Michael Miller: Culture, Society and Religion of Eastern European Jewry

4 credits, Winter Semester

The sixteenth to twentieth centuries have been called the “Eastern European era in Jewish history,” a reflection of this region’s overarching centrality in the Early Modern and Modern Jewish history.  By the seventeenth century, Eastern Europe was home to the largest Jewish population in the world, but already in the sixteenth century, Eastern European Jewry had begun acquiring a religious prominence – and a set of educational, cultural and socio-economic traits – that marked its emergence as a distinct Ashkenazic cultural realm in the Jewish Diaspora.  

This course examines the “Eastern European era in Jewish history,” with particular focus on religious and cultural trends that shaped (or were shaped by) the Jewish experience in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth – up until the Partitions of Poland (1772-1795) – and in the Russian Empire up until the Bolshevik Revolution.  After exploring the origins of Eastern European Jewry, the course will examine Jewish institutions of self-government, social and economic relations with the surrounding Gentile population, and the flourishing religious and educational life that was temporarily disrupted by the Cossack Uprising of 1648-49.  It will also examine the eighteenth-century emergence of Hasidism, a mystical religious movement that attracted a mass following – and precipitated a vociferous opposition – among the Jews of Eastern Europe.

After the Partitions of Poland, Jews were incorporated into the Russian, Prussian and Habsburg states, each of which aimed to transform the Jews into useful citizens – or at least “productive” subjects – in accordance with the regnant Enlightenment discourse.  This course will briefly examine the developments in Prussia and the Habsburg Empire, but the focus will be on the Russian Empire, which acquired its Jewish population with the Partitions of Poland.  Particular attention will be paid to the Russian Jewish Enlightenment (Haskalah), changing attitudes towards religion and “Jewishness,” shifting roles of women and the family, the emergence of modern Jewish literature, and ideological responses to economic and physical insecurity.  In addition, the transfer, adaptation and rupture of Eastern European Jewish patterns of life will be examined in the context of mass emigration to the New World.  

This course will make extensive use of literature and film to explore various aspects of Eastern European Jewish culture, society and religion.           

Course Requirements

Regular attendance and participation

One in-class presentation

One term paper (15-20 pages)

I. Origins of Eastern European Jewry

II. Legal Status & Jewish Self-Government

III. Jewish Christian Relations in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth

IV. Elite and Popular Culture

V. The Chmielnicky Uprising, 1648-1649

VI. Hasidism and Jewish Religious Life

VII. The Partitions of Poland: Jews of Russia, Prussia and Habsburg Galicia

VIII. Russian Jewish Enlightenment (Haskalah)

IX. Modernity and the Jewish Woman: the Case of Pauline Wengeroff

X. The Emergence of Modern Jewish Literature

XI. Pogroms and Jewish Responses, 1881-1905

XII. Eastern European Jews in the New World

