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Spelling and Transliteration

As this work relies heavily on Yiddish sources, extensive transliteration was
necessary. The transliteration is usually based on the standardized YIVO transliteration
system. There are several exceptions to this system. If a title or a name had a widespread and
more easily identifiable Latin spelling (in Spanish or Polish), it is this spelling that I followed.
For instance, I spelled the Buenos Aires daily newspaper as Yidische Zaitung, instead of
Yidishe Tsaytung. Similarly, I transliterated the name of the travel writer as Peretz Hirschbein,
instead of Perets Hirschbeyn, as suggested by the YIVO. By analogy, I decided to use the
widely acknowledged Spanish spelling of Samuel Rollansky, rather than transliterate it from
Yiddish as Shmuel Rozhansky. I also decided to spell yidishkayt, not yiddishkeit, as suggested
by the YIVO. In terms of the few cases of Hebrew transliteration, the Library of Congress

system was followed



Introduction

Before 1889, the year when the trans-Atlantic ship Weser docked in the port of Buenos
Aires, for the majority of Polish Jews Argentina was a terra incognita. However, the situation
changed very quickly. The passengers aboard the Weser were the forerunners of Eastern
European Jewish immigration to Argentina. In the following four decades, Argentina, next to
the United States and Palestine, would become the main country of destination for Russian,
Polish, Hungarian, Romanian and other Eastern European Jews searching for safety, civil
rights and better economic prospects.! This doctoral project explores the background and
aftereffects of their journey, both for Jewish Poland and for Argentina. My study elucidates
the evolution of transnational migrant networks across the Atlantic and sheds light on
heterogeneous ethno-national and diasporic processes that the emigration engendered. Two
issues are of key importance in this research project: 1) ethnic identity in the context of
diasporism and Jewish and Argentine national projects and 2) the emergence of a diasporic
political, social and cultural shared space between Jews in Poland and Argentina.

My dissertation approaches Jewish migration to Argentina as a continuous process that
took place on both sides of the Atlantic. I tackle it as a socio-cultural dialogue on Jewish
ethnicity, modernity and diasporism. Jewish migration to Americas was not merely an answer
to pogroms and economic hardships experienced back home. In my view, it had no less to do
with the changing economic and social setting, the erosion of the shtet/ and the political
reconfigurations in Europe.” Of no lesser importance were Argentine programs fostering
emigration that, although never geared towards Jews specifically, allowed many to settle in
Latin America. My dissertation looks at emigration from two ends (Argentine and Polish),
challenging the linear approaches that often do not pay enough attention to pre-migration
visions of a new country and post-migration links with the homeland. In this way, I follow
José Moya, who, in his study of Spanish immigration to Argentina, criticized that “the notion

of new country's superiority and the assimilating power of its environment made pre-arrival

' Haim Avni, Argentina y las migraciones judias. De la inquisicion al holocausto y después (Buenos Aires:
Editorial Mila, AMIA, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2005); Victor A. Mirelman, En busquéda de una
identidad. Los inmigrantes judios en Buenos Aires 1890-1930 (Buenos Aires: Editorial Milé, 1988); José C.
Moya, “The Jewish Experience in Argentina,” in The New Jewish Argentina: Facets of Jewish Experience in the
Southern Cone, ed. Adriana Brodsky and Raanan Rein (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2013).

2 For instance, memoirist Avraham Zemba wrote that both socialism and Zionism took a big share of Orthodox
youth, who “joined the general drunkenness from the wealth of new ideas and hopes,” Avraham Zemba,
“Shtiblakh be-varshah,” in Mosadot torah be-eiropah ba-binyanam u-ve-hurbanam, ed. Shmuel Mirski (New
York: Hotsaat Ogen, 1956), 364, quoted in Kenneth Moss, “Negotiating Jewish Nationalism in Interwar
Warsaw,” in Warsaw. The Jewish Metropolis. Essays in Honor of the 75th Birthday of Professor Antony
Polonsky, ed. Glenn Dyner and Frangois Guesnet (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 412-413.
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traits more or less irrelevant.”® Mass migration to the Americas created a new form of Jewish
diasporism the study of which requires historians to capture both life in the host country, as
well as the impact that trans-Atlantic migration had on the communities back in Europe. The
geographies of Jewish identities need to be studied as a continuous development, rather than a
sudden rupture of Jewish life in Europe. Tracing the images of Argentina constructed and
circulating among prewar Polish Jews, this dissertation adds another layer to the study of
Jewish migration from Eastern Europe to Argentina.

Jewish emigration from Poland to Argentina serves as a case study of how ethnicity
evolved and was transformed among migrants and their children, and the dynamics that
emerged between putting roots down in a new country and commitments to the Old Country. I
focus on a generation of migrants, Polish Jews, who relocated to Argentina and represent a

transitory stage within the evolution of individual and collective ethnic identities.

Emigration transformed Polish Jews into Argentine Jews and the children of these migrants

became Jewish-Argentines. Obviously, these gradual phenomena were typical for all migrants

and migrations, yet in the case examined here, a number of additional factors were at play.
First, the Poland-centered ethno-national identitarian project centered around the Yiddish
language demanded new attitudes to Jewish ethnicity and nationhood. It suggested a
transformative path towards a progressive, secular, ethnic Jewishness that could be relevant
both in Eastern Europe and in the Americas. I believe that even as Argentine Jewish culture
developed in a multiethnic Buenos Aires and Jews shaped their ethnicity vis-a-vis other
migrant communities, the Jewish case was modified by a desire to forge a new secular
Yiddish culture, often looking to Poland in doing so. In this sense, the Old Country was not
simply a reservoir of conservative norms, but a spring of new ideas on Jewish life in a
diasporic world. Second, the dynamics between Poland and Argentina did not always reflect
the standard narrative of Jewish immigration to the Americas, in which the new country was
imagined as positively better and more central, standing at a higher cultural level. In Jewish
Poland, the social imaginaries of Argentina were very complex, as Argentina was rarely
imagined as an unambiguously desired destination, often criticized as hazardous and
challenging. From the perspective of civil rights and economic opportunities Argentina did
offer Jews a better promise, but in terms of ethno-national Jewish political, social and cultural
life Poland was clearly much ahead. It was in Poland where Zionist and non-Zionist visions of

the Jewish future were conceptualized and hotly debated, and where secular Yiddish

3 José Moya, Cousins and Strangers: Spanish Immigrants in Buenos Aires (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1998), 3-4. For a general study of “those who stayed,” see: Andreas Gestrich and Marita Krauss (eds.)
Zuriickbleiben. Vernachldssigte Teil der Migrationsgeschichte (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2006).
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literature, journalism and scholarship grew strong roots. These issues also influenced the
process of Jewish-Argentine identity formation and Argentine national belonging. The
preconceptions about Argentina formed in Poland, as well as the discussions on Jewish
nationhood that migrants brought from Eastern Europe, complicated the ways in which
Jewish migrants began to identify as Jewish-Argentines.

Simultaneously, the Argentine nation-state, its melting pot policies and its efforts at
nationalizing immigrants challenged the diasporic framework by offering Jewish immigrants
the promise of secular universal citizenship and national inclusion. Already in the context of
Jewish emancipation in Western Europe, a civic belonging to a general national community
often demanded from Jews the breaking of their national identification with Jews elsewhere
and to transfer this national sentiment to other citizens of their country of residence.* In
twentieth century Argentina, the local national discourse challenged the ethno-national
identification with Jews in other parts of the world. Jews were supposed to (and many wanted
to) be foremost Argentine, hence diasporic Jewish-national alternatives were approached with
ambiguity by nationalist politicians and those Jews who grew up with these assumptions.
Despite the discrepancies between Argentine national belonging and diasporic Jewish
identifications, both phenomena proved to be compatible and amenable to cross-pollination in
early twentieth century Argentina. This harkens back to historian David Biale, who insisted
that Jewish identities are formed in relation to the their gentile neighbors: “[...] for every
period of history, interaction with the non-Jewish majority has been critical in the formation
of Jewish culture. Even those Jewish cultures thought to be most insular adapted ideas and
practices from their surroundings.” Jewish society in Poland was never hermetically sealed,
but involved interaction, cooperation and common practices, as Bartal and Ury write.® I take
their call further when discussing the place of Jews in Argentina. Life in Buenos Aires was
chracterized by a “cultural porosity” and a constant exchange between the Jewish and non-
Jewish world, what some Yiddishists (especially in the 1930s) interpreted as posing a certain
ethnic danger. Whereas in Argentina the criteria for national belonging allowed Jews to
imagine themselves as Argentines, in Poland the national discourse largely placed them
outside of it.

My study captures and enhances the meaning behind alternative visions of Jewish

4 Daniel H. Weiss, “A Nation Without Borders? Modern European Emancipation as Negation of Galut,” Shofar:
An Interdisciplinary Journal of Jewish Studies 34, no. 4 (2016): 71-97.
5> David Biale, “Preface. Towards a Cultural History of Jews,” in Cultures of the Jews, ed. David Biale (New
York: Schocken Books, 2002), XX.
¢ Israel Bartal and Scott Ury, “Between Jews and Their Neighbours. Isolation, Confrontation, and Influence in
Eastern Europe,” in Polin: Studies in Polish Jewry, Volume 24: Jews and Their Neighbours in Eastern Europe
since 1750, ed. Israel Bartal, Antony Polonsky and Scott Ury (Oxford: The Littman Library of Jewish
Civilization, 2012), 5-8.
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ethnicity and nationalism, which were at play in a globalizing Jewish world before 1939.
Jewish national claims were then regularly raised not only by Zionists, but also by Bundists,
Diaspora Nationalists and other political movements.” As Jews migrated to the Americas, this
socio-political aspect gained additional importance and contributed to the development of
diasporic identities. My dissertation brings together the impact of Yiddish-centered ethno-
national revival, the entanglements of diasporism and civic promises offered by Argentina in
order to find ways of understanding the complex experiences of Jews migrating from Poland
to Argentina. This study thus challenges commonly held notions that, in the early twentieth
century, contacts between Argentine and Eastern European Jews were weak or non-existent.
Traditional scholarship tended to approach the migration of Eastern European Jews to the
Americas exclusively from the perspective of the host country, discussing mostly the social
integration and acculturation of Jewish immigrants, the economic and social changes of their
community and the formation of Jewish institutions in the new country.® Until recently we
knew much less about the impact of this migration on the home country and the diasporic
links that emerged between Polish Jews, who decided to leave for Argentina and those who
remained in Europe. Despite the publication of numerous books on Polish and Argentine
Jewries, there is no single comprehensive study that rigorously examines Polish-Argentine
Jewish dynamics that emerged due to the massive movement of people between these two

countries.

Nation, Ethnicity and Diasporism
Diasporism
In terms of the conceptual framework of my dissertation, the notions of diaspora, ethnicity

and transnationalism are of crucial importance. While numerous scholars attempted to give it

a comprehensive definition (James Clifford, William Safran), “Diaspora” was and remains a

" The General Union of Jewish Workers in Lithuania, Poland and Russia (Der Algemeyner Arbeter Bund in Lite,
Poyln un Rusland), was a Jewish socialist party established in 1897 in Vilna. The Bund combined the working-
class agenda with addressing the question of Jewish nationalism. In opposition to Zionism in the 1920s, the
Bund argued for doikayt, believing in seeing a Jewish future in the diaspora, while emphasizing the ethno-
cultural importance of Yiddish. In the late 19309s, the Bund was the dominant Jewish organization in Poland.
See also the concept of “international Yiddishism” by a Warsaw Bundist Khayim Shloyme Kazhdan: Jordana de
Bloeme, “A Revolutionary Language: Khayim Shloyme Kazdan’s ‘international Yiddishism’ and the Language
of the Jewish Worker,” East European Jewish Affairs 43, no. 3 (2013): 236-248.

8 Boleslao Lewin, Como fué la inmigracién judia en la Argentina (Buenos Aires: Plus Ultra, 1971); Judith
Laikin Elkin, Jews of the Latin American Republics (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980);
Robert Weisbrot, The Jews of Argentina: From the Inquisition to Peron (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publishing
Society of America, 1979); Haim Avni, Argentina y la historia de la inmigracion judia (1810 -1950) (Jerusalem,
Buenos Aires: Magnes Press, AMIA, 1983).
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very contested term.’ Jews are often labeled, both popularly and in the academia, as a classic
Diaspora. The Jewish dispersion around the world started with a Jewish settlement in various
countries of the Middle East and spread to Europe after the destruction of the Second Temple
in 70 CE. In the centuries to come, Judaism imagined the Jewish presence outside of the
borders of the former Jewish state as “exile,” a temporary stage that will end when the
Messiah reunites the Jews again in the Land of Israel. The Jewish dispersion around the world
came to be imagined as something negative, with “victim diaspora” and “homelessness”
becoming leitmotifs of Jewish literature, art, culture and prayer.'® Discussion of the role of the
Land of Israel and of Jewish diasporism were continued in the Middle Ages and in the
modern era, when both rabbinic authorities and West European Jewish maskilim, like
Mendelssohn, Friedldander or Geiger, refused to see Palestine as Jewish national property or a
national homeland.!! Following the Great Migrations at the turn of the nineteenth and
twentieth century, Jews entered another form of diasporic existence. Whereas after centuries
the Jewish dispersion around Europe was relatively “normalized” and taken for granted,
Jewish immigration to the USA, Australia, Canada and Argentina had reinvigorated
discussions about the way that diasporism and dispersion influence Jewish lives.

In the late modern era, “the pathological condition” of Jewish exile and diasporism was
tackled by the Zionist movement. Zionism argued for the need of Jewish return to the Land of
Israel and criticized the very concept of Jews feeling at home in European or American
countries. Diasporism was equated with powerlessness and passivity concerning Jewish
oppression by gentile governments. The leading Zionist thinkers including Theodor Herzl or
Ahad Haam stood behind the notion of the “negation of diaspora” and emphasized the inferior
situation of stateless Jews. Other Zionists followed this narrative. Yehuda Leib Pinsker
focused on the hostile environment in which Eastern European Jews lived, while Micha Yosef
Berdichevsky and Haim Brenner emphasized the “distortion of Jew's inner life” brought on by

life in exile.!? Criticism of the diasporic condition was for some thinkers relevant not only in

% See, for instance, Ruth Mayer, Diaspora. Eine kritische Begriffsbestimmung (Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag,
2005) or the introductory article by Anna Lipphardt, “Diaspora. Wissenschafstgeschichtliche Anndhrungen an
das Forschungskonzept,” in Praktiken der Differenz. Diasporakulturen in der Zeitgeschichte, ed. Miriam Riirup
(Gottingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2009).

19 William Safran, “Diasporas in Modern Societies: Myths of Homeland and Return,” Diaspora 1 (1991): 83.

' Shlomo Sand, The Invention of the Land of Israel: From Holy Land to Homeland (London: Verso, 2012), 107-
118 and 179-196. Sand argues that rabbinic authority, broadly speaking, feared the power of nationalism,
whereas in the nineteenth century West European Jews became nationalized in their respective nation states.
Sand concludes that ultimately Zionism prevailed, what resulted in the “Zionization of religion” and the
appropriation of Jewish history and tradition for the Zionist cause.

12 Shalom Ratzaby, “The Polemic about the 'Negation of the Diaspora' in the 1930s and its Roots,” The Journal
of Israeli History 16, no. 1 (1995): 19. For Ahad Haam’s attitude to Yiddish, see Zalmen Zilbercweig, Ahad
Haam un zayn batsiung tsu yidish (Los Angeles: "Elisheva," 1956). For a general study of Zionism and its
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the Eastern European context, but in new diasporas that thrived in the Americas. Nahum
Sokolow argued in 1926 that strengthening support for Zionism in America was not enough
and that American Jews should stop believing that American diasporic life was a relevant
option.!* For his part, Chaim Weizmann wanted to enlist American non-Zionists for his
project of the Jewish Agency for Palestine, which did not immediately envisage relocation to
Palestine. !

My understanding of Diaspora goes beyond the ethno-religious yearning for Zion and is
based on current Diaspora Studies. I believe that despite the focus of Jewish Studies on the
“exile from Zion,” Jews quite often felt comfortable in their diasporic condition.!> Despite
repeated violence, Jewish communities flourished outside of their primordial homeland, be it
in medieval Spain or the Hellenistic world.!® Yerushalmi correctly noticed a duality of
attachment both to the ancient land of origin and the desire to fill the place of living with
familiarity and to perceive it as Jewish. Following Rebecca Kobrin, I suggest a broader
concept of Jewish Diaspora, one that goes beyond Zionist longings and reclaims the meaning
of identification with an Eastern European center of an imagined Jewish nation.!” I believe
that Kobrin’s approach is very revealing for my study of Jewish-Polish immigration to
Argentina. Migrating Jews often imagined Poland as an Eastern European Zion, even as they
were engaged in building their lives in Argentina.'8

Jewish emigration from Poland to Argentina is a lens for observing how diasporism and
nationalism coincided and competed. Polish and Argentine nation-state nationalism saw the
Jews as subjects to be excluded or included into the national framework, whereas the
supporters of a Yiddish-based diasporic Jewish nationalism wished to offer a counter “diaspo-
national” narrative. The 1920s and 1930s were years when this sometimes conflicting,
sometimes complementary movements were most clearly visible. In Poland, the early 1920s

were a period of a blossoming of Diaspora Nationalism, whereas in the 1930s Zionism gained

relationship with the Diaspora, see Gideon Shimoni, The Zionist Ideology (Hannover, NH: University Press of
New England, 1995).

13 “Negation of Diaspora Urged by Nahum Sokolow in Farewell Address,” JTA, March 15, 1926.

14 Shimoni, The Zionist Ideology, 116-118.

15 Yosef Yerushalmi, “Exile and Expulsion in Jewish History,” in Crisis and Creativity in the Sephardic World,
13 91-1648, ed. Benjamin R. Gampel (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 12, 14.

16 Robin Cohen, Global Diasporas: An Introduction (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1997), 5-9.

17 Rebecca Kobrin, “Conflicting Diasporas, Shifting Centers: Migration and Identity in Transnational Polish
Jewish Community,” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2002); Rebecca Kobrin, Jewish Bialystok and its
Diaspora (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2010).

8 This was visible, for instance, in the work of Shmuel Agnon. According to Ber Kotlerman interpretation,
Agnon’s Poland Stories “sacramentalized” Poland by endowing it with Jewish meanings and creating parallels
with the Holy Land. See Ber Kotlerman, “Romanticization and Criticism in Agnon’s Poland Stories:. Polish
Jewry as an Archetype of a Jewish Community in Exile,” in Polin:. Studies in Polish Jewry, Volumevol.
28(2016): Jewish Writing in Poland, ed. Monika Adamczyk-Garbowska et al. (Oxford: The Littman Library of
Jewish Civilization, 2016), 249-260.
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a bigger following, though both were criticized by the anti-nationalist and non-nationalist
Orthodoxy and communists.!” Interwar Warsaw had two key Jewish national figures: the
Zionist Yitshak Griinbaum and the folkist Noah Prilutsky, who embodied two diverse national
Jewish options. By looking at the transnational Yiddishist activism, the emigration policies of
the Polish government and the evolving status of Jews in Argentine nation, this study
reconstructs the mosaic shaped by both nationalism and diasporism. Although the triumph of
Zionism overshadowed the ethno-national manifestations of Jewish diasporism, diaspora
nationalism continues to be used as a resource base for diaspora scholars. Sander Gilman
rejected the binarity of a diaspora and a center, suggesting a frontier as a counter-model for
analyzing Jewish history.?’ Daniel and Jonathan Boyarin see in Jewish diasporism a power
resource and use it as a normatively appealing counter-model for Zionist-centered Jewish
identifications.?! Whereas Zionism emphasizes the territorial foundations of Jewish identity,

diasporism puts the focus on genealogy and a shared past.??

For Boyarin diaspora is both a
model of historical Jewish experience and a model of contemporary hybrid identities.?
Acknowledging this and following the Boyarins, I use the diasporic lens for analyzing the
diversity and hybridity of Jewish-Argentine cultural identifications.

When discussing Jewish diasporism, historian Simon Dubnow saw Jews as a nation in a
spiritual, social and cultural sense, but one without a political-territorial basis.?*
Consequently, in his vision of Jewish diaspora nationalism (autonomism), the main nation-
building factor was the Yiddish language. Dubnow suggested a vision of an autonomous and
ex-territorial Jewish nation, while relying on the concept of diasporism in his historical
studies. Whereas most of the research, and Jewish folklore, look for the roots of diasporism in

the dispersion from the land of Israel, my study focuses on new forms of diasporism that

19 Kenneth Moss, “Negotiating Jewish Nationalism in Interwar Warsaw,” 398-399. Moss explains that Jewish
diaspra nationalism was eclectic and included a variety of practices that were often formed by engaging with
Zionism.

20 Sander L. Gilman, Jewish Frontiers. Essays on Bodies, Histories, and Identities (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2003), 1-31.

21 Julie E. Cooper, “Diasporic Critic of Diasporism: The Question of Jewish Political Agency,” Political Theory
43, no. 11) (2015): 95-97.

22 Daniel Boyarin and Jonathan Boyarin, “Diaspora: Generation and Ground of Jewish Identity,” Critical Inquiry
19, no. 4 (1993): 712-717.

23 James Clifford, Routes: Travel and Translation in Late Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1997), 271.

24 Roni Gechtman, “Creating a Historical Narrative for a Spiritual Nation: Simon Dubnow and the Politics of the
Jewish Past,” Journal of the Canadian Historical Association 22, no. 2 (2011): 98-124. See also Grit Jelik,
“Zukunfts Diaspora. Simon Dubnows Vision von einer a-staatlichen jiidischen Moderne,” in Praktiken der
Differenz. Diasporakulturen in der Zeitgeschichte, 62-95, and Anke Hilbrenner, Diaspora-Nationalismus. Zur
Geschichtskonstruktions Simon Dubnows, (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Rupprecht, 2007).
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evolved after the Great Migrations to the Americas.?® Prior to emigration, American countries
were popularly imagined as a “land of gold,” but the first years in the new country often saw a
reverse tendency, with Jewish Poland being re-imagined by migrants as a better space (since
Jewish) and positioned in contrast to the challenging and goyish Argentina. In the era of mass
migration, multiple diasporic longings were at play and were never exclusive. Involvement
with Jewish Poland did not, in my view, challenge the formation of a Jewish-Argentine
identity, but rather contributed to the diversity of simultaneous ethnic attachments. Following
Roza Tsagarousianou, I prefer to research the connectivity and linkages that transnational
migration demanded, rather than to draw on a feeling of displacement or exile.?® I argue that
migrant Polish Jews carved their identities both in the context of diasporism and Jewish and
Argentine nationalisms. This was a simultaneous and not exclusive process. By succeeding in
Argentina, they did not shed their diasporic identifications, but shifted them to another level.
For instance, the help campaigns organized by Argentine Jewish-Polish immigrants for the
benefit of Jews in their native Poland not only underlined their diasporic self-perception and
belongings, but also defined them as generous and successful Jewish-Argentines. Celebrating
the Yiddish writer H. Leivick at the PEN Club Congress in Buenos Aires in 1936, Argentine
Jews embraced the meaning of Yiddish as the glue connecting the diaspora, while manifesting

their Argentine pride in hosting “their,” meaning Yiddish, representative.

Ethnicity

This study of Jewish-Polish immigration to Argentina is a case for analyzing ethno-
national diasporas. Although some scholars argued for the exceptionalism of the Jewish
diasporic experience due to its longevity and the traumas it experienced, recent studies see
Jewish migration and Jewish diasporism in the modern period as one case within a pool of
analogous phenomena among other groups.?’ Ethnic groups place emphasis on a common
origin, claim a common distinctive history and destiny and feel a sense of collective
uniqueness and solidarity.?® As peoples scattered around the world, they became more aware

of the things they imagined they shared in common. In that context, the notion of ethnicity

23 For the notion of Jewish diasporism, see Jonathan Stratton, “(Dis)placing the Jews: Historicizing the Idea of
Diaspora,” Diaspora 6 (1997): 301-329, and Daniel Boyarin and Jonathan Boyarin, “Diaspora: Generation and
the Ground of Jewish Identity,” 693-726.

26 Roza Tsagarousianou, “Rethinking the Concept of Diaspora: Mobility, Connectivity and Communication in a
Globalised World,” Westminster Papers in Communication and Culture 1, no. 1 (2004): 52.

27 Gabriel Sheffer, “A Nation and Its Diaspora: A Re-Examination of Israeli-Diaspora Relations,” Diaspora 11,
no. 3 (2002): 331-333.

2 For migrant solidarity in historical perspective, see Joachim Balcke, Rainer Leng, Peter Scholz (eds.),
Migration als soziale Herausforderung. Historische Formen solidarischen Handelns von der Antike bis zum 20.
Jahrhundert (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2011).
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became plausible. To be clear, ethnicity is a modern term for patterns and characteristics that
were earlier labeled differently. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, “race” was a
commonly used term, one that was also applied to and by the Jews.?’ Only much later,
especially after the Holocaust, was race written out of the sociological dictionary. This created
a space for the notion of ethnicity, which came to be defined around the 1960s in relation to
debates on migration and migrants.’® As Peter Wade wrote, “ethnicity” was used to dismantle

“race.”!

In the years to come, ethnicity made a career (at least in the US) as the
assimilationist “melting pot discourse” was replaced by the empowerment of cultural
pluralism or multiculturalism. In 1963 Fredrik Barth’s classic study emphasized for the first
time the internally and externally constructed character of ethnicity.*? Initially, ethnicity was
seen as something primordial and permanent, bound to group values, traditions and
practices.® Later, a situational approach saw ethnic ties as bound by time and situation and
consequently impermanent. Since the 1990s a new, post-ethnic approach became more
pronounced and scholars begun to perceive ethnicity as a social construct, suggesting that
ethnicities were selected, invented and constructed, and were not innate.>*

Ethnicity obtained visible cultural and political power in Latin America.*> Race, mestizaje
and nation-ethnicity relations are a very fertile field of research, with a clear recent trend to
reclaim indigenous histories.*® Both in the popular and scholarly context, we now talk about

Japanese-Brazilians, Arab-Argentines and Jewish-Argentines, as hybrid or hyphenated

identities gain increasingly more scholarly and popular recognition.?’” Ethno-national

2% The term was used, for instance, by the famous Jewish-German sociologist Arthur Ruppin. See the work of
Amos Morris-Reich: “Arthur Ruppin's Conception of Race and the Middle East,” Transversal: Zeitschrift fiir
Jlidische Studien 7, no. 2 (2006): 19-32; “Arthur Ruppin's Concept of Race,” Israel Studies 11, no. 3 (2006): 1-
30.

39 Jonathan Sarna, “Ethnicity and Beyond,” in Ethnicity and Beyond: Theories and Dilemmas of Jewish Group
Demarcation (Studies in Contemporary Jewry), ed. Eli Lederhendler, vol. XXV (2011), 108-112.

31 Peter Wade, Race and Ethnicity in Latin America (London: Pluto Press, 2010), 14-20.

32 Fredrik Barth, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries (New York Little, Brown & Co, 1969). See also Nathan Glazer
and Daniel P. Moynihan, Beyond the Melting Pot (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1963) and Michael Novak, The
Rise of Unmeltable Ethnics (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1972).

33 Ewa Morawska, “Ethnicity as a Primordial-Situational-Constructed Experience: Different Times, Different
Places, Different Constellations,” in Ethnicity and Beyond Ethnicty: Theories and Dilemmas of Jewish Group
Demarcation, ed. Eli Lederhendler (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 3-25.

3% Werner Sollor, The Invention of Ethnicity (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989); Mary Waters, Ethnic
Options: Choosing Ethnicities in America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990); David Hollinger,
Postethnic America: Beyond Multiculturalism (New York: Basic Books, 1995).

35 Sarah Albiez et al., “Introduction,” in Etnicidad, ciudadnia y partenecia: practicds, teoria y dimensiones
espaciales, ed. Sarah Albiez et al. (Madrid: Iberoamericana/Vervuert, 2011), 17.

36 Hendrik Kraay (ed.), Negotiating Identities in Modern Latin America (Calgary: University of Calgary Press,
2007).

37 Jeffrey Lesser, A Discontented Diaspora: Japanese-Brazilians and the Meanings of Ethnic Militancy
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2007); Jeffrey Lesser (ed.), Searching for Home Abroad. Japanese-Brazilians
and Transnationalism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003); Jeffrey Lesser and Ignacio Klich (eds.), Arab and
Jewish Immigrants in Latin America: Images and Realities (London: Frank Cass, 1998); Edmundo Murray,
Becoming gauchos Ingleses: Diasporic Model in Irish-Argentine Literature (Bethseda, MD: Mausnel, 2009). For
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diasporas often develop a sense of ‘“diaspora consciousness” marked by multiple
identifications.*® My research shows that this sense of belonging “both here and there” was a
feature visible among migrant Polish Jews in Argentina. Despite numerous frictions and
internal and external debates, the migrant generation voiced their simultaneous belonging to
Argentina and to the transnational and imagined polity of Yiddishland. Drawing on Benedict
Anderson’s approach that sees nations as constructed and imagined, I go further and see the
transnational space of Yiddishland as an imagined diasporic Yiddish nation. On the basis of
Roza Tsagarousianou, I argue that the Jewish diaspora in Argentina, its ties, alliances and
belongings towards the Jews in Poland were continuously reconstructed and reinvented.®
Similar tendencies were observed in the case of pre-1948 Argentine Zionism, which was also
an imagined ethnic space that envisioned Jews as united by a shared heritage and past, yet saw
their immediate future in Argentina rather than in Palestine.*

By focusing on Polish Jews, I underline the power of subethnic identifications. The
Polishness of many immigrants was overshadowed by Argentine visions of Jewishness earlier
formed, which saw Jews as rusos, or Russians. Simultaneously, the stigma of female-
trafficking was attached to Jewish-Polishness, as Jewish prostitutes were popularly
nicknamed polacas. In an attempt to challenge these stereotypes, Polish Jews (although not all
of them) sought to reclaim their presence in Argentina's ethnic mosaic. Demanding a
subethnic recognition within the Jewish community and within the Argentine nation, Polish
Jews used methods similar to a classic minority, the Sephardim, who were largely not even
seen as Jews by some Argentines. Both Sephardim and Polish Jews faced the challenge of
insufficient communal recognition and were accused of separatism when they attempted to
found their subethnic institutions.*! Sephardim liked to imagine their roots in the Spain of the
Golden Age, similar to the way some Polish Jews liked to dream about the glory of Jewish
Poland. My study suggests the usefulness of re-examining the status of Polish Jews in

Argentina by pointing to the ruptures and wrinkles within the structure of a presumably

race and ethnicity in Latin America, see Paulina Alberto and Eduardo Elena, Rethinking Race in Modern
Argentina (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016); Peter Wade, Race and Ethnicity in Latin America
(London: Pluto Press, 2010); Luis Roniger and Mario Sznajder (eds), Constructing Collective Identities and
Shaping Public Spheres. Latin American Paths (Brighton: Sussex Academic Press, 1998).

38 Steven Vertovec, “Conceiving and Researching Transnationalism,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 22, no. 2
(1999): 447-462.

39 Tsagarousianou, “Rethinking the Concept of Diaspora,” 52.

40 Raanan Rein and Mollie Lewis, “Judios, arabes, sefardies, sionistas y argentinos: el caso del periddico Israel”
in Arabes y judios en Iberoamérica. Similitudes, diferencias y tensiones, ed. Raanan Rein (Sevilla: Tres Culturas,
2008), 83-115.

41 Sephardim are Jews descending from medieval Spain who, after the expulsions in the 15th century, settled in
North Africa, the Balkans and the Middle East. They constituted around 10-15% of Jewish immigration to
Argentina. Ashkenazim are Jews originating from Central and Eastern Europe, whose vernacular language was
usually Yiddish. For the a study of the Sephardim in Argentina, see Adriana M. Brodsky, Sephardi, Jewish,
Argentine: Community and National Identity (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2016), 1-4.

10



unified hegemonic Argentine Ashkenazi majority.

Recent trends in Latin American Jewish Studies criticize a “Jews only” focus and
encourage research on Jews to be contextualized with other ethnic groups, while giving
weight to the examination of “Argentine lives.”** While earlier scholars looked at Jewish
Latin American Diasporas in a comparative perspective, or placed them next to Canadian,
South African or European Jewish communities, preference is now given to the way Jews
interacted within the multiethnic societies they lived in. A few years ago, Raanan Rein and
Jeffrey Lesser proposed a new research agenda for Latin American studies, arguing that the
study of Jewish experiences in Latin America should not be regarded as a study of an
“exceptional case,” but rather as an opportunity to explore how ethnicity influenced Latin
American societies in general. Analogous calls were also raised by scholars of Polish Jewry.
Bartal and Ury criticized the assumption of a perennial, inherent divide and conflict between
members of different ethnic groups in Eastern Europe, suggesting a reciprocal model that
allows Jews to be simultaneously the agents and the receivers of influence.*’ In questioning
Jewish exceptionalism, Lesser and Rein emphasized the need to embrace the heterogeneous
voices of Latin American Jews and see them in relation to problems experienced by other
migrant groups. They argued that the importance of the home countries and Israel for the
immigrants and their descendants needs to be rethought and include multiple answers and
opinions.** My study takes the call of Rein and Lesser somewhat further. Although I
acknowledge similarities between the experiences of Jews and other immigrant groups, as
well as an obvious need to examine the Argentine lives of the immigrants, I suggest an
additional lens of diasporic linkages. In this way, I answer the call of Rein, who wrote that the
increasing legitimization of transnational links should lead to broadened research that would
include more pluralistic and diverse forms of Latin American Jewish experiences.* Looking
at the process of emigration, the construction of “Argentina” in Jewish Poland and the way
that Argentine Jews saw themselves within the framework of the Yiddishland allows me to
examine how patterns of ethno-national and diasporic identities emerged, dovetailed and
evolved. While I analyze how Jewish-Polish subethnicity in Argentine was formed in
dialogue and along with argentinidad, 1 also look at how diasporic linkages complicated the

relationship between immigrants and the host nation.

42 For references to these tendencies, see the historiographic section “Latin American Jewish studies” (pages 24-
29) later in the introduction.

43 Bartal and Ury, “Between Jews and Their Neighbours,” 4-6.

4 Jeffrey Lesser and Raanan Rein (eds.), Rethinking Jewish-Latin Americans (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press, 2008).

45 Raanan Rein, “Historiografia judeo-latinoamericana: desafios y propuestas,” in Marginados y consagrados.
Nuevos estudios sobre la vida judia en Argentina, ed. Emmanuel Kahan et al. (Buenos Aires: Lumiére, 2011),
27-46.
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Transnationalism

Another key term relevant to my study is transnationalism. As in the case of diaspora and
ethnicity, this notion is unclear and used in multiple contexts. Thomas Faist noted that both
transnationalism and diaspora are “awkward dance partners” as the terminological overlap
leads to the inflation of meanings and consequently makes an understanding of social realities
impossible.*® Both diaspora and transnationalism refer to cross-border phenomena engendered
by voluntary or forced migration. Some theoreticians have argued that diaspora is in fact one
of many transnational communities that transnationalism constructs.*’ Transnationalism is a
relatively new term that gained in popularity since the 1990s. In 1992 Glick-Shiller, Basch
and Szanton-Blanc coined a definition of transnationalism that they saw as “the process by
which immigrants build social fields that link together their country of origin and their
country of settlement.”*® Later, the academic trio developed the term “transmigrants,” which
they defined as “immigrants whose daily lives depend on multiple and constant
interconnections across international borders and whose public identities are configured in
relationship to more than one nation-state.”*’ For its part, “transnationalism” is still less
politicized than “diaspora,” which is often used by political actors to advance a national or
nationalist agenda.’® Transnationalism allows scholars to speak of hybrid or creolized
identities, as it offers a way of being constrained from the unidirectional focus of emigration
from one country to another.’! I believe it is useful to analyze the notion of “transnational” in
comparison with the term “international.” Whereas “international” has come to denote the
relations between states, governments and other official bodies, “transnational” emphasizes
people and groups who act across nations and share a common attribute of dispersal.>

Although processes that transcend national borders are described as transnational,

4 Thomas Faist, “Diaspora and Transnationalism: What Kind of Dance Partners?” in Diaspora and
Transnationalism: Concepts, Theories and Methods, ed. Rainer Baubdck and Thomas Faist (Amsterdam:
Amsterdam University Press, 2010), 9.

47 Thomas Faist, The Volume and Dynamics of International Migration and Transnational Social Spaces
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); Osten Wahlbeck, “The Concept of Diaspora as an Analytical Tool in
the Study of Refugee Communities,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 28, no. 2 (2002): 221-238.

48 Nina Glick Shiller, Linda Basch and Cristina Szanton-Blanc, “Transnationalism: A New Analytic Framework
for Understanding Migration,” in Towards a Transnational Perspective on Migration: Race, Class, Ethnicity,
and Nationalism Reconsidered (Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences 645), ed. Nina Glick Shiller et al.
(New York: New York Academy of Sciences, 1998), 1-24.

4 Nina Glick Shiller, Linda Basch, Cristina Szanton-Blanc, “From Immigrant to Transmigrant: Theorizing
Transnational Migration,” Anthropological Quarterly 68, no. 1 (1995): 48-63.

30 Ibidem.

5! Joy Owen, “Transnationalism as a Process, Diaspora as Condition,” Journal of Social Development in Afiica
30, no. 1 (2014): 42.

52 Eliezer Ben-Rafael, Yitzhak Sternberg, “Introduction. Debating Transnationalism,” Transnationalism:
Diaspora and the Advent of a New (Dis)order ed. Eliezer Ben Rafael et. al. (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2009), 1.
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1.3 Transnationalism is a

transnationalism itself is constructed vis-a-vis or next to the nationa
term related to people who belong to transnational entities, such as linguistic groups, religious
communities, regional populations, nomadic people, etc., and usually comes as a result of
migration and of retention of real or imagined relations with the homeland. Transnational ties
are often anchored in a narrative of special ideological significance.® Transnationalism is
used to describe migrants’ durable ties across countries and, in a broader sense, also includes
collective actors and networks.>”

The concept of transnationalism is fruitful for my research on Jews migrating from Poland
to Argentina. Although most studies of transnational phenomena refer to recent times of
intensified globalization, sociologists of migration have long recognized that earlier migrants
also maintained ties with their homeland. Scholars admitted that “old migrations™ had patterns
of transnational ties, but it was usually not at the center of their research.’® The bulk of
research on historical migrations has been focused on how migrants adapted themselves to
their place of immigration, rather than on how they continued to look back on their place of
origin.’” My study applies the tools of transnational interpretation to historical phenomena
from the beginning of the twentieth century and includes both geographic ends of the
migration process. | perceive my study group as transmigrants, whose identities were multiple
and generated from their simultaneous positioning in Poland and in Argentina. This follows
the argument of Glick Shiller, Basch and Szanton Blanc that transmigrants “make decisions,
feel concerns and develop identities within networks that connect them to two societies
simultaneously.”® And as noted by James Clifford, “Diaspora cultures [...] mediate, in a
lived tension, the experiences of separation and entanglement, of living here and
remembering/desiring another place.”® In the 1920s and 1930s, the technological
development did not allow transnational relationships as we might imagine them now, yet
transmigrants had various ways to accommodate and resist the circumstances and ideologies
they encountered on the transnational field. The continuous movement of people and ideas, as

well as the cultural content transferred in print, were two major arenas that knit a patchwork

533 Mohammed A. Bamyeh, Current Sociology 41, no. 3 (1993). Transnationalism: 31.

54 Ben-Rafael and Sternberg, “Debating Transnationalism,” 1.

35 Faist, “Diaspora and Transnationalism™ 9.

6 Robert Smith, “Diasporic Membership in Historical Perspective: Comparative Insights from Mexican and
Italian Cases,” International Migration Revue 37, no. 3 (2003): 725; Ewa Morawska, “The New-Old
Transmigrants, Their Transnational Lives and Ethnicization: A Comparison of 19%/20" and 20%/21% Century
Situations,” European University Institute Working Papers EUF, no. 99/2; Ava F. Kahn and Adam D.
Mendelsohn, Transnational Traditions. New Perspectives on American Jewish History (Detroit: Wayne State
University Press, 2014); for a transnational perspective on Jewish-German history, see Tobias Brinkman,
Migration und Transnationalitit (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schoningh, 2012).

57 Steven Vertovec, Transnationalism (New York: Routledge, 2009), 13-15.

58 Glick Shiller, Basch, Szanton-Blanc, “Transnationalism: A New Analytic Framework,” 1-2.

39 James Clifford, Routes: Travel and Translation, 255.
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of transnational connections between Argentina and Jewish Poland. These were “social fields
that crossed the national boundaries.” To be sure, transnational relations influence and are
influenced by the hegemonic structure of nation-states and by national movements that foster
ideologies of identity.®” It is also clear that transnationalism does not hinder integration, but
results rather in a “complex amalgam of structures that combine elements of transnationalism
and assimilation.”®! Migrating Polish Jews were impacted both by Argentine nationalism and
local discussions about the place of immigrants in the nation, as well as by Jewish national
movements (both Zionist and Diaspora Nationalist). At the same time, the involvement of
migrating Polish Jews in cross-border debates on Jewish ethnicity and nationhood posed a

challenge to the influence of the Argentine national project.

Yiddishland and Transnational Jewish Ethnicities

“Yiddishism” and “Yiddishland” are the key concepts that serve in my analysis of Jewish
experiences in-between Poland and Argentina. My dissertation engages in a discussion about
language ideologies — ideas about the interplay of language, ethnicity and nation — and
explores the meaning of language for hyphenated immigrant Jewish identities. Yiddishism
was a cultural-linguistic form of Jewish nationalism and a bearer of a cultural identity. The
term was used during the 1908 Czernowitz language conference and was popularized in essay
writing by Hersh Dovid Nomberg and Der Tunkeler.®> Some saw it in a more radical light, as
the Yiddish writer Dovid Bergelson, who defined Yiddishism as a “belief that all forms of
Jewish cultural life should give way to a new monolingual, secular Yiddish culture.”®
Yiddish was one of the most successful “power for language” movements ever. It was a
cultural movement that sought recognition across borders and helped Jews mark their
diasporic ethno-national identity. In this way, Yiddishism corresponded with non-Zionist
alternatives such as Territorialism and Diaspora Nationalism. As Kenneth B. Moss wrote, the
institution of a full-fledged, separate Jewish version of the institution of culture was
something peculiar to East European modernity. It did not have an analog in Western Europe,

where emancipation and integration were bound up with the dissolution of Jewish identities

% Ibidem, 14-16.
1 Christian Joppke and Ewa Morawska, “Integrating Immigrants in Liberal Nation States: Policies and
Practices,” in Toward Assimilation and Citizenship, ed. Christian Joppke and Ewa Morawska (Basingstoke:
Palgrave, 2003), 3.
62 Yehiel Scheintuch, “Veidat tshernovitz ve-tarbut yidish,” Huliot 6 (2000): 260-261.
6 Kenneth B. Moss, Jewish Renaissance in the Russian Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
2009), 6. For a historical study of the Yiddishist movement, see Emanuel S. Goldsmith, Modern Yiddish
Culture: The Story of the Yiddish Language Movement (New York: Fordham University Press, 2000). See also
Moss’s other contribution in the subject: “Yiddishist Myths, and the Myth Yiddish Studies Can’t Live Without,”
In geveb (December 2015) [accessed January 3, 2017].
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(except of religious ones), nor in the Americas were the concept of secular citizenship had
included Jews into the nation.* In Eastern Europe, the productive potential of a separate
Jewish language, the ethno-politics of Polish and Ukrainian neighbors and earlier tsarist
repression functioned as an axis of individual and collective Jewish identities. By claiming
selfhood and Yiddish-centered Jewish culture, Eastern European Jews sought a modernity of
their own making.%’

Various Jewish political movements, like Bundism and Labour Zionism, relied heavily on
the power of Yiddish as a factor defining linguistic, ethnic and national identity.®® Yiddishism
was envisioned by the Jewish intelligentsia, but their project included bringing the new
Jewish culture to the masses. One of its first theoreticians was Chaim Zhitlowsky, who
imagined the Yiddish language as a site (whether actual or virtual) of Jewish sovereignty and
cultural autonomy, if not nationhood.®” For advocates of Yiddish, the ideal of kultur-arbayt,
or cultural work, became a slogan for popular efforts and was transformed into an agenda
with a clear programmatic and pragmatic dimension. Despite and in light of growing
acculturation in Poland and elsewhere in the world, in the 1920s and 1930s, more and more
Yiddishist activists engaged in debates about transnational Yiddishland encompassing Eastern
European Jewish communities scattered around the world. Yiddishism was to a great extent a
response to non-Jewish national movements gaining in strength among the nations that lived
together with the Jews, chiefly the Poles. As Dovid Katz noted, through Yiddishism Eastern
European Jews acquired an advanced language of culture that empowered them and placed
them on the same level as their neighbors.®® While traditional Jewish life was eroding,
Yiddishism and Yiddishland diasporism proposed an interesting alternative. It gave Jews a
sense of possessing a virtual cultural homeland, national language, national literature and

national goals. Following the 1909 conference on Yiddish in Czernowitz, Yiddish came to be

% The situation in Poland was very different. Many politicians refused to grant Jews the right to feel Polish or to
see themselves as Polish citizens. This was clearly visible by in the early 1920s when making difficulties in
recognizing the citizenship of around 600,000 Jews, many of them refugees from Russia. The issue re-appeared
again in 1938 concerning when it came to the Jews from Polish lands, who were expelled by Nazi Germany. See
Jerzy Tomaszewski, “The Civil Rights of Jews 1918-1939,” Polin: Studies in Polish Jewry. Volume 8: Jews in
Independent Poland 1918-1939, Oxford: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 1994, 115-128.

65 Tbidem, 10-16.

% See Gertrud Pickhan, Gegen den Strom: der Allgemeine Jiidische Arbeiterbund "Bund" in Polen 1918-1939
(Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 2001); Jack Jacobs (ed.), Jewish Politics in Eastern Europe: The Bund at
100 (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001). Support for Bundism rose significantly in the late 1930s, especially in the big
cities. In the 1938/1939 municipal elections, the Bund won 17 out of 20 seats held by Jewish parties in Warsaw,
and in £6dz 11 out of 17. In January 1939, there were almost 37,000 Bund members in Warsaw, which made up
a majority of the organized Jewish workforce and basically every 10th Jew in the city. See Bernard Wasserstein,
On the Eve: The Jews of Europe Before the Second World War (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2012), 411.

67 Jeffrey Shandler, Adventures in Yiddishland: Postvernacular Language and Culture (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2006), 36-37.

% Dovid Katz, Yiddish and Power (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 272-273.
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seen as political gunpowder.%’

Yiddishism grew strong roots in Argentina and the transnationalism and diasporism of the
movement influenced the way immigrants in Argentina shaped their identities. The
Yiddishland framework allowed Argentine Jews to be in permanent cultural, political and
social exchange with Jews in Poland, USA and other countries. As a language that the
majority of Jews spoke, Yiddish was a lingua franca that permitted communication and the
transfer of cultural contents and ideas across borders. Despite being initially perceived as
peripheral from the Eastern European perspective, few Argentine Jews were quick to embark
on the ship of the Yiddishist agenda. This came as a result of a relatively late Jewish
immigration to Argentina and its social composition. Those Polish Jews who settled in
Argentina in the 1920s and 1930s grew up on the highly politicized “Jewish street” of Poland.
Some arrived after journalistic and partisan experiences with Bundism, Labor Zionism or
communism. For this generation, it was obvious that Jews needed a Yiddish press to voice
their interests, Jewish progressive schooling to educate the younger generations and that the
task of the Yiddish press and literature was to raise ethno-national awareness. Yiddishist
discourse relied on literary, pedagogical and journalistic forms in which Yiddish was
deployed as a national language. As Jewish realities changed, Yiddishists believed that
ethnicity could be preserved by linguistic self-reflexivity.””

Another term often used in discussions on Yiddishism and diasporic Jewish identities is
“yidishkayt.” I understand yidishkayt as an identitarian core around which the Eastern
European project for a progressive version of Jewishness was envisioned to be built. The term
encapsulates both Yiddishness and Jewishness and sees the Yiddish language and Yiddish
cultural production as pillars of Jewish identity. Yidishkayt served as a basis for an
identitarian project of reshaping Ashkenazi Jews, both in Eastern Europe and in new
diasporas, into an ethno-national group with its own culture, politics, education system, etc.”!
Yidishkayt-centered cultural and national efforts were a secular endeavor, run mostly by
progressive cultural-nationalists, who criticized traditional Orthodoxy and were far removed
from notions of tradition and religion. Although the imagined secular-progressive yidishkayt
was not equivalent to Yiddishism (which focused on the advancement of Yiddish as a

language of high and popular culture and scholarship), both terms shared the high importance

% Tatjana Soldat-Jaffe, Twenty-first Century Yiddishism (Brighton: Sussex Academic Press, 2012), 14.

70 Tbidem, 39.

" For a comparison to my approach, see Irving Howe's definition of yidishkayt in The World of Our Fathers
(New York: New York University Press, 2005), 16. Howe sees yidishkayt as Jewish-shared experiences and a
way of life in the 19th and 20th'" centuries, when Yiddish prevailed as a language of the Jews in Eastern Europe
and was the source of Jewish a culture in this language. He emphasized its rootedness in Judaism even when it
adopted a secularist character.
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given to language and its link with nationality. Whereas Zionism came to be understood as
“the” Jewish national movement, the efforts of proponents of secular yidishkayt and
Yiddishism were also balanced on the same national platform as the Zionists. Importantly,
some of the early Zionist leaders, like Nathan Birnbaum, saw Yiddish as the language of the
Jewish nation and of the Zionist movement.’?

Following World War I the Yiddishists engaged in a debate over the future of the
“homeland” of Yiddish culture. Congress Poland and the Pale of Settlement were now divided
between new nation-states and the revolutionary Soviet Russia. Debates about the future of
Yiddish culture developed in this context. The Yiddish press in interwar Poland and
elsewhere across the globe popularized the concept of Yiddishland, a linguistic embodiment
of the Eastern European diaspora. The Yiddishland was imagined not only as the historic
home of the Yiddish language, but also included territories, or colonies, in the Americas,
South Africa and Palestine.”> The Yiddishism was never a Jewish-Polish project. Yiddishists
always approached Yiddish culture with its multiple centers in Poland, Lithuania, Soviet
Russia, Romania, the USA. Some intellectuals, like Shmuel Niger, engaged in discussions
about the centers or capitals of the Yiddishland. For some years Berlin was a key center of
Yiddishism and Yiddish publishing, whereas the likes of Dovid Bergelson, Der Nister, Perets
Markish or Leyb Kvitko argued that only in progressive Soviet Russia with Kiev and
Moscow, did Yiddish culture have the possibility of autonomous development. Some saw
Vilna as the most “Yiddish city” with YIVO (Yiddish Scientific Institute), a continuous
Jewish presence since the sixteenth century and a special status of not being simply Polish,
Lithuanian or Russian (for others, its contested status was a problem). Warsaw, in the eyes of
many Vilna-centered intellectuals, like Max Weinreich, was too Polish, endangering the
Yiddishist ethno-cultural enterprise with the lure of acculturation, too worldly and
cosmopolitan and too focused on political struggle. Yet it was Warsaw that was home to the
biggest Jewish population in Europe (including many immigrant litvaks) and which contained
the Yiddish literary tradition of Yitskhok Leybush Peretz and younger Yiddish modernists. As
Kalman Weiser concluded, the popular contest for the center of Yiddishland drew up a
cognitive map of Yiddishland with Poland as its leading constituent.”

To be sure, Yiddish and Yiddishism in the Argentine setting should not be perceived
as harkening back to a primordial language and culture. Although, as in the case of other

ethnic groups, the immigrant generation of Jews preferred consuming cultural goods in

72 See Joshua A. Fishman, Ideology, Society, Language: The Odyssey of Nathan Birnbaum (Ann Arbor: Karoma,
1989).

73 Kalman (Keith) Weiser, “The Capital of the *Yiddishland’?” in Warsaw: The Jewish Metropolis, 298-322.

7# Ibidem.
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Yiddish, the discourse about progressive yidishkayt was a future-oriented, ethnicity-
stimulating project. This is how it was seen by the travel writers Peretz Hirschbein and Hersh
Dovid Nomberg. Their exploration visits in Argentina in a way “normalized” the country and
symbolically recognized this Latin American republic as a new branch of the Yiddishland.
Argentina, which came to represent “the second best emigration option,” allows us to better
understand the complex relations within the Yiddishland and the nexus between the diasporic
and the national. Argentina did not carry the same weight as the United States and was less
important, sometimes even ridiculed and marginalized in Jewish Poland. The peripherality of
Jewish Argentina resulted in attempts by Argentine Jews to claim the right to participate in
transnational diasporic networks. The struggle for ethnic Jewish-Argentine prestige and
reputation was carried out on both internal and international fronts. Jews, as other ethnic
communities, wanted to be seen as an economically strong and ethnically proud community.
In order to do this, they built ethnic institutions in Argentina and engaged in fundraising and
help initiatives in the Old Country. The transnational engagement in Europe was marked as
Argentine help and regarded as in statu nascendi Jewish-Argentineness. The same was true
for representing Argentina on the global Jewish arena, for instance at the Yidisher Kultur-
Kongres in Paris in 1937.

By demanding admission to and recognition within the Yiddishland diaspora, Argentina's
Jews built on their growing sense of belonging to Argentina. Whereas argentinidad was
clearly pronounced among acculturated second-generation Jewish-Argentines, also the
Yiddish-speaking argentiner yidn developed a stark sense of belonging to their adopted
country. The position of a migrant generation in Argentine was not as firm as that of its
children. Consequently, they constantly balanced between Spanish and Yiddish, between the
demands and limitations of diasporism and nationalism. When discussing Argentina’s
belonging to Yiddishland, local Yiddishist Pinie Katz wrote that it was precisely the liberal
laws of Argentina that allowed Yiddish culture to flourish. Katz believed in the
complementarity of being Jewish and Argentine and, as a communist, he stressed the shared
goals of the Argentine and Jewish struggle for a better and more just world.” In his 1940
essay, Katz gave voice to Jewish rootedness in Argentina, which he defined as a Jewish home.
At the same time, he described Jews as a nation and Argentine Jews as part of a diasporic

Jewish nation.”®

5 Pinie Katz, “Di yidish-argentishe yugent un ir kultur,” in Geklibene shrifin, vol. IV (Buenos Aires:
Gezelshaftlekhen komitet baym farlag “IKUF,” 1946), 23. First presented at the Congress of Jewish Youth in
Argentina in Rosario, February 24, 1940.

76 Pinie Katz, “Argentiner yidn,” in ibidem, 11-13. First printed in a journal of the Jewish Youth Federation in
Argentina.
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Jewish Emigration from Eastern Europe to Argentina

Between 1870 and 1930, 4 million immigrants arrived in Argentina, totally changing a
country of only 1.81 million inhabitants in 1870. In 1930, Argentina’s population reached
11.9 million.”” Eastern European Jewish immigrants began arriving in Argentina since the
1880s largely thanks to the resettlement project sponsored by Baron Maurice de Hirsch.
Inspired by the ideas of Jewish productivization and redemption by manual work, Hirsch's
enterprise brought around 10,000 Jewish colonists to Argentina. For Argentina’s part, the
colonization was part of a wider concept of attracting European migrants and “whitening”
Argentina, and was embedded in the assimilationist project that was supposed to make
immigrants part of Argentine nation. The agricultural settlement in Argentina sponsored by
Baron Maurice de Hirsch became a cornerstone of Jewish Argentina, even though the urban
population quickly outnumbered those living in the colonies. In 1925 a mere 12.9% of the
Jewish population inhabited the agricultural settlements.”®

Immigration brought about a dramatic social reconstitution of Argentine society. Between
1820 and 1932, Argentina was the second receiving country after the United States and took
in 6.5 million people (11.6% of the total number of migrants).” In 1914 around half of
Buenos Aires residents where foreign-born and 34% in the surrounding province.®® The
population kept growing, doubling in the interwar years from around 8 million in 1914 to 14
million in 1939.8! Throughout the entire period between 1870-1930, immigration was
responsible for around 30% of population growth.’? Argentina was home to more than
130,000 Jews in 1920, whereas around 1930 the community already numbered 280,000.%* The
famous Jewish sociologist Jacob Shatzky estimated that around 210,000 Jews permanently

settled in the country between 1901 and 1945.%4 Jewish immigration kept growing and Jews

77 Zulma Recchini de Lattes and Alfredo E. Lattes (eds.), La poblacién de Argentina (Buenos Aires: Ediciones
C.I.C.R.E.D, 1974), 30-33.

8 Haim Avni and Sibila Seibert, “La agricultura judia en Argentina ;éxito o fracaso?” Desarollo Economico 22,
no. 88 (1983): 537. In 1935, it was 11%, compared to 22% in 1920. See Weisbrot, The Jews of Argentina, 70.

" José Moya, “Spanish Emigration to Cuba and Argentina” in Mass Migration to Modern Latin America ed.
Samuel L. Baily, Eduardo José Miguez (Wilmington, DE: Jaguar Books, 2003), 14.

80 Avni, Migraciones judias, 194

81 Vicente Vazquez-Presedo, Estadisticas histéricas argentinas Il (Comparadas). Segunda Parte 1914-1939
(Buenos Aires: Ediciones Macchi, 1976), 29.

82 In three five-year cycles, immigration contributed to around 50% of the population growth: 1895-1900, 1905-
1910, 1910-1915. In the 1920s, it was respectively 34.6% in 1920-1925 and 31.2% in 1925-1930. Recchini de
Lattes and Lattes, La poblacion de Argentina, 33.

8 Ricardo Feierstein, Historia de los judios en la Argentina (Buenos Aires: Ameghino, 1999), 141.

8 Jacob Shatzky, Comunidades judias en Latinoamerica (Buenos Aires: Ediciones del American Jewish
Committee, 1952), 10. Another Jewish demographer, Jakob Lestschinsky, estimated that between 1840 and 1947
225,000 Jews immigrated to Argentina, Jakob Lestschinsky, Di lage fun yidn in latayn-amerikaner lender (New
York: World Jewish Congress, 1948), 3-4.
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reached a status of the third largest immigrant community after Spaniards and Italians.®
Following the closure of immigration opportunities to the USA in 1924, the total Jewish
immigration to Latin America was equal to 43% of all Jewish immigration in the immediately
following period (1926-1930).%¢ The precise statistics for countries of origin regarding Jews
are mostly unavailable in Argentina prior to 1918. Immigrants were segregated according to
nationality, but many of those who emigrated from the Russian and Austrian empires, and
were labeled as Russians and Austrians, were in fact Jews originating from Polish lands. Yet
some available hints suggest a preponderance of Polish Jews in patterns of emigration from
Russia. The Jewish-Polish sociologist, Arie Tartakower, estimated that 2/3 of all emigrants
leaving Russian Poland before 1914 were Jews.®” N. Reif believed that 44% of Jews
emigrating from Russia to the USA were coming from Polish lands, while a similar share
could probably be attributed to immigration to Argentina.®® This high proportion was
obviously related to the geographical concentration of Jews in the western part of the Pale of

Settlement that encompassed Polish lands.

Table 1. Immigration to Argentina, 1915-1939

Years Italians Spaniards Poles Germans Russians
1915-1920 73,071 147,840 685 9,087 3,064
1921-1930 534,794 399,473 128,452 60,130 11,597
1931-1935 64,193 63,963 18,724 13,650 2,832
1936 6,426 9,453 7,631 2,981 1,869
1937 10,926 5,150 13,828 2,857 122
1938 17,976 13,170 14,356 10,179 1,863
1939 14,372 14, 446 4,216 8,744 1,903
Total 721,758 652,495 187,892 107,658 23,520

Table 1. Registered immigration to Argentina according to citizenship (based on Vicente Vazquez-Presedo,
Estadisticas historicas argentinas II (Comparadas). Segunda Parte 1914-1939 (Buenos Aires: Ediciones
Macchi, 1976)). Data from Direccion Nacional de Migraciones.

Statistics become more clear in the post-World War I period. Altogether, between 1920
and 1937, 1,820,000 people left Poland, including 395,000 Jews (22%).*° Poland was one of

85 Vazquez-Presedo, Estadisticas histoéricas argentinas II, 31.

8 Lestschinsky, Di lage fun yidn in latayn-amerikaner lender, 3.

87 Arie Tartakower, Emigracja zydowska z Polski (Warsaw: Instytut Badan Narodowo$ciowych, 1939), 11.

8 N. Reif, “Rozwdj emigracji zydowskiej z Polski.” Referat na posiedzeniu Komitetu Emigracyjnego,
20.5.1936, quoted in Stanistaw Pawlowski, O emigracji zydow z Polski i ich kolonizacji (Warsaw: Liga Morska i
Kolonialna, 1937), 15.

8 Jakob Lestschinsky, National Groups in Polish Emigration (New York: Conference on Jewish Relations,
1943), 109. Reprinted from Jewish Social Studies V, no. 2.
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the most important sending countries to Argentina in the late 1920s and through 1930s. In the
decade of 1920, Poland was often the third sending country after Spain and Italy, and
altogether represented 13% of immigration to Argentina.”® On average, Jews formed around
35% of Polish immigration to Argentina in interwar period, but in a number of years (1923,
1924, 1933, 1934) it was more than 70%. Apart from Jews, numerous Christian Polish
citizens (including many Ukrainian and Belorussian peasants) relocated to Argentina.”! In
terms of the total number of Jewish emigrants, in the interwar years Argentina was the third
receiving country after the USA and Palestine: between 1919-1939, it received 110,000
Eastern European Jews.”? The Jews who immigrated to Latin America were to a great extent
Polish and in the 1920s they represented around 55% of all Jews settling in Argentina.”® As
estimated by Victor A. Mirelman (who based himself on data from migration organizations
HIAS and EMIGDIRECT), during the years of the highest Jewish-Polish immigration to
Argentina (1924-1930), the Jews of Poland formed around 70% of all Jewish immigration to

Argentina.**

Table 2. Jewish Emigration from Poland to Argentina, 1919-1938

Year Number of Jewish immigrants to Argentina Percent (%) of Jews in overall
emigration from Poland to
Argentina
1919-1922 2553 31
1923 7455 75
1924 4871 73.4
1925 4810 54.5
1926 4750 32.9
1927 4113 20.4
1928 4808 21.8
1929 3842 18.2
1930 4882 354
1931 2476 55.9
1932 1335 64.9

% Emigracja polska w Argentynie, sprawozdanie za rok 1931, AAN MSZ 9618-B26028, 2-27, following the
data of Direccion General de Migraciones.

91 See the recent study by Katarzyna Porada, Procesos de formacion de la identidad étnica de un grupo de
origen migratorio: los desciendentes de polacos en Buenos Aires y Misiones (Madrid: Ediciones Polifermo,
2016).

%2 Arie Tartakower, In Search of Home Freedom (London: World Jewish Congress, 1958), 44.

% Marta Kowalska, “La emigracion judia de Polonia a la Argentina en los afios 1918-1939,” Estudios
Latinoamericanos 12 (1989): 258-259.

%4 Mirelman, En busquéda, 14.
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1933 1313 76.2
1934 1472 71.6
1935 2022 55.9
1936 2750 46.4
1937 2433 28.7
1938 2175 28.3
Total 55,627 35.2

Table 2. Jewish emigration from Poland to Argentina, 1919-1939 (based on Marta Kowalska, “La emigracion
judia de Polonia a la Argentina en los afos 1918-1939,” Estudios Latinoamericanos, vol. 12 (1989), 259).

My study focuses specifically on the experience of Polish Jews. Although some would
justifiably argue that it was not only Polish Jews who left Europe (thousands also left
contemporary Lithuania, Ukraine, Romania, Hungary and Germany), I believe it is worth
thinking about Polish Jews in particular, while not forgetting the larger Eastern European and
Argentine context.”® The re-emergence of an independent Poland influenced the way Polish
Jews perceived themselves and were perceived by others. I argue that for migrating Jews their
subethnic identity was of key importance and was created vis-a-vis Jews from other regions.
This was also true back in Eastern Europe, but in the Americas these subethnic identities
needed “to be remapped on a transnational terrain.””® In its 1918-1939 borders, Poland was
home to more than three millions Jews and to great extent was the epicenter of Jewish life on
the continent. It held the highest share of Jewish citizens in the world (roughly 10% of the
overall population) and despite growing anti-Semitism, it radiated politically, socially and
culturally on smaller and younger diasporas, including Argentina.

As Scott Ury aptly noted, it is hard to give a clear description of who was/is a Polish
Jew.”” Those Jews who lived in interwar Poland were a complex amalgam of identities and
cultural choices. For the purpose of my study, I understand as Polish Jews those who were
born on territories that were included in the Second Polish Republic after 1918. Most of them
were religious Yiddish-speakers, but Haskalah, acculturation, Jewish nationalisms and
proletarian struggles were redefining individual and collective identities. In Galicia,
Polonization made profound advances already before the Great War and in 1921 around 42%

of Jews declared their nationality as Polish, which did contradict the fact that many were

% Compare Jeffrey Lesser’s study on post-1918 Jewish-Polish immigration to Brazil. Jeffrey Lesser, “The
Immigration and Integration of Polish Jews in Brazil, 1924-1934,” The Americas 51, no. 2 (1994): 173-191.
% Rebecca Kobrin, “Conflicting Diasporas, Shifting Centers,” 5-6.
97 Scott Ury, “Who, What, When, Where, and Why Is Polish Jewry? Envisioning, Constructing, and Possessing
Polish Jewry,” Jewish Social Studies 6, no. 3 (2000): 205-228.
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hasidim and later turned to Zionism. In the former Kingdom of Poland, the Polonization of
the elite was outweighed by the Yiddish-speaking hasidic orthodoxy. In the multinational
Kresy in northeastern Poland, the Jewish elite was to a great extent acculturated in Russian
culture, but following the Haskalah later became involved in Jewish national and political
life. The popular masses were to a great extent Orthodox and in time became a reservoir of
souls enlisted for Jewish socialist and national politics.”® The interwar years to some extent
defined these diverse groups as Polish Jews, but their different individual trajectories and
experiences were still poignant. Importantly, as Kenneth Moss noted, interwar Poland
experienced a process of acculturation without assimilation.”” Whereas Polish nationalism
often excluded Jews from the national community, Polishness as a cultural territory did not
have very strict entrance criteria. At the same time, in the 1930s Zionism ceased to be limited
to Zionist partisan circles, but a larger section of acculturated or Orthodox Jews turned to so-
called “palestinism,” which applauded Jewish settlement and society-building in the Land of
Israel.!%

Obviously, those Jews who migrated to Argentina as adults shortly after World War I
were born as citizens of the Russian, Austro-Hungarian and Prussian empires, and were to a
diverse degree influenced by contact with the surrounding Polishness and Poles. Some of
those who in Argentina identified as Polish Jews had never lived in independent Poland, and
those who left in the 1920s or 1930s experienced it only briefly. I argue in this dissertation
that it was their experience of emigration to Argentina that defined them as diasporic Polish

Jews. The Jews from Poland (or from what came to be defined as Poland in 1918) were

transformed into Polish Jews. By settling in Argentina the immigrants needed to
conceptualize their (sub)ethnic identities. Although many Jews still saw themselves as litvaks
or Russians or galitsianers, the independence of Poland and there-centered Zionism and
Yiddishist nationalism demanded that they conceptualize their self-identifications according
to the new political entity. This was both true in Eastern Europe, as well as for immigrants in
Argentina. Further, the process of becoming Argentine and forming Jewish-Argentine
identities demanded a redefinition of their relation to the place of origin and subethnic
identifications. Even those Jewish immigrants who might not have defined themselves as

Polish before World War I, in post-1918 Argentina began to imagine Jewish Poland (not

% Ezra Mendelsohn, Zydzi Europy Srodkowo-wschodniej w okresie miedzywojennym (Warsaw: Wydawnictwo
Naukowe PWN, 1992), 31-57.

% Moss, “Negotiating Jewish Nationalism in Interwar Warsaw,” 407. See also Celia Stopnicka-Heller, “Poles of
Jewish Background — the Case of Assimilation without Integration in Interwar Poland,” in Studies on Polish
Jewry 1919-1939 ed. Joshua A. Fishman (New York: YIVO Institute for Jewish Research, 1974), 266-270.

100 Moss, “Negotiating Jewish Nationalism in Interwar Warsaw,” 432-434.
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Russia or Austro-Hungary) as an embodiment of the Jewish homeland, where Yiddish ethno-

national life unfolded.

Table 3. Jewish Immigration to the Principal Immigration Countries, 1921-1939

Years USA Canada Argentina Brazil Palestine
1921-1925 65.6 % 280,283 3.4.% 14,400 93 % 39,713 1.7% 7,139 [14.0 % |60,765
1926-1930 31.7% 54,998 8.9 % 15,300 19.5% 33,721 12.9 %22,296 5.9 % [10,179
1931-1935 7.6% 17,986 [1.8% 4,200 54% 12,700 5.5% 13,075 61.7 % |147,502
1936-1939 29.7 % 79,819 [03% 900 54% |14,789 3.9% (10,600 28.1 % (75,510
Total 42.8 % 433,086 3.1 % 34,800 9.0 % 100,323 5.2 % 53,100 26.5 % 293,956

Table 3. Jewish Immigration to the Principal Immigration Countries, 1921-1939. Relative numbers show each
country’s respective share in world Jewish migration in the given period (absolute numbers of migrants in
brackets). Source: Jakob Lestschinsky, “Jewish Migrations, 1840-1946,” in The Jews: Their History, Culture,
and Religion, ed. Louis Finkelstein, vol. IT (New York: Harper Brothers, 1955), 1216-1217. The table excludes
other countries, which explains why the percentages do not equal 100%.

Latin American Jewish Studies

Latin American Jewish Studies belong to the relatively new subfields of Jewish
Studies. They started to develop only at the turn of the 1970s and 1980s, when the first
monographs were published and when the Latin American Jewish Studies Association
(LAJSA) was established.!’! Earlier, a generation of Latin American Jewish ethnic activists
had laid the foundations for “community scholarship.” In Argentina, Pinie Katz, Lazaro
Zhitnitsky and Yankev Botoshansky, among others, were active in “on the spot”
documentation of Argentinian Jewish life.!°> However, the relevance and importance of their
detailed works is somewhat questionable due to their emotional, personal involvement and at
times visible lack of scientific distance. When discussing the earliest attempts at developing
Latin American Jewish Studies, especially concerning the history of Eastern European Jewry,

it is worth mentioning Argentiner IWO Shriftn, a Yiddish-language periodical published by

1! Haim Avni, Argentina y la historia de la inmigracién judia (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, AMIA, 1983); Eugene
F. Sofer, From Pale to Pampa: Eastern European Jewish Social Mobility in Gran Buenos Aires, 1890-1945
(New York: Homes & Meier, 1982); Leonardo Senkman, La colonizacion judia. Gente y sociedad (Buenos
Aires: Centro Editor de América Latina, 1984); Leonardo Senkman, El periodismo judéo-argentino (Buenos
Aires: Centro J.N. Bialik, 1984); Laikin Elkin, Jews of the Latin American Republics.

102 Pinie Katz, Tsu der geshikhte fun der yidisher zhurnalistik in argentine (Buenos Aires, 1929); Lazaro
Zhitnitsky, “Di landsmanschaftn in argentine,” Argentiner IWO Shrifin 3 (1945): 155-161; Lazaro Zhitnitsky,
“Yidn in buenos aires loyt der munitsipaler tsaylung fun 1936,” Argentiner IWO Shrifin 3 (1945): 5-22;
Mordechai Alpersohn, Draysig yor in argentine. Memuarn fun a yidishn kolonist, vol. 1 (Berlin: Judischer
Literarischer Verlag, 1923); Mordechai Alpersohn, Draysig yor in argentine. Memuarn fun a yidishn kolonist,
vol. 2 (Buenos Aires: Asilo Israclita Argentino, 1926); Mordechai Alpersohn, Draysig yor in argentine.
Memuarn fun a yidishn kolonist, vol. 3 (Buenos Aires: Asilo Israelita Argentino, 1928).
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the Buenos Aires-based Jewish Scientific Institute (IWO, established in 1928), which
functioned as a space for sociological and historical discussion on Latin American Jewry in a
period when Jewish experiences in that part of the world were conspicuously absent in
European or North American scholarly debates. As the Argentine Jewish community grew
bigger, it earned more scholarly attention from European and North American scientists. For
instance, in 1952 sociologist Jacob Shatzky studied communities across Latin America.'%
More recent advancements and developments led to the institutionalization of Latin American
Jewish Studies as an important component of contemporary Jewish Studies. However, Latin
American Jewish Studies scholars are still struggling with the Euro-North-American-centrism
that prevents the “normalization” of Latin American Jewish Studies as a subfield of Jewish
history. %

Early classic studies usually focused on immigration history, demography or anti-
Semitism.'® Scholars also investigated several economic and social aspects of Argentinian
Jewry and stressed the importance of the Jewish agricultural settlements in the Argentine
interior.! Their focus on institutional history created a slanted perspective and reflected a
historiography in a way that Jewish institutions saw Jewish Argentines, rather than the way
they saw themselves.!’” As the majority of Argentine Jews was not affiliated with Jewish
institutions, a research focus on the Jewish Colonization Association (and mythologized
colonization itself) or the AMIA (Asociacion Mutual Israelita Argentina, the kehilla of
Buenos Aires), distorts the historiography and overshadows the experience of Jews in
Argentina. Later, the research preference shifted to examining experiences of Jewish
Argentines in urban centers, mostly in the federal capital. Simultaneously, scholars decided to
rethink well-established opinions and phenomena related to the agricultural settlements in

Argentinian interior and reinterpret it with new tools and approaches.'%®

103 Jacob Shatzky, Yidishe yishevim in latayn-amerike (Buenos Aires: American Jewish Committee, 1952).

104 Raanan Rein, “Jewish Latin American Historiography: The Challenges Ahead,” in Returning to Babel. Jewish
Latin American Experiences, Representations, and Identity, ed. Amalia Ran and Jean Axelrad Cahan (Leiden,
Boston: Brill, 2012), 20.

195 Lewin, Cémo fué la inmigracion judia; Avni, Argentina y la historia.

106 José Itzikson, Haim Avni, Matan Lerner, Gishot ba-milhama ba-hitbolelut ba-amerika ha-latinit be-yameynu
(Jerusalem: Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1979); Sergio Della Pergola, “Demographic Trends of Latin
American Jewry,” in The Jewish Presence in Latin America ed. Judith Laikin Elkin, Gilbert W. Merkx
(Winchester, MA: Allen & Unwin, 1987), 85-133; Robert M. Levine, “Adaptive Strategies of Jews in Latin
America,” in ibidem, 71-84; David Schers and Hadassa Singer, “The Jewish Communities of Latin America:
External and Internal Factors in Their Development,”, Jewish Social Studies 39, no. 3 (1977): 241-258.

197" Ariel Svarch, “Four Jews, Five Identities: Representation, Popular Culture, and Language Politics in the
Making of Jewish-Argentines (Buenos Aires, 1930-1945)” (PhD diss., Emory University, 2016), 30-31.

108 Marcelo Dimenstein, “En busca de un pogrom perdido: memoria en torno de la Semana Tragica de 1919
(1919-1999),” in Kahan et. al. Marginados y consagrados, ed. Kahan et. al., 121-142; Judith Noemi
Freidenberg, The Invention of the Jewish Gaucho (Austin, TX: Austin University Press, 2009); Mollie Lewis
Nouwen, Oy, My Buenos Aires: Jewish Immigrants and the Creation of Argentine National Identity
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2013).
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Following calls for novel approaches in Latin American Jewish Studies, researchers
began to explore earlier overlooked aspects of Latin American Jewish history. For instance,
minority discourses, such as female and Sephardi voices, are becoming more and more visible
in the scholarship. As far as the gender aspect of Latin American studies is concerned, the
feminine voices are heard mostly in literary studies. For instance, Marjorie Agosin, a novelist
herself, focused on the feminine Jewish experience in Latin American Jewish literature.!%
Important socio-historical studies that incorporated gender aspects of Jewish experiences in
Argentina were published by Sandra McGee Deutsch, while works of Donna Guy's and Mir
Yarfitz's helped to re-read the well-known problem of Jewish prostitution in Argentina.'!”
Thanks to the works of Adriana Brodsky and Margalit Bejarano, marginalized social histories
of non-Ashkenazi Jewish Argentinians found their way into the historiography.!'! Similarly,
other specific ethnic or social groups within Latin American Jewry are attracting scholarly
interest.!'?

An important research shift in recent years is the increased focus on the daily lives of
Jewish Argentinians, including especially those unaffiliated with Jewish institutions. A recent
book by Molly Lewis Nouwen covers this topic well.!'3 Describing the lives of ordinary
people, she manages to show the plurality of the Jewish experience in early twentieth century
Buenos Aires: the lives of Jewish women, Yiddishists, Zionists, middle-class Jews and
peddlers. Her research embraced areas that were previously overlooked by scholars:
foodways, leisure, crime or generational differences. The research approach of Alejandro

Dujovne takes Nouwen's “daily life focus” further. His studies focusing on the circulation of

109 Marjorie Agosin, Taking Root: Narratives of Jewish Women in Latin America (Athens, OH: Ohio University
Press, 2002); Marjorie Agosin, Memory, Oblivion, and Jewish Culture in Latin America (Austin, TX: University
of Texas Press, 2005); Marjorie Agosin, Elizabeth Horan and Roberta Gordenstein, The House of Memory:
Stories by Jewish Women Writers of Latin America (New York: Feminist Press at The City University of New
York, 1999). For good studies on Latin American Jewish literature, see for example Edna Aizenberg, Books and
Bombs in Buenos Aires. Borges, Gerchunoff, and Argentine-Jewish Writing (Hanover, NH: University Press of
New England, 2002), Robert diAntonio and Nora Glickman (eds.) Tradition and Innovation. Reflections on
Latin American Jewish Writing (Albany: SUNY Press, 2012) or the chapter about literary representations of
Jewishness included in Ran, Cahan, Returning to Babel.

19 Donna Guy, Sex & Danger in Buenos Aires: Prostitution, Family, and Nation in Argentina (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1991); Sandra McGee Deutsch, Crossing Borders, Claiming a Nation: A History
of Argentine Jewish Women, 1880-1955 (Durham, N.C: Duke University Press, 2010); Mir Yarfitz, “Polacos,
White Slaves, and Stille Chuppahs: Organized Prostitution and the Jews of Buenos Aires, 1890-1939” (PhD
diss., University of California, Los Angeles, 2012).

I Adriana M. Brodsky, “Electing 'Miss Sefaradi' and 'Queen Esther': Sephardim, Zionism and Ethnic and
National Identities in Argentina 1933-1971,” in The New Jewish Argentina, ed. Brodsky and Rein, 179-212;
Brodsky, Sephardi, Jewish, Argentine; Margalit Bejarano and Edna Aizenberg, Contemporary Sephardic Identity
in the Americas: An Interdisciplinary Approach (Syracuse, N.Y: Syracuse University Press, 2012).

2 German C. Friedmann, “Las identidades judeoalemanes. Alemanes antinazis y judios de habla alemana en
Buenos Aires durante la Segunda Guerra Mundial,” in Marginados y consagrados, ed. Kahan et. al., 191-212;
Daniel Bargman, “Construcciones identitarias y asociasionismo étnico hasta la segundo posguerra,” in ibidem,
165-190; Susana Brauner, Ortodoxia religiosa y pragmatismo politico: Los judios de origien sirio (Buenos
Aires: Lumiére, 2009).

113 Lewis Neuwen, Oy, my Buenos Aires.
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Yiddish books, translations and the role of Jewish libraries and bookshops, uncovers and
reconstructs an important sphere of the daily life of Jewish Argentines.''* We notice also an
increased interest in Argentine Jewish popular culture, especially in theater, music and
sport.!1®

In recent years, scholars contributed an increasing number of publications examining
the evolving and fluctuating identities of Latin American Jews. Researchers often adopted a
comparative perspective, analyzing Jewish experiences in the context of other minority
groups inhabiting Latin American countries. Scholars who contributed to the volumes edited
by Jeffrey Lesser, Ignacio Klich or Raanan Rein, placed Jewish and Arab Argentines next to
each. They examined not only the mutual relations between these two minority groups, but
also offered a comparative study on migration, ethnicity and diasporism.!''® Despite increasing
efforts to analyze Latin American Jewry in the context of growing multiculturalism or
including the experiences of Latin American Jews living in Israel, only recently have scholars
started to question the singularity and uniqueness of Jewish experiences on the continent.!!”
Thus, the calls of Rein and others to devote more emphasis on interactions, similarities and
contact zones between Latin American Jews and other immigrant groups (such as Italians,
Poles, Chinese, etc.) still remain highly relevant.!'® As Rein writes, Jewish historiography is
often essentialist, parochial and introspective, missing the potential of looking at Jewish
experiences in the context of other communities.!'” Following Homi Bhabha Rein criticized

9 ¢

the “presupposed timeless continuity,” “organic unity” and “taken for granted bonds”
characteristic of essentialist approaches to the nation and ethnicity.'?® Rein emphasized the

need to perceive the Jewish experience in Argentina as pluralistic, changing and unparticular,

114 Alejandro Dujovne, ““The Books That Should Not Be Missing in Any Jewish Home’: Translation as a
Cultural Policy in Argentina, 1919-1938,” in Returning to Babel, ed. Ran and Cahan, 159-178; Alejandro
Dujovne, “Print Culture and Urban Geography: Jewish Bookstores, Libraries, and Printers in Buenos Aires,
1910-1960,” in The New Jewish Argentina, ed. Brodsky and Rein, 81-108.
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Community,” in Jewish Identities in an Era of Globalization and Multiculturalism: Latin America in the Jewish
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far from the false dichotomy of: “to become Argentinian or to keep being Jewish.”!?!
Following the transnational turn in historical studies, scholars of Latin American
Jewish Studies adopted a transnational lens for the examination of contemporary and past
phenomena among Latin American Jews. Among others, Judith Bokser de Liwerant has been
calling for the application of tools and methods of a transnational approach for the study of
Latin American history in general and migration history in particular.'?> Scholars of other
fields have explored transnational links within Latin America, or those connecting the
continent with other geographic areas.'”* Benefiting from developments in diaspora studies
conducted on other ethnic or religious communities, Jewish studies scholars are also
rethinking Jewish diasporism.!'?* This tendency is visible in studies focusing on the dispersion
of Latin American Jews around the world, mostly in Israel, the United States and Spain.'?
Embedding my dissertation in recent research developments in Latin American Jewish
Studies, I go beyond debating the process of acculturation in Argentine society versus efforts
at staying Jewish. By focusing on Polish Jews, rather than on all Jewish immigrants from
Europe, I suggest analyzing the importance of subethnic identifications. My research shows
that Jewish-Polish identification developed largly as a result of emigration and political
changes in Eastern Europe. At the same time, it had a pronounced function for the lives of the
Argentine migrants. I portray 1920s and 1930s Argentina as a space inhabited by both Jewish

Argentines and Argentine Jews. I see the former as a generation of those who grew up and

were socialized in Argentina, were comfortable in Spanish, were rooted in Argentine cultural
codes and perceived themselves as an ethnic minority. The latter were a transitory form

between Polish Jew and Jewish Argentine, an immigrant community, often embedded in
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Yiddish culture and imagining Argentina as a branch of a diasporic Yiddishland. The
transition from Argentine Jews to Jewish Argentines was a process of ethnicization that
eroded subethnic categories among succeeding generations.!?® My study tackles the tensions
between both groups, but also suggests uncovering shared interests and numerous cases of
cooperation and cross-group activism aimed at the same goals. By analyzing the emergence of
Jewish-Polish subethnicity in Argentina, I present it as a process simultaneous and parallel
with becoming Argentine. Following Stuart Hall, I believe that identities “come from
somewhere, have histories,” are “a matter of becoming, as well as of being,” “belong to the
future as much as to the past” and “are subject of continuous 'play' of history, culture and
power.”'?” Using the case of Jewish-Polish landsmanshaftn (ethnic Jewish associations of
immigrants), I suggest that these institutions served both as a space of immigrant ethnic
empowerment, as well as a threshold to claiming an equal status in Argentine society. The
ethnic and national identities of an immigrant generation and of their children were often

contested and polyphonic.

Migrations and Latin America in Polish Jewish Studies

Polish Jewish Studies are often set apart within Jewish Studies, but sometimes they are
incorporated in the broader history of Eastern European Jewry.'?® Topics related to Jewish
migration history are still hardly analyzed (with the exception of the postwar immigration to

).129

Israel Within the research on immigration to Latin America from Poland, the Jewish

aspect is still hardly included.'*® Although there were some attempts at including a broader
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ethnic spectrum of emigration from Polish lands, Jews largely remain outside of it.!! Ewa
Morawska's contribution in the 1990s was one of the first attempts at a comparative study of
Christian and Jewish emigration from Poland.!*? Michat Starczewski's article shed light on the
role of Jews as emigration agents.!*> The focus on migration from Poland was more present
when millions of Jews still lived in Poland and elsewhere in the region (that is, before 1939).
In the pre-World War II context, studies on Jewish emigration were in a way policy papers,
merging scholarly and political aspects. Modern (that is, from mid-nineteenth century
onward) Jewish migrations from Europe were studied by a number of (especially Jewish-
German) theoreticians.!** Their studies followed in the footsteps of a scientific approach to
Jewishness and Jewish history, as suggested by Zacharias Frankel, Heinrich Greatz or others
associated with the circle of Wissenschaft des Judentums. At the beginning of the twentieth
century, an important migration scholar was Leopold Caro from the Habsburg empire. Caro
saw emigration as a negative phenomenon that harmed the social and economic situation in
Galicia and elsewhere in the Habsburg empire. He complained that Austria lost its workforce
and supported laws limiting migration propaganda.'*> In interwar Poland, both Jewish and
Christian scholars approached and co-shaped migration policies, with Arie Tartakower and
Jakob Lestschinsky as some of the most prominent.'*°

The depictions of Poland and Eastern Europe in earlier scholarship on Jewish
migration was mainly associated with various push—factors: poverty, pogroms and other
forms of anti-Jewish discrimination and violence that forced Eastern European Jews to search
for a better life wherever possible.!*” Consequently, most of the post-migration relations that
Jewish emigrants formed with Poland were considered unimportant and therefore largely
silenced in scholarship. Although our knowledge about the situation of Jews in interwar

Poland is immense, their pre-migration lives, realities and dilemmas were not properly
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examined in the context of immigration to Argentina.!*® In other words, the emigration itself
and what happened afterwards in Argentina overshadowed the Polish background of their
decisions. Jonathan D. Sarna, referring to Jewish immigration to the United States, clearly
pointed out that the universal success of Jewish immigrants in the Americas and their lack of
interest in the problems of the home country became a popular, but untrue, myth.'** My
research does not question the impact of the brutal anti-Jewish pogroms on the personal
emigration decisions of Eastern European Jews, but rather sets out to identify much more
complex motivations and backgrounds of migrating Jews. This dissertation explores and
sheds light on the stories and phenomena hidden behind the dramatic, but incomplete
narration that describes Poland and Eastern Europe solely as the bloodlands and as a gloomy
space of Jewish suffering.!*’ Following Bartal and Ury, I frame my study as an alternative to a
historiography centered around passivity, powerlessness, victimhood and Zionist redemption.
As Bartal and Ury wrote, East European Jewry remains trapped in a historical telos that
passes directly from the Khmelnytsky massacres to the gates of Auschwitz.!*! Focusing on
Argentine emigration, I portray the ways that Polish Jews claimed their agency and mediated
their status as Jews, nation-state nationals and transnational figures. Thus, I offer a novel
approach to Jewish migration history that uncovers an interesting space of Polish-
Argentinian-Jewish encounters revealed in press reports, travel memoirs and activities of
landsmanshaftn. My engagement with transnational migration, with the prospect of national
belonging to Argentina and Yiddishist visions suggests additional readings of Jewish-Polish
history.

Researchers working on Jewish-Polish topics still too rarely approach problems of
transnational links during the interwar years, and the ties linking Argentine Jews with their
home countries are not addressed properly. As Moshe Rosman noted, although the focus on
Jews in specific political state borders contributed to many well-researched monographs, the
geopolitically localized studies not only neglected the transgeographical aspect of Jewish

history, but they have “abandoned it altogether.”'*> One of the first pioneering studies
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concerning transnational spaces created and used by Polish Jews was a study by Rebecca
Kobrin.!'** Focusing on the Polish city of Biatystok, she traced the multilayered links between
various centers of the Bialystoker diaspora, including the Argentinian one. Her study proved
how a common ethnic origin remained relevant after migration and how meaningful were the
needs of a constant remembering of the shared past. Kobrin draws a picture of interconnected
communities of Bialystoker Jews, which were bound mostly by the imagined or memorial
connection with the remote hometown in Eastern Europe. These kinds of ties are still largely
unexplored in a wider context. Bialystoker Jews were not an exception from the broader
trends present among migrating Jews. Researchers tended to explain the historical phenomena
related to Jewish lives in specific geographical areas without putting much emphasis on the
connections between different Jewish centers. Jewish experiences were often studied not only
as separate from the non-Jewish setting, but also without taking into account the links that
connected Jews dispersed on different continents. In fact, Jewish mass migrations that
commenced in the late nineteenth century have permanently reshaped not only the lives of the
migrants, but also the situation in their home countries. A more balanced approach to the
history of emigration, less rooted in American exceptionalism, is visible, yet, it hardly ever
refers to Jews and Latin America.'** There is a need to examine the history of Argentine Jews
in relation to the conditions and changes in Eastern Europe, which served as their ancestral
homeland and an important point of reference after the emigration.

By responding to the deficiencies of a transnational approach in Jewish-Polish history,
my study focuses on the links, ties and interactions that, as a result of this migration, were
developed between the Jewish communities of both countries. It approaches the social and
cultural consequences of this process. Without questioning the importance of traditional
demographic, economic or sociological studies of Jewish emigration from Eastern Europe to
the Americas, this dissertation explores less known and almost unrevealed facets of the
experiences of migrating Jews: the images and representations of Argentina transmitted to the
readers of Poland’s Jewish press, activities and social functions of landsman organizations
formed by Polish Jews, or travel reports and memoirs written by Polish Jewish intellectuals
visiting Argentina. Although seemingly unrelated, these sources share and emphasize an
important common characteristic: a unique Jewish Polish-Argentine space that emerged as a

consequence of mass Jewish migration to Argentina.
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Timespan

My study encompasses the period of intensive interwar immigration from Poland to
Argentina, when individuals, ideas, popular beliefs and social issues transcended geographical
borders, marking the establishment of a transnational Jewish world. The year 1914 was
chosen as the point of departure, as the beginning of the Great War and suspension of trans-
Atlantic passenger traffic between Europe and the Americas marked an end of the first era in
Jewish immigration to Argentina. The fall of the Austrian, German and Russian empires after
the war led to a reconstruction of an independent Polish state, which challenged and reshaped
the ethnic identifications of Jewish migrants. World War I also marked the establishment in
1916 of Agudas Ahim (later known as Poylisher Farband or Union of Polish Jews in
Argentina), a central body uniting the Jewish residents of Argentina who shared a strong
attachment to Poland, their place of origin. I perceive the Jewish-Polish landsman movement
as a platform for discussing the Jewish place within Argentine society and within the
diasporic Yiddishland. Poylisher Farband emerged as a space for discussing subethnic
identifications as Polish Jews contributed to the cross-border discourse on nationalism and
transnational belonging. In 1914, Peretz Hirschbein, a Yiddish writer who embodied the
growing entanglements between Jewish Poland and Argentina, arrived in Argentina. This
Poland-born author, journalist and globetrotter was one of the few Polish Jews who decided to
visit Argentina and write a travelogue describing the Jewish life emerging in this country. I
treat Hirschbein’s memoirs as an excellent source for revealing how Polish Jews perceived
Argentina, emigration, geographic expansion and the transnationalization of Eastern European
Jewish lives. The year 1939 is the closing caesura of this research project. The Holocaust and
the almost complete annihilation of Polish Jewry redefined the geographies of the Jewish
world. Poland ceased to be a major center of Jewish life and its links with multiple diasporic
communities of Eastern European Jews became limited or, as in the case of Argentina,
structurally redefined in a direction of commemoration policies. The establishment of the
State of Israel and the victory of Zionism challenged the diasporic ethno-national project
related to Yiddish and Yiddishism. As Judith Butler put it, “Zionism exercises a hegemonic
control over the concept of Jewishness” and consequently dismantled the notion of diasporic
Jewishness.!* A Yiddish cultural-link that connected Jews in Poland and Argentina was
largely cut off and in the late 1940s and 1950s gradually replaced by growing popular support
for Zionism and Israeli statehood. My dissertation explores the transnational policies,

commitments and relations that the post-1939 events largely erased from the way we look at
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Jewish-Argentine history.

The timespan of this research encompasses two periods in Argentine history. In 1916
Hipdlito Yrigoyen of the Union Civica Radical rose to power, which marked the beginning of
a decade and a half of radical governments in Argentina. The radicals took power following
the introduction of universal male suffrage in 1912 and received their support from the new
middle class, including thousands of immigrant children. Two governments of Yirigoyen
(1916-1922, 1928-1930) and of Marcelo Torcuato de Alvear (1922-1928) allowed social
progress for second-generation immigrants by opening up university education (Reforma
universitaria in 1918) and by the continuous development of employment in the public sector.
Benefiting from the evolving social structure, the growing population and the rise of popular
party politics, the radicals succeeded in recruiting the support of working-class masses. These
radical governments were in fact the first democratic governments in Argentine history.

In the 1930s, José Félix Uriburu came to power in Argentina, which was the beginning of
the so-called Infamous Decade defined by a conservative and oligarchic backlash. The
conservatives questioned the principle of universal suffrage and limited some constitutional
freedoms. Argentine politics of the 1930s resembled the fascist governments in Europe,
especially of Mussolini in Italy.'* Numerous political opponents were sent to concentration
camps in Ushuaia, an alliance with the Catholic Church was strengthened, a paramilitary
Union Civica Argentina was established and the state begun to carry out interventionist
economic policies. The governments of Uriburu (1930-1932) and Augustin P. Justo (1932-
1938) suggested a new model of the Argentine economy, with industrialization acting as a
substitute for the export economy that was dominant in the previous decade. Nevertheless, the
early 1930s were a period of economic crisis that resulted in growing poverty, criminality and
hopelessness. In 1930 Uriburu raised the price of immigration visas from three to thirty peso
and in 1931 immigration was limited to agricultural workers. Two years later, only those with
a secured job or other financial support in Argentina were allowed to enter the country.'#’
Although immigration was halted in 1930, the decade as such was a period of integration of
immigrants and their children into the Argentine national culture. The nationalist spirit of the
era reinforced immigrant identification with their new homeland. The economic recuperation

visible from 1936 allowed immigrants to participate in Argentine entertainment and leisure,
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such as cinema, dance or beaches.!*® For Argentine Jews in the 1930s, the liberal
integrationist ideals of the previous two decades were seen as outdated. Many Jews who
earlier acculturated, now searched for ways of rapprochement with their Jewishness, be it via

Zionism, ethnic activism or transnational solidarity.
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Ilustration. no. 1. Spatial dispersion of the Jewish population in Buenos Aires, gray for 1895, bordered area for
1947, Historia de los judios en la Argentina (Buenos Aires: Ameghino, 1999), 169.

Sources and Methodology

This dissertation is a cultural historical study, encompassing elements of historical
discourse analysis and social history. Cultural history, as many other terms in the humanities,
has blurry definitions and methodologies. Cultural history has a long tradition with the classic
works of Jacob Burkhardt (1862), Johan Huizinga (1919) and G. M. Young (1936). The
discipline of Geistesgeschichte was developed in nineteenth century Germany, which could
be translated both as a “history of spirit,” but may also be rendered as cultural history. The
historians belonging to this historical approach relied on the interpretation of texts, but also
included the interpretation of practices and actions.'* Yet in the 1980s and 1990s, it was

common to find assertions of cultural history as a novel approach. A repeated scholarly
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misconception omitted the nineteenth century studies, especially those written by popular
historians and not academics.!>® In recent years, cultural history is used for the study of
diverse phenomena: states, concepts, practices or artifacts.

Following Peter Burke, I believe that the task of a cultural historian is to “reach the
parts other historians cannot reach.” In so doing, I ground my research on both Polish and
Argentine sources and merge the discourses of the intellectuals and activists with the actual
practices of the migrating Jews. I heavily rely on the representations of concepts, symbols and
ideas (Yiddishland, homeland, ethnic belonging). I observe how migrant Jews defined their
identities both in discursive form (press, memoirs, literature), as well as via social practices
(participation in ethnic Jewish or Argentine national events, establishing ethnic associations,
forging transnational solidarity networks). My dissertation incorporates social history as it
focuses on social practices of migrating Jews. I look for instance on the way that Jews
adopted Argentine patterns of ethnic expression, pastimes or leisure forms. Following the

2

early call of Huizinga, I also study “themes” and ‘“sentiments.” Drawing on social
developments (migration, nationalism, acculturation), I look how they were transformed into
a transnational Jewish culture.

An important methodological approach that I adopt is historical discourse analysis. As
James Paul Gee and Michael Handford put it, discourse analysis allows the scholar to see how
people (individually and collectively) shape, produce and reproduce the world surrounding
them through speaking and writing.!>! The notion of “discourse” was developed by Michel
Foucault and “refers not only to particular uses of language in context but also to the world
views and ideologies that are implicit or explicit in such uses”.!®? By focusing on the
transnational Jewish discourses spanning Poland and Argentina (and other centers), I analyze
the way that Yiddishist ethno-cultural nationalism found its way into Argentina and how it
interacted with local nationalizing powers. In looking at the way Jewish immigrants became
Jewish-Argentines, I follow their conceptualizations of notions of homeland, heritage, identity
and belonging. The first chapter is a discursive study of how Jews in interwar Poland
constructed and imagined Argentina. My study covers the history of Jewish Argentine and the
history of Jewish-Polish immigration to Argentina, as a field where numerous actors were
active, interweaving the discourse with their interests and narratives. Thus, I incorporate both

histories of the intellectual elite (men of letters, cultural journalists, public intellectuals), as
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well as reach into popular culture, as sources of social history. I analyze, for instance, popular
theater plays with themes of Jewish-Argentine prostitution or news in yellow journalism,
along with socio-cultural essays in the high-brow Yiddish periodical Literarishe Bleter.

This study is based on a variety of sources. While acknowledging the subjectivity of
historical representations, I believe I have gathered a heterogeneous selection of historical
materials. The first chapter relies on the Yiddish press published in interwar Poland (1918-
1939), chiefly on Haynt and Moment. In order to offer a broader spectrum of how Jewish-
Polish visions of Argentine were formed, I examine various emigration pamphlets and
brochures, placing them in the context of Poland’s Argentine emigration policy (using the
archives of the Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs). The second chapter is based on a close
reading of Argentine travelogues by Peretz Hirschbein and Hersh Dovid Nomberg. With the
aim of providing a broader context to their visits in Argentine, I use archival materials from
the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research in New York and Fundaciéon IWO in Buenos Aires, as
well as press reports about their impact on the situation in Argentina. The third chapter, which
analyzes the process of negotiating Jewish-Argentine identity, is based on communal, literary
and journalistic discussions of the Jewish place in Argentina and the complementarity of
belonging to Yiddishland and to Argentina. I analyzed here both the discourse in Yiddish-
Argentine press (Di Yidische Zaitung, Di Presse), Jewish titles in Spanish (Judaica, Mundo
Israelita, Semanario Hebreo) and public speeches and memoirs of Jewish ethnic leaders. The
fourth chapter, which examines the role of Jewish-Polish landsmanshaftn, relies on a variety

of landsman materials: almanacs, invitations to events and landsman periodicals.

Dissertation Structure

The first part, “Conceptualizing Argentina: The Jews of Poland and the Land of
Silver,” engages with debates on Argentina in Poland and covers the ways in which various
actors imagined the emigration. I use the Argentine case to portray the ruptures within Polish
Jewry and to present the Argentine debates as a lens for looking at the transformation it was
undergoing. The conflicting images of Argentina that were created and recreated in Jewish
Poland show the tensions between the interests of the often hopeless younger generation of
luftmenshen and the interests of an integrationist elite, religious leadership and the agenda of
Polish authorities. During the interwar years, Polish Jewry was extremely heterogeneous, and
various plans for improving the situation of Jews in Poland were implemented. The Bundists
wanted to focus on local problems and act in the “here and now,” the Orthodox were

interested in preserving the status quo, whereas in the long run the Zionists saw the Jewish
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future in Palestine. Emigration was an additional popular option. Immigration to Argentina
was the result of the social and economic transformation of Jewish Poland: industrialization,
the decline of the shtet/ and ongoing secularization and Polonization of the younger
generation.!> These changes allowed other non-traditional life choices to seem possible and
relevant. Immigration to Argentina, which in the 1890s was usually depicted negatively, was
largely “normalized” in the 1920s. I suggest that efforts to portray Argentina in negative terms
were aimed at stabilizing the old hierarchies and to slow down the ongoing social and
economic changes. A key role was played by the Yiddish press, which created the images of
Argentina in Jewish Poland. Argentina was often exoticized in over-emphasizing its role in
international Jewish prostitution. At the same time, the inclusion of texts on Argentina and
emigration marked a geographic expansion of the Yiddishland. Next to Yiddish press,
numerous pamphlets and brochures on emigration discussed the relevance or irrelevance of
Argentina. State-run and Jewish emigration societies assisted the emigrants, yet emigration
was clearly an individual grassroots process. The Argentine discourse that developed in
Poland was not detached from the realities of Christian Poles and Slavic minorities inhabiting
the country. Thousands of peasants emigrated on the same ships as the Jews. Yet their
histories are hardly ever analyzed together, usually due to the distinct patterns of settlement in
Argentina. This chapter, by focusing on the impact of migration on the home country,
emphasizes the shared experiences of Jews and non-Jews in Poland. Although I do focus on
Jews, I include non-Jewish voices that co-shaped the way that Argentina was perceived in
Poland: emigration advocates, government officials and fiction writers. Taken as whole, the
first part offers a panoramic picture of how Argentina was being approached in pre-1939
Poland and how conflicting interests collided in a process of including Argentina in the
structures of the Eastern European Jewish worldview.

The second part, “The Discoverers: Travel Writing, Narrating Argentina and
Expanding the Yiddishland,” focuses on Yiddish travel literature on Argentina. Fun vayte
lender by Peretz Hirschbein (1916) and Di argentinishe rayze by Hersh Dovid Nomberg
(1924) serve sources for observing the geographic expansion of the Yiddishland to Latin
America. Both authors shared a Yiddishist ideology and during their visits carefully observed
the successes and shortcoming of the Yiddishist agenda in Argentina. The travelogues and
travel articles of Hirschbein and Nomberg were principally geared toward Eastern European
Jews, both those considering emigration and those who never thought about Argentina as a

relevant option. At the same time, the Latin American visits of the well-known Yiddish

153 Gershon Bacon, “National Revival, Ongoing Acculturation: Jewish Education in Interwar Poland,” Simon
Dubnow Institut Jahrbuch, 1 (2002): 71-92.
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writers reinforced Yiddish culture in Argentina. Hirschbein and Nomberg were received in
Buenos Aires as ethnic cultural heroes. This part of the dissertation thus deals with travelling
Yiddishism, with a transnationalization of an ethno-national and cultural movement that
bridged the emigrants and the reading public in Poland. At the same time, by receiving the
emissaries of the Old World, Argentine Jews marked the emergence of Jewish-Argentine
identities. Local activists saw themselves as representatives of Argentina and wished to
present Jewish-Argentine culture as following the progressive Yiddish cultural trends arriving
from Poland. Hirschbein and Nomberg observed the process of forming diasporic Jewish
identities and the way they dovetailed with becoming Argentine. This part underlines the
meaning of the legacy of Yiddishism in migratory movements and underscores how travel-
writing elucidates the tension between the national and the diasporic.

The third part, titled “Israelita Argentino or Argentisher Yid? Cultural Choices, National
Belonging and the Weight of European Baggage,” engages with Jewish-Argentine discussions
on Argentineness, Jewishness and the place of Jews in Argentina. The chapter is based on my
research on Argentine policies and debates concerning the Jews, Argentine Jewish essay-
writing and immigrant literature. I argue here that the postwar Jewish-Polish immigration
wave challenged and complicated the ongoing processes of cultural integration. The influx of
Jews who experienced the Yiddish socio-cultural renaissance in Poland helped to once again
anchor Yiddish culture in Argentina and temporarily re-yidishize it. This part portrays the
process of becoming Argentine and playing the diasporic Yiddish agenda as parts of the same
process of negotiating Jewish argentinidad. 1 start by introducing the immigration ideologies
that developed in Argentina since the mid-nineteenth century, underscoring how Argentine
leaders imagined the place of Jews within the national project. I move on to portray the circles
of israelitas argentinos, the argentinized generation of children of the first agricultural
colonists. Analyzing the cultural circle of Sociedad Hebraica Argentina with its charismatic
leader Salomoén Resnick, I portray them as agents of hybridization that managed to merge the
Argentine and the Yiddish. Although they saw Argentina as their physical and spiritual
homeland, with Spanish as the language of choice in the public sphere, argentinized Jews did
not relinquish their commitment to Eastern Europe. Although firmly rooted in Argentina, they
also looked back to Jewish Poland. Resnick translated Sholem Aleichem and other Jewish-
Polish authors, and anti-Semitism in Poland was regularly met with an outcry in the Spanish-
language Jewish press. Simultaneously, the Yiddish cultural sphere in Argentina was not an
insular space, but an arena of hybridization where the diasporic and the local mixed. A key
Argentine Yiddishist, Pinie Katz demanded that Yiddish culture must acquire a specific

Argentine character and include local themes and motives. The lines between Yiddish and
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Jewish-Argentine cultural spheres were blurred and the division hardly had a clear-cut
character. Similar patterns appeared concerning immigrant literature. Some texts were ecstatic
manifestos calling for an embrace of Argentina, while the same author could later be found
describing the pain of being uprooted and the difficulty of cultural displacement in Argentina.
Uncovering the latter, I question the obviousness of Argentine “redemption” and ask about
the emotional and cultural price of emigration.

The fourth and last part, “Being a ‘Good Polish Jew’ in Buenos Aires: Landsmanshafin,
Ethnicity and Transnational Solidarity,” is a re-reading of Argentine landsman history.
Landsmanshaftn, associations that united Jews coming from the same town or region, were
often marginalized in the historiography and portrayed as nostalgic, backward-looking
gatherings. This part challenges these simplifications and offers a panoramic and complex
picture that underscores the role of landsmanshaftn in ethnic empowerment. Although often
posing as quite formal, landsmanshaftn where in fact a space of intimacy and tightly knit
relations. I analyze here the role of the landsman movement for the development of a
diasporic Jewish-Polish subethnicity and address their transnational involvement on behalf of
the cause of Jews in Poland. I argue that Poylisher Farband constructed a framework of
belonging that demanded from Polish Jews in Argentina to be committed to their native
country. Argentine landsmanshaftn helped to shape transnational solidarity networks centered
around both real and imagined shared goals between dispersed Polish Jews. The 1920s and
1930s saw a whole array of fundraising aimed at various goals (secular Yiddishist schools,
YIVO Institute, helping the poor), which often included not only the /andslayt but reached out
to the broader Jewish community. At the same time, the poylishe did not see their engagement
with Poland as an obstacle for becoming Argentine. Quite the opposite. Ethnic engagement
was a mechanism for claiming their belonging to Argentina and marking the success,
responsibility and vitality of the ethnic community. Landsmanshaftn were a play between
uprooting and enrooting and a space of negotiating and demarcating the Jewish argentinidad.
Their transnational commitments and engagement show the interaction between a dependence
within diasporic networks and claims for independence, let alone recognition for their status
as Argentine Jews. My take on landsmanshaftn approaches their histories as a source for
historical research. I move outside a narrow focus on memorial books published by the
landsmanshaftn after 1945 by emphasizing their role in engendering sub(ethnic) identities,

seeing them as a path for inclusion in a multiethnic society.
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Chapter One

Conceptualizing Argentina: The Jews of Poland and the Land
of Silver
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[...] The Jewish Argentina, I want to say, still is — and probably will still be for many years —
an unknown land, a terra ignota for the broad Jewish public in Russia and America,; Argentina
is still one of those “distant lands,” which the broad Jewish world does not comprehend, or
almost does not comprehend.

Argentina is distant, distant from the great Jewish world, from the grand Jewish centers
of Europe and North America. This is a distance that can be felt in a way how they imagine us,
and in the way how we think about ourselves.

— Yosef Mendelson, “Unzer svive un unzer geshtalt,” Oyf di bregn fun plata, Buenos
Aires, 1919
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The voices that announced the many opportunities awaiting Jews in Argentina, combined
with the real emigration of thousands of Polish Jews, led to the development of unique Jewish-
Polish-Argentine debates. In the interwar years (1918-1939), the discussions that evolved
around prospects offered in South America quickly transformed into a complex discourse that
included multiple actors, topics and inputs. Hope for a better future was mixed with fear, as
press reports about the success of Jewish farmers were challenged by the critical voices of the
religious conservative or integrationist elite. Real or anticipated public interest collided and
coincided with individual desires, as did Jewish and non-Jewish attitudes towards Argentina
and emigration. The Polish state, together with Jewish and gentile public intellectuals,
influenced the way Argentina was perceived and approached. Yiddish literature and theater had
to react to the emergence of Argentina in the worldview of Polish Jews. Finally, the notorious
trans-Atlantic female trafficking left its mark on the way Polish Jews conceptualized Argentina.

The Yiddish press that exploded on the scene in the second decade of the twentieth
century became a major medium for producing, disseminating and criticizing diverse images
of Argentina. Emigration expanded the Jewish world, while external influences began making
inroads into the daily reality of Jews in Poland. Between 1918 and 1939, the Yiddish press
reflected the globalization of the Yiddishland and included increasingly more texts on
Argentina. In this way, Argentina was drawn closer and became more available for Eastern
European Jews. The interwar years were a golden period of the Jewish printed press. Both in
Poland and in Argentina, dailies, weeklies, monthlies and afternoon papers were sold in
impressive numbers. Newspapers were the main source of information, entertainment, low and
high culture, business reviews and the like. Polish Jews took an active part in shaping the press
market. The ideological, class, linguistic and religious divisions within Polish Jewry resulted in
the emergence of a plethora of long and short-lived papers. Yiddish, the lingua franca of Eastern
European Jews, allowed Polish Jews dispersed throughout the world to enter into discussion
and to negotiate their Jewish-Polish identity, both in the country and within the diaspora. In the
interbellum, Jewish Poland “fed” the Argentine Yiddish scene by exporting its writers and
journalists, and several Buenos Aires authors contributed regularly to Poland's Yiddish
newspapers. The high-brow Warsaw literary journal Literarishe Bleter was one of the few
instances in which the often essentialist and simplistic Jewish-Polish imageries of Argentina as
a vicious and dangerous “Jewish hell” was challenged. Literarishe Bleter understood its role as

a platform for bridging the new and old centers of Yiddish culture, and welcomed rather
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positively Argentina as a branch of the Yiddishland. Next to Yiddish, a number of Polish-
language Jewish journals took part in debates about Argentina.

The geographic expansion of Eastern European Jewish civilization was mirrored in
Yiddish literature and theater. Topics such as immigration to Argentina or its infamous Jewish
sex underworld were discussed not only in Buenos Aires, but also by writers based in Poland.
This chapter examines the literary representations of Argentina in Poland's Jewish works, which
includes the so-called shund (low-class books and plays), as well as several texts written by
acclaimed authors. The presence of Argentina in Poland's Jewish literature speaks of the
influence that migration exercised on the Jews of Eastern Europe. Although it is problematic to
perceive literature as an exact reflection of social phenomena, it nonetheless serves as a major
source for analyzing the conceptual evolution and image of Argentina in the intellectual and
popular discussions of Polish Jews. As Argentina became more and more present in the lives
of Polish Jews, Yiddish literature likewise needed to find ways of approaching this new
situation. Literature that was increasingly rooted in social problems and touched upon the
burning issues of the day — such as poverty, secularization and migration — did not leave the
question of Argentina aside.

Debates surrounding Argentina also included government officials and their agendas.
Throughout the interbellum, Argentina became part of Poland's social and foreign policies, both
concerning Christians and Jews. Immigration to South America was often regarded as a tool
for “balancing” Poland’s ethnic and economic structures.! Even if plans for resettling Jews and
other minorities to Argentina were barely put into practice, they became an important part of
the concept of emigration that circulated among gentile and Jewish emigration policy-makers
and theoreticians. In order to understand it better, this chapter looks at the correspondence
between the Polish Embassy in Buenos Aires and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Warsaw,
as well as the working papers of advocates for colonization and migration. I situate discussions
about Jewish immigration to Argentina within broader discussions regarding the place of Jews
in Poland, ethnic and national tensions in the interwar Second Republic and Poland's discourse

on colonization.

! As Arie Tartakower argued, plans for solving the “Jewish question” by emigration appeared both in Jewish and
gentile spheres and crystallized as early as the mid-nineteenth century. It was believed that emigration would ease
the dire economic situation of the Jews in Poland and included multiple potential destinations: Siberia, Algeria,
etc. See Arie Tartakower, Emigracja zydowska z Polski (Warsaw: Instytut Badan Narodowosciowych, 1939), 8-9.
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The Argentine discourse in interwar Poland was polyphonic, diverse and multi-layered.
Looking at the public and individual, the popular and elitist imageries of Argentina, this chapter
explores the complexities raised by transnationalizing the Jewish-Polish world, expressed in
the development of Argentine debates. In order to embrace the nuances of this discourse, |
review the key role played by the press and include other actors that took part in shaping Jewish-
Polish discussions on Argentina. Literature, theater, governmental policies and personal
accounts of the emigrants all contributed to the process of imagining Argentina in Jewish
Poland. I argue in this chapter that the development of Jewish-Polish discourse on Argentina
was an answer to the trans-Atlantic migrations that redefined the geographies of the Jewish
world. First, Argentina emerged as a country of emigration, offering hope at a time of economic
and political crisis. Yet this aspect of Argentine debates, chiefly in its exoticized variant,
simultaneously allowed the Jews of Poland to stabilize their often precarious presence in Poland
by imagining Argentina as an impossibly false hope. Second, the development of Argentine
discourse was an attempt to come to terms with the geographic expansion of Ashkenazi Jewry
and rapidly changing Jewish realities. The answers were multiple and included both an embrace
of Argentina as a new center of Jewish diaspora and an important part of an ethno-national
project of Yiddishist revival, but also a symbolic rejection of Argentina's Jewishness (and its
relevance for Eastern European Jews). Between these two radical positions could be found a

broad gray zone, which is the subject of the present chapter.

1. Project Argentina: Emigration Guidebooks, the Jewish Press
and Argentine Confusion

1.1. Writing for the Jews: The Trilingual Jewish Press in Poland

In the interwar years (1918-1939), the Jewish press, both in Yiddish and in Polish, was
a key social and cultural institution. After the Haskalah and subsequent developments in Jewish
secular movements, newspapers helped to explain the changing world to Jewish readers. The
diversity of the press reflected the multiplicity of answers available to the Jews of Poland as
they approached modernity. Although the interwar press market was dominated by Yiddish
titles, Hebrew and Polish journals also played a significant role. The Jewish press began to
appear in Poland in the first half of the nineteenth century when the bilingual Polish-Yiddish
Dostrzegacz Nadwislanski / Der Beobakhter an der vayksel began to be published (1823). This
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short-lived journal was a predecessor of Jutrzenka (1861-1863) and Izraelita, the latter a veteran
Jewish weekly that served as the main tribune of the Polonized Jewish elite.? Published between
1866 and 1915, Izraelita was an outcome of Eastern European Haskalah and traditionally
supported Jewish modernization and integration into Polish society. Yet the journal’s attitudes
varied through time and its chief editors had immense influence on published content. When
Nahum Sokolow held this post in 1895, the weekly adopted a modest Zionist stand and opened
discussion on Jewish national questions.® Both Dostrzegacz and Izraelita were read by a narrow
circle of intellectuals, their circulation never exceeding 1,500 copies.* At the end of the
nineteenth century, with the rise of Jewish nationalism and socialism, Izraelita lost its leading
position.

The same period in which Polish-language Jewish dailies were first published in Warsaw
also saw to the appearance of the Hebrew journal Hazefirah.’ The title was edited for more than
sixty years (1866-1931) and attracted authors as renown as Sholem Aleichem, Mosheh Leib
Lilienblum, Yehudah Leib Gordon, Mikhah Yosef Berdyczewski, Yitshhok Leybush Peretz
and Shemuel Yosef Agnon. At the beginning, the weekly took a maskillic stand similar to
Odessa’s/St. Petersburg’s Hamelitz. In the 1880s, when Nahum Sokolow was appointed its
chief editor, Hazefirah became a Zionist tribune. Unable to attract readers among the Yiddish-
speaking masses, the journal did not play a major role in the 1920s, appearing very irregularly.
In the interwar years, the Hebrew press played a minor role, rather a reminder of a maskillic
linguistic experiment and a political project than a source of information for the Jewish
population or a reflection of public moods. Both Izraelita and Hazefirah continued to take an
active stand in the first Jewish discussions on Argentina and its agricultural colonization (prior
to the Great War).

Although there was no formal ban on the Yiddish press in Russian-controlled Poland

(until 1918), tsarist authorities routinely refused to grant concessions to found a Yiddish

2 For the best and most recent source of information on Izraelita, see Zuzanna Kotodziejska, ,, Izraelita” (1866-
1915). Znaczenie kulturowe i literackie czasopisma (Krakow: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiellonskiego, 2014).
3 Nahum Sokolow was born in Wyszogrdd, Poland in 1859 and grew up in integrationist circles before moving
closer to Zionism later in life. He served as Secretary General of the World Zionist Organization and negotiated
the Balfour Declaration. Sokolow died in London in 1936.

4 In 1896, Izraelita had 1,280 subscribers (half of them in Warsaw). This number does not include copies sold in
bookstores or by newspaper sellers. See Marcin Wodzinski and Agnieszka Jagodzinska, ,,lzraelita” 1866-1915.
Wybor zrodet (Krakow: Austeria, 2015), 24.

5 Also spelled as Hasfira or Hacefira.
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newspaper.® As the Russian censors had little, if any, knowledge of Yiddish, they preferred not
to deal with Yiddish periodicals at all. Although Jewish periodicals in Russian, Polish or
Hebrew were allowed, Yiddish was considered a revolutionary language, raising the suspicion
of Russia’s Ministry of the Interior. It was only after the 1905 revolution that the Yiddish press
began to be published relatively freely.” Prior to that point, two Yiddish newspapers, edited in
Russian Congress Poland, were printed in Krakéw (censorship was much less stringent in
Habsburg Galicia) and mailed back and sold in Poland. The Krakéw-printed Der Yud (1899-
1903) and Yidishe Folks-Tsaytung (1902-1903) were followed by Der Veg (1905), the first legal
daily Yiddish newspaper ever published in Warsaw. A few years later, benefiting from relaxed
censorship, Haynt (1908) and Der Moment (1910) began to appear. Both dailies were published
until September 1939 and became the main voices of Polish Yiddish-speaking Jewry of the
interwar years. In the absence of an all-embracing organization or parliamentary platform for
the entire Jewish community, the interwar Yiddish press played a unique role as a mouthpiece
for all Jewish interests and desires. It was not merely a source of information or amusement; it
also meant, as Yehuda Gotthelf put it, “a defense, a consolation and a guiding path for the
future.”® Yitshak Griinbaum added that Haynt made Polish Jews realize that they were part of
a global Jewish nation and taught them how to fight for justice.’ The first decade of the
twentieth century was a time of radicalization, as many intellectuals and activists were
prompted to consider Yiddish as the basis for a secularized national identity. ! The
establishment of Haynt and Moment was witness to this process.

A special role was played by literary and artistic journals. Whereas YIVO (Yidisher
Visenshaftlekher Insitut, Yiddish Scientific Institute) in Vilna was aptly described by Cecille
Esther Kuznitz as a substitute for a “government for dispersed Jewish people,” the Warsaw

literary weekly Literarishe Bleter could be described as its Ministry of Culture.!! In its 1927

® An exception was Varshoyer Yidishe Tsaytung, published between 1867 and 1868

7 Kalman (Keith) Weiser, Jewish People, Yiddish Nation: Noah Prylucki and the Folkists in Poland (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2011), 43.

8 Yehuda Gotthelf, “The Silenced Voice of the People,” in The Jewish Press That Was: Accounts, Evaluations and
Memories of Jewish Papers in Pre-Holocaust Europe, ed. Arie Bar (Tel Aviv: World Federation of Jewish
Journalists, 1980), 10.

% Yitshak Griinbaum, “Haint: Memoirs and Evaluations,” in The Jewish Press That Was, 17-33. Griinbaum
(Warsaw 1879 — Gan Shmuel, Israel 1970) was a Zionist politician and an editor of Haynt.

10 Barry Trachtenberg, The Revolutionary Roots of Modern Yiddish, 1903-1917 (Syracuse: Syracuse University
Press, 2008), 5.

! Cecile Esther Kuznitz, YIVO and the Making of Modern Jewish Culture: Scholarship for the Yiddish Nation
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 2.
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editorial, the daily proclaimed with satisfaction that it was a leading source of Jewish literature,
theater and art. “Everything that goes on in the cultural world of Warsaw, Buenos Aires,
Moscow, Vilna, Kiev, etc. finds its reflection in the Literarishe Bleter,” wrote the weekly.'?
Throughout the fifteen years of its existence, Literarishe Bleter continued its struggle for a high
quality Yiddish culture. Far from limiting itself to Jewish-Polish life, the weekly was aware of
a transnational turn brought on by the migrations. Literarishe Bleter consciously drew the new
borders of the Yiddishland that expanded well beyond Eastern Europe and came to include
Argentina.

Due to the highest concentration of Jews in the Russian Empire at the very beginning of
the twentieth century, Warsaw became the main center of Jewish journalism, both in Yiddish
and Polish. The development of the Jewish press continued in independent Poland after 1918.
According to the estimates of Marian Fuks, at the turn of 1938 and 1939 around 790,000 copies
of Jewish papers were sold daily in Poland, including 600,000 in Yiddish, 180,000 in Polish
and a mere 10,000 in Hebrew.!*> As a YIVO report specified, in the last years before the
outbreak of World War II, 270 Yiddish periodicals were published in Poland, out of which 27
were dailies, 100 weeklies, 24 fortnights and 58 monthlies.'*

Growing knowledge of Polish allowed a rising number of Jews to participate in Poland’s
national culture and to articulate their claims in a language understandable by their often hostile
gentile co-citizens. The press in Polish (both Jewish and non-Jewish) was read by the Jewish
intelligentsia, those working in the free professions and a new generation of young Polish Jews
educated in state schools. Reading the Polish press marked an extension of cultural circles in
which Polish Jews lived.!> As Chone Shmeruk argued, the Jews of Poland lived in a trilingual
space, encompassing Yiddish, Polish and Hebrew.'¢ Language and social and political views
did not always overlap and the status of each language was different. For instance, with only a
rudimentary knowledge of Hebrew, most Polish Jews who supported Zionism read about

Zionism in Polish or Yiddish. In terms of the Polish-language press, a key title was Jakub

12 “Tsu unzere lezer!” Literarishe Bleter, no. 37, September 16, 1927, 1.

13 Marian Fuks, Prasa zydowska w Warszawie 1823-1939 (Warsaw: PWN, 1979), 165.

14 Gotthelf, “The Silenced Voice of the People,” 13.

15 See the studies of Anna Landau-Czajka, Polska to nie oni: Polska i Polacy w polskojezycznej prasie zydowskiej
II Rzeczpospolitej (Warsaw: Zydowski Instytut Historyczny, 2015); Syn bedzie Lech ...: asymilacja Zydow w
Polsce migdzywojennej (Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Neriton 2006).

16 Chone Shmeruk, “Hebrew-Yiddish-Polish: A Trilingual Jewish Culture,” in The Jews of Poland Between Two
World Wars, ed. Yisrael Gutman et al. (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1989), 285-311.

47



Appenszlak’s Nasz Przeglgd (1923-1939), despite its being published in Polish, its fervent
defense of Jewish national rights and its status as a stronghold of moderate Zionism.'” A similar
political stance was shared by Krakéw’s Nowy Dziennik (1918-1939). In Lwoéw, Dawid
Schreiber, Henryk Rosmarin and Henryk Hescheles edited another Jewish-Polish daily Chwila
(1919-1939). The interwar Jewish press in Polish never was an assimilationist channel, and

often functioned as a tribune for Jewish national claims.'®

Table no. 4. The readership of Jewish press in Poland in the late 1930s.

Title Circulation
Hayntige Nayes (daily) 70,000
Unzer Express (daily) 60,000
Haynt (daily) 40,000
Nasz Przeglgd (daily) 40,000 — 50,000
Der Moment (daily) 40,000
Opinja (Polish, weekly) 25,000

Table 4. The average circulation of Jewish periodicals in the late 1930s (my compilation based on Fuks, Prasa
zydowska w Warszawie)

1.2. Helping the Folk: The Jewish-Polish Elite and the Question of Erets Hakesef

Emigration was a key problem to appear in Jewish-Polish Argentine debates. The
possibility of immigration to Argentina that opened up in the last decade of the nineteenth
century, following the establishment of Baron Maurice Hirsch’s Jewish Colonization
Association (JCA), engendered a need for comprehensive emigration advice. In the last decade
of the nineteenth century, the regular Yiddish press was still unheard of in the Russian Empire.
Only a few somewhat elitist Hebrew or Polish Jewish journals appeared. The Argentine rush at
the end of the century was felt not only among the impoverished, but also among the
acculturated elite. It was probably with the latter in mind that Wilhelm Kreuth's book Voyage

en Argentina (Hebrew title: Masa be-argentina) was translated into Hebrew and published in

17 Anna Landau-Czajka, “Polacy w oczach ‘Naszego Przegladu,”” Kwartalnik Historii Zydéw 240 (2011): 491—
506.
18 Landau-Czajka, Polska to nie oni, 317.
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Warsaw in 1897.7Y The book by Kreuth, an Austrian officer and a member of the Imperial
Geographic Society in Vienna, was subsequently available only for the maskillic elite and did
not reach the Yiddish-speaking masses. Tsarist censorship, often suspicious of Yiddish, might
have influenced the choice of Hebrew. Kreuth’s book did not specifically refer to emigration,
but gave an overview of Argentine regions, from Buenos Aires to Entre Rios. The fact that
Kreuth's book appeared in Hebrew, rather than the more commonly spoken Yiddish, shows that
in the 1890s immigration to Argentina was a subject of discussion for Eastern European elites,
inscribed into positivist discussions regarding the future of the ordinary Jewish folk masses.
The Argentine fever of the 1890s was an answer to the same pressing social and political
problems that Zionism and Jewish socialism began to address at the end of the nineteenth
century. In the exact same way that Zionism was initially limited to the narrow circles of
Hovevey Tsiyon, Argentine debates did not start among ordinary people, but among the
educated and cultured classes. Simultaneously, discussions concerning Argentina within the
Jewish elite mirrored parallel debates within gentile society concerning the question of peasant
colonization of Argentina and Brazil.

The tendency to approach Argentina as a site of hope for impoverished countrymen can
be traced in the Jewish elite's Hebrew and Jewish-Polish press. Both the contributors and the
readers of these newspapers did not think of themselves when they talked about Argentina. The
subject of their discussions was the disenfranchised, the poor and the hopeless. At the end of
the nineteenth century, around 40% of Russian Jews relied on communal help. The May Laws
of 1882 limited the number of professions available to Jews, forbade relocation, work in
agriculture, the production and sale of alcohol, consequently bringing ruin to many Jewish
families in Tsarist Russia.?’ In the context of the economic crisis, some Eastern European
maskills and integrationists saw colonization in Argentina as a chance to improve the plight of
the Jewish poor. The agricultural project of Baron Hirsch, who planned to relocate thousands
of Jews to Argentina, was met with both hope and suspicion in Jewish Poland. The ongoing
industrialization of the Kingdom of Poland cast visions of pastoral agricultural settlements in

Argentina in an unrealistic light, as untimely efforts that went against the modernizing

19 An earlier Hebrew translation by Boaz Finkel in 1891 was also likely in circulation, see Victor A. Mirelman, En
busqueda da una identidad 1988. Los inmigrantes judios en Buenos Aires 1890-1930 (Buenos Aires: Editorial
Mila, 1988), 27. The German version appeared in 1891 in Vienna.

20 Roberta Strauss Feuerlicht, The Fate of the Jews: A People Torn Between Israeli Power and Jewish Ethnics
(New York: Times Books, 1983), 61, quoted in Konrad Zielinski, “Emigracja zydowska z Rosji i Krolestwa
Polskiego (1881-1918),” Kwartalnik Historii Zydéw, no. 201 (2002): 18.
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economic trends of Europe. Yet the growing economic crisis and rising level of poverty
demanded the search for a solution. In some cases, pogroms functioned as the final decisive
push.

Argentina was featured in Poland's Jewish journals as early as 1888, when the Hebrew-
language Hazafirah wrote about a group of Jews who settled in Buenos Aires.?! In the next few
years, regular reports about groups or families departing to Argentina from various corners of
the Russian Empire began to appear in the newspaper. In June 1889, Hazefirah reported a visit
by the Argentine consul to Warsaw, who encouraged emigration with promises of equal civil
rights and a warm welcome in Argentina.?? The paper published reports about the agents of
Baron Hirsch in Paris, at times publishing their letters in Hazefirah.?®> The debate about
Argentina continued into the 1890s and 1900s. Readers and editors took a position on the
Argentine question, with some arguing that Erets Hakesef was rich, abundant and free, while
others, including some Zionists, emphasized the threat that emigration posed to Jewish unity
and tradition.?* Nahum Slouschz, a Zionist author, wrote that Argentina was made “for people,
not for the spirit,” rejecting claims that viewed Argentine emigration as a danger to Zionist
ideology.? Personal letters from Argentina also appeared in Hazefirah.>® Abraham Rozenfeld
wrote from Colonia Mauricio, Abraham Horovitz from Moises Ville and Israel Fingerman from
Colonia Clara.?” Another Hebrew newspaper, Hamagid from Krakéw, received regular
correspondence from Argentina-based Yankev Shimon Liachovitzky.?® Newspapers served as
the contact point between emigrants and the community in Poland. For instance, a certain Perets

Faygenboym made a request in his letter to have a number of religious objects sent to Moises

21 “Mikhtavey sofreynu,” Hazefirah, no. 141, July 6, 1888, 2-3.

22 Hazefirah, no. 412, June 3, 1889, page unknown, quoted in Iaacov Rubel, “Di opklangen vegn der yidisher
emigratsye fun rusland un yidisher kolonizatsye in argentine,” Argentiner IWO Shriftn 15 (1989): 16.

2 Hazefirah in 1900 had a circulation of around 5,000 copies. Since 1888, it appeared as a daily. See, Wodzifiski
and Jagodzinska, ,, Izraelita” 1866-1915, 26-29.

24 The Hebrew phrase Erets Hakesef could be translated as “A Land of Silver”, from the La Plata River, a “Silver
River” that passes through Argentina.

25 Nahum Slouschz, “Tsiyon ve-argentina,” Hazefirah, July 23, 1894, no. 155, 2 (666).

26 Yosef Halevy, “Be-argentina. ha-limudim ha-ivri'im,” Hazefirah, no. 276, December 20, 1912, 4.

27 Mirelman, En busqueda da una identidad, 27.

B Antologye fun der yidisher literatur in argentine (Buenos Aires: a gezelshaftlekhen komitet 1ekoyved dem 25-
yorikn yubiley fun der teglekher tsaytung Di Prese, 1944), 416. Liachovitzky also wrote for Der Yud from Krakow,
Hameltiz from St. Petersburg and the Viennese Di Velt. For instance, in 1901 he provided updates on Jewish
education in Argentina. Yankev Shimon Liachovitzky, “Brif fun argentine. Unzere kinder-ertsiyung,” Der Yud,
no. 5, January 31, 1901, 7-9.
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Ville: mezuzot, sidurim, tsit-tsit, etc.>® At the same time that Argentina became a field of general
Polish emigration, the gentile press also picked up the subject of Jewish immigration to South
America.>

The issue of Jewish immigration to Argentina remained a controversial subject during
the entire pre-1914 period, functioning as an arena where diverse interests collided. Emigration
represented hope for the poor, but at the same time, according to others, it endangered the
traditional Jewish family, community structures and norms. Orthodox circles, which shaped
communal life in many towns and cities, approached immigration to Argentina or the USA
critically and with suspicion.’! Yet even the maskills often viewed Argentina in the darkest
hues. In 1891, the newspaper lamented the plight of Jews from Yelizavetgrad (now
Kropyvnytskiy in Ukraine) who, on their way to Argentina, were refused entry to Austrian
Lemberg and were sent back to Russia.>? A few years later, Hazefirah reported on the situation
of immigrants leaving Argentine Jewish colonies due to financial problems and conflicts with
the JCA administration. In one article, Nahum Sokolow offered a scathing commentary: “To
the wild creatures, to the fanatics, who come from the Spaniards. Do we want to send our poor
folk to them?”*3 In 1890, as letters often describing the precarious situation in Argentina were
flowing in, an editor came out in a fury, accusing the emigrants of not following the paper's

advice:

Again Argentina! Even after witnesses, hundreds of confirmed witnesses, [reported]
the hardship and pain that await [arrivals] in the remote country, and after we
warned the unfortunate not to go to Argentina, but [now] we are helpless. Just
yesterday our correspondent from Berlin reported another hundred families on their
way to Argentina. It is with pain and sadness that we look on the division of the
nation into those who read and those who do not, and lament the small number of
newspaper readers among the folksmenshn.>*

2 Quoted in Rubel, “Di opklangen vegn der yidisher emigratsye,” 32.

30 «7ydzi w Argentynie,” Kurjer Warszawski, no. 19, January 31, 1892, 2. Between 1891-1893 Kurjer Warszawski
(and other Warsaw newspapers) received reports from South America via traveler and journalist Stefan
Barszczewski. Jerzy Mazurek, Kraj a emigracja. Ruch ludowy wobec wychodzstwa polskiego do krajow Ameryki
Lacinskiej (do 1939r.) (Warsaw: Biblioteka Iberyjska, 2006), 122.

31 Some rabbis even forbade emigration. Zielinski, “Emigracja zydowska,” 21.

32 “Ba-israel,” Hazafirah, no. 185, August 30, 1991, 2 (748).

33 Quoted in Rubel, “Di opklangen vegn der yidisher emigratsye,” 33.

3% “Inyaney duma,” Hazefirah, no. 135, July 2, 1889, 2 (552), quoted in Rubel, “Di opklangen vegn der yidisher
emigratsye,” 24.
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The Polish-language Izraelita often cited the presumably marvelous statistics of JCA
colonies, pointing to the large Jewish farms and religious freedoms offered by Argentina.*’
Izraelita approached the prospect of building a Jewish settlement in Argentina rather positively.
It reported the growing number of colonists (13,000 in 1907 and 24,000 in 1912)%¢ or the
exceptionally magnificent harvest of 1912.%7 Its chief editor, Samuel Peltyn, wrote that the idea
of Jewish immigration to Argentina was laudable and would improve the fate of the Jewish
masses, even “refine them.”® Ten years later, Adolf Jakub Cohn debated how to emigration
should react those “allowed by luck to be above the crowd and who could allow themselves to
lead a lovely, thornless life in the homeland [Poland].” Some regarded the acceptance of
emigration as a form of “defeatism” and an implicit acknowledgment that integrationist circles
had nothing to offer the poor. Cohn did not share this view and applauded Jewish colonization
in Argentina. He believed that those who “suffocate” in poverty would do anything to leave
Russian Poland. The task of the Jewish intelligentsia was to assist fellow coreligionists whom
“circumstances had brought to the verge of an abyss.” Cohn called on the Jewish intelligentsia
and bourgeoisie to facilitate immigration to Argentina.>

The weekly had a rather one-sided approach to the conflicts between the immigrant
colonists and the JCA administration. /zraelita relied on information provided by English
newspapers and, as an acculturationist paper, took the side of the German-Jewish and English-
Jewish JCA functionaries, rather than the ordinary Eastern European settlers. *° While
acknowledging some initial difficulties, the weekly concluded that complaints were often

exaggerated and untrue. Answering a letter from a Moises Ville colonist, who complained about

35 Izraelita was founded in 1861 by Samuel Peltyn and reached the circles of Warsaw’s progressive Jewish
intelligentsia (lawyers, doctors, teachers, etc.). Izraelita held a Polonocentric integrationist position, rooted in the
concept of a “Jewish-Polish brotherhood” that appeared in the 1860s. Izraelita's circles saw themselves as “Polacy-
Zydzi,” or “Poles-Jews,” rather than simply Jews or Polish Jews. Following Peltyn's death in 1896, the weekly
was directed by his wife and son. Its editorship was later assumed by Nahum Sokolow, but his neophyte Zionism
was criticized by other editors and he was ultimately ousted. In the final period, its pro-Polish attitude was sharply
criticized by the Yiddish dailies. The new social and political reality on the verge of the Great War led to the
dissolution of the journal.

36 «“Sprawozdanie Towarzystwa JCA,” Izraelita, no. 1, January 3, 1913, 5.

37 «“Wychodzstwo do Argentyny,” Izraelita, no. 11, March 15, 1912, 11.

38 Samuel Peltyn, “Co z kolonizacji zydow sobie rokujemy?” Izraelita, no. 36, 1891, 241-242, quoted in Wodzinski
and Jagodzinska, “Izraelita” 1866-1915, 329.

39 Adolf Jakub Cohn, “Argentyna,” Izraelita, no. 15, 1901, 173-174.

40 This was rooted in Izraelita's approach towards the Jewish masses. The journal regarded them as “dark” and the
circles of Izraelita as the illustrious leaders, who should “save the poor fanatics” and show them how to love
Poland and live in unity with the Poles. See “Od Redakcji,” Izraelita, no. 1, 1909, 1, quoted in Wodzinski and
Jagodzinska, ,, Izraelita” 1866-1915, 42.
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the JCA restrictions, the weekly wrote: “[...] these kinds of careerists and know-it-alls [...] for
whom it is hard to carry the yoke of order, are a destructive force and should be deported as
soon as possible. There [in Argentina] one needs simple and honest people; there you need
honest minds and strong hands... delicate minds with experience in commerce would only
produce intrigue, gossip and internal conflict.”*! Nahum Sokolow, referring to the colonists'
rebellion against the JCA administration, wrote that the “colonies are inhabited by the riffraff,
by emigrant scumbags from Volhynia, Bessarabia and God knows where else. This is a dark
and insolent crowd, easy to manipulate by any gossip, people without goals and endurance.”*?
Izraelita's editors were perfectly aware of the difficulties and conflicts in Argentina, but saw
colonization as an endeavor worth the price of the initial pain. Nahum Sokolow wrote that
constructing the “new Jew,” a hard-working colonist devoted to the land was a top priority, and
in this light “any Argentine or Palestinian scandals” were of no importance.* On other
occasions, Sokolow explicitly wrote that emigration could not be a solution for the entire Jewish
folk, even not the poor luftmenshn. Sokolow believed that Polish maskillim knew their people
better than Western European men of charity, and saw more room for social work in Poland,
rather than rushing to emigration.

The drastic positions quoted above did not appear in every issue, but they offer a good
sample of the weekly's ambivalent approach towards colonization. /zraelita did not encourage
emigration, but often saw it as a relevant option for the impoverished Jewish masses. At the
beginning of the 1880s, the journal debated whether to emigrate, but by the beginning of the
twentieth century it was busy describing the ongoing emigration process.** Then, almost every
issue published articles on Jewish colonization in Argentina, usually only dry statistical data,
both concerning the benefits received by settlers and data related to agricultural production. In
the early twentieth century, emigration had become a Jewish reality, rather than a matter of
debate. Taken as a whole, Izraelita approached Argentina with hope and came to view
emigration as part of the broader positivist agenda by which the acculturated Jewish elite
attempted to ease the situation of the poor Jewish masses in Poland. Yet, as the integrationists
stressed, Jewish life needed to be improved in Poland, as emigration was a solution available

only to a small fraction of the population.

4 “Ze $wiata. Z Argentyny,” Izraelita, no. 11, November 3, 1892, 81.

42 Nahum [probably Nahum Sokolow], “Trudne poczatki,” Izraelita, no. 27, April 29, 1892, 136-136.
4 Tbidem.

# Wodzinski and Jagodzinska, “Izraelita” 1866-1915, 329.
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The pro-Argentine voices appeared among the early Yiddishist intelligentsia. In the pre-
World War I era, the star Yiddish writer Yitskhok Leybush Peretz was one of the first public
figures in Jewish Poland to approach Argentina in a nuanced way. He was opposed to the
essentialization and exoticization of Jewish life in Argentina and stood up against those
slandering the enterprise of emigration. For the Argentine Yiddishist Samuel Rollansky, Peretz
was “a defender of Argentina” within the heated debates during the “Argentine fever” of the
1890s and 1900s.** Peretz was far from idealizing emigration and colonization and referred to
problems from a practical perspective. Ha called for a well-organized emigration of the
“farming suitable” population, rather than a “tumult-like fleeing to Argentine.” Peretz had no
doubt that Jews could learn to farm, describing it as only a matter of time.*®

Other Yiddish sources from the pre-1914 era were less optimistic and explicitly pointed
to the difficulties faced by settlers. In 1910, in Galician Stanislau / Stanistawoéw (now Ivano-
Frankovsk in Ukraine) a book was published by Leon Chasanovitch, a writer and Labor Zionist,
who traveled to the Argentine Jewish colonies.*” His book, Die Krise der jiidischen
Kolonisation in Argentinien und der moralische Bankerott der J.C.A.-Administration (The
Crisis of Jewish Colonization in Argentina and the Moral Bankruptcy of the JCA
Administration), was published in German and Yiddish, suggesting that it was targeted at both
the popular and acculturated readership. Chasanovitch fiercely criticized the colonization
enterprise. He knew it from personal experience by living briefly in Argentina, before being
deported after standing accused of anarchism. Chasanovitch accused the organization of fraud,
misunderstanding the original concepts of Baron Hirsch and  “moral bankruptcy.”
Chasanovitch prodded the JCA by emphasizing that fewer Jews lived in all Jewish colonies in
Argentina than on a single street in Vilna.*® Following the publication of his book, Izraelita
took up the subject. The weekly was not sure if the information provided by Chasanovitch about
the JCA was accurate and placed a question mark at the end of article's title. In 1892, a Russian

language booklet Russko-yevreyskaya zemedlicheskaya kolonia v palestinu, c. ameriku i

45 Samuel Rollansky was born in Warsaw in 1902 where he received both a traditional and secular education. Upon
immigrating to Argentina in 1922, he worked as a journalist in Yidische Zaitung (from 1934 until 1972). Later,
Rollansky directed the Argentine branch of the YIVO Yiddish Scientific Institute (IWO). He was a prolific literary
and theater critic, often composing his own short stories and essays. He edited the monumental publishing series,
Musterverk fun der yidisher literatur. Rollansky died in Buenos Aires in 1995.

46 Samuel Rollansky, Dos yidishe gedrukte vort un teater in argentine (Buenos Aires, 1941), 130.

47 Leon Chasanovitch, Die Krise der jiidischen Kolonisation in Argentinien und der moralische Bankerott der
J.C.A.-Administration (Stanistawoéw: Verlag Bildung, 1910).

4 Astro, Yiddish South of the Border, 46.
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argentinu (The Russian-Jewish Agricultural Colony in Palestine, North America and Argentina)
was published in Odessa. The booklet concluded with a final chapter entitled “At home is better,”
disavowing the colonizing enterprise not only in Argentina, but also in Palestine and the USA.#
Similar critical opinions were voiced in the gentile press concerning the Polish peasant
immigration to Latin America, mostly to Brazil.>* In 1891, Antoni Potocki compiled a book of
letters sent by emigrants from Brazil and Argentina. The letters depicted Brazil as hell on earth,
emphasizing the striking poverty of the emigrants, their hopelessness and disillusionment. In
addition, gentile Polish authors, similarly to some Jewish figures, explained the difficulties of
colonization by placing the blame on the “inadequate human capital.””®! In the Peruvian context,
Franciszek Sokot, a priest writing in 1931 for Gazeta Swigteczna, claimed: “From all over
Poland, they sent the admirers of fresh air, who search for quick enrichment, to unexplored
jungles, where only the strength of muscles means anything. All liberal and illiberal professions
were here, but no farmers! Almost 90 out of every 100 never held an ax in their hand. The ships
arriving to Iquitos spat out veterinarians, half-engineers, quasi-journalists [...] and other
momma's boys, who made a mess in Poland and [now] needed [somewhere] to hide. What a
gathering of clumsiness, mean-spiritedness and shamelessness!”>? From the perspective of
Polish landowners, including the nobility and the Catholic Church, the peasant emigration was
a purely negative development. It was seen as devastating to the national economy and Poland's
human resources, depriving landowners of cheap and always available labor. During the
emigration fever of the 1890s and 1900s, popular Polish press titles, such as Kurjer Warszawski,
Gazeta Lwowska or Kurier Poznanski, warned readers not to immigrate to Latin America. Both

readers and press editors, largely alienated from the life of the peasantry, regarded emigration

4 The booklet compiled by S. Penn, was edited by G.M. Price, a Russian-Jewish intellectual who immigrated to
the USA in 1882 and established a center of Russian-Jewish culture. Price wrote numerous articles on the
experience of immigrants in America for the Russian Jewish press. See Steven Cassedy, The Other Shore: The
Russian Jewish Intellectuals Who Came to America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 2014), 70-71.

50 Maria Paradowska identified three stages of peasant immigration to Brazil and Argentina: First (1890-1891,
usually from German Greater Poland; second (1896-1898), when mostly landless peasants from Galicia emigrated;
and third, at the very beginning of the century when peasants, mostly from the Lublin and Biatystok region, settled
in Brazil. See Maria Paradowska, Podroznicy i emigranci. Szkice z dziejow polskiego wychodzstwa w Ameryce
Poludniowej (Warsaw: Interpress, 1984), 18-19.

31 Krzysztof Groniowski, “Emigracja z ziem zaboru rosyjskiego (1864-1918),” in Emigracja z ziem polskich w
czasach nowozytnych i najnowszych (XVIII-XX w.), ed. Andrzej Pilch (Warsaw: Panstwowe Wydawnictwo
Naukowe, 1984), 230-240.

32 Franciszek Sokét, “Prawda o Peru,” Gazeta Swiqteczna, no. 2647, October 25, 1931, 6. Quoted in Stanistaw
Warchatowski, I poleciatl w swiat daleki...Wspomnienia z Brazylii, Polski i Peru (Warsaw: Biblioteka Iberyjska,
2009), 30.
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as a threat to a Polishness losing its human reservoir.’> Among the critical voices, some
understood the precarious situation of the peasant and advocated organized and channeled

emigration.>

1.3. Ready for a Journey? Advocating, Advising, Informing: Yiddish
Emigration Guidebooks before 1914

The integrationist and maskilic periodicals that discussed Argentina at the turn of the
1890s and 1900s were largely unavailable to poorer Jews, who were supposed to become the
colonists of Argentina. That changed with the appearance of a regular Yiddish language press,
geared specifically to ordinary Jews. The figure that combined the Argentine debates of the
Jewish elite with the attitudes of the Jewish masses was Yitskhok Leybush Peretz. He belonged
to the cultural echelons of Jewish society, but wrote in Yiddish for a broader Jewish public,
often taking inspiration from the life of simple shtet/ Jews. Peretz’s literary debut came at the
very same time when Argentina appeared on the map of the Jewish world.” In 1889, the first
ship with Jewish immigrants docked in Buenos Aires, in 1888 Y. L. Peretz debuted in Yiddish
and, in 1896, Theodor Herzl published his pamphlet Der Judenstaat (The Jewish State), in
which he debated between Palestine and Argentina as potential destinations for a future Jewish
settlement.*® According to Samuel Rollansky, Peretz planned to travel to Argentina together
with his friend Yankev Dinezon and considered founding a Yiddish newspaper there. In a letter
to Dovid Falk, Peretz wrote about a separate book that he planned to devote to Argentina.’” In
1902, Peretz entered into a debate about the Jewish Colonization Association with literary critic
Israel Isidor Elyashev (Bal Mahshoves), who described Argentine colonization as “creating an

open wound on the body of the Jewish folk,” arguing the negative consequences that the

33 One of the critics of peasant emigration was the nationalist politician Roman Dmowski. Dmowski visited Polish
colonies in Brazil in 1899 as a correspondent for Tygodnik Ilustrowany, see Paradowska, Podroznicy i emigranci,
171. See also Roman Dmowski, Wychodzstwo i osadnictwo (Lwow: Towarzystwo Wydawnicze, 1900); Michat
Starczewski, “Mrzonki racjonalnej kolonizacji w duchu narodowym: Roman Dmowski i polska emigracja do
Brazylii,” Przeglqd Historyczny 52 no. 2 (2015): 63-74. In his account, Dmowski wrote that “we need to look on
the eruptions of the emigration movement with the greatest caution,” ibidem, 1.

34 Paradowska, Podréznicy i emigranci, 159-162.

55 Samuel Rollansky, “Y.L. Peretzes batsiyung tsu argentine,” Argentiner IWO Shrifin 1 (1941): 117-136.

56 Theodor Herzl, Der Judenstaat (Berlin: Jiidischer Verlag, 1920), 40-45. For attempts by the proto-Zionist
Hovevey Tsiyon to attract the attention and funding of Baron Maurice Hirsch, see Israel Klausner, Me-kattowitz
ad basel. Moreshet shel gal ha-aliya ha-sheni ad ha kongres ha-tsiyoni ba-basel (Jerusalem: Ha-sifirya ha tsiyonit,
1964), 126-148, quoted in Rubel, “Di opklangen vegn der yidisher emigratsye,” 41.

57 Nakhmen Mayzel, ed., Y.L. Peretz briv un redes gezamelt un ibergezetst mit araynfir un bemerkungen fun
nakhmen mayzel (Vilna, 1930), 55; quoted in Rollansky, “Y.L. Peretzes,”120.
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Palestine-Argentina dichotomy might have on the Zionist project.’® Peretz dismissed this
accusation and argued that JCA was the only existing transnational Jewish body, “a sign of

b

Jewish unity,” and could only be beneficial to Jewish folk.*® Although in Poland Peretz’s
opinions were of great importance, his numerous articles supporting agricultural colonization
went almost unnoticed in Argentina, which in that period was almost devoid of a Jewish
journalistic or literary scene. Peretz’s interest in Argentina should not be seen as a sign of his
special preference for South America. His articles and polemics were part of the ongoing
discussions of that era, when, as Rollansky concluded, “Palestine and Argentina appeared as
two twins.”

Peretz’s interest in Argentina in the early twentieth century was fueled by the beginning
of the Jewish immigration to Argentina and the subsequent debates among the Jewish elite. At
the same time, Argentina entered the lives of ordinary Polish Jews. Israel Makranski of the
Poylisher Farband recalled that Jewish colonization in Argentina “shined in the dark night of
Jewish life in Europe.”®® This is clearly visible in the memories of Yiddish authors who grew
up in the traditional shtetls, but later became secularized and embraced progressive cultural
Yidishism. Peretz Hirschbein recalled that at the beginning of the twentieth century Argentina
was “seducing’ the poorest of the poor with its presumed richness and liberties. Jews in Poland
allegedly began to dream about Argentina. Hirschbein paraphrased the contemporary

atmosphere in the following way:

Come here [to Argentina], come here, it will be your country... Here flows milk and
honey... You can eat bread and meat until being satiated. Sun and happiness rule here.
Come here, with sons and daughters, settle down in a country of happiness, everything
will be provided upon your arrival.... Come quick, come quick!®!

Another Yiddish author, Hersh Dovid Nomberg recalled the days of the early Argentine fever

in the following way:

Argentina! Once it was a word that was heard in all Jewish cities and shtetls, as a call of
redemption, a word that made Jewish hearts tremble with happiness, expectation and hope.
As a lovely spring wind, the message traveled around all Jewish places: a country for

58 Baal Machshoves, “Ver iz JCA?” Der Jud, no. 8, February 21, 1901, quoted in Rollansky, “Y.L. Peretzes,” 126.
59 Shtet un shtetlekh in Ale verk fun Y.L. Peretz (Vilna: Vilner Ferlag fun Kletzkin, 1925), vol. 17, 243, quoted in
Rollansky, “Y.L. Peretzes,” 126.

60 Israel Makranski, “Poylishe yidn in der argentiner yidisher kolonizatsye,” in Poylishe yidn in doyrem amerike.
25 yor gezelshaftlekhe tetikayt (Buenos Aires: Tsentral farband fun poylishe yidn in argentine, 1941), 129.

61 Peretz Hirschbein, Fun vayte lender. Argentine, brazil, yuni, november 1914 (New York: Farlag Tog, 1916), 35.
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Jews, for Jewish agricultural workers, the Redeemer arose, Baron Hirsch! [...] The
newspapers were agitating, this one for, the other against. [...] The intelligentsia had
debated: is Argentina a competition for Zion or not? In short, for some years Argentina
occupied a very prominent place for the Jewish public.®?

Until the beginning of the twentieth century, a broad spectrum of Yiddish speakers was
not yet served by modern Yiddish dailies and weeklies, which would only become
commonplace in the second decade of the twentieth century. To reach the emigrants, the Jewish
Colonization Association established a network of information centers and traveling emigration
agents. In time, the JCA activities developed and in 1909 it had representatives in 433 towns
and cities throughout the Russian Empire, including 50 in the Kingdom of Poland, which in
those years was the source of approximately 25% of all Russian-Jewish emigrants.®® The
organization published regular reports, Spanish-Yiddish dictionaries and brochures explaining
how to receive an emigration passport. From 1907 onwards, the JCA published a Yiddish
biweekly Yidisher Emigrant (The Jewish Emigrant), distributing around 70,000 copies in 1910.
Similar counseling institutions could be found in Warsaw, run mostly by wealthier Jews, who
regarded emigration advising and advocacy as a type of charity work. Warsaw saw to the
establishment of the Warsaw Information Bureau for Emigrant Jews, and from 1912 the Jewish
Emigration Society.®* The former organization was in permanent contact with the JCA, and
immigrants planning to go to Argentina made up 26% of those seeking the organization’s advice.
Historian Konrad Zielinski estimated that prior to 1914, approximately 11.5% of Jewish
emigrants from the Kingdom of Poland had immigrated to Argentina.®

Jewish emigration agencies were coordinating the recruitment of both Christian and
Jewish emigrants. They belonged to a hierarchical structure, with branches in European ports,
big cities in Poland and individual representatives in smaller towns. In Galicia, only 15% of
agents were Poles in 1910, while the rest were Jews or Germans. Quite often emigration
agencies were a family business or were run by women. In Husiatyn, Pinkas Kapeller worked

with his son David, while in Rawa Ruska Moses Gelber cooperated with his son-in-law. In

62 Hersh Dovid Nomberg, introduction to Mordechai Alpersohn, Kolonye Mauricio: draysik yerike JCA
kolonizatsye in argentine: a historishe shilderung (Berlin: Jidischer Verlag, 1923), 7.

63 “Emigracja zydow z Rosji,” Izraelita, unknown issue from 1911, 9.

4 Warszawskie Biuro Emigrantow Zydéw (The Warsaw Information Bureau for Emigrant Jews) was directed by
Leon Lichtenstein, a lawyer and co-editor of Izraelita in the late 1900s. See Wodzinski and Jagodzinska, “Izraelita”
1866-1915, 40.

85 Zielinski, “Emigracja zydowska,” 32.
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Rohatyn, Josef and Ruchla Doller jointly represented the Austro-Americana shipline. When in
1907 Russian police discovered the illegal emigration bureau of Salomon Rozenberg, all his
family (wife Estera-Fejga and parents David and Sura) were deported from Russian Poland for
two years.

Emigration from Russia was restricted or treated as a delict, until the end of the tsarist
rule. Obtaining a passport was difficult and expansive. Consequently, many Jews fled the
Empire illegally, bribing the border police or using someone else's passport. Police documents
reveal that emigration agents were often involved in the smuggling of goods and people.
Russian emigrants usually crossed the Austrian border around the town of Brody and continued
their journey by train to Hamburg, Bremen, etc. The way via Russian Lipava or Odessa was
more expensive and required the possession of a valid passport.®” Those immigrating to
Argentina under the auspices of the Jewish Colonization Association received exceptional
emigration permits. The JCA had its office in St. Petersburg and coordinated the issue with the
Russian government. In Galicia, the emigration laws of 1897 permitted emigration for anyone
except those obligated to serve in the army. Consequently, most of the people leaving Russian
Poland in 1905 were deserters (around 80%), whereas in Galician Husiatyn it was about 40%
in 1913.% The deserters who could not obtain official passports relied on the help of smugglers
and document forgers. In this case, many turned out to be Jewish. In 1912, the Russian police
arrested a gang of 17 Jewish smugglers from Myszyniec, who were transporting Jews across
the Prussian border. In 1913, the Austrian police found 45 false passports in the emigration

agency run in Stary Sambor by Salomon Weiniger.%’

To satisfy the need for information about what was then the almost completely unknown
country of Argentina, a plethora of short books describing the conditions of life in Argentina

appeared throughout Eastern Europe. One of the first emigration guidebooks published in

66 Michat Starczewski, “Z dziejow emigracji zarobkowej: agenci emigracyjni na ziemiach polskich przed 1914 r.”
Przeglgd Historyczny CIII, no. 1 (2012): 47-80. See also Gur Alroey, “Bureaucracy, Agents, and Swindlers: The
Hardships of Jewish Emigration From the Pale of Settlement in the Early 20" Century,” in Jews and the State:
Dangerous Alliances and the Perils of Privilege. Studies in Contemporary Jewry, vol. XIX, ed. Ezra Mendelsohn
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 214-231.

%7 See Irving Howe, The World of Our Fathers (New York: New York University Press, 1976), 28-29, and Hans
Rogger, Jewish Policies and Right-Wing Politics in Imperial Russia (Hampshire-London: Palgrave Macmillan,
1986), 183-184, quoted in Zielinski, “Emigracja zydowska,” 20.

%8 Starczewski, “Z dziejow emigracji zarobkowej,” 48.

 Tbid.
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Yiddish was Argentina. Leyent un veyst vohin ir fort (Argentina: Read and Know Where You
Are Going) published in Berdichev in 1892, originally in Russian and compiled by Bargash
Shakhbar (a nickname). It is unclear who published the Russian original. Although the book
was published in Ukrainian Berdichev, it catered principally to Polish Jews. The first pages
advertised the possibility of purchasing the book in a well-known Warsaw publishing house of
the Orgelbrand family, in the headquarters of Yudishe Biblyotek on Niecata Street or the
Dinezon's bookstore on Nalewki Street (both in Warsaw).

Shakhbar’s Argentina was a very realistic and down-to-earth depiction of immigration
conditions. It was far from over-optimistic and described in detail the numerous problems,
obstacles and forms of harassment that emigrants faced during their journey. It informed its
readers that in the “Argentine paradise, no one waited for the emigrants with open hands.””°
The author pointed out that promises of plots of land, farm animals and money for starting a
new life in Argentina were fulfilled only in rare cases. As Shakhbar argued, due to passport or
other legal difficulties, many immigrants were forced to return home already from European
port cities. The book described the agents that sold false tickets to Argentina or robbers who
attacked those waiting for the ship.”! The author summarized the situation in the following way:
“They do to you all the bad things that are possible.” The book continued by informing readers
about the terrible travel conditions: “You will have money only for a third-class ticket. There
you [will] hardly have any air to breathe, receive small portions of food and have barely
anything to drink [...] In a space for three hundred people, they [will] squeeze in five hundred
or more, so that it is not uncommon for someone to suffocate.””> The guidebook informed
travelers that the salty sea water was undrinkable, that the fresh water supply was very limited
and the little that was available “was covered with a green mold and stank unbearably.” Sea

sickness, which “spared only maybe one in a hundred,” was described in an equally terrifying

0 Bargash Shakhbar, Argentina. Leyent un veyst vohin ir fort (Berdichev, 1892), 4-5.

" For studies dealing with emigration agents in Poland see: Grzegorz Maria Kowalski, “Instytucje organizujace
wychodzstwo z Galicji w latach 1901-1914. Organizacja, dzialalno$¢, propaganda emigracyjna,” in
Wielokulturowos¢ polskiego pogranicza. Ludzie — idee — prawo. Materialy ze Zjazdu Katedr Historycznoprawnych,
Augustow, 15-18 wrzesnia 2002 roku, ed. A. Litynski et al. (Bialystok: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu w
Biatymstoku, 2003), 381-395; Grzegorz Maria Kowalski, Przestepstwa emigracyjne w Galicji 1897-1918: z badan
nad dziejami polskiego wychodzstwa (Krakow: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiellonskiego, 2003); for
emigration agents in Germany, see Agnes Bretting, Funktion und Bedeutung der Auswanderungsagenturen in
Deutschland im 19. Jahrhundert, in Auswanderungsagenturen und Auswanerungsvereine im 19. und
20.Jahrhundert, ed. Agnes Bretting et al. (Stuttgart: Steiner, 1991).

72 Shakhbar, Argentina, 6-8.
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way. Hundreds of sick passengers allegedly lay in the tsvishndek (storage area) without any

help, weak from disease.
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[lustration. no. 2. Bargash Shakhbar, Argentina. Leyent un veyst vohin ir fort, Berdichev 1892.

The next chapters featured specific aspects of life in Argentina: its geography, the local
population, Spanish colonization and European immigration. The author touched upon
Argentine gauchos, whose “whole life was to ride a horse around the steppe.”” Shakhbar also
described Argentina’s economic development. Commerce was supposed to “increase day by
day” and familiar potatoes and wheat, as well as less known varieties of corn and melons, were
said to have been grown in Argentina. Special attention was paid to cattle, described as
Argentina’s main export good. In addition, Argentine imports were portrayed in detail, giving
the future immigrant a perspective on which trades could be practiced with success.

Nevertheless, Shakhbar warned that only “those with professions or with money” would be

3 1bid., 12-13.
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lucky enough to have a relatively easy start. Most immigrants needed to work very hard to earn
the most basic livelihood. Many faced difficulties with adapting to the new climate, while the
professionals were far from rich, as flats and food were allegedly very expensive. In other place,
the author explained clearly that one needed to work very hard for bread and that nothing “here
was given for free.” As Shakhbar warned, after realizing that life in Argentina was no heaven,
many immigrants started to miss their home. Yet many lacked the necessary financial means to
return, others “died from worrying,” yet others were forbidden to go back.”

As Shakhbar believed, the possibilities of becoming a farmer were scarce. The Argentine
government was described as a group of liars, who fooled immigrants. The situation with
buying land from private owners was presumably similar: “First, you don’t know the language,
second, you don’t know the laws, third, the officials are thieves,” Shakhbar summarized.”
However, the ending of his book was more optimistic. In referring to the experiences of Eastern
European Jews, he summed the matter up in the following way: “You know well what is hunger
and suffering [...] and you know that the way to the Garden of Eden is a way through troubles
[...]. But Argentina can become that kind of Gan Eden.” The last paragraph of the book advised
high caution, as Argentina could become a paradise only for the “proper, prepared emigrants.”
For others, it would rather be a “graveyard.” The author advised against emigrating in the given
moment and waiting for the assistance of the government and the fulfillment of a future Baron
Hirsch project.”® As it is impossible to identify Shakhbar’s background, I cannot speculate
about his exact motivations. On the one hand, he published his book in Yiddish, catering to the
future emigrants, yet gave a rather cold assessment of the opportunities in Argentina, on the
other. His negative attitude might have been based on the earliest voices that spoke about the
difficulties in Argentina, formulated by a Jewish elite fearing the loss of control and authority

or by the negative attitude of Russian authorities, who generally forbade emigration.”’

" Ibid., 14.

5 Ibid., 23.

76 Compare with Peretz Hirschbein’s and Hersh Dovid Nomberg’s accounts on the Jewish colonies in Argentina:
section 4.3 in the second chapter of this dissertation.

7 For an analysis of emigration regulations in the lands of partitioned Poland, see the works of Grzegorz Maria
Kowalski. For the Austro-Hungarian Empire, see “Prawna regulacja wychodzstwa na ziemiach polskich pod
panowaniem austriackim w latach 1832—-1914,” Czasopismo Prawno-Historyczne LIV, no. 1 (2002): 171-191; for
Russian Poland, “Prawna regulacja wychodzstwa w Krélestwie Polskim w latach 1815-1914,” Czasopismo
Prawno-Historyczne LV, no. 2 (2003): 231-254; for the Prussian partition, “Prawna regulacja wychodzstwa na
ziemiach polskich pod panowaniem pruskim w latach 1794-1914,” Czasopismo Prawno-Historyczne LVIII, no.
2 (2006): 199-224.
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A number of similar brochures were in circulation in Eastern Europe. The following year
(1893), an analogous guidebook edited by Yankev Yedvabnik Di beshraybung fon argentina
un ire kolonyen (The Description of Argentina and Its Colonies) was published in Warsaw. It
was already in its fifth edition (the first was probably issued in 1889), which suggests a high
interest and demand for these kinds of guidebooks. The book was much more detailed than the
Shakhbar’s brochure and focused specifically on the agricultural colonies founded by Baron
Maurice de Hirsch. In the space of more than a hundred pages, Yedvabnik gave a general
overview of Argentina and presented the main personalities involved in Jewish colonization.
The prologue was a description of the unusual commotion that the possibility of immigration
to Argentina evoked in Eastern Europe. As Yedvabnik argued, the word Argentina “was
repeated and echoed by everyone, by the intelligentsia and by blue-collar workers. It became a
kind of magic spell that was supposed to solve all Jewish problems. It was on the lips of
everyone.” The turn of the 1880s and 1890s was described as a unique momentum when
Argentina literally crashed into the lives of Polish Jews.”

As Yedvabnik stated, there were only a few people who had any reliable information
about Argentina and the chances it offered. Here and there Jewish newspapers, such as
Warsaw’s Izraelita, published an article about the possibilities of emigration, but all in all
information was hardly available. This lack of information compelled Yedvabnik to write a
guidebook for his “Jewish brothers.” In order to create the impression of a traveler, he decided
to describe as a form of “travel” the process of analyzing the sources. Yedvabnik’s book was
supposed to be up-to-date, with the “hottest news and observations.” He had never been to
Argentina, and his information was taken from encyclopedias, books and journals. Yedvabnik
decided to write his book in a Yiddish: in a “simple, everyday language, understandable to
everyone.” In fact, Yedvabnik’s book was written in a Germanized Yiddish, suggesting that the
author felt more confident in German than in Yiddish. Yedvabnik claimed that he was well
informed about the lives of ordinary Jews, as he himself “travelled from a beit midrash to a beit
midrash” (religious schools) until the age of fifteen. Afterwards he probably turned to Haskalah
and became involved with acculturating German-speaking Jews, which influenced his Yiddish

orthography.

8 Yankev Yedvabnik, Di beshraybung fon argentina un ire kolonyen (Warsaw, 1893).
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The structure of Yedvabnik’s book was similar to other books of this genre. The author
departed from describing the history of European colonization of the future Argentina,
underlining the conflicts between the “civilized Europeans” and indigenous groups that he saw
as “wild peoples.” Later, Yedvabnik described the geography of Argentina, its climate, trade
and industry. In a chapter entitled “Religion and civilization,” Yedvabnik informed readers that
although the dominant religion of the land was Catholicism, the government allowed everyone
to practice their faith freely. Argentine governments supported the development of secular
science and public education was free.”” Those who had fears about living conditions were
informed that Buenos Aires was a fully European city, with electric lamps and horse-trams on

most streets.
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[lustration no. 3. Yankev Yedvabnik, Di beshraybung fun argentina un ire kolonyen, Warsaw, 1893.

7 1bid., 39-41.
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Yedvabnik’s book was a mixture of practical information relevant to the workers and
descriptions of the magnificence and grandeur of Buenos Aires. Yedvabnik wrote that an
average worker earned between 80 to 100 rubles a month, an artisan around 30 more and an
accountant around 800. In the same paragraph, he wrote that “for the most basic food” one
needed to spend between 70 to 120 rubles (which would mean that working-class families could
barely make ends meets). Writing about the travel costs, he mentioned third-class tickets and
advised negotiating discounts for bigger groups of emigrants.®® Similarly, he provided
information only about food for third-class passengers. In other passages, Yedvabnik wrote
about the Flores district inhabited by the aristocracy, Palermo park and the beautiful avenues
lined with palm trees that “were hard to see even in Paris.” Paying little attention to the financial
burden that purchasing a ship ticket meant for the majority of immigrants, when writing about
travel conditions Yedvabnik recommended taking the most comfortable French ships. He gave
his personal selection of the city's most beautiful streets (Rivadavia, Maipu) and squares (Plaza
Victoria-now Plaza de Mayo, Plaza San Martin).3! His book was dotted with a few photos, maps
and drawings that served as additional proof to his remark that “civilization was well-rooted
there.”8?

Yedvabnik devoted the second part of his book (more than forty pages) specifically to
Jewish colonization. He presented the figure of Baron de Hirsch, quoted the contract between
Hirsch and the Argentine government and a selection of news reports about colonization.
Yedvabnik did not have the necessary tools to verify them, yet he clearly disavowed the critical
voices appearing in Jewish Poland. He wrote that it was a shame that letters describing the
situation in Argentina in negative terms were printed in the European Jewish press. He accused
newspapers of spreading unverified information and besmirching the Argentine enterprise.
Yedvabnik himself was convinced that immigration to Argentina was a good option for many
Polish Jews and his book clearly encouraged readers to try their luck in Argentina. He praised
the Russian government for issuing emigration permits and explicitly wrote “the way is open,

open for everyone.”** Yedvabnik hoped that emigration “would flow with a strong stream” and

8 Ibid., 54.

81 Tbid., 48-49.
82 Ibid., 39.

8 Ibid., 104.
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saw his book as a timely guide for “rayze-kandidaten” (trip candidates), as he labeled the
emigrants. Yedvabnik hoped that emigration to Argentina would produce a new Jew, who “will
leave his rugs at home,” together with “ugly traditions” and a preference for “handel-shmandel.”
A Jew who knew what order, systematization and cleanness meant. He held a negative opinion
of ordinary Jews, who made up the majority of future immigrants. His book revealed his
prejudice concerning the traditional Jewry, so characteristic of the acculturated elite to which
he probably belonged. The agricultural colonies in Argentina were inscribed by him into the
positivist discourse of Eastern European Haskalah that insisted on “elevating the cultural level”

of the Jewish masses. In his vision, Argentina was a laboratory of change and progress.

1.4. On the Same Ship: The Trajectories of Immigration to Argentina

Publications concerning immigration to Argentina featured not only Polish Jews, but also
Polish and Ukrainian peasants. Between 1869 and 1939, around 150,000 Polish peasants
permanently immigrated to Argentina and Brazil, with a large majority in the 1890s and
1900s.%* “Argentine fever” in the Kingdom of Poland hit Jews and peasants precisely in the
same years. The agrarian crisis (from 1884 onward), a ban on crop exports to the UK, a ban on
working in Prussia, an industrial crisis in the £.6dZ area, growing overpopulation in rural areas
of central and eastern Poland and the introduction of the May Laws the case of Jews — all led
to searching for other options to make a living.** In the last decade of the nineteenth century,
Argentina emerged as an emigration destination for both Jews and non-Jews. Both Jews and
peasants were targeted by emigration agents, who circulated through towns and villages. In
those years, a number of studies appeared examining the possibilities and influences of gentile
emigration to Latin America, usually situated within a quasi-colonial discourse. Stefan
Nestorowicz examined the chances of settlements in Patagonia, while in 1891 Jozef
Siemiradzki, Antoni Hemperl and Witold ELazniewski traveled to Argentina.*® In the 1890s, a
few journals were in existence that published reports from expeditions and discussed
immigration to South America: Wszechswiat (Universe), Wedrowiec (Globetrotter), Ziemia
(Earth), Przeglgd Emigracyjny (Emigration Review). During the Argentine /ype preceding
World War I, The Polish Emigration Society (Polskie Towarzystwo Emigracyjne) published a

8 Mazurek, Kraj a emigracja, 9.
8 Ibid., 29-30.
8 Paradowska, Podrdznicy i emigranci, 90-91
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number of books featuring Argentina. In 1912, Roman Jordan's Argentyna jako teren dla
polskiego wychodzstwa. Sprawozdanie z podrozy informacyjnej (Argentina as a Terrain for
Polish Emigration: A Report from a Study Trip) came out in Krakow. Another leader of the
Polish Emigration Society, Jozef Okotowicz, published O widokach dla robotnikow
sezonowych w Argentynie (Concerning the Prospects of Seasonal Workers in Argentina) in
Krakow in 1911.

After the First World War, the discourse of colonization and emigration continued in
independent Poland. A Polish honorary consul in Argentina, Jozef Wtodek, edited Argentyna i
emigracja ze szczegolnym uwzglednieniem emigracji polskiej (Argentina and Emigration with
a Special Focus on Polish Emigration), published in Warsaw in 1923. In the late 1920s and
early 1930s, a number of Polish-Spanish phrasebooks was also published in Warsaw (some by
governmental institutions, some by steamship carriers).!” In 1937, the Emigration Syndicate
issued a brochure on immigration to Argentina that, although directed mostly at Polish peasants,
applauded Jewish achievements in Argentina.®® In the same year, the Polish consul in Buenos
Aires, Waclaw Dostal, edited another updated volume on Argentina.®® In 1936, the Institute of
Social Economy (Instytut Gospodarstwa Spolecznego) announced a memoir contest for Polish
emigrants in South America. The following year, the Institute published a volume that included
selected testimonies.”® They featured the difficulties of immigrant life, but also a conviction
that their hard work would help them to improve their life. The testimonies were written by
ordinary people and bore witness to the challenges of everyday life. Although these publications
primarily featured Polish gentile emigrants of peasant background, they drew on the general

presence of Argentina in the discourse of emigration in interwar Poland.

87 Rozmoéwki polsko-hiszpanskie oraz najwazniejsze zasady wymowy i gramatyki jezyka hiszpanskiego. Dla
uzytku emigrantow (Warsaw: Urzad Emigracyjny, 1931); Rozméwki polsko-hiszpanskie (Warsaw: Nelson Line,
1929); Rozméwki polsko-hiszpanskie (Warsaw: Towarzystwo Okretowe Krolewsko-Holenderski Lloyd, 1928).
8 Wiadomosci o Argentynie do uzytkéw wychodzcow wraz z samouczkiem jezyka hiszparnskiego, Biblioteczka
Syndykatu Emigracyjnego, vol. Il (Warsaw: Syndykat Emigracyjny, 1937). The brochure thoroughly described
the emigration process, the scams that emigrants might face and even referred to what clothes to take.

8 Wactaw Dostal, Argentyna, Monografie Geograficzno-Handlowe Informatora Eksportowego, vol. IV (Warsaw,
1937). The book focused on economic and political aspects. The book was directed at Polish companies that
wanted to enter the Argentine market. Metal, wood products and coal constituted the core of Polish exports

% Pamietniki Emigrantow z Ameryki Potudniowej (Warsaw: Instytut Gospodarstwa Spolecznego, 1937).
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Illustration no 4. HIAS (Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society), advertisements of Spanish courses in Warsaw, 1920s,
DZS IK 2f, National Library in Warsaw.

In the twenties and thirties, steamer companies took part in publishing guidebooks for
emigrants. In 1923, the Royal Steam Packet Mail Co. (RSPM), one of the steamer companies
offering passage to Buenos Aires, published a thirty-page brochure in Yiddish about Argentina
and the emigration process.”! The company publications guided readers on how to receive a
passport, what goods were allowed to be brought to Argentina and what to expect upon arrival
in Buenos Aires. Similarly to earlier publications, the brochure commissioned by RSPM also
wrote about the Argentine population, trade and climate. A separate chapter was devoted to the
Jewish presence in Argentina. By mentioning the existence of the already well-established
community, the company assured the emigrants about the Jewish social, cultural and economic
infrastructure. Although the 1920s witnessed the peak of the Jewish white slave trade, the
brochure did not say a word about it. By deciding to conceal this aspect of Argentine reality,

the liner undoubtedly wanted to maintain a perception of the country as safe and promising.

ol Argentina (Warsaw: Farlag "Royal Mail Line," 1923).
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[lustration no. 5. “K.H.L. do Argentyny, Brazylji, Urugwaju,” Krolewsko Holenderski Lloyd, Warsaw 1928, DZS
XIIA 5, National Library Warsaw.

Within the plethora of books and brochures about Argentina to appear in Eastern Europe,
Mordechai (Marcos) Alpersohn's memoirs Draysik yor in argentine. Memuarn fun a yidishn
kolonist (Thirty Years in Argentina. Memoirs of a Jewish Colonist) held a special place.”> The
first part of the book was initially published in Buenos Aires in 1922 as Kolonye Mauricio:
draysik yerike JCA kolonizatsye in argentine. a historishe shilderung (Colonia Mauricio: Thirty
Years of JCA Colonization in Argentina: A Historical Picture), but was quickly republished the
following year in Berlin with a foreword by Warsaw author Hersh Dovid Nomberg. In the early
1920s, the German capital served as a center of Yiddish literature and a thriving transit point of

Eastern European Jewish culture.”> Nomberg, who visited Argentina in 1922 and returned to

°2 The book had three parts published between 1922 and 1928. In 1930, the first part of the memoirs was published
in Hebrew translation in Tel Aviv, which included a foreword by Hersh Dovid Nomberg. The Spanish translation
appeared only in 1986.

93 Gennady Estraikh and Mikhail Krutikov, Yiddish in Weimar Berlin: At the Crossroads of Diaspora Politics and
Culture (Oxford: Legenda, 2010).
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Poland via Berlin, managed to find a publisher there for Alpersohn's book, which could then
easily find its way from Berlin to Poland.

Alpersohn's book, written in Argentina by an emigrant from Poland (Lanckorona), was
a first-hand account and memoir.”* Published during the post-World War I emigration hype, it
came to represent an important position for emigrants. Alpersohn wrote that the book was
written “in a simple language that his mom taught him,” inviting readers not to anticipate an
intimidating and overly scientific study. Nomberg, who edited the text, decided not to adjust its
style and keep it as close to the original manuscript as possible. In the foreword, Alpersohn
presented himself as one of the folk, someone who wanted to help future emigrants. His
memoirs “were written with his tears and the blood of his friends,” instead of ink. He promised
to tell a “true story” that “they” [Jewish Colonization Asociation] presumably kept hidden from
the public abroad. Painting a heroic endeavor of colonization and alluding to the exotic
imageries of Argentina in Europe, Alpersohn mentioned “wild Indians,” who inhabited the
region of Colonia Mauricio barely 12 years before the founding of the Jewish settlement. It is
hard to measure the influence of Alpersohn’s book in Eastern Europe, but we have a handful of
testimonies on the subject. An immigrant, Zalman Orensztein, born in 1902 in Sokotdéw
Podlaski, recalled that reading Alpersohn's account made Argentina familiar to him. Even
though he was a Zionist, he decided to go to Argentina, rather than to Palestine.”> A Buenos
Aires journalist, Yosef Horn, wrote that Alpersohn’s memoirs were available in hundreds of

Jewish libraries in Poland.’®

% Der leksikon der nayer yidisher literatur stated that Alpersohn was born in Lanckorona (Lantskron), Podolia.
This might be a mistake as the only a locality named Lanckorona is located in Lesser Poland, see Der leksikon der
nayer yidisher literature, ed. Samuel. Niger and Jacob Shatzky (New York: Altveltlekher yidisher kultur-kongres,
1956), 117-118.

95 Centro Mark Turkow, Archivo de Palabra, no. 47, Zalman Orensztein.

% Yosef Horn, “Poylishe yidn — di sefer fun unzer kultur-svive un boyer fun on oygen yidish lebn in argentine,”
in Poylishe yidn in doyrem amerike, 152.
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Ilustration no. 6. Cover of Mordechai Alpersohn's book, 30 yor in argentine. Memuarn fun a yidishn kolonist,
Berlin 1923.

2. The Polish Government, Gentile Opinions and Argentina as a
Solution to the Jewish Question

The Polish government was a key actor to participate in the shaping of Poland’s Jewish
discourse about Argentina.’’ Its Argentine policies and agenda influenced the way Jewish

immigration to Argentina was conceptualized. In the interbellum, Poland was interested in

°7 For a study of Poland's interwar emigration policy, see Anna Kiciger, “Polityka Migracyjna II Rzeczpospolitej,”
CEFMR Working Papers, 4/2005.
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strengthening its economic ties with Argentina, but it was emigration that stood at the focal
point. Throughout most of the interwar period, the Jewish minority was considered a challenge
to the project of a “national state for the Poles” that some leaders (especially those with ties to
the National Democrat party, or Endecja) preferred over the multiethnic republic that was in
existence until 1939. Although the 1921 Constitution proclaimed equality between Jews and
Christians, the reality was a far cry from it. Many Jews wanted to leave Poland and the Polish
government was not opposed to this decision. The Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs considered
promoting emigration from Poland as part of its long-term agenda, and the State Emigration
Office (Panstwowy Urzad Emigracyjny) and Emigration Council (Rada Emigracyjna)
supervised the emigration of Jews and non-Jews alike.’® Although the governing parties
changed, Polish authorities regarded emigration as a solution to the country's economic
problems and social tensions throughout the entire interbellum. Taking into account the
problem of overpopulation in villages, and the thousands of the so-called “unneeded” — or
“luftmenshn,” to use the Yiddish term — Poland saw emigration as a reasonable mechanism of
population control. The parliamentarian Michat Bojanowski from the nationalist party Zwiazek
Ludowo-Narodowy argued that emigration “[...] is an economic and social release and [...]
security event.” This view was shared by politicians and emigration scholars, such as Stanistaw
Glabinski and Mieczystaw Szawleski. * Between 1916 and 1938, the unemployed, or
“professionally passive,” to use the official Polish terminology of the day, represented 73.5%
of all emigrants (279,000).!% Although Jézef Okolowicz, the first director of the Emigration
Office, proclaimed in 1920 that emigration should be utilized in the smallest degree possible,
in fact the government, through direct and indirect channels, facilitated leaving the country for
those who were interested.'’! During the 1920s, the emigration of ethnic Poles was considered
by some as a form of compensation for the absence of Polish colonies. The overseas export of
Polish peasants, especially to South America, was seen by the government not only as a solution

to poverty and overpopulation, but as a tool of quasi-colonial expansion. In the early 1920s, the

% Until 1932, when both bodies were liquidated and their competencies handed over to the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs. See Poland’s law gazette, Dz.U. RP, nr 52 from 25.6.1932, pos. 492.

% Stanistaw Glabinski, Emigracja i jej rola w gospodarstwie narodowym (Warsaw, 1931); Mieczystaw Szawleski,
Kwestia emigracji w Polsce (Warsaw, 1927).

100 Halina Janowska, “Emigracja z Polski w latach 1918-1939.” in Emigracja z ziem polskich w czasach
nowozytnych (XVIII-XX w.), ed. Andrzej Pilch (Warsaw: Panstwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1984, 409-411.

101 Jozef Okolowicz, Wychodzstwo i osadnictwo polskie przed wojng swiatowg (Warsaw: Urzad Emigracyjny,
1920), 402, quoted in Wojciech Wrzesinski, “Polacy zagranicg w polityce II Rzeczpospolitej (1918-1939),” in
Problemy dziejow Polonii, ed. Marian M. Drozdowski (Warsaw: PWN, 1979), 22.
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Minister of Labor and Social Care, Franciszek Sokal, argued that emigration was unavoidable
and Poland should search for places where Polish peasants could find better economic prospects.
Sokal saw peasant emigration as a chance to build ethnic enclaves of Polishness outside of
Poland.!?? The revived pre-1918 calls for founding a “New Poland,” along with Polish colonial
claims, could still be heard in the 1930s.'%* A 1937 immigration guide to Argentina advised that
“it is the obligation of every emigrant to keep the national language and use it whenever
possible.” 1% Emigrants were regarded as “representatives of Poland abroad,” who should
behave with dignity and respect on a daily basis, which, as was imagined, would influence the
way Poland was be perceived in Argentina.

Following the world economic crisis, the political discourse of 1930s Poland saw a
growing trend of “encouraging” minorities to leave the country.!% Poland's policy supported
homogenizing the national structure both through promoting Polonization and advocating for
the emigration of minorities. Yet, these trends were visible already in the first years of
independent Poland. As early as 1920, a program of minister Grabski stipulated that the state
would support the “emigration of economically weak, and re-emigration of economically strong
individuals.”!% In 1921, the government established Emigration Council, which was supposed
to be responsible for policy-planning. However, the Jewish deputy to the Sejm, Ignacy Schiper,
expressed the critical observation that the Council “was more like an academic club that had
insufficient insight into actual practices.”!%” Calls for promoting Jewish emigration increased
during the nationalist upheaval in the second part of the 1930s. In 1936 the problem of Jewish
emigration was several times discussed in Polish Sejm, often under the pressure of international

Jewish organizations. % In 1937, the Ministry of the Interior (MSW) complained to the

102 «“polska emigracja zarobkowa,” Wychodzca, no. 6 (1925), 3-5.
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Emigacyjny, in which he and other emigration advocates debated the changing possibilities of emigration. See
Paradowska, Podroznicy i emigranci, 159-162.

104 Wiadomosci o Argentynie do uzytkéw wychodécéw wraz z samouczkiem jezyka hiszparskiego, Biblioteczka
Syndykatu Emigracyjnego, vol. Il (Warsaw: Syndykat Emigracyjny, 1937), 39.
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MSZ) that emigration assistance was being wrongly focused on
ethnic Poles.'” In its view, the state should focus on facilitating the emigration of national
minorities and introducing mechanisms to expedite it. The MSW demanded that MSZ negotiate
higher entry quotas for Polish Jews with other countries. In 1938, the inter-ministerial
commission issued directives that supported precisely this “fast-track” for the emigration of
minorities.'!? In 1939, Polish authorities were even positively disposed toward illegal, so-called
“tourist emigration.”!!! Yet in the late 1930s, any form of emigration was becoming more and
more difficult, both in the case of Argentina and other countries.

Discussions about emigration were fostered by semi-academic and semi-policy-oriented
institutions, such as Polish Emigration Society (Polskie Towarzystwo-Emigracyjne, PTE),
Scientific Emigration Institute (Naukowy Instytut Emigracyjny), Naval and Colonial League
(Liga Morska 1 Kolonialna). These bodies, rooted in prewar colonization debates, saw
emigration as a solution to Poland’s economic problems, as well as a mechanism of colonial
expansion. They organized research expeditions to Argentina, Peru, Brazil and Canada,
published policy papers, held conferences and edited academic periodicals and monographs.
The PTE, established as early as 1924, sought primarily to offer protection to Polish emigrants.
The Scientific Emigration Institute, headed by a nationalist Stanistaw Gabecki, operated
between the mid-1920s and 1932, and focused on exploring new areas for Polish colonial
settlement, chiefly in Latin America. In the same geographic context, Institute’s Gustaw Zatecki
talked about “national imperialism.”!'> When Latin American countries began to limit their pro-
immigration policies at the turn of the 1920s and 1930s, Mieczystaw Fularski of Naval and
Colonial League debated the possibilities of colonization that remained open to Poland.!!

For these societies, Jewish emigration was but a section of the broader Polish landscape
of emigration. Stanistaw Pawlowski published O emigracji Zydow z Polski i ich kolonizacji (On

the Emigration of Jews from Poland and Their Colonization). The 68-page publication,

109 7, Sawicki, director of MSW, letter to MSZ, 29.10.1937, Migdzyministerialna Komisja Emigracyjna (MKE),
120-121, AAN MSZ 9898, quoted in Mazurek, Kraj a emigracja, 157.

10 Protokot z posiedzenia MKE from 24.2.1938 (a report from the Interministerial Emigration Commission), AAN
MSZ, 9898 B26308 Miedzyministerialna Komisja Emigracyjna, 35.

11 Problem emigracji zydowskiej, Secret note to the Head of the Emigration Division of MFA concerning tourist
emigration, 44-48, AAN MSZ 9907 B26318.

12 Gustaw Zatecki, Kilka stéw o nowoczesnym imperializmie narodowym (Warsaw: Naukowy Instytut
Emigracyjny, 1928).

113 Mieczystaw Fularski, Kryzys emigracyjny a polska polityka kolonialna (Warsaw, Instytut Wydawniczy Ligi
Morskiej i Kolonialnej, 1927).
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published by the Naval and Colonial League, focused on the various destinations for Jewish
emigration from Poland and described it is an “obvious need.” Pawlowski referred to the then-
popular discourse of Lebensraum (living space) and pointed to Poland’s high population growth,
which made it “too tiny” for an ever-increasing population. Pawlowski pointed out that, in any
case, Jews were a diasporic nation, full of national awareness, therefore emigration would not
harm them as a community. He advised that Palestine would make the best option for Jewish
emigration (“Palestine can be in Jewish hands in just a few years”), but at the same time
suggested Argentina, “where Jews showed a lot of organizational abilities.” Pawlowski called
on Polish emigration societies to intensify their propaganda among the Jewish public.
According to Pawlowski, the Polish state should take an active role in promoting Jewish
emigration, in place of what he saw as “a passive policy.” He argued that Poland's foreign policy
should include providing Jews with reasonable emigration possibilities, yet remain linked to
internal emigration plans that included non-Jews.!'*

Jewish emigration from Poland also had its Jewish advocates, who lobbied to advance
their cause. A key political figure was Ignacy Schiper, who served as deputy in the Polish
parliament (Sejm) from 1919 to 1927. Schiper worked in the Warsaw Institute of Judaic Studies
and contributed to the innovative socio-historical studies on Polish Jewry, including aspects of
migration. Despite being a Zionist, Schiper never planned to go to Palestine himself, yet he
understood the importance of migration for the pauperized Polish Jews. In 1925, he inquired in
the Sejm about the Emigration Law that was to regulate emigration policies.!'® In 1939, his
academic colleague from the Institute of Judaic Studies, Arie Tartakower, wrote important
studies on Jewish migration: Yidishe emigratsye un yidishe emigratsye-politik (Jewish
Emigration and Jewish Emigration Policy), published in Vilna, and Di yidishe vanderungen
(The Jewish Migrations), published in Warsaw.!'® Government-funded emigration think-tanks,
like the Emigration Society or Scientific Emigration Institute, also attracted Jewish

demographers and politicians. Leon Alter and Mieczystaw Goldsztejn published articles on

114 Stanistaw Pawlowski, O emigracji zydéw z Polski i ich kolonizacji (Warsaw: Liga Morska i Kolonialna, 1937).
115 “Monitor Polski,” no. 43, February 21, 1925, pos. 168.

116 However, Tartakower was not merely a scholar of Jewish emigration. He also took an active stand, for example,
in 1937 when he pressed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Warsaw to cooperate with him and Jewish institutions
in the matter of Jewish colonization in Ecuador. See Mozliwoéci emigracji Zydow do Ekwadoru, 103-107, AAN
MSZ 9928 B2618.
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Jewish emigration in the journal of the Scientific Emigration Institute.!!” Alter was among a
group of gentiles and Jews, who strongly advocated for the emigration of Jews from Poland and
wished to see it included in a broader policy of the Polish state. He served as director of the
Warsaw HIAS Office and Head of the Emigration Department in the Ministry of Work and
Social Care. In 1931, Alter traveled to Argentina in order to examine the local situation and
promote emigration. !'® As the economic and political situation worsened, Alter saw the
growing importance of Jewish emigration from Poland. In 1926, he argued that industrialization,
the development of cooperatives and closure of the Russian market for Polish goods endangered
Jewish livelihood in the artisan economy.''” In 1937, the situation was so dire that he wrote that
“a particularly intense demand for emigration is taking on the character of a psychosis.”!?°
When emigration was limited in more and more countries, Alter lamented that Polish Jews
found themselves facing problems of exceptional severity, yet he advised resisting any attempts
at a chaotic massive emigration.'?! Conversely, he tried to exercise pressure via government
channels. Similarly, a number of Jewish leaders cooperated closely with the Polish government
as members of a delegation in the 1939 Evian Conference on Jewish refugees and migrants.!??

However, for the most part, the policies discussed by the parliamentarians and
emigration advocates were not carried out in practice. Poland remained barely engaged in
promoting emigration (both of Jews and Christians). The numerous research expeditions and
initial agreements with Brazil and Bolivia did not lead to any organized mass settlement. Most
of the emigrants left Poland independently, without any government assistance. It was partly

facilitated by the Polish legal framework of emigration of the interbellum, which was fairly

17 Leon Alter, “Wychodzstwo zydowskie”, Kwartalnik Instytutu Naukowego do Badan Emigracji i Kolonizacji 1
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119 Alter, “Wychodzstwo zydowskie,” 81.

120 In the late 1930s, emigration from Poland was barely possible. Argentina was closed since 1931 and Palestine,
which received huge emigrant contingents in 1935 and 1936, was sealed by the British in the following years.
Whereas 18,000 Polish Jews emigrated to Palestine in 1934 and 25,000-27,000 in 1935, the numbers dropped
drastically to 3,636 in 1937. See American Jewish Yearbook 40, 1938/1939, 574.

12 Rapport sur 1'etat actuel du probleme de I'emigration juive de Pologne, November 23, 1937, Reel 487, 1967;
Memo from Leon Alter, November 19, 1937, Reel 485; RG 11.001M94, HIAS-Paris, United States Holocaust
Memorial Museum. All quoted in Tara Zahra, The Great Departure: Mass Migration from Eastern Europe and
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progressive. Poland's constitution of 1921 proclaimed the right of every citizen to emigrate.'?
The 1927 Emigration Law confirmed the “freedom to emigrate” and included several pro-
migration paragraphs (such as free passports for the poor).'?* The Law established the
responsibility of the Polish state for its emigrant citizens in regulating colonization and
emigration propaganda.'?

Yet most Polish Jews could not emigrate or were far from considering emigration as a
reasonable solution. This was especially true for the Orthodox supporters of Agudas Israel,
folkists, and part of the Bundists. Some opposed not the emigration as such, but
“emigratsionism”, the ideology that suggested emigration as the only solution for Polish Jews,
that implied that leaving Poland as surrendering to anti-Semitism.'?® In the 1920s, even among
Zionists, the levels of aliyah to Palestine were insignificant in proportion to the size of the
Polish Jewish community, let alone the size of the Zionist camp.'?’ In terms of immigration to
Argentina, the numbers were also not impressive. In the interwar years, around 157,000-
167,000 Polish citizens immigrated to Argentina, including 55,000-60,000 Jews.!'?® Polish
peasants who emigrated to Argentina after 1918 worked mostly as blue-collar workers,
especially in railroad construction, the meat industry, the leather industry, or in ports. The peak
of emigration to Argentina was reached between 1926-1930, when 91,000 people left Poland,
including 22,500 Jews (25%).'% Only when Argentina limited its immigration quotas did
Palestine begin to dominate. The year 1932 represented the first time when more Jews

emigrated from Poland to Palestine (39.8%) than to Argentina (18.4.%). Yet throughout the

123 Poland’s “March Constitution” of 1921, art. 101, stated: “Every citizen has the liberty of selecting on the
territory of the state his place of residence and abode, to move about and to emigrate, as well as to choose his
occupation and profession, and to transport his property. These rights may be restricted only by statute.”
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poz. 799.
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a free Polish translator and a Polish-speaking nurse. The Ministry of Social Care approved emigration brochures
issued by emigration societies and steamer lines.

126 Weiss, Deutsche und polnische Juden, 134-136.

127 Emigration was limited by the quota system and the requirement to receive an immigrant permit.

128 A total of 161,000, according to Direccién de Migraciones, quoted by Kowalska: Marta Kowalska, “La
emigracion judia de Polonia a la Argentina an los afios 1918-1939,” Estudios Latinoamericanos, no. 12 (1989):
259. Halina Janowska gave higher figures. According to her estimates, 167,000 Polish citizens (40,000 Jews) left
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1930s, Argentina was still second in terms of overseas emigration destinations for Polish
Jews.!30

The theme of immigration to Argentina also became a part of the anti-Semitic discourse
in interwar Poland. Within the growing anti-Semitic debates, Jewish immigration to Argentina
(or elsewhere) was considered the perfect solution to the “Jewish problem.”!*! This view
corresponded with the discourse of Poland's presumed overpopulation and the government-
backed emigration of minorities. For instance, National Peasant Union (Narodowy Zwigzek
Chtopski, NZCh), an organization that defined the raising of national awareness among
peasants as its goal, saw Jewish domination in commerce as a threat to the national rights of the

Poles and called for a boycott. In the words of one representative:

[...] without enough customers, the Jewish shopkeepers will close their businesses; the
Jewish industrialists, without enough clients, will withdraw the funds earned in better
times and will leave for Argentina. There they will conduct their business, where the
people are hardly enlightened or smart.!3?

Elsewhere, Stanistaw Gierat, one of the leaders of the peasant youth movement, argued
that Jewish and peasant youth shared little in common. He understood Poland’s economic
structure as unhealthy and suggested Jewish emigration as a possible solution. For Gierat, both
Argentina and Palestine seemed equally reasonable options. However, the peasant leader
opposed any violence and oppression against the Jews, articulating a need “to awake a love of
commerce among peasant youth.”!* In this way, Gierat's views were the reverse of the Jewish
discourse of productivization, which encouraged them to devote themselves to physical,
agricultural professions.

Poland's government policies concerning Argentina and Jewish immigration to
Argentina were also shaped by reports and correspondence arriving directly from Buenos Aires.

The Polish Embassy in Argentina was opened in 1922, with Wladystaw Mazurkiewicz as its

130 Arie Tartakower, Emigracja Zydowska, 48. Between 1929 and 1937, 43.7% of Polish Jews immigrated to
Palestine and 18.8% to Argentina.

131 Compare a study on German and Polish plans around Jewish emigration to Madagascar: Magnus Brechtken,
“Madagaskar fiir die Juden.” Antisemitische Idee und politische Praxis 1885-1945 (Munich: Oldenbourg
Wissenschaftsverlag, 2009).

132 A. 1. Pigtkowski, “Jak pozby¢ sie Zydow,” Lud Polski, no. 5, January 29, 1914, 1-2, quoted in Mazurek, Kraj
a emigracja, 267.

133 Stanistaw Gierat, Podstawy ruchu mfodowiejskiego (Warsaw: Centralny Zwigzek Mlodej Wsi, 1935), 60-61,
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head for more than fourteen years.!** The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MSZ) in Warsaw kept
regular diplomatic correspondence with the Embassy’s officials. In the 1930s, MSZ published
yearly reports about emigration from Poland to Argentina and Argentina’s economic situation.
The reports were well-researched, lengthy publications (more than 120 pages), based on
Argentine sources and probably written by the staff of Buenos Aires Embassy. At times, the
reports criticized the emigration of Jews from Poland and defined it as a policy mistake. For
instance, the 1938 Embassy report underscored the positive impact of Jews on the Polish and
Argentine economy. This also reflected the general change in attitudes towards emigration in
Poland. Following the visible collapse of ethnic Polish colonization projects, some began to
perceive emigration as dangerous and a drain on human and economic capital. The report
emphasized the fact that many Jews in Poland “had a positive social and pro-state influence.”
Another point of emphasis was the loyalty of Jewish residents, especially the Orthodox segment
of Polish Jewry. The report pointed out how “beneficial” Jewish artisans and farmers were to
the Argentine economy. The report underlined that Jewish immigration helped Argentina to
develop, as Polish Jews were “good entrepreneurs and up-and-coming.”!3* Similarly, in its
brochure Wiadomosci o Argentynie (Information on Argentina), the Emigration Syndicate
stressed the attributes of “work, solidarity, perseverance and intelligence” of Jewish emigrants
from Poland as playing a crucial role in Argentina.'*® Strikingly, these pro-Jewish observations
were able to co-exist with the anti-Semitic tendencies of late 1930s Poland.

In the 1930s, following the world economic crisis, Argentina largely closed its doors to
Jewish emigration from Poland. In fact, only those already in Argentina could use the so-called
llamadas system to invite family members to Argentina. The nationalist governments of 1930s
Argentina approached Jewish immigration with growing suspicion, reflecting anti-Semitic
prejudices. This did not go unnoticed in Poland. The anti-migration policies of Argentine
authorities, often combined with anti-Semitic resentment of the government, were visible in
diplomatic contacts with Poland and went hand-in-hand with the same tendencies in Europe.
When the new Argentine ambassador, Rodolfo Freyre, arrived in Warsaw in 1937, he was quick

to inform Polish President Ignacy Moscicki about Argentina’s anti-Jewish fears. Freyre argued

134 Previously, Poland only had an honorary consulate in Argentina.

135 A note from the Polish Embassy in Buenos Aires concerning Polish Jewish immigrants in Argentina, Emigracja
polska do Argentyny, 96-102, AAN MSZ 9620 B2630.

136 Wiadomosci o Argentynie do uzytkéw wychodécéw wraz z samouczkiem jezyka hiszparskiego, Biblioteczka
Syndykatu Emigracyjnego, vol. II (Warsaw: Syndykat Emigracyjny, 1937), 39.
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that the image of a Polish immigrant had begun to worsen in the last 10-15 years, when the
“hard-working Polish peasant was exchanged by the Jew.” Returning to early twentieth century
accusations, the new ambassador added that Argentine government feared that Jews would
disseminate communist ideology in Argentina.!*’” Moscicki expressed his understanding for
Freyre’s anxiety and informed him that, according to him, Polish emigration should only consist
of “healthy village elements” and that “Argentine consuls could refuse Jews to board ships
departing from Poland.”!*

Further, the internal correspondence between Argentine diplomats in Poland and the
Argentine Ministry of Foreign Affairs was filled with clearly anti-Semitic contents. Freyre
wrote to Carlos Saavedra Lamas, Argentina's Minister of Foreign Affairs at the time, stating
that Argentina should use Moscicki advice, as Jews “had an aversion to agricultural work™ and
“had dishonest commercial habits.” '*° In the late 1930s, Argentine and Polish policies
concerning the “Jewish problem” were contradictory. Poland wanted Jews out, while Argentina
refused to let them in. Marcos A. Savon, the Argentine consul in the Polish port city of Gdynia,
wrote to Saavedra Lamas in 1937 that Argentina should introduce higher hindrances for Jewish
immigrants from Poland, explaining that the Jews “had resentment against Christianity” and
“were willing to commit the greatest crimes” and spread communism.'* Savon argued that, in
fact, Polish authorities had put Jews on a fast-track and facilitated their immigration to
Argentina and elsewhere. A conflict emerged the following year. In 1938, Argentina suddenly
stopped issuing visas to Polish citizens. The Polish MFA was surprised and outraged by the
move, which singled out Poland. In dealing with the issue, the MFA suggested that the consul
in Buenos Aires not elaborate on the ethnic background of the emigrants from Poland and even

lie that all incoming emigrants were farmers.'#!

137 Eastern European Jews were popularly associated with communism and anarchism. This raised fears among
Argentine conservatives and nationalists, who pushed for laws allowing the deportation of left-wing activists (Ley
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55-88; Yaacov Oved, “The Uniqueness of Anarchism in Argentina,” E.l.A.L. Estudios Interdisciplinarios de
América Laina y el Caribe, vol. VIII, no. 1 (1997): unpaginated.
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1.
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On the other hand, to some extent, the Polish Embassy in Buenos Aires and the Polish
government used Jews as a propaganda tool for improving the Polish image in Argentina. The
warm welcome offered by the Buenos Aires Embassy to Maurycy Urstein, a Jewish-Polish
psychiatrist who visited Argentina in 1929, could serve as a fitting example.'*> The Embassy
proudly reported that the psychiatrist was invited to run three-month-long experiments in
Argentina and that he was greeted as a star of contemporary medicine. The Embassy took upon
itself the introduction of Urstein to the medical circles of Buenos Aires. An even more cordial
welcome was given to Jewish-born Wanda Landowska, a harpsichordist and pianist, who toured
Latin America in the same year. The Embassy organized a festive gala to her honor, proudly
emphasizing that her concerts in Teatro Odeon received enthusiastic reviews.!* Although
Polish authorities might have been interested in “exporting” its Jews to Argentina in order to
solve social tensions, when it came to prestige, recognition and improving Poland’s image

abroad, the government gladly underlined the Polishness of its Jewish personalities.

3. Between Hope and Fear: The Imageries of Argentina in Poland’s
Yiddish Daily Press during the Interbellum

The emigration of Polish Jews to Argentina extended the Yiddishland’s borders and
Argentine-Jewish problems began to be discussed in other centers of the Ashkenazi diaspora.
The massive Jewish relocation to Argentina also had an impact on the reality that the emigrants
left behind. As poverty and anti-Semitism in Poland were on the rise, emigration became a very
attractive prospect for a relatively high number of Polish Jews. Following the end of the Great
War, which brought chaos, poverty and discrimination in its wake, trans-Atlantic ships again
began to fill with Jewish immigrants. Personal letters arriving from Argentina further increased
interest in what was still for many a psychologically distant country. Following a short
interruption caused by the war in Europe, Argentina once again appeared in the columns of

Yiddish newspapers in the 1920s. However, the tone was now much less ecstatic than during

broader anti-immigration policy. It turned out that nationals of other countries could emigrate without difficulty
as previously.

142 Urstein was sent to Argentina as an envoy of Poland's Emigration Office. He was supposed to examine the
sanitary conditions of the colonists. See Paradowska, Podroznicy i emigranci, 91; Filip Marcinkowski, “Maurycy
Urstein: A Forgotten Polish Contributor to German Psychiatry,” Psychiatria Polska 48, no. 1 (2014): 195-204

143 Raporty Prasowe Poselstwa RP w Buenos Aires (1929), 16, AAN MSZ 7373 B23710.
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the Argentine fever at the turn of the century and Argentina largely lost the charm of being an
absolute novelty. Jewish life in the country began to stabilize and the population grew, as the
first Argentine-born Jewish generation entered its adulthood.

In now independent Poland, the usual push-factors forced Jews to search for new-old
safe havens. The postwar economic situation was dire and equal treatment of the Jewish
minority was still rejected by large sectors of Polish society. Sociologist Arie Tartakower wrote
in 1935 that “Emigration is the dream of hundreds of thousands, if not millions, and even Jewish
cultural life is strongly connected with this main problem of contemporary Jewish social
life.”'* Tartakower estimated that around 1,200,000 Jews without a stable income lived in
Poland, who constituted a reservoir of potential emigrants.'* Answering the increased interest
in emigration, Poland’s Yiddish press began to publish articles that unveiled the Argentine
reality not only to those who planned to emigrate, but also to the general reading public. Articles
dealing with Argentina appeared in nearly all Jewish journals, independently of their
ideological and linguistic profile.

This subchapter addresses the context in which Argentina appeared in the discourse of
Poland’s interwar Jewish press. It analyzes the process of imagining and conceptualizing
Argentina, emigration and the globalizing Jewish life of the 1920s and 1930s. In Jewish Poland,
I argue, Argentina was to a great extent imagined: it was usually an outcome of gossip
circulating around Europe and sensational news from Jewish newspapers. Well aware that press
reports did not mirror the exact mood of Jewish-Polish society, I am nonetheless convinced
that an analysis of press discourse does shed light on a broad section of popular visions, hopes
and fears. Knowing how Argentina was imagined in Jewish Poland can allow us to better
understand the Argentinian trajectories of the migrants. An analysis of press debates centered
around immigration to Argentina introduces nuance to the simplified narrative of Jews fleeing
Poland wherever it was possible. Most Polish Jews did stay in the country, but experienced
Argentina’s growing social impact indirectly. This section looks at their experiences and
examines the reasons and ways in which Argentina was conceptualized in pre-1939 Jewish

Poland.

144 Arie Tartakower, Dos yidishe emigratsye-problem un der yidisher velt-kongres (Paris: Ekzekutiv-komitet forn
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145 Tbidem, 8. Tartakower claimed that the professional structure of the Jewish population did not reflect the needs
of Poland, nor did it allow Jews to earn a living. For each 100 Jews, only 32.5% were professionally active, see
Tartakower, Emigracja zydowska, 18.
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[lustration no. 7. An invitation to a lecture, “To Where Can the Jews Immigrate to,” given by Yidisher Emigrant
editor, M. Krymski, DZS IK 2f, National Library Warsaw.

In Yiddish periodicals, Argentina emerges as far from homogenous. It was described in
various textual forms, as diverse subjects attracted the attention of its editors and readers of
Warsaw's Yiddish newspapers. However, two aspects occupied the attention of journal editors
and readers: Argentina as a potential emigration destination and a risky country known for its
Jewish criminality and prostitution. In order to offer a relatively broad sample, I examine the
leading Yiddish-language newspapers published in Warsaw in the interwar period.'*¢ I focus
on the dailies Haynt and Der Moment, as well as the evening tabloid paper Hayntige Nayes.
Their dominant position on the press market and the diverse political stands allow us to track
information about Argentina that was accessible for the majority of Jews in Warsaw and in

Poland (at the time, Haynt was closely related to the Zionist movement, whereas Der Moment

146 Further research examining, for example, the Bundist Folkstsaytung or the Polish-language daily Nasz Przeglgd,
would probably reveal additional facets of Argentine discourse in Poland’s Jewish press. It would also be
worthwhile to analyze periodicals published in other Polish cities, as well as the local press in smaller towns. See,
for instance, Adam Kopciowski, Lubliner Tugblat: Wos hert zich in der prowinc? Prasa Zydowska na
Lubelszczyznie i jej najwigkszy dziennik ,, Lubliner Tugblat,” (Lublin: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Marii Curie-
Sktodowskiej, 2015).
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initially stood for folkism, later becoming a national non-partisan title).!4’” Moreover, I analyze
the high-brow weekly Literarishe Bleter, which featured mostly Yiddish culture and
literature.'*®

I focus on representations of Argentine problems in Poland's Yiddish press during the
most intensive years of interwar Jewish immigration to Argentina Altogether, 55,000-60,000
Polish Jews immigrated to Argentina in the interbellum, which formed around 13% of the
overall Jewish emigration from Poland (421,000 between 1922-1938). Whereas elitist Hebrew
and Polish Jewish titles from the turn of the centuries had an extremely limited readership,
Yiddish newspapers published in the interwar years were the most popular source of
information for the poorer and less privileged Jews. At the beginning of the century, the Yiddish
press in Polish lands was largely ephemeral, as the big dailies were still emerging: Haynt in
1908 and Der Moment in 1910. They reached certain level of stability only around 1912, when
their daily circulation exceeded 100,000 copies.

The development of the Yiddish press in Poland coincided with the second wave of
immigration to Argentina. Between 1918 and 1939, around 55,000 Polish Jews immigrated to
Argentine. In the mid-1920s, Jewish immigration to Argentina intensified mostly because of
the introduction of an immigration quota in the United States. The post-World War I Jewish
immigration to Argentina was to a great extent Jewish-Polish emigration. In the second half of
the 1920s, Polish Jews made up around 70% of all Jews immigrating to that country. In the
early 1930s, immigration to Argentina decreased significantly, but a share of immigrant Polish

Jews was still high — on average, 60%.'* The anti-immigrant policy following the coup d'etat

147 For more information on Haynt and Der Moment, see Joanna Nalewajko-Kulikov (ed.), Studia z dziejéw
trojjezycznej prasy zydowskiej na ziemiach polskich (Warsaw: Neriton, 2012); Joanna Nalewajko-Kulikov, Mowi¢
we wlasnym jezyku: prasa jidyszowa a tworzenie Zydowskiej tozsamosci narodowej (do 1918 roku) (Warsaw:
Neriton 2016). For details regarding Moment, see Abraham Zack, “Ups and Downs of a Daily,” in The Jewish
Press That Was: Accounts, Evaluations, and Memories of Jewish Papers in Pre-Holocaust Europe, ed. Arie Bar
(Tel Aviv: World Federation of Jewish Journalists, 1980), 65. Zack described Moment as a paper for “an ordinary,
everyday Jew, for the middle classes.”

148 For the specific cultural character of Literarishe Bleter, as well as its role in the Yiddishist ethno-cultural revival,
I examine it in a separate section.

149 Judith Laikin Elkin, following Jacob Lestschinsky, estimated that between 1931 and 1939 around 26,500 Jews
arrived in Argentina. The data from the Polish Interministerial Emigration Commision gathered by E. Kolodziej
and J. Zakrzewska state that 16,000 Jews left Poland for Argentina between 1931 and 1938. See Judith Laikin
Elkin, Jews of the Latin American Republics (New York: Holmes and Meier Publishers, 1998), 52; E. Kotodziej,
J. Zakrzewska, “Ostatnie posiedzenie Migdzyministerialnej Komisji Emigracyjnej [25. lutego 1939],” Teki
Archiwalne, no. 16, 1977,231. According to Arie Tartakower, in 1934 Polish Jews represented 66.4% of all Jewish
immigrants to Argentina, 76.4% in 1935 and 58.2% in 1936, Tartakower, Emigracja, 38.
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of 1930 stopped the flow of Jewish emigrants from Eastern Europe.'>’ In 1932, the general
emigration from Poland was twice as small as that of 1930. In 1935, when almost all emigration
countries closed their doors to Polish Jews, Palestine received an impressive number of almost
25,000 immigrants. In that year, barely 2,000 arrived from Poland to Argentina, thought it was
still the second emigration destination.!! In the period under examination, most of the
emigrants leaving Poland were artisans or had no professions.'>> Only a fraction belonged to
the free professions or were industrialists.

Although historians and scholars of media studies have widely analyzed the social and
political role of Poland’s interwar Yiddish press, its function as a source of information in the
study of Jewish migration remains rather subsidiary. Haim Avni, who had written extensively
on Jews in Latin America, did not include representations of Argentina in the Eastern European
Yiddish press, limiting himself to the Western European or elite Hebrew titles.!>* Similarly,
historians of the Jewish press tended to prioritize the political engagement of the interwar
partisan press, and consequently did not embed their research within various discourses (such
as the one on Argentine emigration).'>* One of the few exceptions was laacov Rubel, who
offered an interesting study of the Eastern European Hebrew press concerning immigration to
Argentina in the 1890s.!% In Argentina, the history of the Jewish press was initially written by
individuals who founded and contributed to the Jewish journals or in the form of anniversary
publications.!*® Consequently, these works were far from critical and scientific studies. Most
recent scholarship on Jewish Latin America has to some extent embraced the Jewish press as a

valuable source of information on the Jewish experience in Argentina. Alejandro Dujovne

130 «“Argentine shlist ire toyern,” Unzer Expres, 11.5.1933, 10. In the early 1930s, Argentina introduced a strict
policy for receiving immigration visas. Similar quota-system existed in other countries, including South Africa,
Brazil and Canada.

15! Tartakower, Emigracja zydowska, 8.

152 The HIAS Office in Poland estimated that among the emigrants who registered at their office in 1929, around
30% (or 7,500) were artisans, 30% without a profession and the remaining were divided between merchants,
workers and others. See Tartakower, Emigracja zydowska, 16.

153 Haim Avni, Argentina y la historia de imigracion judia 1810-1950 (Jerusalem, Buenos Aires: Editorial de
Universiadad Hebrea de Jerusalem and AMIA, 1983).

154 Marian Fuks, Prasa zydowska w Warszawie 1823-1939 (Warsaw: Panstwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1979);
Andrzej Paczkowski, “The Jewish Press in the Political Life of the Second Republik,” in Polin Studies in Polish
Jewry. Volume 8, 1994. Jews in Independent Poland, ed. Antony Polonsky, Ezra Mendelsohn and Jerzy
Tomaszewski (Oxford: The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 1994), 176-193.

155 Taacov Rubel, “Di opklangen vegn der yidisher emigratsye,” 15-42.

156 Pinie Katz, Tsu der geshichte yudisher zhurnalistik in argentine (Buenos Aires, 1929); Fufisik yor yidisher
yishev, tsvantsig yor ‘Di Presse’ (Buenos Aires, 1938); Hirsch Triwaks (ed.), Yovl bukh: a sakhakl fun 50 yor
yidishen lebn in argentine, lekoved ‘Di Ydische Zaitung’ tsu iren 25-yorigen yubileum (Buenos Aires, 1940),
Samuel Rollansky, Dos yidishe gedrukte vort.
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offered an important study of Argentine Jewish leftist papers and Ariel Svarch contributed an
article on the social changes among Argentine Jewry reflected in a comic strip published in the
daily Critica."®” Kerstin Schirp offered an insightful work on Semanario Hebreo and its
meaning for Argentina’s German-Jewish community.'>® Nevertheless, the representations and
images of Argentina present in Poland have not yet been properly examined. Despite the
growing number of studies devoted to the specific newspapers or to the press of particular cities,
historians in the field of Polish Jewish studies have only recently linked the discourses present
in the Jewish press with broader problems of migration.'>

In an attempt to address these gaps, I claim that interwar Yiddish newspapers created a
transnational discursive space, encompassing a wide array of topics including migration. In the
1920s and 1930s, Argentina was permanently present in Jewish-Polish debates. Although the
first discussions on Argentina from the turn of the centuries were largely limited to the maskillic
or acculturated minority, it became a truly universal subject in the interwar years. The Argentine
lives of Jewish-Polish immigrants were covered by Poland-based papers and read by Polish
Jews who became recipients of various Argentine contents. For the first time, Jewish Argentina
became a close subject for ordinary Polish Jews. The interest that the newspapers and their
readers took in Argentine Jewish problems was a clear result of the trans-nationalization and
expansion of the Yiddishland that the migration engendered. The press was both a factor and a
beneficiary of these changes. On the one hand, by advising about migration possibilities, the
press helped to prepare emigrants for their new life in Argentina. On the other hand, migration
reshaped newspaper columns, which now needed to present life in the new centers of Ashkenazi

Diaspora. The following sections take a closer look at these developments.

157 Alejandro Dujovne, “Cartografias de las publicaciones periddicas judias de izquierda en Argentina, 1900-1953”

Revista del Museo de Antropologia 1 (2008): 121-138; Ariel Svarch, “* Don Jacobo en la Argentina’ Battles the

Nacionalistas: Critica, the Funny Pages, and Jews as a Liberal Discourse (1929-1932),” in The New Jewish

Argentina, ed. Brodsky, Rein (Leiden, Brill: 2012), 109-131.

158 Kerstin E. Schirp, Die Wochenzeitung “Semanario Israelita“: Sprachrohr der deutsch-jiidischen Emigranten

in Argentinien (Miinster: Lit Verlag, 2001).

159 Katrin Steffen, Jiidische Polonitdit. Ethnizitiit und Nation im Spiegel der polnischsprachigen jiidischen Presse

1918-1939 (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Rupprecht, 2004); Kalman (Keith) Weiser, Jewish People, Yiddish Nation.
Noah Prylucki and the Folkists in Poland (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011); Nalewajko-Kulikov,
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3.1. A Place for Big Jewish Things? Narrating Emigration, Argentina and
Social Challenge

The possibilities of emigration, or their lack, were abundantly mirrored in Poland’s
Yiddish press. I claim that by publishing various articles on immigration to Argentina, Yiddish
dailies fulfilled a role of emigration advisor, especially for those who could not or did not know
how to find relevant information elsewhere. They offered almost free, relatively up-to-date and
competent advice from the sources, validated by the power of print. This function of the Jewish
press was highly important due to the massive readership of Yiddish journals. In the early 1930s,
Hayntige Nayes sold more than 75,000 copies daily, and the affordable price made it accessible
practically to everyone. Importantly, Warsaw’s Yiddish press was read not only in the capital,
but also in other provinces and even worldwide.'®® As the economic and political situation in
Poland worsened, the problem of emigration was one of the key issues discussed by the press.
When the USA closed its doors in 1924, the importance of Argentina reached its peak.'®! For a
half decade, it was the principal country of emigration for Jews leaving Poland. Some, as
Argentine Yiddishst Samuel Rollansky, who left Poland at this time, believed that Argentina
was a place “for big Jewish things.”!¢2

In answering readers’ interest in Argentina-related texts, Poland’s Jewish newspapers
published numerous articles about immigration to Argentina, usually in the form of short
messages no more than a few sentences in length.!%> Numerous articles described the conditions,
possibilities and requirements of immigration. Sometimes they took the form of longer
analytical texts, but usually the Yiddish press contained various short practical pieces of
information about immigration procedures and advertisements of trans-Atlantic steamship
companies offering voyages to Buenos Aires. We find them mainly in columns devoted to
migration matters or in those covering international news (less often). Among the dailies that I
analyzed, Argentine issues appeared relatively frequently in the reports of Der Moment about
Jewish emigration from Poland, mainly in the issues from 1924. In late 1924, Der Moment

published a column entitled "Yedies un anvayzungen far emigranten" (Information and tips for

160 Marian Fuks, “Dwudziestolecie miedzywojenne: od ‘5 rano’ do popotudnia,” Rzeczpospolita, 27.10.2008,
http://www.rp.pl/artykul/210885.html [accessed on 26.7.2013].

161 Haim Avni, Argentina y las migraciones judias. De la Inquisicién al Holocausto y después (Buenos Aires:
Editorial Mila, 2005), 236.

162 Centro Mark Turkow, Archivo de Palabra, no. 366 Ester Rollansky, daughter of Yiddishist Samuel Rollansky.
163 Next to the general dailies in postwar Poland, an array of Yiddish emigration journals was published: Der
Yidisher Emigrant, Der Emigrant (Warsaw), as well as a number of provincial papers with similar titles and focus.
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the emigrants), where immigration to Argentina was regularly mentioned. Fulfilling its
informative role of “emigration advisor,” Der Moment informed potential emigrants about what
documents needed be provided when applying for an Argentine visa.'®* It mentioned, among
others, a certificate of morality, a work ability certificate and a health certificate. Potential
immigrants could also find information about officials who could use these documents with
competence.

Moment quite often published information on immigration provided by various
organizations coordinating immigration and colonization in Argentina. For instance, reports of
the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), usually describing current immigration
possibilities or immigration statistics, appeared quite regularly. Moment was clearly interested
in transmitting to their readers competent, valuable and first-hand information. Aware that for
a number of Polish Jews immigration to Argentina was a difficult and risky endeavor, requiring
not only financial resources, but knowledge of current immigration procedures, Moment tried
to facilitate this process by providing reliable data and information. By publishing statistical
information on Jewish immigration to Argentina, the daily provided direct and official evidence
that Jews did settle in that remote country. Knowing that a steamship ticket was a significant
financial burden for working-class Jews, Yiddish newspapers provided information on current
prices of tickets and other financial issues related to immigration. For example, in May 1930,
Hayntige Nayes notified readers about the approximate costs of settling in Argentina: “The cost
of a steamship ticket to Buenos Aires is around $107. Those who do not have the required
documents need to prove that they possess an additional $150 (single immigrant) or $300
(family).” ' Apart from statistical and financial information, the Jewish Colonization
Association, HIAS and other organizations also reported on recent changes in immigration
procedures. In a January 1924 report printed in Der Moment, HIAS noted that immigrants could
stay up to five days in free aynvanderungs-heymer, or immigrant houses.'®® A similar message
appeared in a January 1924 issue of Haynt, where we read about reduced residence time offered

in these facilities, due to the large number of needy immigrants. !¢’

164 «“yosere dokumentn muzn hobn di emigrantn kdey tsu bakumen di amerikaner, argentiner oder brazilianer vize?”
Der Moment, 17.9.1924, no. 219, 4.

165 «“Ver ken forn keyn argentine?” Hayntige Nayes, 16.5.1930, no. 113, 3.

166 “HIAS komunikat tsu der lage in argentine,” Der Moment, 13.1.1924, no. 11, 6.

167 "Tsy der lage in argentine,” Haynt, 13.1.1924, no. 11, 3.
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For readers personally interested in emigration, articles describing the details of life and
work in Argentina were especially valuable. News about wages, costs and the standard of living
or attitudes of non-Jews had a powerful influence on allowing them to envision their life in a
new country. For example, in September 1924 Der Moment reported about excellent
opportunities for bakers in the province of Buenos Aires.!*® Seeking to encourage potential
migrants, the journal wrote that the trained bakers could expect a simpler immigration process
due to their importance for Argentine economy. Six years later, in May 1930 (during the world
economic crisis), less favorable information was provided by Hayntige Nayes.'®® Thanks to
“well-informed” sources, the newspaper reported that the possibility of immigration to
Argentina was scarce and noted that the Argentine government had recently limited the number
of immigrants allowed into the country. The daily, attempting to facilitate the complicated
emigration process, described an obligatory and newly introduced “llamada” procedure which
allowed immigration only of those whose relatives in Argentina were obliged to support
him/her upon arrival.

In the 1920s and early 1930s, immigration to agricultural colonies in Argentina did not
have the same scale and publicity as a few decades earlier. After 1918, most of the press
information dealt with the urban migration to Buenos Aires and targeted especially Jewish
workers and artisans. Although we do find a few articles about the possibility of agricultural
migration,'”® the problem of Jewish colonies in Argentina was rather invisible or exoticized by
being portrayed as strange and untypical. '’' Following Arjun Appadurai, I understand
exoticization as a process of constantly emphasizing the difference between “us” and “they”
and adopting it as the only criterion of comparison. For example, in December 1924, Moment,
which was usually published without any photos, included in that special issue two photographs
depicting Jewish farmers in Argentina.!”> We could interpret the fact that Der Moment decided
to publish these photographs as an expression of support towards Jewish colonization and a
manifestation of diversity of Argentine Jewish life or as an exotic curiosity for the reader. Due

to the sporadic and laconic character of other information about Argentina published by the

168 « Argentine zukht bekers,” Der Moment, 17.9.1924, no. 219, 6.

169 «“Ver ken forn keyn argentine?” Hayntige Nayes, 16.5.1930, no. 113, 3.

170 «’yer ken oysforen un zikh bezetsn in di JCA kolonyes in argentina un brazilyen”, Hayntige Nayes, 5.3.1930,
no. 55, 2.

7' Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1996).

172 [lustrirter Moment, supplement to Der Moment, 5.12.1924, no. 280, 5.
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daily, the second suggestion seems more justified. Despite an overall great interest in
immigrating to Argentina, in the postwar period Jewish colonies became an object of
exoticization in Poland's Yiddish press. Jewish agricultural settlements were perceived as an
atypical and unusual phenomenon, something suspiciously different from Polish reality, in
which Jews hardly ever worked as farmers. This exotic impression was largely intensified by
weaker personal connections. Polish Jews had fewer relatives or friends living in Argentina and
consequently knew less about this country than they did, for instance, about the USA. Press
reports informed Jews in Poland about the changing situation of the colonies. In the 1920s, the
colonization project already lost its impetus: many immigrants were leaving the colonies for
bigger urban centers, and a dream of Jews becoming farmers in Argentina was increasingly
seen as an illusion.

Poland's Yiddish press needed to carefully balance between a tone of warning and
encouragement in presenting its message. An editorial criticizing emigration published in Haynt
or Der Moment was a powerful tool influencing personal migration decisions, especially of
those who did not have family or friends in Argentina or could not find information elsewhere.
When making readers aware of the problematic situation in Argentina, and simultaneously
conveying a message of don 't go to Argentina now, Yiddish newspapers usually depicted stories
of Polish Jews who decided to return from Argentina.!” For instance, in 1924 Der Moment
warned against emigration, describing the story of seventeen working-class families, who came
back to Poland after only one year in Argentina.!’* The daily underlined the enormous level of
unemployment among Jewish workers in Argentine cities, which in the late 1920s was well
above 10%.'7° The text mentioned jobless Jews from the capital, who moved to the larger
agricultural colonies, but once there they also had difficulties finding any work.!”® Warning

against leaving Poland, Der Moment emphasized the low wages in Argentina and the

13 For a study of Polish gentile re-emigration from South America, see Tadeusz Paleczny, Idea powrotu wsréd
emigrantow polskich w Brazylii i Argentynie (Warsaw: Polska Akademia Nauk: Komitet Badania Polonii, 1992).
174 “Fort nit dervayl keyn argentine,” Der Moment, 3.11.1924, no. 252, 3.

175 Despite ongoing industrial development and growth of exports, the unemployment level in Argentina was
always around a 10% margin between 1914-1939. In some years, it was close to 20% (1915-17.7%, 1916-19.4%).
In the early 1920s, Patagonia witnessed a bloody labor unrest (Patagonia Tragica) that followed Semana Tragica
in Buenos Aires in 1919. In 1924, 77 strikes took place in Buenos Aires, which involved around 277,000 strikers
(an increase from 19,000 in 1923). See Diego Rubinzal, Historia economica argentina (1880-2009). Desde los
tiempos de Julio Argentino Roca hasta Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner (Buenos Aires: Centro Cultural de la
Cooperacion Floreal Gorini, 2010), 114-122.

176 For background information on the economic situation in 1920s Argentina, see Collin M. Lewis, “Economic
Restructuring and Labour Scarcity: Labour in the 1920s,” in Essays in Argentine Labour History, 1870-1930, ed.
Jeremy Adelman (London: The Macmillan Press, 1992), 177-198.
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insufficient number of available flats. In October 1924, the daily covered a return of Jews
unsatisfied with their lives in Argentina, describing a group of native Varsovians who, unhappy
with their situation in South America, decided to return to Poland.!”” The Haynt issue from
January 1924 also stressed the problematic economic situation in Argentina, especially the high
rate of unemployment that was on the rise due to the big number of new immigrants.!”®
Similarly, the daily pointed out that relatively few immigrants — mostly skilled workers — were
able to find jobs in Argentine cities. Haynt reported accurately that there were no jobs for
carpenters or metal workers in Argentina, and those with experience in the free professions
were forced to earn their living as doormen or servants.!”” Consequently, Jewish-Polish
immigration dropped by approximately 50% in 1924 compared with the 1923 level.

Warning messages were also embedded in the political conflicts between various groups
within Polish Jewry. They, too, revived the ambiguous discourse on migration characteristic of
the turn of the century. Excessive warning tones shouting from the pages of the press were
criticized by the writer and traveler Hersh Dovid Nomberg. He wrote in 1926 that, like never
before, emigration was a factual need of numerous pauperized Polish Jews, who could barely
make ends meet. According to him, it was the most “burning problem” in Poland, as anti-
Semitism was on the rise and traditional Jewish professions were disappearing in modern times.
“Entire shtetls would emigrate if they could, but now only one in a hundred is lucky enough.
Hundreds of others look at the emigrant with jealous eyes, like someone who managed to
survive,” the author wrote. Nomberg criticized Jewish leaders for not engaging enough in
preparing Jews for emigration, by not teaching them agricultural professions, which was
preferred by many potential emigration countries.'®® He condemned the Yiddish press for
transmitting overly critical voices and challenging emigration as such.

Through its critical articles, the Yiddish press challenged the popular image of the
Americas (including Argentina) as a goldene medine, a country where success awaited
everyone. Yet by publishing both encouraging and warning articles made the advice of the
newspapers even more credible in the eyes of their readers. Diverse approaches towards
migration allowed Polish Jews to realize that Argentina did not offer jobs for everyone and

could not be treated as a solution to their economic problems. Nevertheless, when conditions

177 “Emigranten tsurikgekumen,” Der Moment, 16.10.1924, no. 239, 5.

178 “Tsu der lage in argentine,” Haynt, 13.1.1924, no. 11, 3.

179 Economic difficulties also resulted in an increased Jewish-Polish immigration to Palestine between 1924-1926.
180 Hersh Dovid Nomberg, “Vohin yo forn?” Der Moment, 26.7.1926, no. 172, 3.
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were attractive, many Polish Jews followed the advice of Yiddish dailies and boarded
steamships departing for Buenos Aires from Danzig (Gdansk), Hamburg, Trieste, Antwerp or

other European port cities.

3.2. How to Reach Argentina? The Iconographies of Emigration

The advertisements produced by passenger steamship companies operating between
Europe and Buenos Aires offered another way for Polish Jews to conceptualize Argentina. Der
Moment and other Yiddish and Polish-language Jewish newspapers regularly published
advertisements of various ship companies. Argentina appeared as one of the main destinations
of trans-Atlantic cruises. In the mid-1920s, some of the most frequently advertised liners
included the Italian Cosulich Line and the British Royal Mail Steam Packet Line (RMSP) and
White Star Line. In the late 1930s, the Polish Linia Potudniowo-Amerykanska (South American
Line) entered into a competition with foreign carriers. The liner invited the passengers with
shorter travel time, the possibility of paying in Polish currency and no need of making a
stopover in Germany, Italy or France. Linia Potudniowo-Amerykanska began publishing
colorful and attractive timetables. The number of cruises was also increasing. Whereas in 1938
SS Putaski left Gdynia for Buenos Aires every two months, in 1939 two ships, Chrobry and
Sobieski, were connecting the two cities every month.

The ads were generally similar in their structure. They contained the name of the carrier,
offered destinations, the Warsaw address of the company and the addresses of its branches in
other provinces (including Lwow, Grodno, Stanistawow and Kowel). Quite often, they included
information about upcoming departures, ticket prices and all kinds of additional information for
immigrants. Some ads contained black-and-white drawings — usually depicting a steamer or
immigrants themselves, as in the case of ads of the Royal Mail Steam Packet Line published in
Haynt in 1923 (Ill. no. 8).'®! We see here a poor immigrant couple, burdened with bundles,
probably just before heading out across the ocean, which is contrasted with a depiction of a
well-dressed man and woman, who probably have already succeeded in the New World. These
pictures reflected common image of easy success allegedly awaiting every Jew in the Americas.
We can interpret the motif as that of a hope-giver — an image that visualizes stories about the

wealth of America that many Polish Jews used to hear on a daily basis. The sharp contrast

81 Haynt, 7.6.1923, no. 130, 1.
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between departing immigrants and a couple on the American shore created an illusion that the
steamship ticket for the Royal Mail Line was a simple key to wealth and success in America.
This ad advertised cruises both to New York and to various Latin American destinations. The
image, however, did not differentiate between these places. Success seemed possible not only

in New York, but also in lesser known Argentina, Brazil or Cuba.
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Ilustration no. 8. Advertisement of RMSP, Haynt, 4.1.1923, 1.

Let's take a closer look at a few other steamer advertisements. The Cosulich Line ad
reproduced below (Ill. no. 9) advertised a ship headed to Buenos Aires and to Santos — the
Brazilian port city of Sdo Paulo.'®* Like other ads of international liners, it was published on
the front page of a Yiddish daily newspaper. There was a clear trend of placing ads of the trans-
Atlantic steamship carriers on the front pages. Only rarely do we find these types of ads on the
second or third page. Visible placement of the advertisement was of course supposed to attract
the attention of readers who were seen as potential emigrants or as relatives of someone who
has already left Poland. The placement of steamer ads also reflected the prosperity of

transoceanic lines by showing that they could afford the most expensive advertising space.

182 Der Moment, 10.1.1924, no. 9, 1.
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Illustration no. 9. A Cosulich advertisement. Der Moment, 10.1.1924, 1.

In order to target potential customers, steamship companies operated their offices in the
Polish capital and in big provincial cities. They were usually situated in the heart of Jewish
residential and business neighborhoods. For example, the office of the Cosulich Line was
located on Krélewska Street, close to Warsaw’s Old Town, but also within walking distance
from Grzybowski Square, which served as a symbolic gateway to parts of Warsaw densely
populated by Jews. The decision to open their headquarters precisely in that location was
dictated by convenient access of Warsaw's Jews, who formed the main target group of trans-
Atlantic steamship companies. Warsaw's Christian population did not really use their services.
Non-Jewish emigration from Poland to Argentina had largely a peasant character and rarely

encompassed the urban Christian population.'®?

183 Jerzy Mazurek estimated that between 1869 and 1939 around 150,000 Polish peasants arrived in Latin America
(most of them until 1914). According to Mazurek, Brazil was the most significant receiving country in this case.
Jacob Lestschinsky added that around 3,524,000 people left Poland between 1895 and 1937, including 1,657,000
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In their advertisements, steamship companies usually emphasized regular and quick
cruises, at other times the convenience and luxury of their steamers. For instance, in February
1923 Haynt published a Cosulich Line ad with text in bold: “Di rayze doyert nur 19 teg!” (The
trip takes just 19 days!).!®* The 1928 flyer of the Dutch Royal Lines printed the menu offered
in a transit hotel in Amsterdam and informed readers in thick print which tram line to take to
the headquarters of the Poylisher Farband in Buenos Aires.'®® Sometimes the ads included
additional information that was supposed to ensure voyagers about the security and comfort of
their cruise. For example, in February 1924 Der Moment ran an advertisement commissioned
by a French company Chargeurs Reunis.!®® We read about a special envoy of the company,
responsible for controlling the travel conditions of the emigrants in order to analyze the desired
improvements. Moreover, probably as a special offer, Chargeurs Reunis invited the relatives of
Polish Jews already living in Argentina to send their letters and greetings to their families
through them. The announcement highlighted the low cost of ship travel from Bordeaux to
Buenos Aires, though the price was not specified. In order to purchase a ticket, customers were
invited to personally visit the office of Chargeurs Reunis at Krolewska Street in Warsaw. The
invitation for personal ticket purchase, not through a private agent, was probably an additional
measure that presented the line as credible and honest.

Steamship companies’ announcements differed significantly from other ads published in
Yiddish newspapers. The advertisement on the first page of Haynt in January 1923 (Ill. no. 10)
was much larger than the other ads and obituaries printed in the daily.'®” It was the only one to
include graphic elements — depicting a steamer proudly floating on the waves. Interestingly,
this advertising by the Royal Mail Steam Packet Line, which presented ships departing for New

York, Brazil and Argentina, divided its space evenly between North and South American

Jews. See Mazurek, Kraj a emigracja, 9; Lestschinsky, National Groups, 107. For more information about non-
Jewish emigration from Poland to Latin America, see Stanistaw Pawet Pyzik and Anna Nowakowska, Polacy w
Argentynie i w innych krajach Ameryki Poludniowej (Warsaw: Fundacja Semper Polonia, 2004); Estanislao P.
Pyzik, Los polacos en la Republica Argentina y América del Sur: desde el aiio 1812 (Buenos Aires: Comite de
Homenaje al Milenio de Polonia, 1966); Maria Teresa Dittler, De sol a sol: inmigrantes polacos en la Patagonia
(Buenos Aires: Prometeo, 2007) and Leopoldo J. Bartolome, Los colonos de Apostoles. Estrategias adaptativas y
etnicidad en una colonia eslava en Misiones (Posadas: Editorial Universitaria Unidersidad Nacional de Misiones,
2000); Katarzyna Porada, Procesos de formacion de la identidad étnica de un grupo de origen migratorio: los
desciendentes de polacos en Buenos Aires y Misiones (Madrid: Ediciones Polifermo, 2016).

184 Haynt, 22.2.1923, no. 46, 1.

185 «K H.L. do Argentyny, Brazylji, Urugwaju,” Krélewski Holenderski Lloyd, Warsaw 1928, DZS XIIA 5, Polona
Library.

186 Der Moment, 17.2.1924, no. 41, 1.

87 Haynt, 4.1.1923, no. 4, 1.
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destinations. Unlike many other ads, where emigration to Argentina was often depicted as less
important or marginal (for example by reducing the font size), in this ad the structure equalled

the scale and meaning of immigration to the United States and Argentina.
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Steamship carriers’ advertisements offer an additional perspective on Jewish-Polish
conceptualization of Argentina, different from the texts about immigration published by
Yiddish dailies. In this case, Argentina became a form of quasi “merchandise” sold to Jewish
customers. Its qualities were not defined by factual information, but referred rather to an
imagined country on the other side of the Atlantic, a place that was supposed to be better, freer
and offering possibilities of quick enrichment. Advertisements portrayed Argentina from the
perspective of the steamship carriers interested in increasing their sales. Advertising was the
main tool of attracting potential passengers. It seems that market-conscious vessel companies
adjusted the quantity of their commercials according to the rise and fall of demand. When
immigration to Argentina was relatively limited (since the early 1930s), they appeared much
less frequently. However, in 1923, the year when Jewish immigration to Argentina peaked at
more than 13,000 people, we can observe a significant increase in the number of ads.'®8

Advertisements of steamship companies appeared precisely in the same newspapers
where various articles about Jewish immigration to Argentina were published. Thus, the
Yiddish dailies constituted an unusual combination of commercial and quasi-public media
representations of the country. On the one hand, the newspapers included articles containing
specific and helpful information about immigration laws, wages etc. (quite often negatively
assessing the possibility of a Jewish settlement). On the other hand, the first pages of Haynt and
Der Moment were occupied by clearly commercial and attractive advertisements of
international liners that offered a service of transporting Jews from Europe to Argentina,
without paying much attention to their lives after disembarking. The readers of Warsaw's
Yiddish dailies were influenced by both forms of portraying Argentina. Thus, the media
discourse and the process of shaping the readers’ views on Argentine matters, especially the
possibility of emigration, was highly complex and included diverse sources of information.
Regardless if we focus on the commercial advertisements or the letters from Polish Jews living
in Buenos Aires reprinted in the Yiddish dailies, we notice the essential role of Yiddish journals
in preparing Polish Jews for emigration. By informing, encouraging and warning against
Argentina, Haynt and Der Moment had a powerful influence on individual decisions of

migrating Jews.

188 Arie Tartakower, Yidishe emigratsye, 1939, 89.
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4. Degeneration and Crime: The Argentine White Slave
Trade and Its Jewish-Polish Imaginaries

Jewish prostitution and sex-related criminality represented some of the main areas of
Argentine Jewish life present in the columns of interwar Warsaw’s Yiddish press. Sensational,
quite often criminal or sexual news, constituted the core of information about Argentina
appearing in Poland’s Yiddish dailies. We find it not only in the “lighter” Hayntige Nayes, but
also in the influential socio-political dailies like Haynt and Der Moment. Reports about the sex
underground in Argentina were based on existing phenomena, but its scale was rather
exaggerated. During the interwar years and before, international criminal groups were
responsible for the widespread trafficking of women (young Jewish females from Eastern
Europe were one of the largest victim groups). In the first decades of the twentieth century,
Jewish prostitution was a burning social problem and Argentina became its symbol both in
Jewish and gentile imagery. In the 1920s, Russian and Polish women made up 46.8% of
prostitutes in Buenos Aires.!®® Donna Guy wrote that the atmosphere in Europe was then so
tense that women were discouraged from travelling alone to the cities in search of work, as they
could be captured and end up in an Argentina bordello. These fears were prevalent even when
women did not plan to emigrate.!”® Information about abductions of young Polish Jewesses,
about shtile khupes (“quiet wedding,” a term used to describe weddings quickly arranged by
sex traffickers) and the sad plight of girls and women forced into prostitution in Buenos Aires
became a part and parcel of Warsaw’s police chronicles published in the Yiddish newspapers.

Abductions of Eastern European Jewish women should be discussed in light of the
general emigration from Poland. The ease with which the procurers managed to convince
women or their parents was a result of the desperate economic situation of many Jews in Eastern
Europe. Each child was an economic burden and there was a tendency to encourage girls to
marry young. Among the traditional population, marriage was the only available option for
Jewish women. In that context, the promise of marriage to a respectable American, made by
traffickers, was often seen as the perfect solution. Simultaneously, sometimes those women
who decided to emigrate alone were regarded as transgressors. However, the portrayal of

emigration lands as dangerous for women was not characteristic only for Argentina. Already a

189 Donna Guy, Sex & Danger in Buenos Aires: Prostitution, Family, and Nation in Argentina (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 1991), 6.
190 Tbidem, 5.
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few decades earlier in the 1880-1900s, various actors employed propaganda material to
discourage emigration. In the interwar years, the Polish nobility and the new industrial tycoons
still feared losing their pool of cheap and always available labor. At the same time, religious
leaders, both Jewish and Christian, linked emigration with danger to the traditional family
structure and secularization. Female immigration to Argentina was considered a danger to the
good reputation of Polish Jews.!! In 1923, the Polish-language Jewish journal Nasz Przeglgd
wrote that “one heard Polish in the bordellos of Buenos Aires” and complained about the ruined
reputation of the entire ethnic group.!”? I suggest that press reports about coerced Jewish
prostitution in Argentina served as a tool of preserving traditional family structure, limiting
women's independence and were an attempt at maintaining communal bonds and checks and
balances.

The publication of criminal news from Argentina occurred on two main levels. First,
these articles served as a warning for those considering emigration. Criminal news from Buenos
Aires, usually related to sexuality, formed a picture of Argentina as a filthy, degenerate land,
polluted with the worst elements of Jewish society. Numerous articles describing the tragedy
of young girls, who fell in love with rich Argentine men of East European origin served as a
warning for women and their families. Second, news about prostitution in Argentina attracted
readers interested in “juicy” news from the distant country in South America. In this context,
the publication of articles on this subject was embedded in the process of the exoticization of
Argentina in Poland's Yiddish press. In the articles found in Haynt or Hayntige Nayes,
Argentina was often reduced to a place of disproportionate levels of Jewish prostitution. Female
trafficking became a symbol of Argentina and its Jewry, determining its image among many
Polish Jews. The interest that the Yiddish dailies took in Argentine Jewish prostitution could
be explained by the fact that the tragic fate of one’s sisters, female friends or unknown Jewish
women in a distant country was probably more interesting than the familiar street prostitution
of Warsaw. Although some articles primarily aimed to shock readers with detailed descriptions
of abductions or with the fact that both pimps and prostitutes were Jewish, they also fulfilled a

warning role, discouraging Polish Jews from immigrating to supposedly violent and

191 These voices against Jewish prostitution and female trafficking had already been heard earlier in Poland. In

May 1905, a so-called “prostitute pogrom” took place in Warsaw and other places in Poland, where numerous
bordellos were attacked and prostitutes and pimps were beaten up or killed by Jewish proletarian militias (probably
Bundist). The events were recalled in fictionalized form by Sz. Sznicer, Pogrom oyf der untervelt in 1905 (Warsaw:
Farlag “Groshn-bibliotek,” 1935).

192 “Walka z handlem Zywym towarem,” Nasz Przeglgd, 16.5.1923, 4.
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promiscuous Argentina. Even though the scale of the phenomena was blown out of proportions
by the press, the excessive warning tones influenced the Jewish public, both in terms of
migration choices and everyday discussions on Argentina.

The editors of Warsaw’s Yiddish dailies presented warnings about the white slave trade
in a variety of textual forms. Extremely powerful were personal testimonies given by the
victims of traffickers. A longer text of this kind, included in 1924 issue of Der Moment, quoted
an article published originally in the Buenos Aires-based Yidische Zaitung.'®* This popular
newspaper reported on the tragedy of a young Jewish woman from Poland, who visited the
paper’s office one evening. The newspaper described her story in detail and empathy in
approaching the pain and humiliation she suffered. The woman was identified as 28-year-old
Dala, who had met a young man by the name of Leybl twelve years earlier in Lwow (Lviv). He
told her about the wonderful and easy life in Argentina and quickly offered to marry her. Her
blind love to Leybl deceived the girl, who decided to leave her parents and run away with the
groom to Argentina. As soon as they had come ashore, the “husband” brought her to a house
filled with other young women. After a few minutes, Dala understood where she was. In the
brothel, she was stripped of her freedom. The balebos (manager) threatened to beat her up with
a whip, whenever she tried to escape or show any sign of dissatisfaction. After some time, she
managed to contact her family, after which her parents and brother decided to travel to
Argentina and were able to rescue her.

Although the story had a happy ending, the general message of the article was rather sad.
A naive young woman experienced extreme humiliation, was enslaved and left alone in a
foreign country. The article thus served as a direct warning for young Polish Jewish women, as
it precisely described the methods of the traffickers (promises of marriage, the wish to marry
as soon as possible, wealth in a foreign country, etc.) and showcased the potential consequences
of getting acquainted with seemingly single foreigners. As the daily noted, Dala felt in some
way responsible for the well-being of Eastern European Jewish girls; she made her story public
in order to warn potential victims of the white slave trade. The fact that Der Moment provided
the readers with the exact name of the victim and the trafficker made the story even more

personal and powerful. It reminded the readers that even living among fellow Jews, one was

193 «“A tragedye fun a yidishe tokhter fun poyln in argentina,” Der Moment, 31.12.1924, no. 302, 6.
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hardly protected from the presumed evils of Argentine prostitution and international Jewish
criminality.

It seems that the froyen handel was a problem for the whole of Poland, both in big cities
and in small towns. In Warsaw’s Yiddish newspapers, we find reports about female victims
originating from various Polish regions. Falling victim to the traffickers could happen both in
a small town like Wieluf,'”* where a group of traffickers abducted the local beauty, tempting
her with a promise of marriage to an American, but also in big cities, such as Vilna.!*’ In the
latter case, a girl named Sara presumably fell in love with a handsome foreigner she met in a
dance hall and decided to marry him against the will of her parents. After the wedding, the
couple set off abroad. On the ship to Rio de Janeiro, her husband “sold” the Vilna woman to a
group of traffickers who brought her to Buenos Aires and forced her to work in a brothel.
Hayntige Nayes from January 1931 described an analogous story of two female residents of
Lodz, who were seduced by an elegant Argentine Jew, left Poland and immigrated to Argentina
where they were forced into prostitution. '

All the stories mentioned above emphasized the dramatic situation of young women who,
fooled by the traffickers, were forced into prostitution in Buenos Aires. Despite their suffering,
the abducted girls were doubly victimized in the press reports, as journalists tended to ascribe
part of the guilt to the victims. They described the women as stupid, naive, disobedient and
materialistic. Beauty and naiveté were, for the male editors of Yiddish journals, a reasonable
explanation for abductions and forced prostitution. A picture of binary guilt emerges from their
reports on prostitution in Argentina: that of traffickers and foolish women. Interestingly,
prostitution was one of the few areas of social life where Jewish women were allowed to speak
out. Yiddish newspapers hardly ever published articles written by women; journalism was a
space reserved almost exclusively for men. By quoting the victims of prostitution, the editors
of Der Moment, Haynt and Hayntige Nayes provided women with an exceptional opportunity
to express their humiliation and suffering. This should be seen in the context of some
contemporary interpretations that see Jewish prostitutes as independent actors, consciously

deciding to earn money by selling their bodies.!®” Press reports about sex-related criminality
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