. In addition, | analyze the
content of four columns addressed to women readers within the mainstream press
published in New York during the golden age of Yiddish journalism in the United
States. One such column is “Froyen Interesn”, published in the daily newspaper
Forverts, (founded 1897), the most prominent and popular US Yiddish newspaper.
The second is “Far Der Arbeter Un Hoyz-Froy”, the women’s column of the Frayhayt
(founded 1922), a Communist daily newspaper that was launched in response to the
ideologically “feeble” Forverts. The other two columns are “Di Froy Un Di Heym”,
of the Tog, the liberal newspaper targeting the intelligentsia, and “Di Froy Un

Familye™ in the Yidishes tageblat, a newspaper that explicitly catered to the Orthodox

Jewish readership.
Current research on the Yiddish press aimed towards women has yet to
include materials regarded as being of minor significance, such as short stories,

recipes and tips; items that have characterized women’s journals since their inception.
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Up to now, the research has focused mainly on editorials and opinion pieces that
discussed equality of rights and the role of women in society, usually in an attempt to
point out markers of feminist ideology in publications, if they are to be found.

This thesis seeks to review current research materials as well as those
previously regarded as secondary, i.e. those pertaining to the home, family and love
life of the Jewish woman. A reading of the latter expands the pool of images
associated with Jewish women in the Yiddish press and shows how, at times, columns
used these images to counter the model of femininity current in different ideological
circles. Each column embodies a different “recipe” for femininity, the exclusive
adoption of which will bestow on women the happiness they yearn for. My analysis
will focus on four groups of themes: parent-child relationships, romance and family,
the working woman, and “homemaking” — i.e. beauty and fashion tips, self-
improvement, household maintenance, cooking, etc.

As the first chapter of this thesis will show, the publication of journals and
columns for women was instituted in a social and economic climate entirely different
from the lifestyle of the majority of Eastern European Jewry. The first of these
publications emerged in the United Kingdom and the United States. This brand of
journalism was associated with bourgeois gender roles, within which the man would
be assigned as bread-winner and the woman would tend to the house and the
emotional welfare of her family members. In addition, the press intended for a female
audience was based on women’s purchasing power and their empowerment in terms
of beautifying and improving the aesthetics of their living space and their feminine
appearance, thus turning a woman into a “lady”. These features were foreign to the
East European Jewish immigrants who came to the United States, whose main

concern was to survive in a difficult economic climate. In addition, in Eastern Europe
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the tradition of Jewish men eternally engaged in Biblical and rabbinical studies
assigned the woman the role of the breadwinner. Despite these tendencies, a new
women-oriented journalism took root in the Yiddish press, even in newspapers
associated with supposedly opposite ideologies, such as socialism and Communism.
The first part of this research is dedicated to the first Yiddish women’s

magazine, Yidishe froyen-velt. Its publisher was Ben-Avigdor, better known for his

activities on behalf and in support of Hebrew literature. The magazine’s editors were
Mordecai Spector and H.D. Horowitz. This publication showcased the stories of some
of the most prominent Jewish writers at the turn of the twentieth century, including
Shalom Aleichem, Reuven Asher Braudes and the well-known feminist Puah
Rakovsky. In addition, the newspaper published recipes, information about hygiene,
and advice on children’s education. The incongruity between the poor and austere
existence of Russian Jews at the turn of the century and the relatively affluent

atmosphere evoked by Yidishe froyen-velt and other women-oriented publications is

quite salient. My reading of the various sections of the magazine aims to anchor them
in the ideological context of the late Jewish enlightenment era (“Haskalah”), aimed to
equip women with tools to enable them to adopt middle class manners.

In the next section of this thesis dealing with the Yiddish press in the United
States, | present a gallery of characters. The cast includes, for example, the mother
that came from Russia after the Bolshevik Revolution to her bourgeois children, the
teenage girl working in the sweatshop, the elderly single woman, etc. These characters
told a different tale in each newspaper, in accordance with its particular political
views. The ideological undercurrent of the publication determined whether the

perspective would be of the older or the younger generation, whether the elderly
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single woman would be revered or ridiculed, or whether the “typical” woman be
depicted as a sweatshop laborer or a secretary.

In the second chapter, | set forth my comparative reading between the
women’s section of the most prominent Yiddish publications, the socialist Forverts
and the radical Frayhayt. The assumption guiding my reading of the socialist
newspapers was that from the start, women’s sections were meant to be absent from
them, due to their bourgeois nature. As opposed to current research that argues that
Forverts used these sections to promote socialist femininity or sought to transform
women to agents of change within the home, | claim that the Forverts women sections
were almost entirely typical conservative female pieces. While using sweatshops and
other images from the worker’s world as the setting, they accepted the norms of the
contemporary female press that went hand in hand with the newspaper’s inclination
towards acculturation and assimilation into the middle class. The editors of the
Frayhayt, who perhaps sensed this apparent weakness of its popular competitor,
created a women’s section which attacked all the typical characteristics of women-
oriented journalism a-la Forverts, calling for a rethinking of role assignment between
genders. However, a closer reading shows that the norms of the traditional female
press crept into the pages of the Frayhayt as well. While the other sections boasted the
works of the elite of Yiddish authors, the women’s sections were filled with didactic
stories totally bereft of intrinsic value.

The third chapter of this dissertation is dedicated to a comparison between the

Yidishes tageblat and the Tog. Like the Frayhayt, the Yidishes tageblat included an
element of revolt against the typical characteristics of the contemporary female press,
and especially toward the effort of assimilation into the middle class. The Tog,

however, aimed to supply its readers with the guide to successful assimilation into the
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middle class and published a plethora of beauty tips, favoring the culture and fine
taste of American women versus the crude female Jewish workers.

The women's section of the Tog forged an implicit link between adopting the
American dream — social and economic mobility, private enterprise and the belief that
grit and determination will inevitably lead to success — and the happiness of the

Jewish woman. The Yidishes tageblat, on the other hand, asked its readers to live

modestly and be as similar to their mothers as possible. In this chapter | will also
discuss the reincarnations of the image of the Jewish mother: the Tog opposed the
model of the sacrificing mother, that “Yiddishe Mameh” whose entire being is
reduced to the care and welfare of her husband and children, and encouraged her to be

“selfish” and to “live for herself’. The typical Jewish mother was depicted as

someone who could not understand the American way of life. The Yidishes tageblat
glorified the “Yiddishe Mameh” and the immense sacrifices she made for her
children, sometimes at the cost of her own life, advising girls to listen to their

mother’s wisdom. But despite this nostalgic sentiment, the Yidishes tageblat also

provided information on the acquisition of middle class demeanor and tastes, albeit to

a lesser degree.
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