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What is it about?  
This course aims at presenting and discussing the works of extraordinary Jewish writers, 
thinkers, philosophers and activists. Among authors the course wishes to engage with are: 
Kadia Molodowski, Khana Levin, Anna Margolin, Debora Vogel, Rachel, Leah Goldberg, 
Zelda, Else Lasker Schuler, Agi Mishol, Irena Klepfisz, Adrienne Rich, as well as Irit Amiel, 
Rukhl Fishman and others.  
 
They are writers active both before and after WWII and from Europe, Israel and America as 
well as writing originally in Yiddish, Hebrew or English, or other languages (like Russian 
and Polish).   
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Language(s): All classes will be held in English and the reading will be preliminary in 
English and (if available) in Swedish (as well as in the original language). 
 
Aims:  
Among the aims of the course is to learn about Jewish women’s literary heritage and to enjoy 
discussion about literature in various contexts, so apart from taking a role of the literary 
critics and informed readers, who will often use the feminist perspective,  we will - at times - 
need to be historians, trying to understand ideological contexts of the works, at times – we 
will be the religious scholars, seeking the doctrinal contexts of the texts, or - at times -  
political commentators, using also the thought of philosophers like Hannah Arendt or Susan 
Sontag.  
 
Among the main key concepts that are relevant to all the sessions are: women’s history and 
Jewish history (herstories), the Jewish women’s voices in the 20th-century literature, 
women’s Jewish literature from various part of the world, the intertwinement of politics and 
private life, happiness and struggle through songs, poetry, short stories, novels and 
intellectual debates.  
 
Ultimately, the main aims of the course are: 

• to present selected women writers with background of historical contexts, intellectual 
milieu, personal circumstance and the most contemporary receptions;  

• to enjoy literary discussion;  
• and to analyse the works from the present perspective and to evaluate its relevance to 

the contemporary readers.  
 
Teacher:  
Urszula (Ula) Chowaniec, Ph.D. is a professor (dr hab.) at the Andrzej Frycz-Modrzewski 
Cracow Academy in Poland and the Research Fellow at University College London. An Amos 
Oz Fellow at Paideia (2019-2020). She is an author of a monograph Melancholic Migrating 
Bodies in Contemporary Women’s Writing (2015) and In Search for a Woman: Early Novels 
of Irena Krzywicka, Kraków 2007. She also edited and contributed to Women’s Voices and 
Feminism in Polish Cultural Memory (2012), Mapping Experience on Polish and Russian 
Women’s Writing (2010), Masquerade and Femininity. Essays on Polish and Russian Women 
Writers (2008).  
She teaches among other course: Cotemporary Polish Women’s Writing; Gender and Body 
Politics in Literature and Film (Eastern-European Perspectives); Eastern Europe Through the 
Literary Nobel Prize Winners. She lives in Stockholm. An academic site of Ula Chowaniec: 
https://cudzoziemki.weebly.com  
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INTRODUCTION: Women’s History and Heritage. Searching for 
Continuity.  
 

1. QUEER EXPECTATIONS. A GENEALOGY OF JEWISH WOMEN’S 
POETRY by ZOHAR WEIMAN-KELMAN (SUNY, State University of New 
York Press, 2018). Introduction: xxi – xxiv.  

 

This project began in West Jerusalem, when my love of Hebrew women’s poetry became 

my official subject of study at Hebrew University. It was as part of that all-Hebrew and 

overwhelmingly male curriculum that I was exposed to Yiddish women’s poetry as well. In 

Imahot meyasdot, ahׅayot hׅorgot (Founding Mothers, Stepsisters) (1991), one of the first books 

on Hebrew women’s poetry, Dan Miron rejects the idea that Hebrew poetry was inhospitable 

to women’s writing, citing the glorious past of Yiddish women writing at the same time.20 

While my political education taught me better than to take the success of one part of a minority 

as a refutation of the struggles of others from that same minority (in this case, Jewish women), 

I was stunned by what this comparison revealed: that women wrote poetry in Yiddish. My 

Israeli education taught me next to nothing of modern Yiddish literature, and I had certainly 

never heard of women writing modernist poetry in Yiddish. This erasure was not accidental; 

rather, it was very much tied to the association of Yiddish with women (as mama loshn/ mother-

tongue, not as literary tongue) and with the Diaspora/goles (to be negated). What I encountered 

in my studies was not only Yiddish as a language of Jewish diaspora, but also a different, 

Diasporic Hebrew. Through nineteenth-century Hebrew literature I realized how deeply 

anchored the language had been in Diasporic life and literature, long before it was naturalized 

and nationalized. The fact that Hebrew was also being written by Jews outside of Europe was 

not part of the curriculum in Israel, nor was Jewish creation in Ladino, Judeo-Arabic, or any 

non-European vernacular. Still, my two discoveries, of Hebrew as a language of Jewish 

diaspora and of Yiddish as a language of modern Jewish culture, both deeply unsettled how I 

understood the history that led to the present I was living in, a present I was struggling with. It 

was 2001, a moment of extreme violence in Israel/Palestine, and especially in Jerusalem. This 

is not the place to recount how quickly everything deteriorated over those first years of the 

Second Intifada, or to trace my own process of disillusionment. Rather, I want to high- light 

how in those rather desperate times, discovering a new Jewish history was the one thing that 

gave me hope, by proving to me that the reality I lived in was but one option the past had held 
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for the Jewish future. Today, when Yiddish can no longer be considered a competitor for the 

Jewish language, and Hebrew reigns as the language of Jewish nationhood, I choose to go back 

to moments when neither of these realities had come to be. I connect to all those possibilities 

past and recognize the existence of new possibilities for my present, and even for my still 

unforeseen future.  

When Bat-Miriam began writing in the 1920s, the future, which is our present, was 

anything but expected. The interwar period was a time of past potentiality for the future in/of 

Jewish literature, culture and life, for men and women alike. At the time both Hebrew, the 

language Bat-Miriam adopted, and Yiddish, her mother tongue, were still nascent modern 

secular literary vehicles, emerging from a long past of largely religious textual orientation; 

these years of Jewish history were rich with possibility. Linguistically and culturally, Jewish 

writers could choose between Jewish languages such as Yiddish, Hebrew, or Ladino, and local 

languages such as Polish, Russian, Arabic, or English, and even had the ability to inhabit 

multiple positions at once, or move fluidly among them.21 No writer could anticipate the effect 

of her linguistic choices in relation to how Jewish literary history would evolve, yet these 

choices proved critical for the lives of writers and for the course of Jewish literary history. As 

Dan Miron writes, the choice of language had momentous implications, “for the choice of 

language amounted to a choice of a cultural Jewish future.”22 But the choice of a future was 

deeply embedded in the choice of a past as well, as Miron suggests: “In nothing did the new 

literatures convey their sense of troubled awareness of their newness more than in this need to 

choose and justify the selection, its choice of a past or pasts.”23  

As much as men and women shared uncertainty about the future, the available pasts to 

choose from were significantly different for women.24 Most significantly, women were largely 

denied access to the sacred tongue, Hebrew, and to religious textual heritage in that 

language.25 The religious past of Jewish letters meant there was hardly a long or continuous 

tradition of women writing in Jewish languages. Moreover, because women had limited access 

to the religious texts, they were also less likely to produce modern literature. While Jewish men 

could repurpose the Hebrew of the Bible and the Talmud to create a new secular literature, 

women came to writing Hebrew and Yiddish without the cultural and linguistic inheritance that 

traditional male education afforded.26 Even outside the realm of Jewish tradition, women had 

to contend with a historical disadvantage, for they were writing without an acknowledged 

tradition of women writing before them, a predicament feminist literary criticism names as one 

of the fundamental challenges for women’s writing.27 In terms of “women’s history,” the 

problem was first the fact that it was less likely for women to come to writing, and even when 
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they did, their texts were less likely to be saved, circulated, and passed down. The force of 

these dynamics left women outside of history and without access to history. Indeed, the 

“newness” Miron invokes as conditioning the turn to the past was particularly acute for women, 

for without a past, what could women’s writing-future be?  

While Jewish women were recognized as readers of Yiddish literature, they were not meant 

to be producing it.28 Their access to Hebrew was even more limited; the few who were taught 

Hebrew being the exception rather than the rule, an exception very much dependent on the 

disposition of unique fathers rather than the product of a cultural norm.29 Jewish women thus 

faced not only a lack of access to the production of a textual past and a lack of access to 

women’s history, but also a one-track future that would perpetuate their present 

marginalization. Therefore, for women, to choose a “cultural Jewish future” depended not only 

on challenging past and present norms but entailed a struggle against a particular form of future, 

by gaining access to a past. Looking backward worked simultaneously against women’s past 

erasure and against their future imperative of reproduction.  

Despite or possibly due to Jewish women’s historical disadvantage, they were deemed an 

essential part of the Jewish future, as agents of reproduction producing future Jewish (male) 

scholars (and later, Jewish soldiers).30 Whereas men metaphorically birthed texts, Jewish 

women were meant to be birthing babies, not writing. Discussing these conditions, I do not 

mean to evoke an essentialized notion of “womanhood” as stable and unchanging across 

history. On the contrary, I think of gender, through Judith Butler, as an “identity tenuously 

constituted in time,”31 and argue that in order to understand women’s history (and lack thereof), 

we must account for the way gender is socially constructed in any given time, and what role 

that allowed women in society, and consequently in history. Women’s childbearing capacities 

have been perhaps the most deciding factor in women’s social positioning, linking them to the 

(re)production of the future, while limiting their role in the present. It is my contention 

throughout this book that Jewish women writers have had to undo the imperative of repro- 

duction, as well as the normative history structured by that imperative, in order to become 

writers.  

This undoing demands not only reclaiming and inventing histories, but also generating 

alternative modes of queer history and temporality alike. If “the modern sense of linear 

temporality with the celebrated logocentrism of Western thought” assumes “that history is a 

chronological development through linear time,” 32 it also uses the present outcome to justify 

this development, “selecting past material so as to identify a tradition leading to the present.”33 

This, according to Jewish historian David Myers, is historicism’s success, and has come to 
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dominate our way of thinking about the past as a justification of our present. 34 The manner in 

which we have been conditioned to place the single event in context and then link it to a chain 

of other contextually bound events thus constructs historical narratives that appear to be both 

natural and inevitable, thereby erasing the very act of construction. Queer theory, on the other 

hand, is invested in exposing the act of construction of the very ideas of “natural” and 

“inevitable,” from the individual level of gender (questioning the very category of “woman”), 

all the way through to society at large, including our understanding of history, and of time itself. 

Bringing together gender and temporality, queer histories undermine the heteronormative 

dictates structuring time as consecutive, progressive, and reproductive teleology.  

Jewish lesbian literature serves as a leading model for this mode of intervention: when the 

radical lesbian movement emerged in the 1970s, it had to (re)create a lesbian history, for there 

were very few forerunners to be found. At the same time, this movement rejected 

heteronormative reproduction (or at least demanded alternatives modes of reproduction). 

Unable or unwilling to be measured by the sons they produced (or did not produce), the Jewish 

lesbian poets of the 1970s challenged the role relegated to them by finding their hemshekh, 

their continuity, not in the children to come, but through the women who came before them. 

As a result, this literature constructed continuity by producing a past rather than a future, 

offering a model of queer history. Indeed, this ties together my approach to women’s writing 

and to Yiddish writing as bound by the challenges of history, for reaching the history of Yiddish, 

in my personal experience and in the experience of so many others, entailed overcoming our 

own historical disadvantage; it meant uncovering a history very much repressed by the Israeli 

literary establishment where I received my early training, and by the American Jewish 

establishment as well. It was a past that had to be forgotten,35 a past without a future. But even 

this lack of future has a past, connecting not just to the current state of Yiddish, but to the entire 

(short) history of modern Jewish literature, in relation to the language politics, policy, and 

poetics of Yiddish and Hebrew alike, for neither language represents uninterrupted continuity.  

 

Notes: 
21. See the chapter “Multilingualism” in Benjamin Harshav’s The Polyphony 

of Jewish Culture (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007), 23‒40. For a reading of Jewish multilingualism 

through the lens of Jews in Palestine see Liora Halprin, Babel in Zion: Jews, Nationalism, and Language Diversity 

in Palestine, 1920‒1948 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014). On the case of Jews writing in Arabic see 

Ammiel Alcalay’s After Jews and Arabs: Remaking Levantine Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 1993); Gil Hochberg, In Spite of Partition: Jews, Arabs, and the Limits of Separatist Imagination (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2007); and Lital Levy, Poetic Trespass: Writing between Hebrew and Arabic in Israel 

and Palestine (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014). For a study of Ladino and Yiddish press see Sarah 

Abrevaya Stein, Making Jews Modern: The Yiddish and Ladino Press in the Russian and Ottoman Empires 
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(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003), and for a study of Sephardic poetry see Monique Balbuena, 

Homeless Tongues: Poetry and Languages of the Sephardic Diaspora (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2016).  

22. Dan Miron, From Continuity to Contiguity: Toward a New Jewish Literary Thinking (Stanford: Stanford 

University Press, 2010), 38.  

23. Ibid.,191.  

24. Much important feminist work has been done to consider gender as a factor in Jewish history. See, for example, 

Paula Hyman, Gender and Assimilation in Modern Jewish History: The Roles and Representations of Women 

(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1995), and Marion A. Kaplan and Deborah Dash Moore, Gender and 

Jewish History (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011).  

25. For an extensive account of Jewish women’s education, see Iris Parush, Reading Jewish Women: Marginality 

and Modernization in Nineteenth-Century Eastern European Jewish Society (Waltham: Brandeis University Press, 

2004).  

26. Over the past twenty years there has been an emergence of critical works (and specifically anthologies) that 

have illuminated the history of women’s writing in Hebrew and Yiddish. My own critical introduction was largely 

through Sokoloff, Lerner, and Norich, eds., Gender and Text. See also Parush, Reading Jewish Women; Judith R. 

Baskin, ed., Women of the Word: Jewish Women and Jewish Writing (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 

1994); Carole Bailin, To Reveal Our Hearts: Jewish Women Writers in Tsarist Russia (Cincinnati: Hebrew Union 

College Press, 2000); Zierler, And Rachel Stole the Idols; Tova Cohen and Shmuel Feiner, Kol almah ivriyah: 

Kitvey nashim maskiliot bame’ah hat’sha’- esreh (Tel-Aviv: Hakibuts Hame’uhׅ ad, 2006); and Tova Cohen, 

“Portrait of the ‘Maskilah’ as a Young Woman,” Nashim 15 (2008): 9–29.  

27. See Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-

Century Literary Imagination (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984).  

28. Recent research has revealed notable exceptions. See Chava Turniansky’s work on Glikl of Hameln and on 

women in Old Yiddish literature and the work of Chava Weissler and Devra Kay on women’s early modern prayer 

in Yiddish. Still, the existence of these texts did not necessarily offer women a continuous history to rely on, as 

they were not consistently preserved and transmitted.  

29. For example, the case of Dvora Baron. See Sheila Jelen, Intimations of Difference: Dvora Baron in the Modern 

Hebrew Renaissance (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2007).  

30. If the Biblical imperative to “be fertile and increase, fill the earth and master it” (Genesis 1:28) was originally 

directed at men and women alike, over time it ap- plied to, and impacted, men and women differently. For an 

historical discussion see the chapter “Be Fruitful and Multiply,” in Ronit Irshai, Fertility and Jewish Law: Feminist 

Perspectives on Orthodox Responsa Literature, trans. Joel A. Linsider (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 

2012), 25‒52, as well as Rochelle L. Millen, Women, Birth, and Death in Jewish Law and Practice (Waltham, 

MA: Brandeis University Press, 2004).  

31. Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1999), 179.  

32. Brook Thomas, The New Historicism and Other Old-Fashioned Topics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1991), 33.  

33. Ibid.,41.  

34. David Myers, Resisting History: Historicism and Its Discontents in German- Jewish Thought (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2003), 5. Myers’s model is linked to Eric Hobsbawm’s “invented traditions,” which 

“so far as possible, use history as a legitimator of action and cement of group cohesion.” “Introduction: Inventing 

Tradition,” in The Invention of Tradition, ed. Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2012), 12.  

35. To echo the powerful title of Yael Chaver’s book What Must Be Forgotten: The Survival of Yiddish in Zionist 

Palestine (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2004). 
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2. RABBINIC LITERATURE AND WOMEN’S READING (JUDITH, A WIFE 
OF RABBI HIYYA CASE).  

 
A. Yevamot 65b 

 

 
 
Source: https://www.sefaria.org/Yevamot.65b.17?lang=bi  
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B. Ula Chowaniec: Tikkun by Judith, the Wife of R. Hiyya! Or: about (un)Desired 
Motherhood, Freedom(s) and Right for Individual Choice. 

 
(Text is available on the course website:  
https://cudzoziemki.weebly.com/jewish-womens-writing.html ) 
and also distributed in a separate handout  
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3. Dvora Baron “the first female to write in Modern Hebrew”, and 
looking for a reason why a goat should be a Symbol of Jewish 
Women’s Writing? 

 
About Dvora Baron: 
https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/baron-devorah 
 

 “We decided to meet at the 

photographer very early in the morning, an hour before the "grandfather" had to leave for Warsaw. 

Not everyone showed up on time. Some, I don't remember who they were, were late and were left out. But we 

made a gentlemanly gesture toward the one "lady" in our midst and persuaded the photographer to photograph 

her separately and put her into the group photograph. We left a place reserved for that purpose. We did it out of 

love and care for our colleague, the writer Dvora Baron, who by then had already acquired a place of honor in our 

literature. By the way, she also had a lot of personal charm, and we all respected her for her knowledge, of religious 

sources as well” (Zrubavel, "With Mendele Moykher Sforim," in Leaves of Life [Hebrew] (Tel Aviv: Perets Press, 

1960), 228-232. Reprinted in The Mendele Book [Yiddish], 427, and excerpted in Govrin, The First Half , 77).  

FROM:  
Seidman, Naomi. A Marriage Made in Heaven: The Sexual Politics of Hebrew and 
Yiddish. Berkeley:  University of California Press,  c1997 

1997. https://publishing.cdlib.org/ucpressebooks/view?docId=ft7z09p171;brand=ucpress (p. 93-96) 
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Rukhl Fishman 
Biographical notes: 
https://oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030/ft6k4004mw/ 
From Oral History Project: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vHkxBCgBdqg  
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R. Fishman, 1976.  
 
  



 22 

4. Anna Margolin: Is There a Feminist Translation? 
 

 
Mary’s Prayer  
God, humble and mute are these ways.  
Through the fire of sin and of tears  
All ways lead to you.  
 
I have built you a nest out of love  
And out of silence, a temple.  
 
I am your protector, servant, and beloved,  
And I have never seen your face.  
 
And I lie on the rim of the world, 
And you pass through me, dark as the hour of death. 
Pass like a broad,  flashing sword.  
 
 (by Kathryn Hellerstein) 
 
Discussed text: 
Translating as a Feminist: Reconceiving Anna Margolin Author(s): Kathryn Hellerstein 
Source: Prooftexts , Vol. 20, No. 1-2, Reading through the Lens of Gender (Winter/Spring 
2000), pp. 191-208. Published by: Indiana University Press 
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5. BUND. Is there a Jewish Secular Tradition? Is there tradition of 
Bund in contemporary writings? (Irena Klepfisz) 
 

Irena Klepfisz: 
 
Irena Klepfisz has been active in feminist, lesbian, Jewish secular and peace organizations. 
She began publishing her poetry in 1971 and soon focused her research on Yiddish women 
writers (e.g. Kadya Molodovsky and Fradl Shtok). She co-founded the feminist literary 
magazine Conditions and served as the Yiddish editor of the Jewish feminist magazine 
Bridges. She also co-edited The Tribe of Dina: A Jewish Woman’s Anthology. She is the 
author of A Few Words in the Mother Tongue (Poetry) and Dreams of an Insomniac 
(Essays). While teaching Jewish Women’s Studies at Barnard College, Klepfisz also taught 
for ten years at a maximum-security women’s prison. She received a National Endowment 
for the Arts Fellowship in poetry and was recently awarded the prestigious Adrienne Cooper 
Dreaming in Yiddish Award 2016. 
 
Gabi von Seltmann”s projects: https://gabivonseltmann.com/portfolio/basher-poem-by-irena-
klepfisz/ 
 
Dreams of An Insomniac: Jewish Feminist Essays, Speeches and Diatribes (1990)  
 
“All my life I defined myself as a secular Jew. I was raised and taught to think about myself 
in relationship to Jewishness”  
 
“On closer inspection, however, my upbringing was full of contradictions. Born in 1941 in 
occupied Poland, I came to the United States at the age of eight….. I was learning Jewish 
language which was uprooted” 
 
“So perhaps this Yiddish of mine, this fragmentary language, this echo of a European era and 
culture in which I never lived and about which I have only heard second-hand like a family 
story, this mame-loshn might prove worth salvaging and sheltering…. “  
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Di rayze aheym/ The journey home  
 
(Der fentster/ the window) 
 
She looks out the window. 
All is present. 
The shadows of the past 
fall elsewhere.  
 
This is the wilderness 
she thinks. 
 
And our tongues have become 
dry       the wilderness has 
dried out our tongues       and  
we forgotten speech. 
 
She looks out the window. 
All is present.  

 
 
Ula Chowaniec: Bund and Women’s Writing?  
(Text is available on the course website:  
https://cudzoziemki.weebly.com/jewish-womens-writing.html ) 
and also distributed in a separate handout  
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6. Revolutionary poet: Khana Levin 
 
Biography: https://yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Levin_Khane  
 
Gennady Estraikh’s Khana Levin's Verdict to Free Love.  
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The title age of the book where the article on Khana Levin was published.  
 


