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A Note From
T he E d itors
Like many events scheduled for 2020, the
release of Volume III of Avukah, the Undergraduate Journal of Jewish Studies, was delayed. Six
months from the originally planned release date,
the world looks more different than we could
have imagined. Masks are mandatory, protests in
support of Black Lives are in every major American city and we are in the midst of a historic
presidential election.
Last fall, before we could have ever predicted the chaos of 2020, we recieved 25 submissions for Volume III, on topics ranging from
Jewish influence in the arts to how Jewish history
fits into the larger context of American history.
The editing team was incredibly impressed with
the passion and knowledge that was reflected in
each submission.
Now, we stand in a greatly different
situation from where we were when choosing
these pieces in November. Yet, looking back, I am
struck by how the themes found in the Volume III
submissions are reminiscent of the current state
of the world.
For example, Jennie Kleinman writes on
Jewish turmoil in the 1930s and 40s, describing
how Jewish voters felt the need to choose whether to prioritize assimilation or be radical in their
views. Many Jews today face the same political
decision, but with different actors against different backgrounds. Margaret Eckberg explores the
deeply complicated relationship between Black
musical artists and Jewish-owned record labels.

She details the intricacies of this relationship, focusing on how Jewish success in this field came to
be. Through studying intermarriage in Judaism,
Megan Haas establishes a substantial argument
relating to ethnic identity, a topic that is relevant
to today’s racial unrest. And finally, Lily Gray
makes the argument for the importance of literature and media in remembering an event or era
accurately.
I find that the similarity between the
themes that the authors wrote about and the lessons that are manifesting from the world’s current situation brings me a sense of comfort. This
comfort is rooted in the idea that we, as a collective humanity have been here- and have survived
it– before.
The editorial team feels incredibly lucky to
share these pieces in our journal and bring light
to issues that remain relevant today. We would
like to give a special thanks to the Mosse/Weinstein Center for Jewish Studies (CJS) and its
continued support of Avukah. We are grateful
for the encouragement and guidance from our
faculty advisor, Jordan Rosenblum, and from CJS
Director, Tony Michels and Associate Director
Gwen Walker. Without CJS and its incredible
team of faculty and staff, publishing this edition
would not have been possible. We appreciate all of
their efforts that enable undergraduates to pursue
Jewish studies.
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Je w s i n Fi lm and Music
By: Margaret Eckberg

Mid-20th centur y America saw one of the largest waves of
Je w i s h i m m i g r a n t s f r o m Eu r o p e i n h i s t o r y. T h e s e i m m i grants were escaping both violence and political and econ o m i c o p p r e s s i o n i n t h e i r h o m e l a n d s . Up o n a r r i v a l t o t h e
Un i t e d S t a t e s , a l m o s t a ny t h i n g s e e m e d p o s s i b l e , l e a d i n g
m a ny Je w i s h p e o p l e t o b e c o m e p i o n e e r s i n t h e m u s i c a n d
m o v i e i n d u s t r y. A l t h o u g h t h e s e p i o n e e r s’ m o t i v e a r e s o m e times questioned, it is no doubt that they laid an important
f o u n d a t i o n f o r t h e p r e s e n t i n d u s t r y.
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In the midst of a rapidly changing and sometimes frightening world, we constantly look for ways
to distract ourselves, and that is where music and
film come in. Whether it is for a few minutes or a
few hours, these art forms allow us to escape and be
enveloped in songs and stories– we do not often think
about the hundreds of people behind the scenes,
working tirelessly to bring us the catchy melody or
memorable scene. It is impossible, however, not to
acknowledge the role Jews have played in the development of the music and film industry. Through their
ownership of movie and music production companies
as well as their creation of stories for the screen, Jews
created a presence as entrepreneurs and businessmen
that demanded acknowledgement. These pursuits
stemmed from their need to establish themselves in
the new world, as well as their never-ending desire to
make an impact on American culture.
Many Jews who entered the film industry
began as humble cobblers, clothing salesmen, and
peddlers. All but one of the eight largest movie
corporations (i.e., the Big Eight), were owned by
Jewish businessmen, and they were responsible for
the rapid growth of the industry through the creation
of mass produced films and large theatres. The Big
Eight corporations were 20th Century Fox, Columbia
Pictures, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM), Paramount
Pictures, RKO Radio Pictures, United Artists, Universal Studios, and Warner Brothers: Joseph Schenck, a
Russian-born Jew, founded 20th Century Fox; Harry
Cohn was the son of an Orthodox German Jewish
cobbler, and Harry himself had his first job working
as a street car conductor before founding Columbia
Pictures; Louis B. Mayer, the co-founder of MGM
with Samuel Goldwyn, was raised by a father who
was a Talmudic scholar and began his life in the U.S.
as a scrap metal dealer; Adolph Zukor was an Austrian-born Jew who emigrated to New York who began
working in an upholstery shop before founding Paramount Pictures with Jesse Lasky, another Jew from a
modest working-class family in San Francisco; David

Sarnoff, a Russian-born Jew, emigrated to the United
States to make money to send back to his family in
Russia before founding RKO Radio Pictures; and Carl
Laemmle began his career as a clothing salesman in
Wisconsin before risking everything to found Universal Studios (May, 7). Finally, the Warner Brothers began their lives working as cobblers and bicycle repair
men before founding their own studio (May, 8).
“All but one of the eight largest movie corporations
were owned by Jewish businessmen.”
There are many reasons as to why so many
Jews found their footing and eventual success in the
film industry. One of the reasons Jews thrived in this
field has to do with their adaptability and flexibility in
America. Jews realized very quickly that it would be
difficult to maintain their old traditions in this new
world since the United States was advancing at such
a rapid pace. Additionally, they realized that they
did not want to spend their lives in America holding
down the exact same working-class jobs they had
in their countries of origin– America was a land of
opportunity, therefore, it would be a terrible waste to
resume life there just as it was in their home countries
(May, 9).
Many immigrants from Italy, Greece, or other
Southern European countries who came to the United States found themselves permanently attached and
drawn back towards their homeland, often leaving
the United States often to return home, motivated by
pure nostalgia. Jews, however, had no desire to return
to their home countries, due to the high levels of
discrimination they recieved considering how poorly
they had been treated before gaining the courage to
leave (May, 11).
This gave Jews a huge advantage in the entrepreneurial sense, because instead of being consumed
by the thoughts of their homeland, they instead could
focus all of their physical and mental energy on expanding their entrepreneurial endeavors. Further, this
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discrimination that forced Jews out of their countries
of origin, such as Russia, ended up benefitting them.
These policies forced Jews into commercial trade
positions where they learned valuable skills such as
clothing and shoe-making making clothes or shoes.
This prepared Jews for America, where many immigrants found it more than difficult to adjust since
they had never worked in commercial trade positions
before: “At a time when most other immigrants, and
Americans for that matter, came from rural backgrounds, the Jews as literate urban entrepreneurs had
a great advantage. They quickly compensated for their
relative lack of capital and began to climb the economic ladder.”

into the shoes of his father, although he has been
blessed with a beautiful singing voice. This film was
extremely popular: it was the first motion picture to
feature synchronized music, many Jewish immigrants
could relate to the conflict of traditions and assimilation and almost every working class American was
enthralled in the rags to riches story of Jack Robin,
played by Russian-born Jew Al Jolson.
Working class Americans were the main
demographic that went to the movies because upper
class Americans did not wish to place themselves in
dingy theatres in the working class areas of a city.
Movies were not expensive to attend, and working-class people used them as a refuge to escape for a
few hours and distract themselves from the somewhat
horrible conditions in which they lived.
Beyond film, many Jews found their footing
in the music industry. However, based on the writings of Jonathan Karp in his piece “Blacks, Jews, and
the Business of Race Music, 1945-1955,” Jews did not
enter the music industry to spread their own culture,
but rather to exploit other’s culture– specifically that
of Blacks– for profit.
Many Jews took on the ownership of Black
music labels and produced what has been coined
“race music,” music made by Blacks for Blacks. “They
[Jews] provided Black musicians with unprecedented
opportunities to record and acquire fans.

“American was land of opportunity, therefore, it
would be a terrible waste to resume life there just as it
was in their home countries.”
Thus, many of the Jewish movie moguls
approached making films much like they approached
making and selling clothes (May, 11). They understood that making movies meant catering to the
styles, genres, and storylines they thought the people
would want to watch, not unlike creating clothes they
thought people would want to buy. Samuel Goldwyn
even went as far as sitting in front of the audience
with his back facing the screen to watch the viewers’
reactions. In his words, “If the audience don’t like a
picture, they have a good reason. The public is never
wrong” (May, 12).
Movies, objectively speaking, are expressions
of culture. They create a commentary of the societal
issues plaguing a group of people or society at a point
in time, or they represent societal issues that occured
in the past. The Jews in America who were eager
to assimilate quickly knew that meant immersing
themselves in culture and exploiting the culture with
which they were already accustomed. An example of
this exploitation of culture was the Warner Brothers’
1927 film The Jazz Singer (May, 15). This film follows
the son of a Jewish cantor who does not wish to step

“Many Jewish immigrants could relate to the conflict
of traditions and assimilation.”
But they also almost invariably exploited Black artists
who were doubly vulnerable: individually as musicians lacking in independent capital and collectively
as members of a subordinate racial caste in a still
largely segregated society.” Jews used their entrepreneurial experience, just as they had in the film
industry, to make Black artists famous and help them
spread, and exploit, their culture (Karp, 141). This
begs the question as to why race music attracted Jews
to the extent that it did, and not unlike questions re3

Gottlieb, William P. Portrait of Joe Mooney and Milt Gabler?, Decca office?,
New York, N.Y., ca. De. , Monographic. Photograph. Retrieved from 			
Library of Congress, <www.loc.gov/item/gottlieb.14081/>.

garding Jews and film, there is more than one answer.
stemmed from a desire to make money, or may have
Some Jews were drawn towards the industry based on
been related to the struggles of Blacks in the U.S.
the style of music itself, and Milt Gabler is the perfect
considering the history of anti-Semitism, Jews found
example of this.
great success in music through appropriation.
Gabler had a certain affinity towards jazz, one
It is no wonder that many question the integof the styles that falls under the category of race murity of Jews in America considering what is known
sic. This may be because his father was the owner of
about their entrepreneurial endeavors, however, one
a radio shop, Commodore Radio Corporation, which
cannot deny that Jews put themselves on the map of
Gabler would later rename Commodore Music Shop
the business-world through unfaltering determina(Karp, 144). Gabler began his career by simply reselltion to succeed. Jews laid the foundation for both the
ing recordings called 78s from the 1920s, by artists
music and film industry in the U.S. through the
such as Louis Armstrong and Bessie Smith. These reexploitation of their own culture on the screen and
cordings had dissipated into the past when the Great
the exploitation of other cultures through
Depression took hold since most Americans could no
song and they played integral roles in the managelonger afford simple pleasures like radios and record
ment of these two industries. Without Jewish entreplayers. Gabler noticed that the public took very well
preneurs in this field, it is unclear whether we would
to this style of music because they “craved an earlier,
be able to enjoy the film and music industries as we
purer sound.” Eventually, Gabler would transform his
know them today.
father’s 10 record shop into Commodore Records,
Gabler’s own music label that would represent the
Karp, Blacks, Jews, and the Business of Race Music,
likes of Billie Holiday and other famous Black artists
1945-1955, 141, 144, 153, 155.
(Karp, 144). Those Jewish record owners like Milt
Gabler 11 saw the production and ownership of Black
May, Why Jewish Movie Moguls: An Exploration in
artists and their music as a way of ensuring the surAmerican Culture, 7-9, 11-13.
vival of the music they loved (Karp, 153).
Other Jews in the industry did not share the
same affection for the music itself, as Milt Gabler did;
instead, they viewed Black musicians and their culture as easy to appropriate because Jews, at this time
in history, were a more respected minority group
than Blacks. Jewish music was not made for the radio
or for easy-listening in the home, and Jewish record
owners understood that. Jews already had experience
owning and managing theatres, but they saw the
production of music as a much more strategic entrepreneurial endeavor since music could more easily
appeal to the masses as compared to staging shows.
Portrait of Joe Mooney and Milt Gabler, owner of the
These Jews eventually came to think of themselves
Commodore Music Shop.
as aesthetically Black, enjoying Black music and the
culture that it stemmed from, but they still held fast
to their Jewish entrepreneur reputation (Karp, 155).
Although Jewish interest in Black music may have
the 		
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Michael Chabon on Intermarriage
By: Megan Haas

Wit h Je w ish-Amer ic ans b e c om ing more and more assim i l ate d
i nto Amer ic an c u lture, t he r ate of inter mar r i age b et we e n Je ws
and non-Je ws is incre as ing . Th is f a c t impl ies t hat t he ge ne rat i on
of you nger Je w ish-Amer ic ans is st r ay ing f u r t her f rom t r a d it i on .
Je w ish -Amer ic an Aut hor Micha el C hab on d is c uss es t h is t re nd i n
a re ce nt commencement sp e e ch .
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Synopsis
Novelist Michael Chabon is a notable Jewish author
of works, such as The Yiddish Policemen’s Union. At
Hebrew Union College, he delivered a commencement speech and call to action against Jewish endogamy and Israel’s occupation of the West Bank, to newly
inducted Reform rabbis. He begins his speech by
discussing how Judaism’s core values are supposed to
follow a sense of openness and willingness to change.
Chabon supports the idea that Judaism is inclusive,
by explaining how on Passover everyone is welcome
to join the seder, or traditional Passover meal. As
Chabon introduces this idea of inclusivity and fluidity
within the Jewish religion, he argues that Judaism is
hypocritical in the sense that it is filled with boundaries and distinctions, specifically with the strict concept of marrying within the Jewish religion, viewing
Judaism as stuck in its boundaries in this world of
fusion and hybridity.
He first saw this sense of exclusivity within
Judaism when he watched a video of Haredi men
throwing rocks at young girls for the sin of daring
to learn. Haredis belong to an ultra-orthodox sect of
Judaism, who don’t believe that women have the right
to learn. This video revealed the strict boundaries
Jews have stuck to all these years, and Chabon came
to the realization that he doesn’t want to be involved
with this type of Judaism. Chabon argues in favor of,
“Eruv,” or mixing, co-mingling, and intermarriage.
He believes marrying-in excludes people, and that
if Jews go extinct in the next hundred years, it’ll be
because Jewish parents are teaching their kids to
live within these strict boundaries. At the end of his
speech, Chabon makes a call to action: he states that
this problem within Judaism is very prevalent, and
that the newly inducted Reform rabbis sitting before
him should consider this a problem, encouraging
them to venture out of these boundaries. Chabon’s
goal is to evoke change, as he tells the new rabbis to
seize the opportunity to change this perspective of
in-marriage and promote fluidity in Judaism and
within our world overall.

Jewish Trends
Before listening to Chabon’s perspective on the exclusivity problem within Judaism, I wasn’t aware of how
prevalent these boundaries are in our everyday lives.
In Israel’s Religiously Divided Society, chapter 11
touches on the concept of intermarriage within Israel
(PEW). According to the reading, religious intermarriages are not conducted in Israel. However, marriages between members of different religions that have
been conducted in other countries are acknowledged
in Israel. After reading this, I was shocked at the
strict boundary placed to prevent intermarriage from
occurring within the state of Israel. Despite this prevention of intermarriage, the rate of people marrying
non-Jewish spouses has rapidly increased throughout
the years.
Chabon claims that “any religion that relies
on compulsory endogamy to survive has, in my view,
ceased to make the case for its continued validity in
the everyday lives of human beings,” because if Jews
don’t marry within their religion, then Judaism will
eventually fade out (Chabon). In addition, the 2013
Pew Survey of American Jews stated that before
1970, about 17% of Jews married outside of the religion. However, in 2013, about 58% of Jews married
non-Jewish spouses.
These statistics support Chabon’s statement
that this is the most populous era of Jews, and with
the increasing rates of intermarriage, our religion
doesn’t need to depend on endogamy to survive.
“This is the most populous era of Jews, and with the
increasing rates of intermarriage, our religion doesnt
need to depend on endogamy to survive”
Despite the increasing intermarriage rates,
the boundaries within Jewish tradition has continued
to exclude Jews from the rest of society. The survey
in chapter five of Israel’s Religiously Divided Society
states that 39% of Israeli Jews say they observe all or
most of the Jewish religious tradition (PEW). In addition, about 34% say they follow some of the tradition.
6

ism will increase this devotion and our traditions. I
understand Chabon’s argument about many of our
traditions and ideas creating boundaries and excluding others and ourselves from the rest of society.
However, I strongly believe that we can continue to
follow these traditions in a way that is inclusive and
open to all. Among Jews who have gotten married in
2005-2013, nearly 58% have a non-Jewish spouse. The
article also states that, “Married Jews of no religion
are much more likely than married Jews by religion to
have a non-Jewish spouse.” This increase in intermarriage is only contributing to more Jews identifying
with “Jews of no religion,” as they slowly abandon
the Jewish traditions. In addition, “Jews who have
non-Jewish spouses are much less likely than those
married to fellow Jews to be raising children as Jewish
by religion.” This growing cycle of intermarriage is
contributing to a loss of Jewish identity, especially
within the U.S. While Chabon sees in-marriage as
exclusive, marrying outside of the Jewish religion has
been statistically proven to weaken the basis of Jewish
life in the Diaspora.

These traditions vary from lighting Shabbat candles
to a women’s monthly mikvah, from circumcision to
a Bar/Bat Mitzvah ceremony, from the shearing of a
bride’s hair to the intricate string webs of an Eruv. The
article proves that Jews are constantly practicing these
boundaries. Chabon even states that it is expected of
every Jew to become a “boundary maven” (Chabon).
Chabon believes that, “Every Jews job is to not just
see and understand, but to maintain through constant
vigilance and patrolling the division between day and
night, clean and unclean, child and adult,” and so on.
While it is important to follow the traditions of the
Jewish religion, we should prevent these traditions
from excluding us from the rest of the world.
Opposing Argument
In most cases, I would agree with Chabon since I believe boundaries hold our religion back from assimilating with modern day. However, I’d have to disagree
with Chabon due to this day in age, as younger generations are increasingly losing touch with their Jewish
identity. After reading A Portrait of Jewish Americans, it is prevalent that Jews see being Jewish as more
of a matter of ancestry, culture, and values. A survey
in the reading proved that six-in-ten of Jews say that
being Jewish is a matter of ancestry, while 15% say it
is a matter of religion (PEW).
In addition, the article explains how Jewish
identity is more important to larger numbers of older
Jews compared to younger generations. Only a third
of Jews under the age of thirty stated that being Jewish is important to them (PEW). With this increase in
younger generations identifying with “Jews of no religion,” and solely being connected to Judaism due to
ancestry, our basis of Jewish life in the Diaspora will
weaken significantly. The main thing that keeps Jews
alive and prospering is this strong devotion to the
Jewish people. Without that devotion to Judaism, we
wouldn’t have had the strength to fight in the 6-DayWar, and claim Israel as our home.
In this day and age, I believe marrying within Juda-

Chabon, Michael. “Those People, over There.” Speech,
Commencement Ceremony of the Hebrew 		
Union College, May 14, 2018.
PEW Research Center. “Israel’s Religiously Divided
Society.”
PEW Research Center. “A Portrait of Jewish Americans.”
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Source: Shutterstock

A bride and groom at a Jewish wedding.
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Po e t r y :
A Window into t he Holo c aust
By: Lily Gray

W h i l e t h e Wa r s a w G h e t t o i s l a r g e l y a n a r r a t i v e o f d e s p a i r, p u n c tuated by star vation, fear and death, it is also a stor y of brave
r e b e l l i o n b y t h e Je w i s h p e o p l e a g a i n s t t h e i r Na z i o p p r e s s o r s .
The Ringelblum Archives chronicled the condition and actions
o f t h e Je w i s h p e o p l e , s o a s t o p r o v i d e a r e c o r d f o r p o s t e r i t y.
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Dr. Emmanuel Ringelblum, born in Ukraine
in 1900, was a Warsaw Ghetto historian who directed early attempts at Jewish self-help efforts in the
Warsaw Ghetto and was active in Po’alei Tzion, a
Marxist-Zionist workers party. As the director of the
self-help organizations, Ringelblum heard various
stories of Jewish families in the ghetto, which each
night he recorded in a journal. By 1940, this practice
evolved into the Oneg Shabbos, an underground organization dedicated to archiving the Warsaw Ghetto
and surrounding ghettos through poetry, documents,
notices, literary works, diaries and other personal
writings. In 1943, just prior to the liquidation of the
Warsaw Ghetto, Ringelblum buried the archives in
three separate caches underground and escaped to
the Aryan side, where he was captured and killed in
1944. Two caches were excavated in 1946 and 1950
and historians are still in the process of preserving
and translating the documents.
Some of the most abundant documents
discovered in the caches are poems, written by various authors on various themes. In this paper, I will
illustrate how the poems found in the Ringelblum
archives have in teaching important lessons about the
Holocaust. Through this, I hope to demonstrate the
importance of poetry as an institution in the Jewish
ghettos, as it allowed Jewish individuals to express
and transmit emotions. In the end, the poems underscored their identity as part of the human race and
acted in defiance of the murderous machinations of
the Nazi party.
One collection of poems found in the Oneg
Shabbos Archives are by Miriam Ulinover. Ulinover
was born in Lodz, Poland in 1888 and although she
spoke Polish, Ulinover chose to write her works in
Yiddish. In the Lodz Ghetto, Ulinover was a part
of an illegal literary circle, joined by other notable
Polish-Jewish authors. It is believed that most of her
manuscripts were lost in the liquidation of the ghetto,
but three translated poems survived in the archives.
They are titled “Girl Without a Comb,” “Girl Without
Soap,” and “Girl All Alone.” It is unclear how Ulinover’s poems arrived from the Lodz Ghetto to the
Warsaw Ghetto, but it is speculated that they were

smuggled in. Part of “Girl Without a Comb” is missing due to being buried underground for an extended
time, but majority of the other poems were salvaged,
allowing readers to read and analyze her works in an
effort to understand the Holocaust on a deeper level.
One common theme throughout Ulinover’s
poems is her illustration of the intense poverty, often
bordering on starvation, experienced by Jewish
families in the Lodz ghetto. During relocation to the
ghetto, Jewish families were allowed to bring with
them only the bare minimum. Population density
was extremely high, approximately 41,000 Jews per
square kilometer. Together, these conditions gave rise
to high incidence of disease and death, and by the
end of 1941, over 43 thousand Jewish individuals had
died. This treatment of Jewish people came as a result
of Nazi rhetoric that Jewish people were not human,
but rather pests that needed to be exterminated in
order to purify European culture. Ulinover, however,
shatters this image of Jews.
Subsequent to introducing her broken comb,
Ulinover asks, “Who will comb my hair?” This first
use of first-person language, “my,” is startling and signals to readers that she is the narrator and that they
are listening to her own story. Her common question, contrasted against the environment of the Lodz
Ghetto, seems almost ironic. Combing one’s hair is
a mundane, daily task, yet she asks to do so in such
an unnatural settling. Through asking this question
in first-person, Ulinover succeeds in re-humanizing
herself, in a time when the Nazi regime is attempting
to dehumanize Jewish individuals.
“In the end, the poems underscored their identity as
part of the human race and acted in defiance of the
murderous machinations of the Nazi party.”
In “Girl Without Soap,” Ulinover also uses
first-person language. The first line is “And as I sit so
desolate/Worn out by poverty.” Her use of the word
“I” again signals to her readers that they are listening
to her story. The first-person narrative structure of
the poem reads as a diary, revealing her innermost
thoughts and emotions. She says, “Heavy is my shirt
10

with worries” and “it bends my brain with worry,”
conveying her state in the Lodz Ghetto. By using
physical words including “heavy” and “bends,” Ulinover portrays to readers the extent to which her
experience in the ghetto is weighing on her. Ultimately, through first-person language, Ulinover’s audience
comes to understand the Jewish experience in the
Lodz ghetto and, thus, bear witness to its atrocities.
Through her poems, Ulinover also portrays
to readers her feelings of loneliness. Starting in 1942,
Nazis gathered Jewish people at random and deported them in cattle cars to labor or death camps– most
commonly Chelmno. By September 1942, 75 thousand Jews were deported from the Lodz ghetto to
their deaths, tearing apart families, likely including
Ulinover’s. To illustrate her loneliness, Ulinover uses
the poetic device of rhetorical questions. In her poem
“Girl All Alone,” Ulinover considers who remains in
her life and says, “Whom should I call to come quick
to help,” signaling that she no longer has someone to
help her. Further, Ulinover does not include punctuation after her question, implying that it will go unanswered, as there is nobody there to answer it.
Ulinover also uses questions in “Girl Without
a Comb” when she says, “Where, who will comb my
hair.” Again, Ulinover does not use punctuation with
her question, instead seemingly asking the question
to herself. She continues this interpersonal dialogue,
answering, “the gray empty lonely space will comb
my braid,” underscoring the motif of loneliness
(Ullinover). The strong voice that comes through in
this line is emotion-laden, again demonstrating her
humanity against rhetoric of dehumanization. By
continually asserting herself as human with human
emotions and human needs, such as combing hair,
she rejects the propaganda against her people and
establishes a new narrative.
Moreover, Ulinover demonstrates the small
fragments of hope that existed in the ghetto, despite
the horrific living conditions. In Lodz and surrounding ghettos there was the possibility of escape to the
Aryan side to survive. Prior to 1942, inhabitants of
the Lodz ghetto did not know where deportees were
going, nor did they know their fate. In the summer
of that year, however, a Jewish individual succeeded

in escaping Chelmno, and wrote a letter to the Rabbi
of Lodz. The letter detailed how Jewish families were
being slaughtered in the camp, by both poisonous
gas and random shootings. This letter increased the
desire to escape, despite the danger. Ulinover teaches
readers this phenomenon in the Lodz ghetto through
her use of symbolism. Specifically, in “Girl Without
Soap,” soap is used as a symbol of freedom. Ulinover
writes, “Heavy is my shirt with worries/one has to
do the wash… If only the storekeeper/would give me
soap on credit” (Ullinover). To understand the symbol, one must understand the reason why Ulinover
is worried. It is likely that she is worried about the
deportations to the death camps and general conditions in the Lodz ghetto. To assuage her worries, she
must “do the wash,” and if this idea is applied to her
actual condition, she must be freed. Thus, soap becomes a symbol of freedom. By using soap, a universal product that most can identify, Ulinover’s complex
emotions become relatable and understood by the
audience. Later in the poem, the narrator asks the
“storekeeper” for the soap, implying that the “storekeeper” character is one that can grant her freedom
by helping her escape. The “storekeeper,” however,
denies her “beautiful dark eyes” this escape, leaving
her “long[ing] to sing the song of a clean and fresh
white shirt.”
“Many Jewish individuals lost faith in G-d during the
Holocaust; many Jews asked, how could He let this
amount of evil occur?”
Ulinover also uses symbolism in “Girl All
Alone” to demonstrate another channel of hope that
existed in the ghetto: prayer. This is notably used in
her last line, “from my heart, I will send a telegram.”
Throughout the poem, she speaks of loneliness, but
resolves that she still has G-d to hear her. Thus, a
telegram is a symbol for prayer. Her use of prayer is
unusual, as many Jewish individuals lost faith in G-d
during the Holocaust; many Jews asked, how could
He let this amount of evil occur? Interested theologians have taken various approaches to this question
and still others have shifted their views of G-d to fit
with historical developments. In his book, God After
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Auschwitz, Zachary Braiterman summarizes this
question as determining G-d’s balance between omnipotence, all powerful, and omnibenevolence, truly
good.
Ulinover, continuing to believe in a G-d
throughout her experience in the Holocaust, as
demonstrated by the poem, illustrates a different
solution: turning to G-d because there is no one left
to turn to and there are questions that cannot be
answered. Ultimately, Ulinover’s devotion to G-d and
reaffirmation of faith once again demonstrates her
humanity, beating back at Nazi propaganda.
Wladyslaw Szlengel, another poet during the
Holocaust, wrote on similar themes to Ulinover. Szlengel was a Polish author, writing songs, poems and
satirical essays from his lifelong home of Warsaw. In
1942, during the German grossaktion, a mass murder
and deportation, Szlengel and his wife were relocated
into what soon became the Warsaw ghetto. There,
Szlengel labored for the Nazis in a German factory,
but wrote as much as he could at night. He succeeded
in writing multiple poems and resurrecting a satirical
journal, both of which he copied and handed out to
Jewish families in the ghetto. Further, Szengel was involved in the Oneg Shabbos project with Ringelblum.
Although most of his manuscripts were destroyed, a
few survived in the archives. Szlengel died during the
Warsaw ghetto uprising in May of 1943.
One of his most noted poems is called “Monument” and it is speculated that it was written just
prior to his death during the Warsaw ghetto uprising. The poem speaks of monuments of ghetto
fighters and the individuals that fought. While popular history reveres Warsaw ghetto fighters for their
bravery, they were outnumbered, out-armed and
had no chance of beating the Nazis they were combating. There is a strain of Holocaust academia that
plays down the heroism of the fighters, often called
Holocaust impiety. Marek Edelmean is notable for
Holocaust impiety after an interview with him was
published in a book called To Outwit G-d, by Hanna Krall. In the interview, he speaks of the Warsaw
ghetto fighters as simple people, not heroes, whose
goal was not to defeat the Nazis, but rather to die
a “beautiful death.” Szlengel represents Edelman’s

manner of thinking through his use of tone in “Monument.” In the beginning, the poem speaks of those
who fought in the uprising and how, in monuments,
they are immortalized as heroes. Szlengel writes, “To
heroes the descendants will pay homage/their names
engraved on the plinths/and to them a monument of
marble.” These opening lines of the poem are written with a tone of awe for these heroes, typical of
common literature surrounding the Warsaw ghetto
uprising. In the following stanzas, however, Szlengel
changes his tone to a more realistic one. He says, “The
myth will coagulate and – become/The Monument.”
By using the word “myth,” Szlengel implies that their
heroic story is not accurate, but is rather exaggerated,
like a myth. Rather than understanding their stories,
he argues, people in generations to come will only
view the era as The Monument portrays it, and the
reality of the situation will be lost. Over the course of
the poem, Szlengel repeats “She was,” as a manner of
emphasizing her ordinary-ness. In doing so, Szlengel
humanizes the situation and warns readers that the
Holocaust could happen again, and to anyone.
“He speaks of the Warsaw ghetto fighters as simple
people, not heroes, whose goal was not to defeat the
Nazis, but rather to die a ‘beautiful death.’”
Szlengel’s epic poem “What I Read to the
Dead” was also written in 1943, just before he was
killed. The poem details the January action through
small fragments of memory. Its generally disconnected lines reflect the frantic, frenzied motion of
the Jews in the Warsaw ghetto as they were awaiting
death and Szlengel’s determination in writing it all
down. His goal in writing this epic is to eulogize
those in the ghetto; he refuses to let his friends, family
and the Jewish people as a whole be degraded to a statistic. He says, “I do not want to leave behind me only
the numbers for a statistics, I wish to enrich (it’s a bad
word anyway) the history to be written in the future
with my contributions, documents and illustrations”
(Szlengel). Throughout the poem, he mentions by
name those in his apartment, “Ziuta, Asia, Eli, Fania,
Simona,” noting characteristics about them and their
struggle against death at the hands of the Nazis. His
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tone in these lines becomes emotional, stuggling as he
emphasizes their humanity against their animalistic
treatment. In the end, he succeeds in immortalizing
them, writing their story into history as a reminder
and warning. The last lines of the poem reveal that
Szengel himself is preparing to be killed; he is organizing his writings, poems and stories, so that they
can be read and understood some day in the future.
Of his archive, he writes “Do read it/This is our history/This is what I read to the dead,” pleading with a
future audience to never forget the individuals who
make up the Jewish history, and, on a global level, the
atrocities mankind is capable of against another man
(Szlengel).
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Source: Jewish Women’s Archive

As illustrated by Ulinover’s and Szlengel’s
poetry, the literary works found in the Ringelblum archives hold important religious history as documents
that serve as a witness to an almost total genocide.
Through poetic devices, both poets teach audiences
important information and perspectives of the Holocaust that are otherwise difficult to transmit to future
generations. The poetry, in all, ensure that the lessons
of the Holocaust are immortalized, teaching “our
history,” and safeguarding against a historical amnesia
to prevent such events from occurring ever again.

Source: Poetry in Hell” Yiddish Holocaust Poetry with Translations from the Warsaw
Ghetto Ringelblum archives

Miryam Ulinover

A written version of Miryam
Ulinover’s poem “Girl All
Alone” as found in Ringelblum’s
archives.
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Jewish-American Inaction:
Turmoil in the 1930s and 40s
B y : Je n n i e K l e i n m a n

A l t h o u g h o n t w o s e p a r a t e c o n t i n e n t s , Je w i s h - A m e r i c a n s s t r o n g l y f e l t f o r t h e i r Je w i s h b r e t h r e n i n Eu r o p e d u r i n g t h e Na z i
r e i g n i n t h e m i d - 2 0 t h c e n t u r y. W h i l e t h e r e w e r e v a r i o u s e f f o r t s
b y Je w i s h - A m e r i c a n s t o a i d t h e Je w i s h p e o p l e i n Eu r o p e , Je w ish-Americans had to balance assimilating into American cult u r e a n d w e a r i n g t h e i r Je w i s h i d e n i t i t y o n t h e i r s l e e v e .
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Ridden with political tension, the 1930s and
1940s proved to be a time of great turmoil for European Jewry and was also a critical time for American
Jews. In America, Jews were attempting to balance
their distinct culture with the want to fit-in, in an
effort to reduce antisemitism. American-Jews had to
consider their American identity as well as loyalty to
their Jewish identity. Not everyone, however, came to
the same compromise between these two forces. In
the 1930s and 1940s, American-Jews faced the rise of
Nazism in Europe, a refugee crisis as a result of World
War II and the process of creating a Jewish state in
Palestine. In response to these momentous events,
however, American Jews were ineffective in influencing political change. This inaction came as the result
of the lack of consensus that reflected the vast array of
different Jewish ideologies and identities at the time.
In the 1930s, antisemitism throughout Europe
was gaining traction, and many, but not all, American
Jews took it upon themselves to fight Nazism. One
way in which they did this was through boycotts. As
a response to the 1933 Nazi implementation of a boycott of Jewish stores and companies, American-Jews
attempted their own boycott against Germany. The
goal was to force the Nazi issue to the forefront of
many prominent American-Jewish organizations.
but it didn’t affect change in Europe (Dollinger, 45).
Another popular strategy against Nazism was to raise
money. Prior to the 1930s, American-Jewish organizations dedicated around one percent of its expenditures to Europe. As a direct result of the increasing
threat to Jews living under Nazi power, however,
American-Jewish organizations began donating almost half of their resources to European Jewry. Some
of the largest American-Jewish organizations, such as
the AJC, JDC and The National Refugee Service were
so intensely devoted to sending aid, that by 1939,
three- fourths of its total budget was sent to Europe
(Dollinger, 50).
Though these organizations put a lot of effort
into helping European Jews, they struggled with balancing their relief efforts with their American, liberal
values. An overt example of this is the JDC’s concern
over breaching United States laws related to aid. One

member of the JDC executive committee stated, to
stay on the safe side, the JDC’s policy is “when in
doubt, ask the state department.”
Another aspect of this tricky balance manifest
itself as fear– fear of coming across as too aggressive
and of appearing less American. In response to this,
the AJC decided to phrase Nazism as problematic since it was “un-American” and didn’t adhere to
democratic ideals. Evidently, many American-Jews
felt uncomfortable addressing minority discrimination. These Jews made the argument to the general
American public that Nazism wasn’t only a threat
to Jews, but rather a threat to Catholics, Protestants
and everyone who believes in democracy. In a related
vein, a group of Christians and Jews teamed up to
create the National Conference of Christians and Jews
to further an ideology of American Pluralism (Sarna,
266). In this organization, Jews worked to promote
“brotherhood,” which, in a way, was allowing Jews to
fight discrimination without drawing attention to the
discrimination of Jews specifically.
“To him, American pluralism wasn’t just tolerating
other religions, but ‘should mean an active encouragement of cultural diversity.’”
There were many American-Jews who shied
away from addressing Nazism, however there were
also American-Jews who tackled the rise of Nazism
in a very public and direct manner. A professor at
the Jewish Theological Seminary disapproved of
Jewish-Americans who thought it would be seen as
“un-American” to address Jewish discrimination. To
him, American pluralism wasn’t just tolerating other
religions, but “should mean an active encouragement
of cultural diversity” (Dollinger, 53). Additionally,
Stephen S. Wise defended American Jews against
widespread stereotypes and appealed to his “fellow
Americans” to understand there is no “excuse for
Hitlerism” (Wise). Wise conveyed this in a public
sermon, his unabashed manner dissimilar to other
American-Jews who tiptoed around political issues.
However, Wise did not support the U.S. going to war,
highlighting that however loyal he is to the Jewish
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people, he is ultimately more loyal to his American
identity (Dollinger, 75).
Further, Mordechai Kaplan, a very prominent rabbi who helped found the Reconstructionist
denomination of Judaism, was another strong believer in helping Jews overseas. To Mordechai Kaplan,
Americanism has in its nature the survival of distinct
cultures within a larger nation. As illustrated by
these prominent figures, American-Jews reacted to
the rise of Nazism in different ways depending on
how they ranked their Jewish and American identities.
In 1938, after much debate surrounding
the American response to Nazism. American-Jews
decided they could affect the most amount of change
abroad if organizations joined forces.
Upon acting on this decision, American
Jews established The General Jewish Council. Some
were incredibly nervous to label The General Jewish
Council as a Jewish political body. However, the AJC
convincingly argued that Americanism can be accordant with religious affiliation.
Despite small successes, American-Jews were
not very successful in generating change for European-Jews. The United States did not respond to the
activists’ calls for help, perhaps since it’s hard to have
a truly influential voice when divided. Jews in America diverged so greatly in their ideologies that their
actions did no affect any substantial change against
the rise of Nazi Germany.

In December of 1938, President Roosevelt extended the visas of around 12 thousand to 15 thousand
German-Jews (Zucker, 56). This, however, was not
accomplished due to the lack of efforts by American-Jewish activists. The main reason FDR issued
this piece of legislation was as a result of FDR’s
Secretary of Labor, Frances Perkins’ relentless advocacy for the U.S. aiding European-Jewish refugees.
Overall, the U.S. was not very generous in accepting
refugees from Nazi Germany.
Just as American-Jews didn’t want to stand
out and talk about Jewish discrimination and Nazism, American-Jews didn’t want the Jewish people
to be blamed for any of the economic turmoil in
America. Therefore, some American-Jews wanted
to restrict the refugee quotas, most likely for economic reasons, as during the 1930s America was
going through the Great Depression. American-Jews
understood that the United States was already in a
time of economic crisis and that Jews were already
vulnerable to hatred and discrimination. Therefore,
American-Jews gave the handful of refugees, that
they were able to help, jobs that were within the
“Jewish sub-economy” (Sarna, 260). In this, nonJews couldn’t claim that the Jewish refugees were
stealing their jobs.
Other Jews, however, used their uniqueness
as a strategy. For instance, in 1943, a group of five
hundred orthodox rabbis, wearing their distinct
traditional garb, marched down Pennsylvania Avenue towards The White House. The rabbis were
campaigning for the United States government to
intervene on behalf of European Jews. Although the
march was unsuccessful in eliciting a response from
President Roosevelt, the statement of displaying their
Judaism was significant nonetheless. America-Jews
were inconsistent in their desire for helping refugees,
therefore, they did not effectively solve the refugee
crisis.
Since America, as well as other countries,
weren’t welcoming to refugees in the 1930s and
1940s, many Jews turned to Zionism. However,
once again, Zionism created a deep political divide
in American-Jews in the early twentieth century. A
great deal of Jews did not support Zionism because

“It’s hard to have a truly influential voice when
divided.”
One of the outcomes of the rise of Nazi
Germany was a refugee crisis. In the United States,
accepting war refugees was largely controversial. In
the 1930s and 1940s, the United States accommodated a total of two hundred thousand refugees, fewer
than countries such as France, the United Kingdom
and others (Sarna, 259). Furthermore, most Americans wanted to restrict the number of refugees even
more than they had already. An exception to the U.S.
government’s general disregard for the multitude of
European Jews in need of refuge occurred in 1938.
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it conflicted with their American identity. At the
same time, others thought that the very reason they
could stand behind Zionism is because it paralleled
their American-democratic ideals. The latter idea
became known as “the Brandeisian synthesis” (Dollinger, 58). Louis Brandeis, a prominent 20th century
American political figure, established this synthesis
by comparing the Zionists establishing a Jewish state
in Palestine to those Jefferson and the other Founding Fathers held when establishing the United States
of America. In doing this, Brandeis negotiated both
American and Jewish values, decreasing some of the
fear that came with supporting Zionism.
“A great deal of Jews did not support Zionism because it conflicted with their American identity.”
In a time that was very tense politically,
where many American-Jews feared making too bold
of a political statement, supporting the creation of
a Jewish state proved too intense. Therefore, these
particular American-Jews phrased their support for
Zionism, not as a Jewish nationalist sentiment, but
as a solution for the refugee crisis of Jews fleeing
Hitler’s Europe. This very politically cautious version
of Zionism was a way to bridge the gap between
the nationalist Zionists and the accommodationist
Jewish-Americans. Jewish-Americans regard for
Zionism as merely a solution to the refugee crisis is
evident in that it was very uncommon for American-Jews who supported Zionism to ever immigrate
to Palestine themselves. 			
Organizations such as the AJC, the Reform
Movement and B’nai B’rith had always been against
Jewish nationalism. In general, these organizations
were fervently in favor of acculturation politics: one
American nation, as opposed to small nations within
a larger nation. This type of mindset is enumerated
as early as 1885 in the Pittsburgh Platform, marking
the eventual support of Zionism by these organizations as extremely significant. By the end of World
War II, the AJC, B’nai B’rith and other organizations
accepted a less nationalist version of Zionism, mainly to give refugees a place to go. Their concession
highlights the gravity of the refugee crisis and the

lack of a simpler solution.
The 1930-40s was a unique time to be an
American-Jew. To be an American-Jew at this time
meant to be caught between two worlds and to decide
where you wanted to be. On the one hand, European-Jews were facing genocide and needed American-Jew’s advocacy and help. But, on the other hand,
American-Jews faced their own type of discrimination
and believed the only solution was to remain under the
radar. The main American-Jews failed to create political change at this time, was due to their indecisiveness on where they landed between their two worlds.
The Jewish-American population was so divided and
confused about their priorities that nothing they did to
create change had much of an impact. In the end, this
inaction and lack of consensus stained Jewish-American history and made an impact on generations of Jews
to come.
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