Maintaining borders, crossing borders: social relationshipsin the Shtetl
By AnnamariaOrla-Bukowska*

Backward and Forward

Inthetwenty-first century, scholars debate and discuss aphenomenon that represented the absolute antithesis
of postmodernity. ‘ Represented’ becauise, though lasting for centuries, it was made abruptly extinct inthe mid-
twentieth century andisswiftly escaping living memory. Why doesone study shtetl communitiestoday?1[1] As
Zborowski and Herzog wroteintheir Prefaceto Lifeiswith People, ‘ Itisaculturethat isnot remote. Onthe
contrary, it isonewith which many have had direct or indirect contact, through itsrepresentativesor their
descendants.’ 2[2] One might even venture to guessthat the majority of those researching thetopic have had
just such contact, in Jewish aswell asnon-Jewish families. Increasingly thereisadesiretoreturntoone's
memoriesor roots; persons scattered on various continentsarevisiting placesthat were* home' for themselves
or closekin. A new nonfiction genre—from Theo Richmond'sKoninto DianeArmstrong’ sMaosaic to Shimon
Redlich’sTogether and Apart in Brzelany — servesas partial evidence of this.

Accompanyingthenostagia, however, isadesretoandyzeamodd of multiculturdismglaringly different
fromtheonepopularly propagated today —oneinwhich, paradoxically, segregationingtead of integrationwasthe
rule. Inexamining theshtetl, wefind oursalves puzzled. Inconclusive arethe debateswhen historicad methodology
andrationdeareagppliedto determinewhether it was (to pargphrase EzraM endel sohn) good for the Jewsor bad for
the Jews, good for the Christiansor bad for the Christians, or (to pargphrase Joel Berkowitz) adystopiaor utopia

Argumentsfor caling theshtetl * backward’ abound, of course, if onecomparesitsliving conditionsto
those of the Western world. Whowould seeas‘ forward’ therarity of indoor plumbing, thedominanceof dirt
roadsand dirt floors, or the nonexistence of mechanized public transportation?Moreover, it gopearsasthough
these unenlightened folk were content with the way thingswere and did not want to ‘ progress.” Thiswasa
‘traditional’ culture: aconservative society inwhich the upholding and safeguarding of the statusquoisanidedl
towardswhich all membersof thegroup strive.

Inital realmsof human socid lifearevery much mutualy and intricately intertwined. Religionand
language and socioeconomic statusand lifestyle and ethnicidentity —all constitute components of onewhole;
religiouslifeishomelifeissocid life, etc. The public and private spheresof individua livescan barely be
distinguished: quitethe contrary, thisisaworldinwhich (to put it colloquialy) ‘ everyone knows everything
about everybody’ —something considered unnecessarily intrusive by modern standards.

Still, confusoninjudging theshtetl community isroused more by ancther agpect: notonly fiction, but nonfiction
accountsaswell, ofttimesopenwith animplication, a minimum, that that therewas* harmony,’ that * thosewere
wonderful times;” that ‘ all waswell until the Germanscame.” 3[ 3] Infact, asRosal.ehmann pointsout, * Recent
sudieshavecometo addresstheissue of coexistence between Jawsand Polesand concludethat, whileitistruethat
Jawsand Polesperiodicdly found themsda vesin confrontation, mogt of thetimethey livedin cooperaivesymbioss’ 4(4]

Isthispureidedization?Underlying thedebatesisan imperative: how can onereconcilememory of the
peaceful symbiossof theghtet! with memory of the horrifying conflagration of the Shoah?Inwakeof thet trauma,
skepticismisinevitably aroused when shtetl resdentsrecall peacerather than pogroms. Yet if mutua hatred and
animodity wasthenorm, then how wasit that Jawsand Christianslived s deby sdefor somany centuriesinsomany
different places, under somany different rulers?Moreover, how wasit that —instead of assmilating—ther cultura
differencesremained strong, grew deeper, and even flourished?How isit that what |loomsbefore our twenty-first
century eyesasaretrograde dystopia, could havebeen aromantic utopia?

If wedo not immerseourselvesinthisworld andlook out throughitseyes, we cannot comprehend how
groups, whichshould havelivedinconflict accordingtothepreva ent theoriesof thesocid stiences, built oneuniverse
together andlivedingtead in coexistence. It took an exported and imposed, urban and modernideol ogy, executinga
premeditated miss onwith technologica advancement, to bring thisto anend. That fact d onespesksmuchinfavor
of percalvingasocietd ‘forwardness among theresdentsof theshetl.
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Together and Apart

Nonethel ess, ajudtification for assessing the shtetl asaberrantly regressive hasbeenthe observationthat it was
not only exclusivewith regardsto outsiders, but also exclusive between groupsof indgders. Asdescribed by the
title of Shimon Redlich’slatest work,5[5] the groupswere, indeed, together in one sensewhile, indeed, quite
apartinanother. Anditisespecially this*‘ apartness which bothersthe contemporary Westerner. | n the post-
assimilation era, with the scorning and shedding of the‘ separate but equal’ motto, no positive value can be
perceived in segregation, even willing salf-segregation. Yet the Jewish and non-Jewishresidents of the shtetl
are seen ashaving eschewed each other compl etely, nothing lessthan impermeabl e bubbl esrebounding away
from contact. Thesmaller thecommunity of the shtetl anditsvillages, the moredistinct gppear to havebeenthe
boundariessubdividingitwithin.

Their worldsweretwo (or more, depending on the number of different groups coinhabitingthearea),
but these were simultaneously superseded by the one cosmosthat they created together. * What conception
could agroup haveof itself and others, if it ever even meetsany? Of coursg, itisclear that thesmall world of
their community istheentireworld for them, that they will attempt to encompassand comprehendit wholly ...
itistheirworld ... their social group.’6[6] More precisaly, the entire universe extendsonly asfar astheir
community:

“If youlivein Shinohatd’, wrote Ronald Dore, “ the‘ outsdeworld’ beginsthree hundred yardsdown
theroad...” (Dore, 1978, p. 60). We do not haveto construe community just intermsof locality, but
more properly, inthe sensewhich Doreexpressesso lucidly...: the sense of aprimacy of belonging.
Community isthat entity to which one belongs, greater than kinship [emphasis added] but more
immediately than the abstraction wecall “ society”. It isthearenain which peopleacquiretheir most
fundamental and most substantial experienceof social lifeoutsdethe confinesof thehome. Init they
learn themeaning of kinship through being ableto perceiveitsboundaries...’ 7[7]

A strongly emotional and psychol ogica bond with aspecific place (something eliminated by modern
mobility) isfounded upon the significance endowed aspecific naturd |andscape, theedificesbuilt by itsresidents
or their forefathers, and, aboveall, the peoplewho areborn, live, work, and diethereand all the extraordinary
and ordinary eventsthey experienceindividually or together. Of such aconnectionismadeaheimat, amaBa
ojczyzna (* small homeland”) or ojczyzna prywatna (* private fatherland”).8[ 8] Its bordersbecomethe ones
whichenclose®dl theworld” for al itsresdents, bringing them together. At the sametime, it also permitsthe
perception of kinship or other boundarieswhich enclosesmaller groupswithin, keeping them apart.

Community and Boundary

How isit possiblefor identity to be at once durably connected to the same hometown and yet to adifferent
group than represented by one' sneighbors?AsAnthony Cohen pointsout, ‘ community’ implies* s multaneoudy
both smilarity and difference.’ 9[9] Furthermore, * Organic solidarity issociety congtituted by individuds, where
differenceswhich distinguish them from each other become a so the basesfor their integration and collaboration
inasolidary whole.’ 10[ 10]

Hence, asinglecommunity of place not only permits, but actualy requiresand thriveson various sets
of similaritiesand differences. Marek ZidBkowski observes how neighboring groups each have separate
natural (Iakes, hills, etc.) and constructed (monuments, buildings, art and literature, etc.) correlateswhich
meaningfully function solely for each group distinctly; shared correlateswhich, nonethel ess, evoke disparate
reactionsfor each; but, finally, shared correlateswhich evokeidentical reactions.11[11] Thefirst two sets
comprisethedifferencesuponwhich their exclusive boundarieswill bebuilt; thislast setiswhat comprisesthe
amilaritiesaround whichtheir inclusive, common boundary will bebuilt. Nevertheess,
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‘Theimportant thrust of thisargument isthat thisrelative smilarity or differenceisnot amatter for
“objective’ assessment: it isamatter of feeling, amatter which residesin themindsof the members

themsalves. Thus, although they recogni zeimportant differencesamong themsel ves, they al so suppose
themselvesto be morelike each other than likethe membersof other communities.” 12[12]

Hence, asZioBkowski € ucidates,

‘A neighbor issomeonefound in spatia proximity, but concurrently someonewith whomonehasa
certainkind of contact, about whom one has certain knowledge, and withwhom oneentersinto varied
interactions. A neighbor isnot one of “us’ and though he may betreated as“foreign” inthe sense of
being“ other” or “emotiondly distant,” ill heisnot completdy “foreign” inthesenseof being“ unknown.”

A neighboring ethnic group, its productsand culture, and theland on whichit livesareto some extent
the subject of “our” knowledge (and attitudes)....’ 13[13]

Despitetheethnic, cultura, linguistic, and religious differences which preclude permesation of one
another, the“foreign” can coexist with the*familiar” and there can be permanent and constant exchanges
between them.14] 14] Thisfeelingiswhat |ed both Polish non-Jewsto speak of nad, “ours’ whenreferring to
thewhole population or to the groups of the shtetl community —itsJews, Poles, or Ukrainians, in contrast with
someamorphousbody of * Jews,” ‘Poles,” or ‘ Ukrainians elsewhere.

Establishing borders—onthe basisof and for themaintenance of the above-mentioned differences—is
extremey crucia inthebuilding of collectiveidentity. Paradoxically, defining onesalf or one' sgroupisalways
easiest to conduct in the negative — stating what oneis not. \We need the ‘ other’ in order to describe and
delineateour ‘ self,” and to establish the borders of what comprises*us.” All cultura groupsonagiventerritory
defineand stresswhois* other’ for it; they need this mechanism like oxygen for without it they vanish. * A
certainlevel of xenophobiaisnecessary for thevery survival of acommunity for thisprotectsit fromdissolving
away: theliquidation of any and al distancewith regardsto othersmust automatically mean theliquidation of an
attachment to one’'sown group, i.€,, itsliquidation.’ 15[ 15] As EvaHoffman pointsout, ‘' [AJmong their fellow
Jews, ... their most important task wasto maintain the continuum of their lawsand beliefs, to uphold thefaith
that made them who they were, that constituted their very selves.’ 16[16]

Inorder to both includeand exclude, the community must have *asense of discrimination, namely, the
boundary. .... [which] encapsulates the identity of the community.... Boundaries are marked because
communitiesinteract in someway or other with entitiesfromwhichthey are, or wishtobe, distinguished.” 17[17]
Some bordersdo exist physically, but morecrucial herewill bethosewhich exist psychicaly. ‘ At thislevel
community ismorethan oratorical abstraction: it hingescrucially on consciousness.’ 18[18] Part of thisisa
compelling sixth senseregarding al the borders—which ones cannot be crossed or can, but only under certain
circumstances.

All thisisdictated by religion, tradition, and customs, by the geography, and by thegroup(s) residingin
onelocdity. Everyone knowshisor her placewithin thislandscape becauseit has been designated from birth
and should remain so. ‘ The matter of xenophobiabecomes particularly sharp where parallel communities
overlap oneach other territoridly.... ... [B]oth sides, for theright and proper arrangement of mutual relations,
must meet specific mandatory and demanding conditions.’ 19[19]

Theincontrovertible priority is preservation and upholding of the given order through the strict
maintenance of set divides. Ironically, the morerigorousthisis, and the more partitionsthere are, the more
Separateidentities can exist concurrently. Thisisof the utmost consequencefor the community: without the
bordersthelong-standing order of itscosmoswould spin out of control. So asnot to disturb the‘ natural” and
preordained order of things, crossingshad to belimited and controlled, and crossing over had toincur severe
sanctions.
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From our modern point-of-view much of the above (though still at the core of modern nationalisms)
congtitutesunreasonableredtriction onindividua freedom and theright to pursueindividua ly-defined happiness.
Yet, for thepeoplelivingin such asociety, adiviney-ordained stability rulestheworld. Close contact with God
and natureleadstoa’ divinecommunity’ and‘unity’ on Earth.20[20]

Themodernindividud operatesreatively doneand uncomfortably inthegrey areabetween mythology
and fact, between imagination and reality, and between what iswithin limitsand what istaboo. Individuals,
things, and phenomenawhich are opposites, mirror-imagereflections, ambivalent, or renegadewill, dways
and within any group, arousetensions. However, inthetraditional community, themeansto resolvetheseare
available—throughritua,21[21] or by conferring specified and specid statusupon them.22[22] Alongsidethe
hard and firm boundaries, arejust ashard and firm rulestaming contrasts, contradictions, and thein-between.
Community and boundary reign comfortably over both smilarity and difference.

Some Caveats

Inrecent years, awedth of literature—memairs, biographies, historicd accounts, and anthropol ogicd reseerch—has
gppeared, disclosing moreand moreof theprewar socid lifeof shtetl Jews.23[23] Thismaterid isoverwhemingly
from aJewish perspective; extremely underrepresented in contrast isthe non-Jewish one. Though researchinthis
areahasbeen andisbeing done, it should bekeptinmind that themgority of surviving, non-Jewish shtetl community
res dentsare semi-literate personswho continueto maintain alifestylenot much removed fromtheir prewar one.

Thoughreferring to generd trendsthroughout theregion of Centra and Eastern Europe, most examples
provided inthistext will befrom Galician Polish Jewish culture and its counterpart Roman Catholic one.
Though severa groups might cohabit with them, thesetwo constituted the paramount, mutually complementary
‘other.’ 24] 24] Further, itisrecognized that the Situation in the Austro-Hungarian Empirevaried substantially
fromthat inthe Prussian, Russian, or Ottoman Empires. Nevertheless, changesof political bordersand/or
regimesindistant capitalsusudly brought littleif any changeto the shtetl community.

Findly, Jewsare stereotypically seen ashaving been‘urban,’ but theterritory they inhabitedin Central
and Eastern Europe was overwhelmingly rural and agricultural, towns were generally neither large nor
modern,25[25] and communitieswere still compact and i solated enough to be encompassed by anetwork of
interpersonal connections. Eveninlarger locaitiessuch asKonin, Jewsfound themsalvesin the sametypesof
relationships, and operating under similar restrictions, with their non-Jewish neighborsasin smaler ones.

Maintaining Borders, Crossing Borders

Thebordersseparating thetwo communitiesweretangibleand physicd, aswd| aspsychosocid andimagined. They
wereshaped inthecollectiveimagination over thecourseof centuriesandintimately knowntodl theresdents This
wasthelr maBa 0jczyznaand they knew every corner of it, and everyonewho inhabited it—who belongedtoitand
who belonged towhichgroupwithinit.

Ontheonehand, stressedinandysesof shtetl lifeisastrongly perceived gpart-ness, or, a best, besde-ness.
Ontheother hand, eveninthemost biased literature, example after exampleisfound of closeinteraction. The
bubblesgppear to haveburgt, or at |east have been much more permeablethanisgenerdly given. Hencequestions
arise What bordersdid exist between the Jewi sh and non-Jewishinhabitantsof the shtetl community ?\Which persons
gtood particular guard over them?Whowaspermitted to crass—how, under what drcumstances andtowhat extent?

On Religion and Ethnicity

Although crossing of thisboundary —inter-religious contact —isthe focus of another text herein, religion
deserves special attention because of the central roleit played in establishing and reinforcing consequent
boundaries. Religion relayed history, dictated traditions and customs, set the sacred language aswell asthe
secular aphabet, framed the group calendar and itsholy days, and justified therules of the community.
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Both Christiansand Jewstended to view their neighborsfrom perspectives stemming fromtheir religious
(though not only) convictions. AsAbraham Cykiert notes, * The Shtetl wasunashamedly Jewish, with lifebeing
ordered foremost by orthodox religious observances and then by therich cultural traditionsthat devel oped.
Therdigionwasparamount and the Shtetl revol ved around therabbi, the synagogue and the Jewish law.’ 26[ 26]
Directly slemming fromreligiouslaw wasthe concept of kosher which, moreseverely and strictly than anything
else, segregated Jewsfrom non-Jewson adaily basis.27[27]

In Centra and Eastern Europe, theland of the shtetl, the concept of separation of church and statedid
not takeroot —whereit did, thegoa wasto hamper stateinterventionin the affairsof achurchinstead of the
opposite. Moreaverity here, under theruleof vast multicultural empires, one’sethnicity was (in the most
smplified equation) mutually defined by one’ sreligion. An ethnic Pole wasaRoman Catholic and aRoman
Catholic wasan ethnic Poleinthe sameway asaUkrainian was Byzantine Catholic and vice versa, aRussan
Orthodox was Russian and vice versa, and an ethnic Jew wasareligious Jew and vice versa.28[ 28]

Inmost shtetlsnon-religious personswereanearly nonexistent category beforethe 1930s. Secularizing
Jaws amidst thecommonly orthodox communitieswerefew and generally looked upon with disdain; 29[ 29]
both Jewsand Catholics saw them asrenegades breaking unwritten rules. Exceptions might be members of
educated €liteswho had moved in. Such personswere‘ newcomers,’” never quiteperceived as*insders,’ 30[ 30]
but, therefore, allowed more leeway. More complex was the situation of the neophyte convert to
Chrigtianity:31[31] heor shebecame, in theeyesof the Jewish community, wholly excluded, even ethnically
fromtheold group while, inthe eyesof Christians, amember of the new group religioudy, though remaining
Jewish ethnicaly. Thislatter border was completely impenetrableand impassablefrom oneside.

In any case—despite centuriesof proximity, and despite numerous goy men and women remarking
upon the (perceived) general beauty of Jewish women —intermarriage was not encouraged by either side.
Neither was prosel ytizing conducted among the Jews of the shtetl. Thevery uniqueness of crossoversleads
oneto concludethat thisborder in particul ar — asthe cornerstone of al the others—wasfearfully respected.32[32]
Infact, morethan oneinstanceisfound of Christians guarding the border of Judaism—*1ndeed my mother
oftentold methat sheand her sistersweretaught their first Hebrew blessingsand prayersby their Russian
Orthodox maid, who a so made absolutely certainthat her father’ sinn wasstrictly kosher’ 33[33] —and Jews
guarding the border of Christianity —‘ During the time of the mass, theinnswere closed and all the guests
chased off to church.’ 34[ 34] Significantly, each group ingtilled amongitsown acertain trepidation towardsthe
religious accoutrements of the other: Leopold Infeld, borninKrakow, recollected that, ‘ Hewaswarned that
hewould go blindif hegazed at Christian holy images.’ 35[35]

Language

From both sides, another demarcation separating Jews and non-Jewswaslanguage. This, onamoredaily
basisthanreligion, generally serves(purposaly or inadvertently) to protect minority identity against themgjority.
Minority tongues are something the majority does not generally learn or formally study —not only out of
ethnocentric, but also practical motivation. Asaconsequence, however, the minority tongue can serveto keep
secretsfrom themgjority.

Nevertheless, eveninthisspheretherewastrespassing. Hebrew remained asenigmatic for the peasant
asL atin (another mysteriouslanguage of prewar times); theselanguageswere, moreover, tightly hemmedin by
the sacrum sphere and did not makeit out onto the street but for rare occasions. Yet, ontheone hand, it was
not so unusual for Jewsto speak the dominant language; non-Jews consistently claimthat their peershad no
difficulties. For instance, * About athird of the popul ation of Vary wasJewish. ... Many of themknew Yiddish,
but al of them spoke Hungarian in and out of the home.’ 36[36] Shraga Bielawski recalled that hisfather
‘spoke Polish and Yiddish fluently, which was necessary for dealing with both the Christian and Jewish
populations. ... Everyonein my family spoke Polish, Yiddish, and Hebrew, and most of us could speak some
Germanand Russian.’ 37[37] Thisopinionissupported by aCarpatho-Rusinvillager whowrote: ‘ Therewas
no problem at al in understanding one another because Jaws spokein Aemko very well.’ 38[38]
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Ontheother hand, Yiddishis Germanic, and in both the Prussian and Austro-Hungarian Empires,
Germanwastheofficid language whose fundamenta sweretaught or acquired inadvertently, even after World
War |. Knowing some German, one could understand basic Yiddish. Certainly, the market place and the
Jewish-owned shops also gave rise to learning the most important phrases and words—from ganev and
ZzBodzig to ein, tzwei, drei, and jeden, dwa, trzy —in each other’ slanguage. Anyone who conducted any
transactions needed to be fluent enough to negotiate prices.

Moreinterestingly, ‘ Eventhefew Catholicsinthevillage spoke Yiddish. 39[39] Casesof non-Jews
speaking it fluently were perhapsinfrequent, but certainly not unknown. A priest, amayor, agirl apprenticed to
aJewishtailor, and agirl whose best friend was Jewish—all apparently spokethelanguagewell enough that
their command of it impressed both Jewsand non-Jews.40[40] Though out of practicefor over haf acentury,
Galician peasantsrecalled words, numbers, or even sentences; some demonstrated Hebrew |ettersthey had
learned from friends. Pride was often expressed at having known and regret at having forgotten.

‘Danid S. (82), when asked torecall the namesand professions of the Jewshe had known during his
lifetime, wasvisibly disappointed when heremembered only few of them: “I used to know thenames
of these people, but | have difficultiesremembering them. ... [....] | used to know their nameslikel
know my prayers.”’ 41[41]

Thiswasnot so tiff aborder that crossing it was seen asundermining either community.42[42]
Nevertheless, certain subsets of each group were morelikely to traverseit. Onthe Jewish side,

‘Girls, lesscloistered intheir education, could communicate moreeasily with thegentileworld.
My mother spoke an educated Polish and devel oped an enduring lovefor Polish literature, whilemy
father spoke the language awkwardly and felt no affection for Poland. In many Konin homesthe
daughters spoke Polish whiletheir brothersspokeYiddish. The Koniners| meet are mostly menand
womenwho attended Polish state schoolsin the Thirties. They spoke Polish among themsalves, Yiddish
withtheir parents.’ 43[43]

On the non-Jewish side, the Polish Socialist Party in Konin made banners in both Polish and
Yiddish.44[44] Inthe Carpathian regioninwhichHugo Grynlived, ‘... virtual ly everyone spoke both Yiddish
and Malorus, or Little Russian, including the non-Jews.’ 45[45] When hereturned there decades|ater, both
Grynand hisfriend till passed through thelanguage border back and forth: “Wea so met Vasily, who remembered
mefrom thetime hewasayoung waiter inmy grandfather’sinn. We spokein Ruthenian ..... Hewished meand
my family —inaYiddish that he had barely remembered after algpse of fifty years—mazel and bracha, good
luck and blessing, for thetime ahead.’ 46[46]

Public Space

Themodernworld aboundswith markerswhich announceto the passerby whereheislocated; shtetl community
dwellersdid not need signs. Town waswherethemost important public and semi-private spaceswerelocated:
themarketplace, the places of worship, the school, and the cemeteries. The shops, inns, and teahouse served
asloca newscentersaswell.

The shtetl’ stopography was alandscape imbued with deep meaning which brought itsinhabitants
together. AsCohen putsit, ‘ The“community”, inthisregard, isacluster of symbolic and ideologica map
referenceswithwhichtheindividua issocidly oriented.’ 47[47] Researchers observethe sentimental detail
withwhich former residents describe each component of asymbolic geography. The precise portrayal, or,
rather, areconstruction of the shtetl inthe mind’s eye hasbecome akey theme.48[48] Itisnot odd that this
would bethe case: physical thingsremind and bring to mind memoriesand emotionsattached to them.
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Although markerscould be*physical,’ not all would be evident —and certainly not evocative—to
anyonebut theinsiders. anamost dry creek, the bottom or top of ahill, the shrine at acrossroads, etc. These
markersalso reinforced the psychosocial ones between groups. Long established and long maintained, all
residentswould befully aware of the boundaries and unequivocal in acknowledging them. Districtswere
drawn by official administrationsin somedistant provincial or national capita (often so asto encompassmore
Chrigtians), but thishad no effect onloca knowledgeof the‘rea’ boundaries.

Roads, buildings, and spacesweredivided into those exclusively Christian, exclusively Jewish, or
mixed. The sacrumof the synagogue(s), mikvah, church(es), and vicarage had to berespected, aswell asthe
profanumof the cemeteries, and themost treacherousarea: the border of the community demarcating theend
of thefamiliar and the beginning of the strange. Some spaces—the synagogue or church —belonging to one
group were ataboo for the other(s); most spaceswere shared wholly or partly.

The Rynek (the market square) was generally apredominantly Jewish space: the chain of Jewish-
owned enterprises possibly interrupted, asit were, by asmattering of Catholic-owned ones, and the church.
All public areasaround the center were shared at nearly al timesby all. During aJewish wedding or aCorpus
Christi procession, however, this space wastemporarily transformed into the sacrum of onegroup.

Nevertheless, thefact that these were held in the open made observation or even participationinthe
ceremonieslesssacrosanct. At timesthismeant cel ebrating in unison. Thispertained to non-Jewish guests(or,
inasense, to observers) at aJewish wedding, but extended to other occasionsaswell. When, in the summer
of 1905, the Russian czar granted permission for elections, Roman Catholics carried bannersof saints, Jews
carried the Sefer Torah, and membersof the socialist party carried bilingual signs.49[49] While Christian
processionsmight evokefright—*...weran away asthough from afire...’ 50[50] —aJewishinformant from
Ja[liskarecalled thevisit of thebishop to thetownin adifferent tone.  He spoke of theevent asavery rareand
gpecid occas on during which the Jewishand Polishreligiousditesmet in public. Within the Jewish community
the meeting was atopic of discussion long after the event had taken place.’ 51[51] In many places, local
residentsrecall joint commemoration ceremonies upon the May 1935 death of the Polish leader and field
marshal, Jozef PiBsudski, including stopsat both themain synagogueand church.

Private Space

Thoseprivy tothelay of theland (including thevillages) —knowingit ‘ likethe back of one'shand’ —alsofdtan
intimate connectiontoit and the peoplewho lived there. Each home or shop borenot anumber, but the name
of itsowner; resdentsof former shtetlswill still refer to asuccessor businessby itsprewar holder’sname.

Border crossing ‘invasions' into these more private areaswere possi ble and even necessitated by
normal, recurring situations. Asshopswere quite often located in thefront part of people’ shomes, entering
meant literally crossing thethreshold into the space of the‘ other.” Additionally, on most weekday mornings
Jewish merchants and peddl ers needed to rideto market days el sewhere. Not possessing ahorseand wagon,
and not wealthy enough to afford adriver alone, agroup of Jewswould set out before dawn, saying their
morning prayersen route. Hence, the Catholic peasant’ swagon was not only ashared space, but also briefly
becameaJewish sacrum.

Wandering peddlers crossed the border into village homesto present goods, conduct sales, and relay
community gossi p. Wel come guestswho saved the Catholic villager along walk into town, these Jewswere
invitedinside, and often also offered teaserved in acup the peddl er brought himself. Jewish homeswere, in
turn, entered by non-Jewson aregular basis; anon-Jew might even be amember of the household. There
might bethe wet nurse present always, the shabes goy who came each Shabat and on other holy days, the
apprenticewho camenearly every day for instruction, and thetutor who came systematically during the school
yea.

Findly, therewere not uncommon cases of genuinefriendshipsdevel oping especialy betweenyoung
Chrigtiansand Jews, entailing daily visitsto each other’ shomes. Sometimes parentswould deter contact: *
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“My father would not let me bring shiksesinto thehouse,” onewoman remembers, “and hewould not
let megototheir homesincasel atetreyf.”’ 52[52] Precisely for reasons associated with kosherness, the

Jewishfriend generally cameto the home of the Catholic one, though thiswasnot theonly direction of border
crossinginto private space.53[53]

Social and Political Organizations

Exclusvity, however, did gppear —sometimesby design, sometimesnot —inthefounding of ingitutions, agencies,
clubs etc. sarving onegroup solely or primarily, or towhich only itsmemberscould bel ong. Mot of thesewould be
moresocid, somemorepalitica in nature. Boundariesthus shaped werebuilt by non-Jewsand Jewsalike.

Where politicized sentimentsand politica avarenessran high, Polish nationaism (fedingitsoatsonce
long lost sovereignty had been regained), al ong with Jewish nationalism (Zionism organized and shaped inthe
aftermath of the Dreyfusaffair) would serveto reinforce asense of need for separate structures.54[54] The
traditional shtetl, however, did not provefertile ground for homegrown activism. Socially and/or politicaly
engaged individualsand local |eaders, wereawaysfew in number and tended to be membersof animported
and transplanted intelligentsia, often teachers. Moreover, Zionists could be disdained and harassed by an
Orthodox Jewish community, while nationali sts promul gating economic boycott would beignored or derided
by Christians.55[55]

In Poland, a SokdB or Klub Srzelecki troupe— patriotic, nationalistic, and somewhat paramilitary
youth organizations—could materidizeeveninthesmallest of shtetl communities, though usudly appearingand
disappearing in correspondenceto aspecific person’sterm of residency inthecommunity. In Jgliska, Jewsdid
not participatein ‘festivalsor fraternities organised by Poles. Theloca Hunters Club and Soccer Club, for
example, by the nature of their activities, did not attract asingle Jewish member.’ 56[56] Yet elsewhereinthe
former Austro-Hungarian empire, therewas’ ... the Berehovo football and tennisclub, BFTC, whichhadits
own semi-professional football team and whose playerswere both Jewish and Chrigtian.’ 57[57]

But the degree of actua engagement isillustrated by examplesfrom Jedwabne. A manthere‘ usually
asssted at ritual daughter’, ‘used to speak Yiddish', and ‘ socialised with thefamily of the Jewish butcher and
attended their partiesand wedding receptions.’ Yet thissameperson‘ ...was aso amember of the‘ Zwizek
MBodziely Katolickig’ (Catholic Youth Association) which washostileto the Jews.” When MartaK urkowska
‘asked him what activitieshe undertook within that association, hereplied, ‘Well. .. wewere being taught how
tomarchnicdy infours.’ 58[58] Infact, it ssemsthat bel ongingto thisspecificaly non-Jewish organization, did
not at all influencethe stance or actionsof itsmembers:

‘ Another intervieweewas ZofiaN., bornin 1918, who had been head of thewomen’s section of the
Catholic Youth Association. Sheremembersamateur theetrical sin which shetook part. Shelikedtogo
to socia meetingsin the Catholic Community House, but, at the sametime, sheliked meetingsinthe
Jewish clubroom. She said she becamefond of Jewishdancing (* plsy’), and after thewar, working as
a‘PraktycznaPani’ (community household advisor), shetaught Jewish dancesto the children of the
neighbourhood village school s’ 59[59]

In Brzejany, however, exclusion could be aimed not only at Jews, but other non-Jews. The Polish scoutsthere
‘hated the Ukrainians. They picked on us and did not give us a chance to speak Ukrainian.’ 60[60] The
dominant Polesthereinfact forbade Jewish or Ukrainian pupils membershipinthemore politically-oriented,
and therefore unapproved, minority organizations. But BelaFeld knew that her Ukrainian friend, HaByna
Dydyk wasin PBagtawhile she hersdlf wasin Hanoar Hatsoni.61[61] Moresignificantly, however, belonging
to gpparently rival nationdigtic clubsseemsagain not to have precluded cl osefriendship: when BatiaPrizand's
closegirlfriend, aPolish Christian girl, Wikta Jakielankawanted to kill herself, agroup of Hashomer Hazair
membershired asleigh and rode to her hometo successfully talk her out of it.62[62] Perhaps even more
incongruoudly, the Klub Srzelecki in Jg[liskamet inaroom rented from a Jewish shopkeeper.63[63]
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Stratification

For numerousand various historical and social reasons, each ethnic group tended to dominatein adifferent
socioeconomic stratum. I rrespective of this, therewasasharp cross-ethnic divide between thetiny diteand
the many more poor, and one between the townpeople and the villagers. Among the Jeawswereto be found
sheyne, baleboste, and proste Juden; among the non-Jews, there were wealthy landowners, clergy,
intelligentsia, middle-classcraftsmen, and peasants. Age-old divides existed withinthe groupsthemsalves: the
water-carrier’sson not only knew hewould not be aschoolteacher, but did not redistically aspireto become
arabbi; the peasant’s son not only knew that he would not be a shopkeeper, but neither did he aspireto
become apostman.

Inthe Brzelany area, nevertheless, it appearsthat athletic abilitiescould be aticket into thelocal,
mogtly ethnic Polish élite. Such wasthe casewith Natan Goldman aswell aswith Adam Gol dszlag who played
tennisin themid-30s.64[64] In Konin, therewasthefamily of the man known to both Jewsand non-Jewsas
dziedzic—the‘sir’ or ‘lord’ —who owned avast village estate. His son spoke perfect Polish, no Yiddish,
learned to ride horses, and enjoyed shooting events.65[65]

Inthevillage, thisfamily’s contact would be more frequent with peasantsand hired laborers; the
father’ sinvolvement inthetown council and other elitecirclesa so necessitated Polish fluency. Overdl, Jews
wholivedinthevillagesof ashtetl community —regardless of whether they wereinnkeepers, landowners, or
farmers—crossed bordersdaily and frequently. Their tiesto the Jewish community would be correspondingly
weaker: for lack of transportation and other reasons, attendance at the synagoguesin town wasinfrequent,
limited usualy tothehighest of holy days; town Jewry & so especidly looked down upon the dorfisher innkeeper
or farmer.66[66]

Guardiansand Trespassers

Though all groupsmaintain their boundaries, maority-minority relationsareinevitably imbaancedinfavor of
theformer which haslessto fear from outs deinfluences, subsequent change, or even assimilation. Asone
might expect, then, theleadersof the cultural minority(ies) would bethe most fervent guardiansof theboundaries.

Therabbi —if hewasOrthodox and certainly if hewas Hass dic—maintained no contact with members
of theother group. Assentind of theminority, hewould even protect hisbrethren fromdeviation (e.g., Zionism,
Reform Judaism, etc.) within. Likewisetherabbi’swifewould a so be standing guard at the border, serving as
amodé for al Jewishwomen. Inturn, her children would be expected to play asmilar, exemplary roleand
might not attend the public school so asto avoid worldly seductions.

Age and Gender

Ingenerd —gpart fromtherabbi and hisfamily —ageand gender werethemost important factorsin guardianship.
It was, aboveall, theeldersof the community whosejob it wasto maintain the borders—especially adult men.
They werefirmintheir convictionsand not tempted by any curiosity about each other’sfaith and customs;
interactionswould berestricted to the utilitarian or mattersof utmost consequence.67[67] Furthermore, Chritian
men served, amost without exception, inthe armed services. Thisnot only strained or severed tiesto their
home community andthe Jewsinit, but introduced them, if at dl, to Jewsquitedifferent from theonesthey had
known heretofore.

Among theadults, it waswomenin the shtetl community who moved about morefredly inbothworlds
as Judai sm placed littlerestriction upon thefemale members of the group. Many tended shopsand businesses
whiletheir hushandsstudied inshul. They chatted with cusomerswhom they knew very well, and engagedin
everyday conversationswith Christian neighbors.

Theyounger generation, the adol escents—asbefitstheir rolein any society —would S multaneoudy test
the strength of the borders, and beginto take up theresponsibility of guarding them. Hereaswith theadults, it
was more the duty of young males to secure the borders between the cultures than young females.
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Asboys, town Jewshad to attend cheder beforeand/or after public school, restricting chancesfor normal play
with Christian peers. Later, though still teenagersin fact, Jewish malesafter their bar mitzvah wereadultsin
theeyesof Judaiclaw. They were expected to del ve deeper into religious study (sometimesat the price of the
secular), to marry soon and start families. These obligations curbed their liberty, limited freetime, and thus
precluded daily interactionswith their non-Jewish peers. Young Jewish women, on the other hand, could

continueto attend public school and play or do homework with non-Jewish girlfriends; dong withtheir mothers,
they often staffed thefamily shop, resulting intheir cons stent exchangeswith the Christian clientele. Overal,

‘Jewish boys carried the symbols of Judaism, as they dressed differently, wore earlocks, were
circumcised, and attended Jewish religious school (kheyder). And Jewish boyswerethe guardians of
Jewish normsand values. In other words, the cultural differencesthat distinguished thetwo ethnic
communitieswerefar more conspi cuouswith the Jewish boysthan with the Jewish girls. Thismay help
to explain why it wasthe Jewish boys and not the Jewish girlswho frequently fell victimto Polish
teasing. Inlikemanner, aPolish informant would disapprove of theunfriendly and haughty attitude of
her one-time Jewish (male) schoolmates, but at the sametime shewould judge her Jewish girlfriendsas
very cordial and sympathetic.’ 68[68]

Ingeneral, it wasthe youngest of children of either sex who were devoid of any safeguarding duties
and thusfreest to make all manner of connections. The younger the child, the greater theliberty to traverse
boundaries, even of themost private of spaces. They could approach any and all membersof other groups—
from the nanny to the priest, from one’s playmatesto neighbors—regardless of belonging. *“Look at me!”’ —
exclamsone Roman Catholicinformant—** A Jewish woman carried mewhen | wastill ababy!”’ 69[69] On
the other side, Miriam Grossman recollectshow:

‘Wewerea[Gerer Chasidic] middle-classfamily and it wasacustom that middle-classfamilieshad
maids. | remember another non-Jewishwoman, who wasmy bel oved nanny for maybeten or thirteen
years, and shehad her bed inthekitchen, and | dept many timeswith her becausel loved her, and she
loved metoo.’ 70[ 70]

Perhapsit was precisely because childrenwould be morenaturally curiousandlikely to break ruleseach group
instilled abit of fear toward ‘ strangers.’ Talesof, for instance, Jawsor Romastealing them away would serve
toinhibit contact and keep the youngest from crossing borderstoo freely. Infact, timeand timeagain, when
askedwhether they believedthe* blood libd’ legend, Cathalicinformantsin Gdician Polandlaughingly discounted
itasjust ‘humbug’ intended to frighten children.

All things cons dered, non-Jewish and Jewish youngsterswere much morelikely to meet informally —
at play and at school —than weretheir adult counterparts. In addition, children weremore easily admittedinto
thesocial and family life of the‘ other’ than were adults. Finally, thanksto their age, children were ableto
bypass socially accepted normswithout seriousrisk. More generally, they ‘ gave expression to the social
tens ons between the ethnic communities by teasing and attacking “thecther Sde’. ... Theinteraction between
Polish and Jewish children, including attemptsat provocation and mischief, might very well have stimulated a
certain degree of socia exchange between both communities....” 71[71]

Satus and Locus
Therewas another component, however, inthegranting of passage: the socioeconomic status of aperson, and
wherehisor her homewaslocated. Theseweredecisive, too, in whether, how much, and withinwhich circles
Jewsand non-Jews straddled or cleared thewalls erected between them.

Specifically most devoted to protecting and maintaining the borderswoul d bethe conservative middie
classreligious Jewsliving in the center of the shtetl (morethelower rather than the upper stratahere), along
withthe Chrigtian intelligentsia(especialy middle classadministratorsand teachers), and peasants, especialy
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thoseliving invillageswheretherewerefew Jewish families. These men had theleast, unstructured day-to-day
contact withtheir peersfrom the other group, had fewer or no socia acquaintancesamong them, and wereless
likely to possess morethan aminimum vocabulary inthe other’slanguage.

Different framesof reference applied to the high elites, to the nobility and the affluent. In Central and
Eastern Europe, thesewereawaysamix of various ethnicities— German, Austrian, Russian, Polish, Czech,
Lithuanian, etc. It was obviousthat individual s of this socioeconomic and political classwere aseparate
category with different rulesapplying. The prosperousand established sheyne Jewswere membersnot only of
thekehillah but also of thetown council. The non-Jewish elite (few though they were) comprised the other half
of the council, hence acquaintances and even cordid friendshipsbecame matter of fact. Thelesspopulated the

community, themore political or economic relationshipswereinsegparablefrom sociad and cultura ones. Those
who sat on thevariouscouncilsmet informally to play cardsor chessor smply socidize:

‘The Jewishinformant Josko S. (75), for instance, recalled the evening walks of hisfather withthe
priest. Whilewalking, both menwould discussall kindsof subjects. Harmonious contacts between the
“learned” priest and“lay” Jewswere customary in other townsand villagesintheregionaswell. Pearl
O. (82), recalled thelong walksand discussons of her father with the priest. She also remembered the
weekly meetingsat her parent’shome, towhich al membersof thevillage dlitewereinvited, anong
them the priest and teachers of thelocal primary school.’ 72[72]

Theupper classesgenerdly circulated amongst each other, and wereheld in esteem by therest, regardiess of
religion or ethnicity. The Jewish owner of the quarry and forestsin S’ pinaand Cieszynawas spoken of inthe
same respectful tonesasthe Catholic owner of the manor in Kobyle.73[ 73]

Weddingsand other festivitiesof areligiousorigin became occas onsto strengthentties, especialy with
thenearest neighbors:

““During the summer, Jews organised dancing on thefields, which they first decorated with firewood.
They put thewood on the ground and danced onit. Thisholiday wascalled Haman. They used to offer
food and delicaciesto the police, border guard, their neighboursand the mayor. They took thisfood to
these houses. Also during wedding parties they invited some Poles, my uncle and father anong
them.”” 74[ 74]

Everyday relationshipsbecame very easy and matter of coursewhen Jewsand non-Jewslived under
thesameroof. Onenon-Jewishfamily in Brzejany rented out roomsinther building to two Jewishfamilies. 75[ 75]
In Twierdzanear Frysztak, awooden domicilewas shared hdf and half by aCatholic and Jewishfamily.76[ 76]
Far away inKonin, Miriam Grossman recaled ‘ our gentile neighbour, Mr Wodzinski, the attorney,” who lived
next door to her family, who discussed various matterswith her father, and onto whose bal cony sheand her
sister climbed one evening to be ableto watch the stars. 77[ 77]

Shared interestsbuilt bridges, and so the upper and lowermost classes of al groupsusually enjoyed
themost interaction with peers. Henceit was morelikely that asheyne Jew would cross bordersand enjoy
contact with thelocal non-Jewish intelligentsiathan even with the proste Jews of the same community. The
sameheld for the Christian intelligentsiawhere class divisions precluded anything but the most formalized
relationshipswith peasant villagers. SzyjaBronsztejn deemed * Rel ationswere undoubtedly best betweenthe
non-Jewishliberd intdligentsaand the Jewishintelligentsa’ 78[ 78]

Mixing wasespecially trueif profess onswent outs de the norm: the non-Jewish entrepreneur and the
Jewish farmer continually crossed bordersby virtue of thelifestyledemandsof their work. Their contact with
the* other’ wasdaily and usually became highly typica and ordinary. Ontheonehand,
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‘“When Christian and Jew did try to break down the barriersthat separated them, the outcome
wasnot dwaysahappy one, asJozef Lewandowski relates. Around 1934 hisfather, an upholstererin
Konin, went into partnership with aPolish uphol sterer, hisfriend Mr Bogud awski:

“...theworthy gentlemen failed to take account of social considerations. Father became
unacceptabl e to the Orthodox Jews, Bogusl awski non-kosher to some of his Catholic customers.
Both went beyond the limitsimposed by unwritten but harshly binding statutes. Rich folk such as

landownersand industrialists could join forces, but not the poor masses. After afew yearsthey split
up.”’ 79[79]

On the other hand, more successful in their joint ventures, two Polish Roman Catholic brothersin Frysztak
recalled card-playing and drinking with their fellow | eather traderswho happened to be Jewish.80[80] Karol
Codogni’ sfather in Brzejany was ablacksmith who worked with Jewish craftsmen; though they needed one
another, they a so sometimes, naturally, quarrel ed and even took each other to court.81[81]

Dueto proximity aswell asrelativeisolation inthe physical landscape, fellow villagersbonded with
each other rather than any eliteintown. Among other things, Jewshereforsook the strict orthodoxy —impractical
inrurd life—of thoseintown; asEvaHoffman putsit,  Culturally, these Jewish villagerscumtownsmen were
ahybrid species.” 82[82] Lesshindered by the socia control intown, Jewsand Christiansin avillagewere
guided more by asense of belonging toit, and by their own needs and those of their local compatriots. As
Henry Kaplanrelates:

‘It wasacompletely different lifefromthe Jewslivingin Konin. .... Weparticipated in country life.
[....] Wewerenot very rdligious.... ... wedid not go to the synagogue every Friday and Saturday,
and my father did not lay tefillin. He had seatsin the synagogue and Rabbi Lipschitz wasafriend of
our family. At thesametime, my father had seatsinthevillage church near Glinka, for our workers, and
hisnamewason the seats.’ 83[83]

The non-Jewish peasants val ued their Jawish equal sasgood, hardworking peoplenot unlikethem; it
wasonly natural that the Jew and non-Jew in Cieszynawould hitch horsesand plough their respectivefieds
together.84[ 84] Bronsztegln notes how, * Andrze) Burdadescribed the attitude of the peasantsto the Jawsfrom
thevillage of Ryszotaranear Krakow asfriendly and saysthat “in the countryside, good will was something
quite natural inthe common lives of peoplebound by theland”.85[85]

Finally, school brought and kept childrentogether —the border here so permeabl ethat school mates of
different faith and ethnicity sat next to oneanother, whispered answers, copied homework, and played, teased
and tussled with one another. There was adifference, too, between the school in town and the one-room
schoolhousesinthevillages: thelatter made any segregationirrelevant and contact continuous. School attendance
on Saturday meant aneed for Jewi sh children to make up lessonswith their non-Jewish classmates; inclement
weether would mean that Christianreligion classes could be overheard by non-Chrigtians. Walking homefrom
school meant moretimetogether —play wasawaysoutsdemorethaninsde. |srael Ne eman recalled that he
went to school with practically only Ukrainians, ‘ but we[the Jewish pupils| had good relationswith therest.
My friend wasaUkrainian, the son of aplasterer, acommunist.’ 86[86] His non-Jewish counterpart, Karol
Codogni spoke someYiddish and played with Jewish boys: ‘ Life next to Jewsand in close contact with them
was something completely natura for him.” 87[87]
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In Conclusion

Indeed, it wasonly natural. The Jews and non-Jews of the shtetl communities could not and did not live as
adjacent forbidding fortresses. To paraphrase Roskies,88[ 88] what each sidewanted in particular wasnot
isolationfromtheother, but insulation fromitsreligion. AsBronsztg nwrites,

‘ Jawish digtinctivenessand difference ought not to beidentified with being foreign. Whenthereareno
internal tensions, good material conditions, no professional competition, comfort of life, then
distinctivenessformspart of thesocid scenery, isan accepted condition of unity invariety. Distinctiveness
can become something foreign whenitisinisolation, when there are no professional and personal

contactsand no culturd interaction and diffusion of cultures, and when the economic environment turns
hostile’ 89[89]

Likewise, Shimon Redlich ascertainsthat, ‘ Regardless of any differences, thesethree[Ukrainians, Poles,
Jews| ethnic groupswerejoined by atradition of local coexistence.’ 90[90]

Inthe shtetl communitiesthedigtinctivenesswasvery familiar and present on dl sides. AsCohen points
out, ‘ The community boundary isnot drawn at the point where differentiation occurs. Rather, it incorporates
and enclosesdifferenceand ... isthereby strengthened.’ 91[91] Anillustrationisprovided fromAndausia:
‘Themembersof acommunity recognizetheir commoninterestsand va uesvis-a-visthose of other communities.
But, at the sametime, they cherishtheir differencesfrom each other for, to asubstantial extent, these provide
thevery stuff of everyday socid lifewithinthecommunity.’ 92[92] Groupspreservedifferent reigions, different
languages, adifferent styleof dress, and somespatia segregation; thedistinctionsare strengthened and reinforced
becausethisisamutually desired value.

Living primarily inthevery center of thetown, Jewswereneverthel essableto build and maintain the
strongest border possible between themsel ves and the Other, the goyim. Under these conditionstheir separate
culture could and did bloom and grow; ignoring or destroying the boundarieswould mean its self-destruction:

‘Yet, in order to survivefor centuriesin aforeign environment —among people professing adifferent
faith, possessing different customs—one had to maintain one's separateness. The guests could not
mimicthehosts. They hadto createtheir own community withinthecommunity withinwhichthey lived,
createit with great effort because societal conventions can be austere (stern, uncompromising). And
out of necessity they had to—in order to exist —love moretheir own community than that of the host
andredlize, infirg order, theinterestsof their own, internal community. Andthey created that community
dueto thisastounding strength of their national bonds.’ 93[93]

Anunwritten principledictated that onewould and should remainin the community —religious, ethnic, and
socia —into which onewasborn. Assimilation of theminority to the mgjority —or even much acculturation—
was neither encouraged nor even desired inthe shtetl. Furthermore, asLehmannargues, * ...the strict ethnic
boundaries... wereof crucia importancein the maintenance of apolitical and socia equilibrium.’ 94{94]

Therewasclosure and continuity in thisneighboring with one another. Despite political border shifts,
migrations, and slighter or greater conflicts, one’'sneighborswere generally the same asone's parentsand
grandparentshad had. And so theterrain which various compatriotsinhabited became’ our land,” ‘ our homeland,
anditsresidentsnas —*our people.” The Jewsand non-Jews saw their countrymen and women as persons
whodifferedinfaith, language, and custom, but not in their loyaty, connection, and bel onging to the community.
In the shtetlsaPolish Jew wasnot primarily aJew: he or shewas primarily someonetutejszy, ‘from here,’ a
landsman from the same community likeall of itsother residents. As Cohen describesit,
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‘Rura society (“community”) wassmall, parochid, stable, and “ face-to-face’: peopleinteracted with
each other as“total” social personsinformed by acomprehensive personal knowledge of each other,
their relationships often underpinned by tiesof affinity and consanguinity. It wasatraditional and
conservativeway of life, in which people valued custom for its own sake and, given areasonable

degreeof potentid self-sufficiency inthe production of their subs stence, felt substantialy in control of
their lives, subject, of course, tothevicissitudesof nature and thedivine.’ 95[95]

Having shaped over centuries acosmosin which coexistence was possible without blurring and
assmilation, of paramount import to al itsresidentswas preservation of itsorder and stability. Those of us
living in twenty-first century urbanized environsfind it hard to look beyond therigid structure of traditional
cultures, we seethem aslopsided and limiting. Yet they served acomforting security not provided by boundless
postmodernity. Thesturdy construction washardly questioned at al until theend of the nineteenth century —in
many shtetl communitiesnot until the 1930s. AsHoffman deduces, * Perhapsthe mainvirtue of theshtet! for its
inhabitantswasthe extent to which it wasacommunity —small, closaly interwoven, reassuringly familiar.
Nobody in these rural enclaves needed to suffer from the modern malaise of uncertainty and
nonbelonging.’ 96[96]

‘Progressive’ ideasbrought with them secularization, decline of traditional authority, therejection of
inherent group bel onging and preordained individua destiny, and heightened geographica and socid mobility.
Modern socid phenomenasuch asintermarriage, conversion, or non-confessiona assmilationwould, intime,
place more Jews on the cusp between thetraditional Jewish and Catholic cultures; classand spatial mobility
would a so shift non-Jewsacrossthe boundary. All this undermined the age-ol d bal ance of power betweenthe
Jewish and Christian communitieswithin the shtetl, and began eroding the borders of thesmall and comfortable
0jczyzna prywatna, the private homeandof theshtetl, infavor of thelargeand unfamiliar ojczyznaideologiczna,
theideological one of anation-state.97[97] All that knit the community together unraveled and insecurity
seepedin.

The price of this progress, however, was aloss of community and kinship. ‘ If the members of a
community cometofed that they havelessincommaon with each other than they have with membersof some
other community then, ... theintegrity of the* community” they enclose hasbeen severely impugned.’ 98] 98]
Individudslogt their intimate connectionto alandscapeand to dl thosewhoinhabitedit. Until new understandings
and new networks could be established, ambiguity and anxiety reigned, tensionsrose and conflicts erupted.
Referring to the troubles at the dawn of thisprocess, Kelly Stauter-Halsted deduces, ‘It is, | believe, this
pattern of trangtiona groupidentitiesand pardld but conflicting attemptsto bring about economicimprovements
that confounded rel ations between peasants and Jews, setting the stagefor the violence of June 1898."99[99]
By thelate 30s—especidly inthetwo yearsafter Jozef PiBsudski’ sdeath, and morefrequently inthelargest
metropolises—intergroup relationsbecame combustible.

Moving up in society was possi bl e after the emanci pation of the Jewsand peasantsnear theend of the
nineteenth century, but in the case of the latter gathered more adherentsin the 1930s when the economic
depression forced many to consider optionsother than farmwork. 1t wasa so then that political and economic
antisemitism, rifeinthe programsand publications of various conservative parties, began toinfiltrate the shietl.
Thisbroad problem deserves separate treatment, but perhapsafew genera observations could be made here.
For the most part, the peasantswere not reading these material sand troubles did not break out inthevillages.
Rather, anti-Jewish behavior and actionswere apt to take place in town, especially on market day when
crowdsappeared and outsiderscould inciteariot; thelarger thetown and thelarger thethrong, theless social
control and themorelikely thetaking up of acall.100[100]

Neverthel ess, antisemitic viewsdid not necessarily mean an absence of good professional and
persona relationshipswith Jewsknownto aperson sincethisantisemitism did not haveasocia component
withregardstothosewhowere‘insders,” were‘ oneof our own.’
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Furthermore, inamajor sociological study regarding antisemitismamong Poles, ‘... researcherswere
surprised to find that the ol dest respondents (born before 1923) were more wel l-disposed towards Jews
than younger generations.’ 101[101] Theseinformantswould have had lessformal, but much moreinforma,
firsthand knowledge of Judaism and Jewish culture, and interpersond relationshipswith Jews, than the | ater-
born. As Grekowadiscernsin her homesociety, ‘ Inthe case of the most general form of the“familiar”-
"foreign” relationship, in ... aclosed traditiona community, highly significant waswhat was*“familiar.” And
themeaning and valueof thisin and of itself could neither be destroyed nor even questioned whilethe
traditional community existed regardless of the strength and nature of the contact with the* other.”” 102[102]

The Shoah wasin no way aconsegquence—avoidable or inevitable— of thejoint inhabitancy of the
shtetl by Jewsand non-Jews. Eveninthe opening months of German occupation, Jewishvillagerscontinued
transactionsand contact with their Christian nelghbors. Regardless of the outcome, positive or negative, the
fact that many Jewsleft their valuablesin the safekeeping of their non-Jewish neighbors meant that these
personswere known well and trusted deeply. The Shoah, however, did forever put an end to thelifeand
lifestylethat such co-inhabitanceentailed.

‘Thefurther onemovesaong|the] continuumfrom“folk” to*“ urban” society, thegreater becomestheloss
of community. 103[103] Wherethey livetogether today Jewsand Christiansfind themsel ves primarily anonymous
resdentsof urban areas, what they know about oneanother’ sculture(e.g., customs, religion, language) issuperficid
and derived primarily frominfrequent lessonsabout groups, not fromdaily contact withindividuas Connectionsare
more often utilitarian and rel ationshi ps easy to end. Asscholarsand public discoursefocuson discord, fading
evermorequickly intothedisanceislivingmemory of accord: how peoplesodifferent could livesodosaly and know
eech other sointimately for solonginrdative (thoughadmittedly not perfect) harmony.

No matter what thefaith or ethnicity of theauthor, accountsof ashtetl community in memoirs, yizkhor
books, or historiesaremost often penned in absence of the* other.” Thisfact isareflection of theboundary between
Jewsand non-Jewshbut doesnot a dl indicatelack of alocal community, nor of alack of border crossing. Bothsdes
did strongly mark themsalvesoff from the other. Borders—visibleastheeyruv and asinvisbleasthemiddieof a
stream, and built ontheleve sof rdigion, history, tradition and customs, language, and geography —wereknownto
and maintained by everyone. It wasknown who possessed the most unrestri cted passport, and who should bethe
drictest of sentries. Yet numerouspersonson both Sdescrossed them—at variouslevel s, by variousmeans, andto
variousdegrees. All indl, however, thegoldenrulewas’ Good fencesmakegood neighbors.”

Why didthey liveso gpart?Becausethey needed to, they wanted to, andbecausethey could. Firdly, without
adrongsensedf difference, groupidentitiesand thegroupsthemsd veswoul d dissolve. Secondly, and paradoxicaly, the
moredissmilar and sparatethegroupsare, themoreeesly they mantaintheboundariesbetweanthem; intumn, themore
grongly those partitionsare protected, themoreeesly can cohabiting communitiesfed ssfeand secure

‘The most striking feature of the symbolic construction of the community and itsboundariesisits
oppositiona character. Theboundariesarerelational rather than absol ute; that is, they mark the community
inrelation to other communities. It hasbeen suggested that all social identities, collectiveandindividual,
arecondtituted inthisway, “to play thevis-a-vis’’ 104[104] Thepurposewasto preserveavital sense of
different communitiess multaneoudy: theethnic, religious, and/or linguistic community towhich onebel onged
from birth, and the community of tutejszy to which one a so belonged from birth. The Ukrainians, Poles,
Jaws, and till moregroupswerethusableto speak of ‘us and‘ ours when referring to thosewho believed
asthey did and spokethe samelanguage asthey, and of ‘us and‘ ours,” too, when referring to thosethey
saw astheir compatriotsfrom the same shtetl community asthey.

‘ Jawstrading horsesinasmall market town, spesking inhaphazard Polish—that wastheshtet]. Polesgradudly
pickingupafewwordsof Yiddishandbitsof Jewishlore—that wasd sotheshtet]. Jawishbandsplaying at Polishweddings
andlocd arigocrasgettingfinandd adviceandloansfromther Jewish tewards—dl that went intothemaking of the
diginctive mulchy mix thatwasshtell cuiture’” 109[105]  Thevery remaf neghlooring proximity isoneof atruecd eoration
of differences itisaredminwhichthatwhichis*familiar” andthetwhichis*foragn’” mutudly granteechother therighttodiffer.
Asaconsquence, humandid ogueismedepossbleandred.’ 106/106]
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A peasant bornin 1902, who compl eted hisfourth-grade education in aone-room village schoolhouse
beforethe First World War, made referencein an interview not only to therabbi and cantor, but alsoto the
shames and chazan. As ahen and her chicks perambul ated acrossthe dirt floor of hiswooden cottage, |
asked himif the Jawswereguilty of killing Christ: ‘No,” heanswered, ‘it wasthe Sanhedrin.’ 107[107] No
teacher nor priest had provided himwith suchinformation andinsght; it had comefrom closerel ationshipsand
crossing borderswith his Jewish friends and neighbors. Without accessto formal, modern instruction on
multiculturaism, they had found away toliveit: ‘ Intheshtetl, pluraismwasexperienced not asideology but as
ordinary life.” 108[108] Thevery fact of physical and geographic neighboring inevitably leadsto somecultural
contact, diffuson, and exchange.109[109] The Jewsand thenon-Jews, crested a‘ forward’ model of coexistence

through (not despite) conservativetraditionalism, creating something—at least in this sense—closer to utopia
than dystopia.
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