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Before 1925, most girls didn’t have an education. They only knew how to peel potatoes.
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his summary of the state of education of Jewish girls in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, delivered by a European-born rabbi to a reporter

from 

 

The New York Times

 

 in 2000, is fairly typical of the standard picture of
Jewish life in Eastern Europe. There is an assumption either that girls received
no education at all or that whatever education they did receive was so paltry as
to be unworthy of attention. As stated in the popular anthropological study of
Jewish life in Eastern Europe, 

 

Life is With People

 

: 

 

Her education has a somewhat desultory character. Sometimes the girls study in the same
room with the boys, sometimes in a separate room. They may have the same melamed or
a different one, possibly the wife of the boys’ melamed. Their daily sessions are much
shorter than the boys’, often not more than two hours, for they must run home to help their
mothers about the house and to take care of the children. For them, study is marginal to
their primary activities, while for boys it is the major occupation and goal.
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Not just the lay community, but scholars of the Jewish past have consistently
described a bifurcated reality wherein all boys attended the traditional 

 

heder,

 

and girls, quite simply, did not. No work on Eastern Europe is complete with-
out a thorough appraisal of the function of the 

 

heder

 

 in communal life, but little
or nothing is said about schools for girls. To offer just one example, Louis
Greenberg, writing in the 1940s, opened his lengthy description of the 

 

heder

 

system with the observation that ‘In fact, there was practically no illiteracy
among Russian Jewry, for almost every male – and in many cases females too
– could read the prayer book and the Bible.’
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What emerges from the general historiography is a highly gendered under-
standing of education. Historians relegated education to the sphere of male
experience, inevitably treating male learning as normative and female educa-
tion as marginal, exceptional and beyond the pale. Even when authors recog-
nised that normative patterns of education may have existed for Jewish girls as

T
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well, these were not considered a worthy topic of enquiry. It was thus possible
for learned and rigorous academics simultaneously to dismiss women’s educa-
tion and to make reference to intriguing exceptions.

In the past few decades this situation has begun to change. Scholars have
both challenged the general assumption that Jewish girls received little to no
education and focused on particular examples.
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 We now know that Jewish
women in the second half of the nineteenth century took part in a great variety
of formal and informal educational opportunities but there is still much work
to be done in cataloguing the range of possibilities and integrating these find-
ings into the larger historical narrative.

This article seeks to meet these further goals by examining both the
phenomenon of private schools for Jewish girls and the effect of these schools
on the development of modern Jewish education in late Imperial Russia.

 

Early schools for Jewish girls

 

Shevel’ Perel’ opened the first school for Jewish girls in the Russian territories
of the Pale of Settlement in Vilna in 1831.
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 A number of biographical details
suggest that Perel’ was unusual, even in the relatively enlightened city of Vilna.
Born in 1801, he received his primary education at home, rather than in the

 

heder

 

, and then entered the Vilna Gymnasium. Attendance of Jews at Russian
schools was still extremely rare at this time and, on graduation, he was probably
one of only a handful of Vilna Jews entirely fluent in Russian. Soon after marry-
ing and starting a family, Perel’ applied for permission to open a private school
for Jewish girls. His application stressed his commitment to creating a Russian-
speaking Jewry, and his belief that this could be accomplished through training
girls. The education ministry approved Perel’s application and he opened the
school he would successfully run for more than three decades.
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In the next few years a handful of other Jewish educators sought permission
to open schools for Jewish girls. However, it was not until the major 1844
Statute on Jewish education that such schools began to open in large numbers.
The 1844 legislation introduced mandatory government-sponsored schools for
Jewish boys and regularised the application and oversight of private Jewish
schools. It also created a new tax on ritual candles to fund the new school
system.
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 At the point when the new legislation went into effect, there were five
private schools for Jewish boys and two for girls in the Pale. The government
quickly set about incorporating the formerly private boys’ schools into the new
system. From that point onwards the education ministry looked with disfavour
on applications to open private schools for Jewish boys. These would consti-
tute competition for the new public Jewish schools. Private schools for Jewish
girls, however, were another matter entirely. From 1844 to the early 1880s
well over 100 private schools for Jewish girls opened in cities, towns and

 

shtetlach

 

 throughout the Pale of Jewish Settlement.
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While the historical record contains virtually no mention of these schools,
the newly reopened archives of the tsarist education ministry has literally
hundreds of such records. Beginning in the 1830s scores of educators commu-
nicated with the ministry about their private schools for Jewish girls. It is not
possible to speak of a system of schools for Jewish girls in late nineteenth-
century Russia, or even a network. To use the word movement would imply
some articulated and agreed upon set of goals whereas there is little evidence
of any direct interaction between the educators who ran private schools for
Jewish girls. In essence, each of these educators made decisions based on his
or her own set of goals and on local conditions.

Nonetheless, there were notable similarities between the schools. This
work will focus on two aspects of the private schools for Jewish girls: financing
and Judaic studies. I will argue that the educators who opened and ran private
schools for Jewish girls pragmatically balanced their ideological motivations
with very real concerns about funding and retaining communal goodwill.

 

Financing the schools

 

As of 1851 the annual tuition fee at the Jewish girls’ school of Shevel’ Perel’
in Vilna was ten silver roubles. Families who wished to take advantage of
supplementary non-academic courses, such as handicrafts, music and dance,
paid 50 roubles. There was also an option of taking meals at the school, for 150
roubles per year.
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 For the sake of comparison, the education ministry estimated
that in 1843 Jewish families paid between 35 and 100 roubles annually to send
their sons to 

 

heder

 

.

 

10

 

What is interesting about Perel’s tuition is not just that the annual fee was
quite low, but the fee scale. Perel’s fee scale was carefully designed to attract
as many students as possible, while encouraging the wealthier families to
subsidise the school. By charging a mere ten roubles per year, Perel’ was
assured that the aspiring Jewish bourgeoisie and intelligentsia of Vilna could
afford to send their daughters to his school. In this way he succeeded in filling
his school with the requisite number of pupils. At the same time, Perel’ wanted
to make sure that the needs of the upper classes were met, and that he could
afford to keep the school open. He thus designed a set of supplementary
offerings to meet the expectations of the monied elite.

Some of the same motivations are visible in the pricing of the school of
Aron Frud in Berdichev. Frud offered four tuition options. Students who
stayed at the 

 

pension

 

 were charged 180 roubles per year. Half-pensioners (that
is, those who slept in their own homes but took meals at the school) paid 125
roubles and non-resident students paid between 50 and 20 roubles per year
depending on the family’s resources. In addition, there were ten slots available
at no cost to students from poor families.
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 Like Perel’, Frud offered wealthy
families prestigious and attractive ways to spend their money. The elite of the
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Jewish community could match the experience of their wealthy Christian
neighbours in sending their daughters to boarding school. At the same time,
Frud not only offered a sliding scale of payments for families of modest means,
but also actively recruited among the poor by offering scholarship positions.

Other schools offered less sophisticated fee scales but clearly worked
within the same framework. Many schools offered weekly instruction in both
music and French as paid electives. Over time more and more principals made
scholarship positions available in their schools. The rewards for having a
robust student body became clear as both the government and certain private
and communal bodies began to award subsidies to successful private schools.

 

Subjects of instruction

 

Just as educators used pricing to achieve diverse goals, so the educational
content of the schools reflected more than academic concerns alone. The
curricula of the private schools had to meet the requirements of both the
government and the local consumers. This goes a long way towards explaining
why the schools were so similar in academic offerings. Every school about
which there was documentation offered some sort of instruction in religion
(

 

zakon bozhyi

 

) and in the Russian language. In most cases other languages
were offered as well, in particular German. Quite a few taught French,
although sometimes as an elective for which the family had to pay extra. More
than half of the schools offered some level of Hebrew instruction. Only a few
offered instruction in either Yiddish or Polish. These subjects, as well as arith-
metic, penmanship and crafts, served as the core curriculum for the vast
majority of private schools for Jewish girls.

 

Jewish subjects

 

Religion, a central course in all schools, could be taught in many ways. In real-
ity, prayer served as the common denominator of religious courses. In and of
itself this shows the entrenchment of traditionalism. Either because educators
did not want to offend the traditionalists within the communities, or because
even they were unable to escape the dominant paradigm of what women
should know, the major focus of religious education was on prayer. Just as
Jewish girls tutored by family members or by paid tutors in their homes were
most likely to learn the rudiments of Hebrew reading and prayers appropriate
to a woman’s life, so the situation remained in the new schools.

The principal of a Jewish girls’ school in Berdichev in 1854, for example,
equated religion and prayer. His two-year course of study began with learning
prayers for the Sabbath and new moon and progressed to studying the prayers
associated with holidays and with women for the second year. However,
whereas in the home setting a girl would learn to read prayers aloud directly
from the prayer book and perhaps have access to a Yiddish translation, in the
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Berdichev school all prayers were studied in German translation using the text

 

Yesodi ha-da’at

 

 by the Polish 

 

maskil

 

 Ben-Zev.
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In fact, many of the principals expressed their modern leanings in the
supplementary subjects offered. Abram Bruk-Brezovskii expected his first-
year students to master Hebrew reading and to memorise the Ten Command-
ments, in addition to their prayers. By the second year, an element of sacred
history was added to the curriculum.
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 In the school of Vol’f and Khaia
Gringol’ts in Odessa, the study of prayer was to be supplemented by reading
short biblical stories in the text of Peter Beer.
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 David Shtern in Mogilev taught
a catechism as well as prayer.
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Each of these additional Judaic offerings was to some degree modern.
Focusing attention on the Decalogue, for example, allowed the educator to
highlight Judaism’s universalist and ethical teachings as opposed to the more
particularist aspects which offended modern sentiment. The teaching of
Jewish history rather than simply the Torah allowed for an unprecedented
degree of interpretation and even mild biblical criticism. Similarly, excerpting
and editing didactic stories from the Torah was a far cry from the traditional
method of reading through the entire text beginning with Leviticus. And, of
course, the catechism was a method of teaching adopted from Christianity and
favoured in modern Jewish schools in Germany. In fact, all these innovations
were based on pedagogic ideas from Western Europe and many of the texts
came from there as well.

Although studying prayers in German translation was quite common,
Hebrew reading was also offered in many of the schools.
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 At a new school in
Grodno, Hebrew was part of the religion curriculum, as stated in the educa-
tional plan: ‘Jewish religious and scholarly subjects: Hebrew reading and
translation from Hebrew to Russian, writing from a hand-written text, from a
printed text and from dictation. Prayer and explanation of Jewish religious
customs.’
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 In this instance, Hebrew comprehension was part of the study of
the language. It was more common for only reading and writing to be taught.
In Kherson, for example, the academic plan for the Dubinskiis’ school listed
Russian, German, French and Hebrew but explicitly stated that grammar of
only the first three languages would be taught.
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 It should be remembered that
teaching Hebrew in a systematic manner to anyone, let alone girls, was still
new in these years.
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A few of the schools offered a more rigorous Jewish studies curriculum.
These were often the same schools whose general studies curricula were also
broad.

 

General studies

 

In addition to religion, every private school for Jewish girls in the Russian
Empire required extensive instruction in the Russian language. In many cases
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this was the single course with the most hours and clearly the central goal of
the principal. If the Jews were ever to become a part of Russian society,
speaking the language fluently was a necessity. Principals and writers often
restated this point. Yehudah Leib Gordon, who ran a private school for Jewish
girls in the Lithuanian town of Tel’she before he became a renowned Hebrew
poet, said the following to his pupils, on the occasion of the opening of the
school in 1865: 

 

Mothers play a pivotal role in the instruction of children. Hearken to my talk, my dear
daughters! Do not forget: you are responsible to God, to our fatherland, and to posterity
for the home education of your children. So if, for example, you speak Russian in the
home and do not mix jargon [Yiddish] with your pure Russian, it will be easy for your
children.
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Inspectors and dignitaries visiting the schools were always sure to comment
upon progress in Russian.

It is, of course, difficult to know exactly how the Russian language was
taught in each of these schools. The academic plans suggest that immersion
was a key tool employed by educators. It was not uncommon for all general
studies subjects to be taught in Russian. This closely paralleled the govern-
ment Jewish school system in which religion was taught in German and all
other subjects in Russian. Other plans stated that all subjects would be taught
in Russian, without excluding religion.
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In addition, Russian was taught in an academic manner. Teaching methods
at the time relied heavily on both dictation and recitation. Abram Bruk-
Brezovskii described his method in an article in 

 

Sion

 

: ‘Russian language: read-
ing with translation into German, taking dictation, learning by heart certain
articles of prose and poetry chosen by the principal, and grammar. Special
attention will be paid to practical learning.’
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Aron Frud in Berdichev described a spiraling grammar-based programme,
which sounds quite modern. In the preparatory class his students covered read-
ing in Russian and the parts of speech. By the first class they were working on
word combinations and by the second on composition. In the third class word
composition, agreement and case work allowed for more sophisticated writing.
Finally, in the fourth class the students focused on subordinate clauses, accents
and review.
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In addition to religion and Russian almost all Jewish girls’ schools offered
German, penmanship and arithmetic. Quite a number also offered a weekly
course in women’s crafts. It would seem that this course was not meant to
prepare girls for employment but rather for their future role as home-makers.
French, music and dance were offered at many schools and especially those
seeking to attract the daughters of the wealthy elite. A minority of schools
offered courses in history and geography, even fewer in science.
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These private schools for Jewish girls opened in towns and cities through-
out the heavily Jewish-populated regions of Russia were essentially grassroots
affairs. Educators recognised a niche and opened schools for the local Jewish
girls. For the most part, they received no guidance from either government or
communal authorities. Nonetheless, the schools they created were strikingly
similar. They designed Jewish studies curricula to meet the expectations of the
Jewish communities from which they drew their students while at the same
time introducing new concepts and approaches. They made the Russian
language a central pillar of their schools because gaining permission to open a
school required such a commitment and because they themselves were
Russian-speaking and envisioned a more culturally and linguistically russified
Jewish community.

 

New developments

 

This need to avoid alienating the traditional masses while appealing to the
more enlightened Jews and to the goals of the education ministry led to the
creation of schools that can be termed moderate but, I would argue, not conser-
vative. There can be no question that the founding principals of these schools,
in both fee structure and academic offerings, made every effort to attract pupils
from across the Jewish community. For a school for Jewish girls to succeed in
maintaining the support of families ranging from wealthy to poor, and from
traditional to enlightened, the curricula had to be modern and useful without
being radical.

However, this did not mean that the schools were static or lacking in inno-
vation. While making a concerted effort not to offend the more traditional
members of the Jewish communities where they lived and worked, educators
in private schools for Jewish girls were constantly experimenting with new
materials, pedagogic methods and school structures. In particular, they strug-
gled with how best to meet the needs of poor students, how to effect integration
between Jews and their Christian neighbours, and whether and when girls and
boys could be taught together.

Beginning in the late 1860s, for example, principals of schools for Jewish
girls started to recognise that providing scholarships to daughters of the poor
was not sufficient. These girls were often unable to graduate and, even when
they did, were no better prepared for making a living. The writer and activist
Mariia Saker bemoaned the situation in an 1871 speech later printed in the
Russian-language Jewish periodical 

 

Den

 

’: 

 

The old bazaar and Jewish street where the mass of Jewish women fried beneath the scath-
ing sun in summer and became numb in their rags in the hard frost of winter clearly show
that it is the utter lack of knowledge that chains these unfortunates to such a mode of life
… There are certainly more profitable and pleasant occupations but there is no school – no
trade school – in which a Jewish mother can enrol her daughter to acquire such knowledge.
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There were thus efforts to introduce training in crafts that could actually be put
to use in the marketplace. In 1881 the first trade school for poor Jewish girls
opened in Odessa.
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 Thereafter both trade schools and sections within other
schools devoted to more in-depth training in such skills as sewing opened with
increasing frequency. By the end of the 1890s more than 500 girls studied in
four communally funded vocational schools for Jewish girls in Odessa alone.
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Similarly, the virtual closure of the state school system for Jewish boys in
1873 presented a new challenge. Educators sought ways to teach boys in their
girls’ schools while retaining communal and governmental approbation.
Although providing equal educational opportunities to boys and girls had long
been a goal of some among the 

 

maskilim

 

 (‘enlighteners’), staying in business
required strategic decisions. In 1877 Lev Kaplan opened a co-educational
Jewish school in Minsk. He soon had a candle tax subsidy to help with his 42
girls and 21 boys. It is probably not coincidental that soon afterwards Il’ia
Rakavshchik, who had run a private school for Jewish girls in Minsk since
1864, began teaching boys as well.
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 Rakavshchik saw an opportunity to
expand his school and better compete with other schools. He also saw that
Kaplan’s experiment had been successful. In the coming decades even
communally funded institutions like the Talmud Torah would begin to build
on the successes of the private girls’ schools and turn to educating girls as well
as boys.

At the same time, other principals were struggling with how to integrate
Jews effectively into the non-Jewish environment. Although a minority of
Jewish parents was willing, by the 1870s, to send their daughters to Russian
schools, where instruction in Russian Orthodoxy was mandatory and classes
held on Saturdays, most were not willing to sacrifice so much for accultura-
tion. Jewish educators responded to the growing interest in interaction with the
surrounding society by opening their private girls’ schools to Christian girls
and by offering to teach courses in the Jewish religion in Russian schools.

 

28

 

The same type of experimentation and incremental change surveyed in
these three examples would most likely have continued had it not been for the
sweeping changes in the Russian Jewish community at large.

 

The end of the beginning

 

Historians continue to argue over the significance of 1881 as a turning point in
Russian Jewish life. To what degree did the pogroms, the legal backlash
against Jews and the abandonment by the Russian liberal intelligentsia change
Jewish life inexorably?
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 Based on the data regarding educational patterns,
there can be no question that the pace of change quickened considerably begin-
ning in the 1880s.
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 Whereas previously various educators committed to the

 

Haskalah

 

 or to a more vague goal of russification had painstakingly experi-
mented with modifications to the traditional 

 

heder

 

 curriculum or offered
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Jewish girls a primary education that was modern in certain aspects yet accept-
able to traditionalists, they did so with a commitment to gradual change. By
the late 1880s the idea of radical transformation became possible.

As circumstances for Jews in the Russian Empire deteriorated, those Jews
who remained came to embrace new ideological solutions to the situation. In
an atmosphere of violence, deprivation and brutally strict quotas in Russian
education and professions, Russian Jews wanted to send their children to
schools that offered some hope for the future.

By the turn-of-the-century period, educators were no longer opening
private schools for Jewish girls on the old model. The schools they opened,
whether they were trade schools where Zionism was taught, religiously mixed
schools devoted to full acculturation, or Yiddishist schools committed to incul-
cating socialism, promised much more than basic literacy. Furthermore, these
schools expanded at a rapid rate as other doors increasingly closed to Jews. As
mentioned above, there were two private schools for Jewish girls in 1844. New
schools opened their doors continually throughout the subsequent decades so
that by 1883 there were 66 modern private schools for Jews, most of them
either for girls or mixed. By 1893 there were 232 such schools. Five years later
338 private Jewish schools provided instruction to 6,534 boys and 8,710 girls.
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It is perhaps not surprising that historians chose to record these later schools,
with their fiery rhetoric and clear continuity into the present. The impact of
Zionism and socialism on Jewish life continues to be felt. However, I would
argue that these radical educational institutions would not have been possible
without the moderate ones that preceded them. At the beginning of the nine-
teenth century formal secular education did not exist in the Russian Jewish
community. The private schools for Jewish girls opened between 1831 and 1881
helped to introduce secular education into the Jewish community and to make
formal education normative for Jewish girls. They also provided a fertile ground
for experimentation in new ideological and pedagogic methods. Even within
the limitations imposed by Jewish communities and the government, these
schools managed to implement a variety of new approaches to teaching the
Jewish religion, to experiment with how best to meet the needs of poor students
and to integrate boys and girls and Jews and Christians in the classroom. These
gradual developments enabled the radical transformations to come.

In a sense it was the very success of the private schools for Jewish girls
which eventually not only led to their demise, but also shielded them from
historical enquiry. Private schools for Jewish girls were a crucial ingredient in
the transition of Russian Jewry into modernity. However, as the pace
proceeded, and the traditional community’s structures and strictures broke
down, moderate and mildly innovative schools were no longer enough. The
schools had served their purpose in making the next generation of schools
possible, but all memory of them was swept away in the maelstrom of change.
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The rediscovery of private schools for Jewish girls, and their reintroduction
into the historical narrative, sheds new light on the Russian Jewish experience.
These schools provided a bridge between the traditional educational patterns
in place at the beginning of the nineteenth century and the radical ones that had
almost supplanted them by the end of the century. The discontinuities no
longer seem so extreme in light of this missing link. They also help us to under-
stand the political activism of Jewish women by the end of the century. Further
research on Jewish women’s education in Tsarist Russia will help us to under-
stand more about Jewish women’s lives and about Russian Jewry as a whole.

 

I would like to thank my colleagues at the University of Maryland for their comments on an
earlier draft of this paper. In particular Professor Marsha L. Rozenblit, as well as the anony-
mous reviewer for this journal, helped me to contextualise the material more effectively.
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