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ABSTRACT 
 
This Master’s thesis explores Jewish masculinity and identity within early twentieth-century 
literature (1903-1925), using texts written by Jewish authors in late imperial Russia and the early 
Soviet Union. This was a period of change for Russia’s Jewish community, involving increased 
secularization and reform, massive pogroms such as in Kishinev in 1903, newfound leadership 
within the 1905 and 1917 Revolutions, and a rise in both Zionist and Revolutionary ideology. 
Subsequently, Jewish literary masculinity experienced a significant shift in characterization. 
Historically, a praised Jewish man had been portrayed as gentle, scholarly, and faithful, yet early 
twentieth century Jewish male literary figures were asked to be physically strong, 
hypermasculine, and secular.  
 
This thesis first uses H.N. Bialik’s “In the City of Slaughter” (1903) and Sholem Aleichem’s 
“Tevye Goes to Palestine” (1914) to introduce a concept of “Jewish shame,” or a sentiment that 
historical Jewish masculinity was insufficient for a contemporary Russian world. It then creates 
two models for these new men to follow. The Assimilatory Jew, seen in Isaac Babel’s Red 
Cavalry cycle (published throughout the 1920s), held that perpetual outsider Jewish men should 
imitate the behaviour of a secular whole in order to be accepted. The Jewish Superman is 
depicted in Vladimir Jabotinsky’s “In Memory of Herzl” (1904) and Ilya Selvinsky’s “Bar 
Kokhba” (1920), and argues that masculine glory is entirely compatible with a proud Jewish 
identity, without an external standard needed. Judith Butler’s theories on gender performativity 
are used to analyze these diverse works, published in Hebrew, Yiddish, and Russian by authors 
of varying political alignments, to establish commonalities among these literary canons and plot 
a new spectrum of desired identities for Jewish men.
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
i. Thesis Introduction 

In her text The Technology of Gender, Italian theorist Teresa de Lauretis outlines a four-

pronged model for how to characterize the construction of gender and identity. The first two 

principles state that not only is gender a representation, but also the representation of gender is 

inherently its construction; she writes that “in the simplest sense it can be said that all of Western 

Art and high culture is the engraving of the history of that construction.”1 The third states that 

“the construction of gender goes on as busily today as it did in earlier times,” with both expected 

spheres such as the media and the family and less obvious, more external and counter-cultural 

spheres contributing to this continual dialectic of gender construction and representation.2 The 

fourth point argues that the deconstruction of gender also serves as its construction, with its 

unpacking serving to reinforce its existence and the terms upon which it is perceived. As de 

Lauretis writes, “gender […] is not only the effect of representation but also its excess, what 

remains outside discourse as a potential trauma which can rupture or destabilize, if not contained, 

any representation.”3 Her model, the first and second prongs in particular, dovetails with Alberto 

Melucci's oft-cited definition of collective identity as the construction of an “action system”; that 

is, that “collective identity is an interactive and shared definition produced by several interacting 

individuals who are concerned with the orientations of their action as well as the field of 

opportunities and constraints in which their action takes place.”4 Gender, as with all manners of 

representation, is a facet of identity, and gender is perceived and consumed differently based on 

                                                             
1 Teresa De Lauretis, Technologies of Gender: Essays on Theory, Film, and Fiction, Theories of 
Representation and Difference (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), p. 3. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Alberto Melucci, John Keane, and Paul Mier, Nomads of the Present: Social Movements and 
Individual Needs in Contemporary Society (London: Hutchinson Radius, 1989), p. 34. 
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all of its community-specific influences. It is neither static nor individual; rather, it serves as the 

face of a sequence of perpetual conversations influenced by forces both internal and external. 

Though de Lauretis largely wrote on the social construction of femininity, these 

interrelated definitions of collective identity and gender also apply when it comes to addressing 

the question of shifts in the conceptualization of Jewish masculinity, with particular attention 

paid to the post-1903 pogroms to early Soviet period in Russia. The early twentieth century 

produced a realignment of what it meant to be a Jewish man in Russia, and in turn, what it meant 

to be a Jew. This conversation, which is exemplified in works of literature, served as a marked 

shift from what I will define as traditional Jewish masculinity; the works helped construct and 

thus represent new values for the Jewish people. This newfound masculinity took many 

divergent forms, with varying amounts of sympathy to historical constructions of Jewish 

masculinity and a varying amount of credence lent to the idea of Jewish emancipation, yet all 

coalesced around an understanding that these traditional Jewish masculine traits were insufficient 

for their contemporary era. These new mores operated in the form of an action system; the 

shifting definitions of masculinity were transmitted by writers on all sides of the political 

spectrum, similar to Melucci's concept of collective identity. And while the Jewish model had 

been held as separate from and external to the classical Western masculinity discourse, it still 

reacted to it, with a traditional separation between “Jewish ways” and “external ways” resulting 

in a blurred interpretative line, where Jewish masculinity entered into conversation with more 

secular masculinity and created an entirely new image. The new Jewish literary men navigated 

the merging of classical Jewish masculinity with secular masculine constructs in order to craft a 

wide spectrum of responses to their changing world. And of course, as De Lauretis said, even the 
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destabilization and counter-narratives of these new constructs served to reinforce the newer 

models of identity. 

Here, we can approach Judith Butler's writings on gender performativity as a further 

harmonization of the two concepts of gender creation and collective identity. Butler posits 

gender as a non-individual decision; it is established through a series of societal imitations, 

which are in turn based on long, pre-existing cultural relationships, a well-rehearsed act.5 While 

these acts may seem inherently arbitrary in terms of association, they carry deeper meaning in 

the sense that they reside on a corpus of entrenched customs and historical societal laws. 

Repeating these acts invests them with meaning, which is only real as long as it is performed, 

and “constitute[s] the identity that they are said to express.”6 The performative laws generated by 

this repetition praise those who live up to the gender standard, and condemn those who do not. In 

essence, this arbitrary essentialism is used to delineate “gender truth” and “gender falsity,” which 

then become a value judgment and a reassurance to those set in the cultural majority.7 This is the 

natural extension of de Lauretis's model—as gender is constructed in its creation and created in 

its construction, so too does its creation gain cultural value—and Melucci's interactive and 

shared communal identity. When applied to early twentieth century Jewish men, it becomes clear 

that by reframing this gender expression in newer, secular terms, the surrounding culture—that 

is, the Jewish-Russian community—was reorienting the collective identity and instilling a value 

system inspired by a sense of collective action. These performances are not homogenous, yet all 

take part in the crafting of a reoriented masculinity. 

                                                             
5 Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and 
Feminist Theory,” Theatre Journal 40, no. 4 (1988): pp. 525-526, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/3207893. 
6 Ibid., pp. 527-528. 
7 Ibid., p. 528. 
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This thesis will take us to early twentieth century Russia and examine, through literature, 

both the shaping and reinforcing of a radically divergent imagination of Jewish masculinity. For 

the purpose of consistency, I will be defining Jewish literature as literature written by Jewish 

authors about Jewish subjects, without any assumptions on audience or authorial intent. These 

texts, as with Jewish culture as a whole, were shaped both directly and indirectly by landmark 

events shifting the Jewish community, beginning with the 1903 pogroms in Kishinev and 

carrying through the 1905 October Revolution, the militarism of the First World War, the 1917 

revolutions, and the succeeding Russian Civil War. The writers of this time period took the idea 

of “classic Jewish masculinity” and turned it on its head. Throughout the annals of Jewish 

history, a praised man had been constructed through the establishment of a “good Jew-bad Jew” 

masculine binary, an extension of Butler's theories on gender truth and falsity. The Good Jewish 

man was kind, gentle, and godly; the Bad Jew, impulsive and aggressive. While duelling 

masculinities, one proper and one improper, was not an exclusive pattern throughout biblical 

literature, it is prominent enough to help delineate which attributes were more worthy of divine 

and textual praise than others and to establish a model to be consciously deviated from. 

Throughout this thesis, I will show literature expressing the inadequacy of the praised traits of 

classical Jewish masculinity in contemporary Jewish Russia, praising what had once been held as 

improper masculinity as a model worthy of emulation, and softening the oppositional model of 

biblical gender truth and falsity in favour of a more complex series of intra- and inter-gender 

relations and power dynamics. The flipping and complication of these traits resulted in two new 

models of Jewish Russian masculinity: the Assimilatory Jew, which saw Jewish figures as 

inherently less valued as compared to non-Jewish ones and proposed imitating secular modes of 

behaviour in an attempt to gain security, and the Jewish Superman, which held that one could be 
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both physically dominant and Jewish without needing to emulate a specific external masculine 

model.  

Interspersed in this discussion, I will examine how this reoriented masculinity both 

mirrored and transcended the dominant political discourse of the time, which encouraged a 

rapidly secularizing community into both revolutionary and Zionist camps. The writers and texts 

examined stem from all over the ideological map in both alignment and intensity, showing that 

the reoriented masculinity was not merely the purview of one sector of the community but rather 

one of many manifestations of general Jewish ardour in a time of pogroms, revolutions, wars, 

and change.  

Linguistic choice was one way to signal a differing ideological viewpoint. While I 

worked largely with literature in translation, the original languages of the texts served as both an 

ideological and practical choice. Throughout the nineteenth century and cresting in earnest in the 

early twentieth century, Russian, Yiddish, and Hebrew were competing for attention and prestige 

within the Jewish intellectual communities of eastern Europe. Yiddish and Hebrew literatures 

both began to sprout up in the latter half of the nineteenth century, with both having been used to 

various extents prior and having claimants proclaiming them as the essential language of Jewry. 

Hebrew had been used within traditional Jewish liturgy, prayer, and other contexts for millennia, 

with its learning being seen as a necessary practice for the “average” European Jewish man in the 

Middle Ages yet not necessarily the average European Jewish woman.8 The Zionist-inspired 

revival of modern Hebrew sought to remove the language from the traditional contexts and 

modernize it, with foundational thinkers such as Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, having been influenced by 

Slavic nationalist movements in the late nineteenth century, preaching the doctrine of having a 
                                                             
8 John Myhill, Language in Jewish Society: Towards a New Understanding (Clevedon, United 
Kingdom: Channel View Publications, 2004): p. 63, 
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uvic/detail.action?docID=227104. 
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language for a people and connecting it with a Jewish homeland.9 As Hebrew wasn’t used 

conversationally, many early Hebrew novelists were also actively crafting and modernizing the 

language as they wrote it and developing patterns of speech. In contrast, Yiddish was by far the 

most spoken language amongst the Jewish-Russian communities of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, as 97% of Russian Jews referred to Yiddish as their mother tongue in 1897.10 

Yiddish was held as less of a Jewish nationalist language and more of a symbol of secular Jewish 

identity, overcoming a historical stigma that forced Yiddish writers to write pseudonymously,11 

with it particularly gaining popularity within Communist circles as a “language of the people.”12 

Yiddish translations and literature were also more accessible for eastern European Jewish 

women, who were unlikely to have encountered biblical Hebrew yet used Yiddish on a daily 

basis.13 Hebrew prose, despite being written by members of a varied and unknown set of class 

backgrounds,14 was held up as the more cultured and “elite” of the two Judaic languages as 

compared to Yiddish, which was most used by Jews poorer and less educated and seen as 

symbolic of what Jewish enlightenment thinkers, or maskilim, wanted to escape from.15 

In contrast, Russian symbolized an entirely different aspect of Jewish-Russian society: 

that of an increasing push towards modernization and involvement within the political affairs of 

the larger state, and a departure from Yiddish as the native tongue. As the community 

secularized and assimilated, so too did the proportion of Jewish native speakers of Russian rise, 

                                                             
9 Ibid., p. 82. 
10 Ibid., p. 137. 
11 Ibid., p. 130. 
12 Ibid., p. 71. 
13 Ibid., p. 128. 
14 Robert Alter, The Invention of Hebrew Prose: Modern Fiction and the Language of Realism, 
Samuel and Althea Stroum Lectures in Jewish Studies (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 
1988), p. 9. 
15 Myhill, Language, p. 128. 
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growing from 13% in Saint Petersburg in 1881 to 29% in 1890 to 42% in 1910.16 Most Hebrew 

writers had done their general reading in Russian,17 and it served as the language for the 

educated class and civil rights discourse. The push for Jewish Russianization came both from 

government actors, who saw incorporation of isolated Jewish communities into the Russian 

education system as a way to ease societal tensions, and from maskilim who sought to gain 

respect and equality by using the language of the majority.18 Writers who wrote in Russian, 

therefore, would be guided towards a larger audience than solely the Jewish-Russian community. 

It would be far too pat to simplify the complex discourse around language and herald Russian as 

the language of civil society, Hebrew of nationalist activism, and Yiddish of the common person; 

yet the three bodies of literature contained within them different aims and thus different 

audiences.  

Russian Jewry was far from homogenous, whether ideologically or linguistically. Rather 

than highlight the differences between the literary canons, this thesis aims to identify 

commonalities in the construction of new masculinities that leap across these boundaries and 

shine in literatures Yiddish, Russian, and Hebrew alike. All of these works identify the 

inadequacy of the historical biblical masculine binary and create new sets of men to stand in their 

places. Throughout, the theories of Butler, Melucci, and de Lauretis will be our guide, both to 

establish what it meant to be a classical Jewish man and to illustrate how these early twentieth 

century characters diverged from it. 

ii. Defining Classical Jewish Masculinity 

                                                             
16 Ibid., p. 137. 
17 Alter, Hebrew Prose, p. 17. 
18 Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern, Anti-Imperial Choice: The Making of the Ukrainian Jew (New 
Haven, United States: Yale University Press, 2009), p. 3. 
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In the introduction to his text on religious Jewish masculinity, Daniel Boyarin describes 

growing up as a “sissy” in New Jersey, with passions residing in intellectualism and ballet rather 

than sports and athletics.19 He posits that Judaism served as a welcome home for this sort of 

rejection and subversion of conventional, dominant, “real” masculinity; a Jewish man dodged 

“such cultural archetypes as Iron Johns, knights, hairy men, and warriors within.”20 The 

“classical Jewish man” rests in this nexus, prominent both in traditional Jewish texts and modern 

interpretations. A Jewish man does not allow his aggression to overtake him. A Jewish man uses 

his wits to triumph rather than raw strength. A Jewish man is gentle, scholarly, and godly, fully 

in control of himself and his reactions. Warren Rosenberg posits that what I refer to as 

“traditional Jewish masculinity” was reinforced and burnished by active anti-Semitic exclusion 

from these majority narratives, whether on the basis of character or physical deficiency21; Jews 

could not, and would not, be seen in unison with the Iron Johns, forcing them to create an 

alternative model. While the role of anti-Semitism in the construction, and later shifting, of 

Jewish masculinity is more than worthy of discussion, there is a clean line running from the 

origins of Jewish theology and self-conception to Boyarin's “male femme.” De Lauretis's 

positioning of gender's representation as its construction re-enters the picture here. Within the 

Jewish community, the genteel man built upon himself, praising and re-praising these values. 

For the purposes of this thesis, I will be using largely Biblical texts to outline traditional 

Jewish masculinity, given their prominence both in Jewish religious and social life, while adding 

texts from the Rabbinic period (first to sixth centuries) for context and to lend an understanding 

of how historical Jewish figures might have interpreted these figures. The Torah establishes 
                                                             
19 Daniel Boyarin, Unheroic Conduct: The Rise of Heterosexuality and the Invention of the 
Jewish Man (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), p. xii. 
20 Ibid., p. xiv. 
21 Warren Rosenberg, Legacy of Rage: Jewish Masculinity, Violence, and Culture (Amherst: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 2001), p. 20. 
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gentility as the praised model through a series of binaries, with one figure representing the good 

Jewish man and the other symbolizing the opposite. It is a well-worn model presenting a didactic 

sort of easily digestible, easy to follow masculine morality. To follow Butler's argument, the 

positive gender performance was drawn from the negative gender performance, and vice-versa. 

While there are certainly biblical figures who exist beyond these oppositional stories of good 

versus bad, I believe that expressing these historical traits as generally as possible is integral for 

showing how the Jewish men in early twentieth century literature upended history and tradition 

and established their own radical new standards of masculinity. First and foremost would be the 

tale of Cain and Abel, where the aggressive and jealous Cain murders his godly and praised 

brother. The text goes far beyond critiquing Cain. He is introduced as a tiller of the ground, 

which serves as the basis for his characterization. His dismissed offering is the “fruit of the 

ground,”22 and the actual killing of his brother is in the field, another echo of Cain's dominion 

over the realm. Yet when he kills Abel, his abhorrent act supplants his entire prior identity, 

making it his new sole defining trait. The land itself, the core of his offering, is now saturated 

with his murder: “the voice of [Cain's] brother's blood crieth unto [God] from the ground.”23 It 

becomes “cursed”24 to him, ensuring that it will no longer yield to him, and he becomes marked 

in the process and forced to wander the land. Cain is painted as unable to master his jealousy and 

rage, and as a result, he is divorced inexorably from the entire foundation of his being, while 

Abel symbolically conquers him post-mortem by claiming his land as his own with his crying 

blood. 

A second case of this binary occurs later on in Genesis, when Jacob and Esau come into 

conflict over their mutual desire to earn their father Isaac's blessing. Similarly to Cain and Abel, 
                                                             
22 Gen. 4:5 (Jewish Virtual Library). 
23 Gen. 4:10. 
24 Gen. 4:11. 
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Jacob was a “quiet man, dwelling in tents,”25 whereas Esau was a “cunning hunter, a man of the 

field.”26 As in the previous example, the gentler man is cast as the good Jewish man, whereas the 

more physically aligned one is cast as more negative. Isaac's blessing is cast as a form of divine 

praise, much like Cain and Abel's offerings earlier, and Jacob is determined to gain the benefit 

above his brother, who is entitled to it by virtue of being the firstborn. What's interesting is that 

Jacob's use of guile and disguise to outwit his father is fundamentally similar to Cain's use of 

murder, in that both are trying to upset the divinely prescribed order, Jacob by stealing his 

brother's blessing and Cain by targeting his brother's praised offering. Yet unlike Cain, Jacob is 

not only able to earn the blessing but also is prescribed as his brother's lord, with “all his brethren 

[...] given to him for servants.”27 Later, after reconciling with Esau, Jacob is granted the name 

Israel as well as the right to carry on the line of the Jewish people. The chief difference between 

these two acts is how this desire to get closer to God is performed. Cain uses violence, Jacob 

uses his wits. Therefore, Cain is expelled from godliness, while Jacob keeps the blessing and the 

legacy. 

The most prominent hyper-masculine figure in the Jewish tradition, however, is Samson. 

Samson is, at first glance, a contradiction. He differs from the prior two cases in that there is no 

gentler man to compare him to, and his actions are both praised and condemned. His gendered 

nature thus exists externally from the historical binary, which we are forced to delineate through 

his own actions and the contrasts drawn in his textual handling. He manages to express similar 

masculine attributes as worthy of praise as in the tales of Jacob and Esau and Cain and Abel, 

while disrupting the existing binary by virtue of his presence as a single complex individual. His 

physical strength and physical depiction, stemming from the instruction not to cut his hair or 
                                                             
25 Gen. 25:27. 
26 Gen. 25:27. 
27 Gen. 27:37. 
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shave, echo the knights and hairy men from which Boyarin and many other Jewish men had felt 

excluded. He is able to tear apart a lion with his bare hands, slaughter thousands of men with a 

jaw bone, and uses his powers as a defender of the Israelites. Unlike many other biblical men and 

more specifically biblical heroes, he is cast as sexually proliferate. In the three books of Judges, 

he sleeps with three different women: his initial Philistine wife, a prostitute in Gaza,28 and 

Delilah of the Wadi Sorek. A few aspects of his parade of partners cast him as a uniquely hyper-

masculine figure in the text, with the first being their religious and regional origin. None of them 

are Israelites, with his Philistine wife being singled out as a religious transgressor; his parents 

bemoan his chosen bride, saying, “Is there never a woman among the daughters of thy brethren, 

or among all my people, that thou goest to take a wife of the uncircumcised Philistines?”29 The 

invocation of circumcision hearkens back to the original covenant with Abraham and the 

foundation of the Jewish people. By casting his wife as estranged from that, the text positions her 

and by extension Samson as external to this foundational morality. Two of the three women, 

with the exception of Delilah, are not even afforded a name, defined only by their relation to 

Samson. Again, this serves as a statement that their representation is less vital than how they 

affect Samson. Finally, two of the three exist outside of the bounds of marriage, and the one 

marriage which does exist is the aforementioned condemned marriage with the Philistine 

woman. 

Samson is a figure of both great glory and great folly, a spiritual precursor to Russian-

Jewish figures who will be discussed later in this thesis that emerge from their texts both praised 

and condemned for how they perform their manhood. His praised attributes mirror much of what 

Jacob and Abel represented, while his more condemned attributes, including his eventual 

                                                             
28 Judg. 16:1. 
29 Judg. 14:3. 
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downfall, align with Cain and Esau. From his very inception, Samson is pitched as a sort of 

divine experiment whose very arrival in the world is due to an angel dictating to his mother what 

she was meant to do for her as-of-yet unborn child.  

An angel of the Lord appeared to the woman and said to her, “You are barren and have 
borne no children; but you shall conceive and bear a son. / Now be careful not to drink 
wine or other intoxicant, or to eat anything unclean. / For you are going to conceive and 
bear a son; let no razor touch his head, for the boy is to be a nazirite to God from the 
womb on. He shall be the first to deliver Israel from the Philistines.”30 
 
Samson's father is fully absent from the discourse, as is all manner of human agency, 

with his mother being afforded no choice in his raising and serving as only a vessel for divine 

attention and a host for the child to come. The language chosen is forceful, with the angel saying 

“you shall,” “the boy is to be,” and “he shall.” His purpose is explicit: to deliver Israel from the 

Philistines and be the saviour for the people, a path which is chosen by the divine rather than by 

Samson himself. The precision and purpose of these instructions are reinforced whenever 

Samson exercises his super strength for a praised purpose, as it is always prefaced by stating that 

“the Spirit of the LORD came upon him.”31 It indicates that Samson's strength is not his own, 

and has a specific purpose: to serve the Israelites and God by extension. Yet for his other hyper-

masculine acts, whether physical, sexual or otherwise, he does not earn this preface. He is a 

servant of the divine when he follows the path, and a mere man when he fails. His agency and 

independence have evaporated from the equation, and whenever he exercises it, he gains textual 

condemnation. 

Samson meets his end when he sleeps with Delilah, who had been sent to undermine him 

and take the Israelite strongman down. While Samson is praised for following God's instructions, 

his undoing comes when he strays, his sexual desire overwhelming his desire to serve God. Just 

                                                             
30 Judg. 13:3-5. 
31 Judg. 14:6, 19, 15:14. 
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as Esau mortgaged his birthright, Samson mortgaged his position as leader of the Israelites. Udi 

Aloni suggests that Samson had become “addicted to the game of bondage,” misled by Delilah's 

invocation of love and serving as an exemplar of male power succumbing to a manipulative 

feminine force.32 The invocation of the game of bondage indicates that it was a series of 

Samson's choices that led him down the path to his own destruction, rather than being outwitted 

by an external force, which is supported by the text. He had already been cautioned against 

women from uncircumcised, non-Israelite cultures, and Delilah was the third one whom he had 

courted. He cites his strength as coming from his position as a “Nazarite unto God from [his] 

mother's womb,”33 and when he crosses that boundary, he would be “weak like any other 

man.”34 His human urges remove him from the position of a divine vessel to any other human 

untrusting in God; the text states that “the LORD was departed from him” when he attempts to 

summon his strength once more.35 His partial redemption only comes with his complete sacrifice 

of self. He pleads for God's return to him yet the text does not state that the divine gripped him 

once more, an echo of Cain's estrangement from the ground: some sins could not be fully atoned 

for, and would lead to a permanent change of selfhood. His masculinity had been abused, and by 

being unable to call on God in his redemption, he is reinforcing his punishment simultaneously.  

By taking all three stories in conjunction — murderous Cain and gentle Abel, scorned 

hunter Esau and cunning Jacob, and praised and condemned Samson — we gain a more 

complete picture both of how gender was constructed in the Tanakh and how it challenged its 

own gender models. The praised attributes, the ones contributing to their masculine characters’ 

legacy-making, revolved around godliness. Abel's praise was found in his offering to God, 
                                                             
32 Udi Aloni, “Samson the Non-European,” Studies in Gender and Sexuality 12, no. 2 (13 April 
2011): pp. 129-130, https://doi.org/10.1080/15240657.2011.559441. 
33 Judg. 16:17. 
34 Judg. 16:17. 
35 Judg. 16:20. 
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Jacob's in his desire to grow closer to God through his father's blessing, and Samson's in his 

acceptance of God's instructions and allowance of the spirit of the Lord to fill him. The negative 

men are criticized and condemned for their aggression and assumption of their own superiority, 

or lack of willingness to work within their natural order. Cain believes he and his offering are 

superior to Abel, so he murders him. Esau prizes his immediate needs of hunger over that of his 

divine birthright, leading his younger brother to become his superior. Samson believes himself to 

be beyond reproach, so he sleeps with non-Jewish women, neglects his divine instruction, and 

gets his strength stolen. Samson's power itself occupies an equivocal place in Rabbinic period 

narratives. On one hand, he was praised for being a representation of the might of God and its 

power to redeem the Jewish people,36 yet on the other hand, he also drew criticism for being an 

“unrighteous individual” with dangerous powers.37 The power even in the cases of the praise is 

seen as God's, not Samson's; he is a representation of the might, not the source of the might 

itself. Every aspect of his overwhelming power and masculinity not positioned in defence of the 

Israelites and God's will created his downfall. He may have further reinforced the casting of 

biblical men as needing to be aligned with divine values, but he also proved that the simplistic 

Genesis construction of good Jew-bad Jew was insufficient when approaching a more nuanced 

set of behavioural attributes. 

This vision of classical Jewish masculinity may have originated in biblical texts, yet its 

influence carries on beyond the confines of the Tanakh. Indeed, the avoidance of aggression and 

humility is praised and reinforced systematically through both religious and non-religious Jewish 

figures; one only needs to look at an episode of Friends to see Ross Geller serving the role of 

                                                             
36 Matthew J. Grey, “‘The Redeemer to Arise from the House of Dan’: Samson, Apocalypticism, 
and Messianic Hopes in Late Antique Galilee,” Journal for the Study of Judaism 44, no. 4–5 
(2013): p. 572, https://doi.org/10.1163/15700631-12340391.  
37 Ibid., p. 579. 
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demure, studious, humble Jewish man, as starkly removed from Boyarin's Iron Johns as Abel and 

Jacob. This reinforcement of gentility as a positive value existed in Eastern Europe even in the 

years immediately preceding a more radical reorientation of Jewish masculinity.38 Sholem 

Aleichem's Tevye tales, serialized short stories featuring the eponymous dairyman and serving as 

the foundation for Fiddler on the Roof, were first written in the 1890s and carried through the 

early 1900s. Tevye is a humble man who regularly quotes the Torah despite never quite placing 

the verses in their proper context, a symbol of his desire to live a godly life despite not having 

the education and traditional knowledge to do so according to the letter of the Talmudic law.  He 

also identifies strongly with his traditions, to the point of disowning his own daughter and sitting 

shiva for her for the crime of marrying a non-Jewish man.39 Tevye is the constant in a shifting 

and secularizing world; he is stubborn and not always praised or rewarded, yet relies on these 

classical mores of masculinity to provide his framework. Whether or not his faithfulness was 

rewarded, it was still the dialogue he contributed to and reinforced and the model he played into. 

                                                             
38 Of course, this skips over thousands of years of Jewish history in Europe, much of which 
served as reinforcement of these models of masculinity and features far too many events and far 
too much legislation to list concisely. This brand of genteel masculinity was reinforced both by 
internal community values and external anti-Semitic actions, and shifted through the many 
events that beset European Jewish communities. Many books cited in this thesis would be 
excellent resources for further exploration; Leonid Livak's The Jewish Persona in the European 
Imagination depicts archetypes used to depict Jewish figures in Christian conversation from 
medieval times; John Klier's Russia Gathers Her Jews describes the political machinations 
surrounding the early integration of Jews into the larger Russian Empire; David G. Roskies's 
anthology The Literature of Destruction: Jewish Responses to Catastrophe is a treasure trove of 
writings from Jewish writers after traumatic events; Boyarin's Unheroic Conduct is a specific 
look at the development of Talmudic concepts of masculinity through all annals of Jewish 
history. While it would be a mistake to claim that Jewish masculinity was static from the Torah 
to the present day, I mean only to highlight the familiarity between the classic Jewish model I 
presented and a more contemporary interpretation. 
39 Michael R. Katz, “‘Go Argue with Today’s Children’: The Jewish Family in Sholem Aleichem 
and Vladimir Jabotinsky,” European Judaism 43, no. 1 (May 2010): pp. 66-67, 
https://doi.org/10.3167/ej.2010.430105. 
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The praised and condemned aspects of what I’m calling traditional Jewish masculinity 

that are established here are essential to understand before diving fully into the works of early 

twentieth-century Russia. That this performative pattern was so pronounced before the time 

period explored in this thesis not only indicates it as an established bulwark of the Jewish 

identity conversation, but also reinforces how profound of a departure it was to praise and 

empower the previously condemned aspects of masculine construction, and condemn and scorn 

the previously praised. A grounding in biblical masculinity and analysis is also relevant due to 

these texts’ intertextual dialogue with the stories and attitudes of the Torah, in which all have at 

least a moderate grounding—after all, as described above the average eastern European Jewish 

man was expected to have at least a passing familiarity with Jewish liturgy in its native tongue. 

Five works will be examined for their contributions to newer models of gender. The first chapter 

will situate H.N. Bialik's Hebrew “In the City of Slaughter” (1903) and Sholem Aleichem's 

Yiddish “Tevye Goes to Palestine,” a later entry in the aforementioned Tevye cycle (1914), will 

be used to identify a strain of “Jewish Shame” which outlined a lack of place for classical Jewish 

masculinity to deal with contemporary issues. The second chapter will revolve around Isaac 

Babel's Russian Red Cavalry cycle (published throughout the 1920s) and how it illustrates the 

first of our two models for reoriented Jewish men: the Assimilatory Jew, which realizes classical 

Jewish masculinity as an inherent weakness and implies salvation can emerge through consistent 

imitation of the Russian majority. The final chapter deals with Vladimir Jabotinsky's Russian “In 

Memory of Herzl” (1904) and Ilya Selvinsky's Russian “Bar Kokhba” (1920) as they create their 

Jewish Supermen. The Jewish Supermen not only ignore the classical model as a virtue but fully 

supplant it with their own, seeing a revitalized Jewish masculinity as not only praiseworthy but 
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also a fait accompli. The Torah and the divine are dismissed as moral guidelines, grounding 

Jewish men as authors of their own fate and, by extension, that of their entire community. 

These works exhibit and craft a broader gender model than merely masculinity, of course; 

masculine expression does not exist in a silo, and in a generative model that leans so heavily on 

binary thinking it stands to reason that the manifestations of femininity are equally essential to 

understanding the nuances both of a shifting cultural ideological identity and the manifestations 

of the reoriented masculinity itself. Its significance cannot be downplayed. Women are 

prominent in all of these works of literature, often in concert with the instances I selected to 

illustrate the new masculinity and serving various roles with varying amounts of in-text agency. 

Bialik's righteous anger stems from Jewish men standing by as pogrom perpetrators; Tevye's 

power is tested by each of his daughters' unconventional marriage choices; Red Cavalry's 

protagonist Kirill Lyutov is instructed to “rough up a woman” in order to gain respect; the titular 

hero of “Bar Kokhba” loses his life in a night of passion with the Roman commander's wife. I am 

choosing to directly compare masculinities within the texts to each other, rather than elaborating 

on the interplay between in-text masculinities and femininities, because I believe that these 

divergent male models best illustrate the shifting emotions and norms within the early twentieth-

century Jewish-Russian social climate. Both men and women were called upon to craft a new 

identity for a newer secular Jewish world, whether they were serving Revolutionary or Zionist 

ideologies, and the shift in masculinities was so radical as compared to how Jewish men had 

been taught to behave prior. Much ideological and literary ink had been spilled on how men 

should act in this newer world, and ultimately I relished the opportunity to approach these older 

texts and the patriarchal constructions inherent within them using a more nuanced, feminist lens. 

These bold new men perform their gender in a manner heretofore unseen within Jewish writings, 



 18 

dismissing the model of “good” and “bad” in favour of a series of gender relations as complex as 

the early twentieth-century Jewish community itself, and shining a light on a tumultuous period 

in Jewish history. 
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II. CHAPTER ONE: On the Genesis of “Jewish Shame” 

i. Historical Overview 

Over the course of this thesis, I will be examining forms of the reoriented Jewish-Russian 

masculinity that cropped up in the early twentieth century. In order to do so, it is imperative to 

establish both a historical framework for the evolution of this Jewish-Russian identity while also 

delineating the initial literary response to this impetus. This context sets the stage for the 

following two chapters, as by getting a sense of the key dates and key emotions for reconstituted 

Jewish masculinity, the literary models of these bold new men become clarified. As such, I will 

dedicate this chapter to outlining two essential aspects of the discussion before proceeding into 

the modelling chapters. First, I outline some of the key dates and factors within the Jewish-

Russian community that helped shape these pieces of literature and hone in on the Jewish 

involvement within each moment. Second, I locate within the communal literary canon the 

emotional reorientation of Jewish-Russian masculinity, which shifted the Talmudic, traditional 

praised vision of masculine gentility into masculine shame and expressed a lack of place for the 

Talmudic man in contemporary Jewish-Russian society. As such, we are able to chart the 

flourishing of this value shift as a consequence of and reaction to the social changes impacting 

the Jewish community at the time and evaluate whether or not this shift was solely recognized 

within ideologically inclined communities at the time. 

Prior to the events discussed in this thesis, the Jewish-Russian community had been 

undergoing a marked process of secularization quite unlike those that came before in Jewish 

cultural history, and especially marked considering their continual restriction to the Pale of 

Settlement. The nineteenth century saw a flourishing of secularization movements and 

mainstreaming of Jewish people into the Russian whole, replacing what had once been a largely 
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isolated Jewish community. The internal Haskalah or Jewish enlightenment philosophical 

movement, which took hold all across central and eastern Europe throughout the nineteenth 

century, was one piece of the puzzle; the movement scorned the attributes of Judaism which 

were incompatible with larger secular world and promoted and emphasized those values that 

they believed were compatible, including stable family life, financial skill, biblical Hebrew, and 

a praiseworthy history of Judaic philosophical discourse.40 Externally, a few policy changes drew 

an isolated Jewish community further into the Russian whole. In 1874, Russia mandated military 

service yet allowed exemptions in the case of enrolment in higher education. This helped 

encourage a sevenfold increase in Jewish enrolment in Russian gymnasiums between 1865 and 

and 1887, and a thirteen times increase in Jewish enrolment in Russian universities,41 a major 

factor in the proliferation of Russian within the Jewish community as mentioned in the 

introduction. These closer communal ties induced a different dialogue—the more secular, more 

engaged Jewish community gained a modicum of buy-in and influence in the Russian whole and 

became privy to more of the broader cultural norms.  

The year 1903 saw a key touchstone moment in Jewish-Russian history and this thesis's 

analysis: the Kishinev Pogrom in what is now modern-day Moldova. The pogrom had been 

stirred up in Bessarbets, Moldova's sole newspaper at the time, blessed outwardly by the 

Orthodox church and accepted by the government, with Russian minister of the interior advising 

the local authorities to not take action against it.42 Early twentieth century Jewish-Russian 

historian Simon Dubnow described the Kishinev pogroms as an intentional wedge to divide 
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burgeoning revolutionary forces within Russia at the time, movements which would coalesce 

into the larger 1905 Russian Revolution, saying it aimed to pit the “Jewish revolution” against 

the “Russian populace” in an artificial binary.43 This state-sanctioned or at the very least state-

condoned violence served as the backdrop for H.N. Bialik's 1903 poem, “In the City of 

Slaughter” (discussed in this chapter) and Vladimir (Ze'ev) Jabotinsky's “In Memory of Herzl” 

(discussed in the third), published in 1904. As I outline in the literature, these events served as 

the booster of a concept that I will be calling “Jewish Shame.” Jewish Shame here means that 

these Jewish writers saw a world evolving away from accommodating what I have defined in the 

introduction as classical Jewish masculinity and introduced the necessity for a change. This 

desire for a mass emancipatory change had not originated in the post-Pogrom period—for an 

earlier example, Leon Pinsker’s anonymous 1882 pamphlet Auto-Emancipation! is discussed in 

the third chapter—yet as Dubnow wrote, the Kishinev pogroms had been the first to “[awaken] 

the burning feeling of martyrdom, but with it also the feeling of heroism.”44 The tragedy also 

spurred the Second Aliyah, or mass wave of emigration to Palestine, which was constituted of 

Russian Jews fleeing the violence. These olim rejected the idea of dependency on larger groups, 

whether existent Zionist groups or European states, and saw themselves as creating a self-

sufficient Jewish worker's class meant to stay in Israel for their lifetimes.45 This class of Russian 

Jewish emigrés, including David Ben-Gurion, the first Prime Minister of Israel, and Meir 

Dizengoff, the first mayor of Tel Aviv, formed the dominant part of the political and social class 

in the yishuv. 
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The 1903 pogrom was one of a combined 57 anti-Jewish pogroms through October 

1905,46 many of them carried out by actors of the state, with Kishinev memorable mostly for the 

scale of the devastation wreaked upon the Jewish community: it saw nearly 50 deaths and nearly 

500 injuries.47 It was one of many contributors to the large-scale social unrest and instability, 

alongside mass unemployment and the estrangement created by the Russian tsarist government's 

treatment of minority groups, which led to the 1905 Russian Revolution. In the 1905 Revolution, 

Jewish men and women played a far more pivotal role than they had in prior Russian social 

unrest, as the multicultural character of the resisters provided a platform for increasing numbers 

of Jewish youths to develop their imprints on both the external society and internal community 

relations. Socialism, whether Zionist or revolutionary socialism, provided a framework for young 

educated Jews who sought to use their education to gain influence within a framework that didn't 

ostracize Jewish voices,48 a descriptor which did not apply to the imperial Russian context. One 

of the popular methods for the politicized working class was the establishment of birzhas, or 

street-based social spaces where contemporary political discourse was often brought to the 

fore.49 These birzhas were targets of the Cossack forces, and were often protected by physical 

force, including killing those who sought to break them up.50 These movements helped bring the 

concepts of newer Jewish masculinity from theory into reality, providing an outlet for reorienting 

the aforementioned Jewish Shame into a prideful self-determination. The newly established State 
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Duma, which led to increased social rights via the 1905 October Manifesto,51 also became a 

forum for increased Jewish political participation. The first Duma in 1906 saw twelve Jewish 

members elected, nine of whom represented the centrist Kadet party,52 while in the 1917 

elections Jewish nationalist parties received a third of all seats won by national and religious 

parties.53 Sholom Aleichem's 1914 “Tevye Goes To Palestine” (discussed in this chapter) is the 

one work which I analyze in my thesis to be written after the political gains of the 1905 

Revolution, yet before the 1917 Revolutions and ensuing radical social changes. The time period 

between revolutions played host to four iterations of the State Duma and the start of the First 

World War, which led to both a militaristic rise in patriotic enthusiasm within Russia and 

dissatisfaction at the hemorrhaging of resources and lives on the Eastern Front. 

The 1917 Revolutions, and the events of the near half-decade-long succeeding Russian 

Civil War, will be our last touchstone date for this thesis and the culmination of this transitioning 

Jewish masculinity. Jewish people had outsized political influence when compared to their share 

of the general population, a fulfillment of the promise of the 1905 Revolution and a seeming 

about-face on the conditions leading to Bialik's Jewish Shame. While a preponderance of Jews 

fell in with the Bolsheviks and the Red Army, many falling in with its vision to deliver increased 

rights and status for ethnic minorities,54 there were still Jews who aligned with the Menshevik 

vision. Daniel Pasmanik is an example of a Russian Zionist who became an editor for a White 

daily journal, seeing Bolshevism as an attack on the large numbers of Jews who were members 
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of the bourgeoisie and seeing the Mensheviks as a safer path forward.55 This time period was 

also one of the most tragic in Russian history for the Jews, particularly in Poland and Ukraine, 

with pogroms running rampant perpetrated by all militaries though largely the Whites and 

Ukrainian revolutionaries. These pogroms led to the deaths of tens of thousands of Jews.56 It was 

during this time period that Isaac Babel served as a war correspondent with the Red forces; his 

experiences led to the Red Cavalry collection (discussed in Chapter 2) published through the 

early and mid 1920s. It was also the stage upon which Ilya Selvinsky wrote the epic poem “Bar 

Kokhba” (discussed in Chapter 3) in 1920, later published in 1924. It was a time both of massive 

Jewish gains and indescribable Jewish loss, a permanent imprimatur of Jewish presence and 

prominence on the Russian social sphere, and the culmination of the Jewish secularization and 

political engagement burgeoning since the Haskalah movement and through the 1903 pogroms. 

ii. “In the City of Slaughter” and Crisis 

This historical context leads us to the contents of the first chapter, as mentioned above: 

that of the literary perpetuation and recognition of a concept of Jewish Shame, which manifested 

as a recontextualizing of classical Jewish values. As mentioned in the introduction while leaning 

on the performative theories of Judith Butler, the traditional Jewish man was predicated on, 

among other things, contrasting two biblical figures’ moralities against each other. Being gentle, 

god-fearing, and humble were good traits for a Jewish man to have; the inverse was violence, 

arrogance, and dismissal of the divine. The works in Chapter 1 dissolve that binary, establishing 

those attributes said to belong to a good Jewish man as insufficient or unwanted in the modern 
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climate for Russian Jewry and devising a range of responses. The texts put varying amounts of 

faith in that theory — Bialik's response to Kishinev sees the departure from classical Jewish 

masculinity as an absolute necessity, whereas Sholem Aleichem's Tevye bemoans it — yet both 

pieces of literature posit this reorientation as an existent construct. One disputes and one upholds 

the new gender model, yet as De Lauretis writes, both facets contribute to its construction. This 

concept of Jewish Shame is the soil from which the two models of Jewish masculinity outlined in 

Chapters 2 and 3 grow, as without that sense of the old ways of masculinity no longer working, 

the impetus to craft a new man would be far less pronounced. 

It was in this milieu that Zionist poet H.N. Bialik was sent to Kishinev in 1903. Bialik 

had been a rising star within the Jewish Russian poetry world throughout the early 1890s, with 

Dubnow writing that he considered him as “[having] brought the poetical forms of ancient 

Hebrew speech to unprecedented perfection.”57 The newly created Kishinev Historical 

Commission endeavoured to learn as much as possible about the pogrom, in hopes of lobbying 

the Russian imperial bureaucracy to change its anti-Semitic laws.58 The result was “In the City of 

Slaughter,” a searing epic poem in Hebrew written by a clearly wounded and horrified Bialik that 

exemplifies a reoriented view of how to be a good Jew, and good Jewish man in particular. 

Throughout, Bialik's rage is directed more towards the victims of the pogrom, who did not 

defend themselves adequately, than the aggressors. This work pioneered the Jewish Shame, 

holding it as a construct needing to be overcome by societal action. Bialik’s poem is deeply 

pessimistic and devoid of praise for any actors within, whether Jewish or gentile. It upends the 

prior model of divine reward or condemnation for certain actions. No reward is available for the 

trauma of the Kishinev pogroms, and “In the City of Slaughter” serves to excoriate Jewish men 
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as a whole for their errors during the attacks and by extension adherence to the prior model of 

masculinity. 

The poem begins with a description of the vivid, visceral horrors of the Kishinev pogrom, 

which serves to emphasize the irredeemability and sheer poison of the scenes. He writes, “on 

tree, on stone, on fence, on mural clay, // the spattered blood and dried brains of the dead” and 

“the shattered hearth, [...] the broken wall,”59 imagery which underscores the depth of the 

devastation and evokes a more primal force than mere humanity. He also creates a biblical, 

divine framework through which to see the act. The opening line of the poem, in its original 

Hebrew, starts “kum lekh l'kha,” which translates to “come,” “bring yourself,” or “get up.”60 It 

also shares a name with a Torah portion, which itself derives its name from the opening verse, 

containing the same lekh l'kha. The opening verse has God telling Abram to “get thee out of thy 

country” in order to serve as the father of the Jewish people.61 In “In the City of Slaughter,” 

Bialik is issuing the same invocation to the reader, a pseudo-divine summons to go and see what 

had occurred in Kishinev. Robert Alter writes that most Hebrew poets of the era had intimate 

knowledge of the Torah and assumed their readers would as well;62 this invocation only serves to 

play on that relationship and subtext. The positioning of Bialik, the poet, as the authority and 

scribe while highlighting the same language used by God indicates both the immensity of 

Bialik's journey and the immensity of his authority. This is further developed by the inclusion of 
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religious objects in the post-pogrom debris. Bialik writes of “scroll heaped on manuscript, // 

Fragments again fragmented,”63 an invocation of a permanently damaged Torah.  

In the opening of the poem, the presence of religious Jewish imagery serves a dual 

purpose. Bialik's lekh l'kha uses the historical connection to deliver himself as a pan-Judaic 

authority, yet the destruction of the texts indicates a severance of that connection. The 

foundational Torah is in scraps, the holiness of the Jewish soul has drifted away. Similar to the 

influencers in the midst of the Haskalah movement, “In the City of Slaughter” is selecting which 

parts of the Jewish cultural and religious canon to emphasize in the upcoming social dialogue. 

Later, it is mentioned that “God called up the slaughter and the spring together, — // The slayer 

slew, the blossom burst, and it was sunny weather!”64 The divine is invoked without being 

genuflected to by the verses, and the faith-based manifestations are brought into the sweeping, 

all-encompassing carnage. On its own, the mentions of God are indicative of Bialik's 

commanding tone. In conjunction with later invocations against Jewish men, they symbolically 

destroy prior narratives of Jewish masculinity, with the aspects of faith so praised in Jacob and 

Abel insufficient against the forces of terror. By stating both that God called up the slaughter and 

that God's children were weak in the face of it, Bialik’s divine imagery respects the tradition 

while reinforcing its needed contemporary mutability. 

The pogrom itself is not characterized as the performance of humans or organizations, but 

is largely de-personified, with Bialik depicting it as an inescapable force rather than a human 

activity. A headless Jew is struck by “the self-same axe,”65 rather than a person wielding the axe. 

The martyrs are found by “the hatchet,” and the events attacking the victims are often expressed 
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in the passive voice, such as stating that the men “were hung” or the women “were fouled.”66 

Even when the perpetrators are referred to in a near-personified manner, they are referred to as 

the “wild ones of the wood, the beasts of the field”67 who attack the women of Kishinev rather 

than a human force. The effect, of course, is that the only humans and only “choices” highlighted 

in the poem belong to the Jewish people, and largely the Jewish men. It carries an echo with both 

early European and Israeli Zionist rhetoric on the nature of the diaspora and the Jews residing in 

it. Theodor Herzl held that anti-Semitism was at least partially “legitimate self-defence,” on 

account of the overrepresentation of Jewish figures in the local economy.68 The yishuv, or early 

Zionist settlements in British Palestine, held that the diaspora was an inherent position of 

weakness for the Jewish people, with 1933 articles holding that Nazi persecution was a 

“punishment” for attempting to integrate into German society,69 and Polish-Zionist leader 

Yitzhak Gruenbaum referring to Jewry “preferring the life of a beaten dog to death with 

honour”70 in 1942. The idea of diaspora as an inherently untenable position for the Jewish people 

echoes the de-personification of the pogromists in Bialik's poem; anti-Semitism is not a choice 

but a fait accompli, and the path forward for the Jewish people was to avoid the axes, so to 

speak. 

Shortly into the poem, Bialik expresses a thorough indictment of the actions of the Jewish 

men of Kishinev, with particular focus on their inability to fight against their oppressors. 

Note also do not fail to note, 
In that dark corner, and behind that cask 
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Crouched husbands, bridegrooms, brothers, peering from the cracks, 
Watching the sacred bodies struggling underneath 
The bestial breath, 
Stifled in filth, and swallowing their blood! 
Watching from the darkness and its mesh 
The lecherous rabble portioning for booty 
Their kindred and their flesh! 
Crushed in their shame, they saw it all; 
They did not stir nor move; 
They did not pluck their eyes out; they 
Beat not their brains against the wall! 
Perhaps, perhaps, each watcher had it in his heart to pray: 
A miracle, O Lord, — and spare my skin this day!71 
 
Bialik does a similar evaluation of the preferred performance for a Jewish man here, 

condemning the actions seen as improper in a similar way to the Torah, yet differs both with the 

praised values and the lack of positive counter-example upon which to contrast these negative 

depictions. The initial invocation of “also do not fail to note” comes immediately after the 

aforementioned reference to the beasts of the field attacking the Kishinev women, symbolically 

placing them on a similar level of condemnation. The bodies of the women are described as 

“sacred,” a descriptor not afforded to the religious objects prior. The godly aspiration so praised 

in Jacob and Samson is shown as weakness here, with God seen as an excuse for a lack of 

intervention and a refuge for selfish action. The most prominent invocation is that of the men 

being “crushed in their shame” for seeing and not acting. This mirrors the earlier Zionist rhetoric 

about diaspora Jewry expressed by Herzl, and later Gruenbaum in the Yishuv; just as the men of 

Kishinev saw the struggles of the women and chose to turn their backs, so too did the people of 

the diaspora see the struggles of the Jewish people and choose to turn their backs. The inferiority 

of traditional Jewish masculinity comes not necessarily from being physically weak but mentally 

weak, and unwilling to do anything beyond hope and pray. 
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Mikhal Dekel posits that the role of God and religion in Zionist works, and in “In The 

City of Slaughter” in particular, serves a dual and contradictory purpose. It needs to both exist as 

a unifying principle to claim a Jewish identity, yet then be discarded to create a “secular” 

national culture. As a result, in the poem, the God is not the purposeful and magisterial God of 

the Old Testament but represented as capricious, helpless, contradictory, and human.72 By the 

end of the poem, Bialik takes on the voice of the divine more fully, positioning the perspective of 

the divine as a receiver of pleas and their simultaneous ignorer, both attuned and removed. He 

refers to God both in the first person and third, reinforcing the coopting universalism of the 

earlier invocation of lekh l'kha and removing the divine as a solution. If Bialik is taking on the 

perspective of a divine figure, he is positioning the poetics as the new unifying principle for the 

Jewish people; if, as Dekel writes, the divine is represented in the poem as human, it allows for a 

more magisterial, less humble human than existed before. Bialik's final stanza can then be seen 

as a set of instructions for how to reclaim the glory lost in the pogroms and a paean to the 

helplessness and uselessness of putting trust in forces beyond their own: 

“What is thy business here, O son of man? 
Rise, to the desert fee! 
The cup of affliction thither bear with thee! 
Talc thou thy soul, rend it in many a shred! 
With impotent rage, thy heart deform! 
Thy tear upon the barren boulders shed! 
And send thy bitter cry into the storm!”73 
 
The reimagination of classical Jewish gentle masculinity as contemporary Jewish Shame 

tracks with a series of both external and internal conversations as to the positioning of the Jewish 

community. Rosenberg's assertion of anti-Semitic exclusion playing a role in Jewish self-

conception helps lend an explanation as to the origin of the shame. Leonid Livak, in his book 
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The Jewish Persona in the European Imagination: A Case of Russian Literature, outlines 

centuries of imagery othering and diminishing Judaism from a non-Jewish, Christian perspective. 

He refers to the Jewish people in lowercase, as “the jews,” to signify that this representation is a 

unidirectional model involving no Jewish input which serves to emphasize cultural difference.74 

“The jews” were held as spiritual pollutants, able to degrade and defeat the good Christian moral 

character through economic exploitation, poison, sex, and murder, both a symptom of and 

impetus for further development of these exclusionary archetypes.75 Meanwhile, Eastern Zionist 

leaders such as Leon Pinsker, whose Auto-Emancipation pamphlet will be discussed in further 

detail in Chapter 3, held that Judeophobia was a punishment for ceding societal power, and that 

the Diasporic Jew was doomed to serve as a perpetual and unwelcome beggar among the “haler” 

nations.76 Central European Zionist Max Nordau posited that Jewry was in decline, had lost its 

self-respect, and needed to abandon the cities and return to the country in order to reclaim it.77 

This ideal is furthered in Bialik's poem, which emphasized an ahistorical representation of the 

horrors of the pogrom; the Jews of Kishinev had not hidden in the basement or prayed for their 

own deliverance as stated in the poem, rather with several bands of Jewish locals organizing and 

fighting back against their oppressors.78 By painting the Jews as greater victims than they 

actually were, Bialik is able to further the impression that they are in need of a new future and an 

abandonment of their present mores, a climate not solely exemplified in his universe. There are 
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no good Jews in Bialik’s poem, no binary to be upheld, only devastation, horror, and a sequence 

of impermissible actions. 

iii. Tevye the Dairyman’s Loss of Agency 

One case study for this reorientation and shifting climate is the differing handling of 

Tevye the Dairyman at the start and conclusion of his cycle of short stories. As mentioned above, 

Tevye is the spitting image of the classical Jewish man, godly and aspirational towards education 

yet humble and simple. As well, by beginning his narrative in the 1894 and ending it in 1914, 

Sholem Aleichem unwittingly positioned his titular hero at the nexus of the larger changes in 

Jewish-Russian society. The stories were written in Yiddish, with interspersed idioms in Biblical 

Hebrew and Russian, and the Tevye cycle as a whole exemplified the “for the people” aspect of 

Yiddish literature. While Tevye himself changes very little, the world around him and most 

importantly his role in his children's lives shift greatly. He is the perpetual centre against whom 

myriad diverse representations of Jews are cast, providing him with insight on how the values of 

his world are shifting and complicating around him. This positions him as a transitional figure or 

a sort of canary in the coal mine for the Jewish communal value shift; he loses power, along with 

his personal value system. In the earlier stories, Tevye is posited as the moral fulcrum of his own 

world and the one who bends the arc towards justice as the patriarch. “Modern Children” 

presents him with a dilemma: he promises his daughter Tzeitl's hand in marriage to Lazer-Wolf, 

the wealthy, formerly married butcher, who offers Tzeitl a life far better than Tevye could 

provide, yet his daughter wants to abandon the prospective marriage in favour of a union with 

her true love, poor tailor Motel Kamzoil. After reflection, Tevye decides to fake a dream 

involving his wife Golde's deceased grandmother and Lazer-Wolf's former wife Fruma-Sarah, 



 33 

stating that Tzeitl should get married to Motel instead. This convinces Golde that Tzeitl should 

have her way, and the daughter and the tailor are engaged the next day.79 

The power dynamics in this story encourage us to see that, while Tzeitl is the one 

dissatisfied with the status quo and Golde is the one whose approval is sought, it is Tevye whose 

compass allows the “proper” marriage to proceed. When Lazer-Wolf seeks Tzeitl's betrothal, he 

sees the wedding as a financial proposition rather than a statement of romance, and when Tevye 

invokes faith-based objections, Lazer-Wolf reacts as such: 

“Just as you say,” I agree. “I won't stand in your way. But I have to talk it over with my 
wife. [...] As Rashi says: 'A mother is not a dust rag.' Besides, there's Tzeitl herself to be 
asked. How does the saying go? 'All the kinsmen were brought to the wedding and the 
bride was left home. . . .'“ 
 
“What foolishness!” says Lazer-Wolf. “Is this something to ask her about? Tell her, Reb 
Tevye! Go home. Tell her what is what, and get the wedding canopy ready.”” 
 
“No, Reb Lazer-Wolf,” I say. “That's not the way you treat a young girl.”80 
 
The disagreement between Tevye and Lazer-Wolf is used to elucidate which aspects of 

Tevye’s personality are meant for praise, particularly in conjunction with the eventual marriage 

of Tzeitl to Motel. Tevye bases his objection on Talmudic grounds, whereas Lazer-Wolf argues 

on societal ones and dismisses the role of the tradition. Tevye is judicious and fair, whereas 

Lazer-Wolf demands imperious assertion. When Tevye chooses Motel for Tzeitl, he highlights 

that Motel is a “good man” and “honest,”81 two attributes aspired for by Tevye and ignored by 

Lazer-Wolf. Tevye couches his falsified dream in the realms of tradition and history with Golde's 

grandmother, reasoning that the pull of dead relatives would overwhelm any imminent material 
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concerns.82 Michael R. Katz posits that Tevye is breaching tradition at the behest of his daughter 

by forsaking an arranged marriage for a marriage of love,83 yet by doing so he is hewing to the 

deeper traditional masculine values of Judaism while still retaining his authority. He couches his 

principles in godliness and humility and acts according to them, blessing the new union and 

condemning the old one. At this point in time, God is still the locus of goodness and power. 

In contrast, Tevye is almost completely devoid of agency in “Tevye Goes to Palestine,” a 

later story in the saga. Tevye still performs the same standard of masculinity as he did in 

“Modern Children”: he relies on the word of God and scripture as a moral arbiter, still quoting 

the Talmud as a defence for his own opinions and judgments. He still prizes education in all 

forms; when confronted with his son-in-law Padhatzur's ignorance of the Gamorah, he says as an 

aside, “It seems to me that if God has chastised you by making you illiterate, at least keep it 

under your hat instead of boasting about it.”84 His values of gentility and humility are still strong, 

along with his steadfast desire to do right by his family. The difference lies in how he is received 

by those around him, particularly those individuals who are opposed to him morally and seek to 

go through him for their own ends. The situations are similar: whereas in “Modern Children” 

Lazer-Wolf is attempting to persuade Tevye to force his daughter to marry him, in “Tevye Goes 

to Palestine” Padhatzur is treating Tevye as a nuisance in his fait-accompli marriage to Beilke. 

Both Lazer-Wolf and Padhatzur reject Tevye's faith-based objections to the nature of their 

marriage, both of the objections centring on their unjust treatment of their brides, yet Lazer-Wolf 

is dismissed and outwitted in a way that Padhatzur is not. Lazer-Wolf and Padhatzur are both 
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men of wealth in their spheres, yet in the years between “Modern Children” and “Tevye Goes to 

Palestine,” the potency of wealth has ballooned with relation to Tevye, while Tevye's godly 

masculinity has lost standing to this secular vision of power. The text is careful not to condemn 

or dismiss Tevye or lend credence to Tevye’s doubters, choosing instead to highlight the shifting 

intragender power relations Tevye occupies in a different time period.  

Over the course of Tevye's meeting with Padhatzur, Tevye is dismissed first in the role of 

the head of the family, second as a moral man of independence, and third as a part of his society. 

He realizes very quickly that Beilke is not the same as she once was, comparing her to “[having] 

exchanged my hard-working little horse for a strange colt that might turn out to be a real horse or 

nothing but a dummy.”85 Yet he never acts on this intuition, nor the knowledge that Beilke cries 

at night due to the marriage. Whereas Tzeitl pleads to Tevye, begging for him to renege on his 

promise to Lazer-Wolf, Beilke knows that Tevye is powerless in the face of Padhatzur, who fails 

to seek his approval in any aspect of their relationship. When Padhatzur first attempts to exile 

Tevye, he does so on the grounds of wanting him to change his professions, saying, “I'll help you 

with money, you can have whatever you need, as long as you quit being Tevye the Dairyman.”86 

Padhatzur takes on symbolic ownership of a family whose fates were once assigned by Tevye, in 

the process renouncing the basis of his identity. The method used to knock Tevye off said 

identity is one decried by him earlier in the story, when he cites the Torah as saying “money is 

worthless.”87 He is successfully diminished through the use of something he cares little about, 

making even his values subject to the reoriented worth. 

The final indignity, that being Padhatzur sending Tevye away from the Pale of Settlement 

and towards Palestine, helps orient the commonalities and differences between the Tevye cycle 
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and Bialik's “In the City of Slaughter.” Tevye's departure is initially posited as a journey to 

America rather than Palestine, which frames it as an exilic journey rather than one of choice, 

further reinforced by Padhatzur announcing Tevye had accepted before the dairyman had a 

chance to reject. Tevye is fond of the concept of Palestine, yet he does so on religious grounds 

more than ideological or social ones as all of his dream sites have roots in the Tanakh. In 

addition, almost all of the sites referenced by Tevye bear ties to death and loss; he cites the 

tombs of the Hebrew Patriarchs and Rachel, the Wailing Wall, the leftover section of the 

destroyed Second Temple, and Pithom and Raamses, two cities built by the Israelites in Exodus 

and a product of their loss of freedom.88 His position is the inverse of the explicitly Zionist 

Bialik, as Bialik trades in rhetoric establishing the diaspora as unfit for Jewry and Tevye laments 

the loss of his diasporic existence despite his fondness for the religious symbolism of Zion. Yet 

both agree on one point: there is increasingly no longer a place for the Tevye-esque traditional 

Jewish man in the contemporary Jewish world. The mores that served him, his family, and his 

community well in the past have been divorced of all social capital, and as a consequence he is 

being near-literally exiled from his prior life. 

What makes this signifier so stark is how much more sympathetically Tevye is written 

than Bialik's Kishinev men. Tevye is not only the centre of all of these stories but also their 

raconteur; they are framed as reports to his old friend Sholem Aleichem as their paths cross. As 

he loses power, he does not lose his praise or his relatability, and we are never asked to turn our 

backs on his method of masculinity as the world around him does. There is little to no in-text 

condemnation of his actions, nor are they thrust under a larger political umbrella. Sholem 

Aleichem himself wrote on many points on the ideological spectrum when he chose to delve 

more intently into politics, with his 1913 “Menachem Mendel” political feuilletons ridiculing 
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and identifying with Zionist leaders and Russian ideology in equal measure.89 Padhatzur, the 

opposing and indomitable force, represents great wealth and has implied coziness with rich 

Jewish figures such as the Poliakov and Rothschild families, yet is not explicitly politically 

aligned.90 While the Tevye cycle cites contemporary events from the pogroms91 to local 

revolutionary rhetoric,92 the text never serves a larger purpose nor props up or condemns the 

same negative masculinity scorned by Bialik. Rather than being criticized or cast aside, Tevye is 

othered and mourned. The deprivation of the Tevyes of the world is a tragedy or a shanda rather 

than the necessity highlighted by Bialik. 

By placing these two diametrically opposed narratives next to each other, one written in 

Hebrew and the other in Yiddish, we can gain a more fulsome picture of the early twentieth-

century reconstruction of Jewish masculinity. De Lauretis writes that “gender represents not an 

individual but a relation, and a social relation; in other words, it represents an individual for a 

class.”93 The social construction of the Jewish men in these stories signals an ongoing process of 

reconstituting these social relations. Both of these narratives have male characters or character 

groups who come in contact with larger, more hostile powers. Tevye's foes are internal, Jewish 

foes, while the Kishinev men's foes are external and non-Jewish, yet both fronts dismiss God and 

faith as a decider and give the aggressors their rewards. Both reinforce the powerlessness of the 

traditional Jewish man to deal with the shifting world. These works less propose a new model of 
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masculinity than illustrate the lack of place for the old one. Tevye and the Kishinev Jews were 

both told they should be ashamed of their prior existence and behaviour, whether by the author 

or by other characters. As evidenced by Tevye and Bialik, these works both transcend and reflect 

the political rhetorics (both self-reflexive Jewish rhetoric, whether Zionist or revolutionary, and 

external anti-Semitic rhetoric) of the time. The values exemplified by Jacob, Abel, and Samson 

no longer held the same water. The desire for a new Jewish masculine model pervaded these 

works both sympathetic and unsympathetic to the traditional model, helping set the stage for 

later performances of masculinity from within the Jewish community and allowing for 

interpretations beyond the simple opposition of good and bad. 
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III. CHAPTER TWO: Red Cavalry and the Assimilatory Jew 

i. Defining the Assimilatory Jew 

In the two decades after the Kishinev pogroms, the concept of what I am calling Jewish 

Shame and thus the idea of there no longer being a place for the gentle, Talmudic Jewish man 

became buttressed by increased political action within the Jewish-Russian community, as 

discussed in Chapter One. The Jewish revolutionaries in 1905, 1917, and the pursuant Civil War 

represented a multitude of points of view yet all inextricably tied to a newer political presence of 

Jews. The organized Jewish men and women left behind the passivity and helplessness 

bemoaned in “In The City of Slaughter,” casting themselves as resisters and revolutionaries 

rather than victims. As touched on in Chapter One, the immediate post-revolutionary period 

featured both gains and setbacks for the Jewish community; it was a time of great Jewish co-

operation with other non-Jewish minority groups, forming political alliances to benefit the 

revolution, and leading to the reforms of the 1905 October Manifesto, allowing Jewish political 

representation. It also led to a fresh wave of pogroms, preventing complete Jewish investment in 

revolutionary goals.94 This combination created a friendly climate for active Jewish 

sociopolitical involvement, which carried through the fall of imperial Russia and into the Civil 

War years. Accompanying the shift of self-conception within the Jewish community was a shift 

in the modelling of Jewish male literary heroes. This chapter will examine one of the 

consequences of this reforming masculinity: the establishment of the Assimilatory Jew as a 

literary model for new Jewish men. 

The two prominent models discussed in the second and third chapters of this thesis are 

the Assimilatory Jew and the Jewish Superman. Both wrestle with the problem posed by Zionist 
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and Revolutionary figures including the aforementioned Bialik and the soon to be discussed 

Leon Pinsker, asking the question: if Jewish men should no longer be gentle and godly, how can 

they go about charting a new future? How should a new Jewish man behave? And, most 

crucially, how does this new model of behaviour represent their Jewishness? Both models held 

similar praised attributes at the centres of their masculinities: aggression, both physical and 

sexualized, outward self-determination, and their role as an ideological defender. Their key 

prong of difference comes when considering the source and feasibility of this new form of 

masculinity. The Assimilatory Jew had to copy the modes of behaviour from the non-Jewish 

outside, whereas the Jewish Superman saw no separation between their Jewishness and their 

strength. Or, to put it another way: the Assimilatory Jew holds the desired masculinity as a 

Russo-Soviet quality, whereas the Jewish Superman sees it as a Jewish one. While these two 

models are not the exclusive ways Jewish masculinity was constructed within early twentieth 

century literature, and the literatures do not provide a monolithic expression of the way Jewish 

men are and must behave, nor are Jewish and Cossack characters confined to behaving as what 

the text establishes as their roles, I believe them to be useful organizational, overarching 

constructs for ascertaining the shifting mores of masculinity. 

The Assimilatory Jew carries forward the concept discussed by Warren Rosenberg in 

Legacy of Rage, the one of historical Jewish exclusion from dominant secular narratives of glory 

and value on the basis of real or imagined character defects. Per this explanation, a Jewish man 

would not be “fully” male, a transgressor to the secular masculine space.95 As the logic carried, if 

the Jewish body and Jewish sense of manhood were insufficient, in order to truly gain acceptance 

they would have to follow a distinctly non-Jewish lead, in this case aligning with distinctly 
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Russo-Soviet visions of manhood. The Assimilatory Jew model posits two things: that 

Jewishness is inherently weaker, othered, and lesser, and that the imitation of their assimilatory 

targets was the sole way to gain respect and admiration of any sort. It holds that a Bialik-esque 

sense of Jewish Shame and passivity is an inextricable precondition of Jewishness, and that it 

must be overcome if there is any chance at a secure Jewish future. It also holds that a Jewish man 

is a perpetual outsider, unable to fully integrate yet still needing to perform the language of the 

majority in order to have a hope for attention.96 To borrow from Butler, the societal imitations 

necessary to construct Jewish masculinity are external imitations rather than internal imitations, 

or Jew-to-outsider rather than Jew-to-Jew. 

In Red Cavalry, Isaac Babel (1894-1940) creates a series of performative models of 

praised behaviours to show how Jewish men stand in comparison to the Red Cossack soldiers, 

yet he upends the praised gender relations that classical Jewish masculinity held so dear. The 

gentility, worship, and scholarship that became Jewish Shame for Bialik became outright 

execrable weakness and passivity in Babel, and the wanton violence so scorned in the cases of 

Cain and Samson became an aspirational ideal in the sweeping Red Cavalry cycle. Through it 

all, the text explores the viability of Jewish inclusion in the praised Cossack whole, pushing 

characters up against the barriers between the two worlds and evaluating their successes and 

failures. As mentioned in Chapter One, the Russian Civil War played host to some of the 
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bloodiest pogroms in Russian history, which were perpetuated by multitudinous military forces 

and led to the deaths of tens of thousands of Jews and the devastation and displacement of the 

survivors' communities. Red Cavalry is set amongst these wars and pogroms, and while it takes 

its cues from “In the City of Slaughter” when critiquing the insufficiency of the Jewish response, 

it manages to make its Jewish characters even more pitiable. In the most extreme cases, 

outwardly Jewish characters are robbed of their voices and forced to exist on the margins of the 

narrative as execrable objects. Judith Butler writes in her essay on gender performativity that 

“performing one's gender wrong initiates a set of punishments both obvious and indirect, and 

performing it well provides the reassurance that there is an essentialism of gender identity after 

all.”97 Babel leans heavily into this perception of gender essentialism and extends it into religious 

gender essentialism, treating Rosenberg's explanation that a Jewish man wouldn't be fully male 

as a fait accompli and punishing them in-text for failing to live up to the expectations of the more 

hypermasculine whole, usually with social exclusion or physical defeat. At its worst, the classical 

Cossack and the classical Jew are “incompatible,” and only those in the Cossack realm can gain 

admiration. At its best, Jewish figures can push beyond their labels of “lesser” and gain a 

modicum of respect, however temporary. Both “Cossack” and “Jew” were labels that 

transcended ideology and political time period, as the Cossacks of the Empire bore little in 

common with the Cossacks of Red Cavalry beyond their label. A Cossack was the emblem of 

freedom and a warrior spirit,98 and the Red Cossacks were the latest manifestation of that 

iconography despite the Bolshevik turn away from any tethers to Imperial Russia. 
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Throughout Red Cavalry, social acceptance is treated as a language to learn, a code of 

behaviours to follow, to help capture a semblance of your best self and induction into the larger 

community. Violence is used to send messages, reasoning that a show of strength in and of itself 

is more important than achieving a desired outcome, and becomes the primary vehicle for 

conveying ideology and a sense of brotherhood. The term language here is intentional, though it 

could be equally replaced by coded performance or normative model, meant to emphasize the 

communicative and translative power of this freeing Cossack masculinity. Far beyond conveying 

values, it is used to present the self in a manner comprehensible to those in power, in order to 

gain both their attention and respect. The Jewish figures in Red Cavalry speak this praised 

language with varying degrees of success, serving as a challenge to the oppositional relationship 

between Cossacks and Jews and helping test the immutability of the boundary between the two. 

This picture is complicated by Babel's tense relationship with his own Judaism, and the 

role of Kirill Lyutov as the main, though not exclusive, narrator mirroring Babel as the author. 

The Red Cavalry cycle is based heavily on Babel's own experiences at the front of the 1920 

Polish-Soviet conflict, to the degree that Babel shared a pseudonym (Kirill Vasilievich Lyutov) 

and a profession (embedded chronicler of the campaign for a communist publication) with his 

future protagonist and narrator.99 As such, he bore witness to pogrom after pogrom. Throughout 

the campaign, as per his diaries, he would continually deny or obscure his own Judaism when in 

public and would alternately refer to himself as a Russian or a Jew in his own writings. He both 

sympathized with the war-torn Jewish communities of Poland and called them “repulsive,” both 

feeling a part of their struggles and ostracizing himself from them.100 Lyutov, the character, 

occupies a similar space: he abhors the damaged Jewish communities yet finds himself drawn to 
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chronicling them nonetheless. He also conceals his Judaism, which at times seems more foisted 

on him than embraced. The outward reluctance to advertise his own Jewishness, combined with 

the implied cultural gender essentialism depicted in the novel, can make Lyutov seem less like an 

insider demanding change and more like the avatar of the anti-Semitic thinkers of before, for 

some making its position as a piece of “Jewish literature” more tenuous. Nevertheless, Red 

Cavalry is unmistakably a series of short stories written by a Jewish author featuring Jewish 

characters and addressing Jewish issues. Whether or not it was Babel's intent to write the piece as 

such, this thesis will approach the text as a statement for the Jewish community's idealized path 

forward, via reorienting its own masculinity as much as possible. 

If Cossack masculinity was seen as a language to learn, Lyutov himself can then be seen 

as both a transient and a translator figure, much in the same way that Babel himself was. He 

places himself firmly within the Red Cossack bloc both intellectually and politically, yet is never 

fully free from his Jewish roots and thus is never consistently able to interact with them on the 

same level, as equals. He aspires to be a full member of the Cossacks, yet never fully succeeds at 

doing so. Likewise, he is never fully at peace with his Jewish brethren, yet is able to 

communicate with them while adopting the positioning of a revolutionary soldier. Because he 

sits on the fringes of both worlds, he is able to illustrate and deconstruct both the “Soviet” and 

“Jewish” methods of masculine discourse. He does not serve as a full member of either world yet 

is a reader of both. He is an educator within Jewish contexts and a student within Cossack ones, 

both one step removed from the horror of the Jewish milieu and one step away from being a 

genuine Cossack. The multifarious methods of masculinity, whether Cossack-tinged or Jewish, 

are laid on either side of him. His role is as the performer of masculinity, and his personal and 

social boons are directly correlated to his success in said performances. By lending credence to 
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the Cossack performances, he further makes them real, for as Butler writes, gender is real only to 

the extent that it is performed.101 His responsibility, then, is to delineate between the 

“performance” and any deeper truths the performances attempt to speak into reality; he 

illuminates how and which facets of this new sort of masculinity are available to Jewish men, 

and which parts are illusory dreams. 

ii. Modelling Masculinities in Red Cavalry 

The modelling ritual of masculine violence is constructed as an important one for the 

Soviet troops. The Red Cossacks are brash, forthright, hypermasculine, and dominant, and they 

exhibit these traits in a way that transcends mere character traits and becomes a foundational 

dialogue. Whether it is held as a worthwhile or valued mode of masculinity is almost secondary 

to the respect afforded by the actors within the story, as their judgments and recognition of each 

other serve as the basis for the masculine construction. Their portrayal is not unambiguously 

positive or “good” in the text, but the power and agency wielded by the Cossack block is 

inescapable and secure, lending their model a veneer of superiority and “correctness.” We get a 

window into this method of communication in “Squadron Commander Trunov.” The story 

follows the events immediately preceding and following the death of the titular character through 

the eyes of Lyutov, and illustrates both the prized and “unworthy” methods of masculine 

communication. We meet the commander when interrogating Polish prisoners in an attempt to 

find the officers amongst them. Instead of wheedling the necessitated information out of them, or 

attempting to negotiate, Trunov resorts to brute force. Initially, he pushes the Poles with the butt 

end of his revolver, then tests a prisoner by placing an officer's hat on his head. When the hat fits 
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on his head, Trunov jams a sword through the prisoner's throat.102 Trunov is placed within the 

classic Cossack literary “baroque machismo”; he is uncaring, unworried, and an instrument of 

violent revolutionary change.103 He is contrasted with Andrey Vosmiletov, a Cossack soldier 

who attempts to steal the trousers off of the dead Polish officer, itself counter-revolutionary, and 

fails to listen to the myriad shouts telling him to stop. It becomes Trunov's responsibility to 

communicate the impermissibility of Andrey's action, and his tool becomes the extreme 

machismo of the classic Cossack.  

The Cossack was half way there when Trunov suddenly fell on his knees and called after 
him in a raucous shout: 
 
“Andrey!” he cried, staring at the ground. “Andrey!” he repeated, without raising his eyes 
from the ground, “our Soviet Republic is still alive, it's too early to go sharing it out into 
lots, so drop those rags, Andrey!” 
 
Vosmiletov did not even turn his head, but went on at his amazing Cossack trot, and his 
little horse tossed up its tail jauntily, just as if it were brushing us away. 
 
“Treachery,” then muttered Trunov in surprise. “Treachery,” he said, and jerking up his 
rifle to his shoulder, fired—missing, in his haste. This time, however, Andrey stopped. 
He turned his horse about to face us, bouncing in the saddle like a peasant woman. His 
face grew red and angry, and he kicked his legs about.104 
 
These paired sections illustrate how effective the pairing of masculinities, one proper and 

praised and one improper and punished, can be, just as referenced in the Torah and in Butler. 

Their respective truth and falsity are defined against each other, with the oppositional nature 

highlighting each man’s worth in the narrative. While this interaction is only a microcosm of the 

many shades of Cossack masculinity, it is nevertheless useful in terms of establishing in a 

general sense what a good Cossack man “should” or “shouldn’t” do and crafting a standard 
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against which Jewish characters are often judged. Trunov's gunfire succeeds where the other 

Soviets' shouts fail, and only this is able to break through Andrey and convince him to abandon 

his escape. Andrey's reaction to this is cast in the realm of unmasculine and improper, as the text 

reveals that he bounces in his saddle like a peasant woman, a descriptor in the vein of those 

historically and within the story associated with Jewish men. While he threatens violence, he 

fails to actually execute it. The textual superiority and textual rewarding of Trunov are borne out 

throughout the rest of the day. Trunov is Butler's successful exhibitor of gender performance; he 

is elevated by dint of his title and power, which is reinforced by the titling of the story. He is 

referred to by his title throughout the interaction with the Polish prisoner, again reinforcing his 

position atop the hierarchy, whereas Andrey is initially referred to as Andryushka, the diminutive 

and more childlike form of his name.105 Most importantly, both Trunov and Andrey are killed on 

the day covered by the story. Trunov, the proper communicator and effective performer, gets 

memorialized and mourned by his squadron and the narrator Lyutov, being afforded the title of 

the story. Andrey, the failed one whose actions run counter to this praised character, does not get 

the same luxury. Two relatives take his body away, which acts as symbolic post-mortem 

concealment, whereas Trunov is buried “in a place of honour.”106  

What further enhances the Soviet Cossack form of communication, and by extension its 

praise of masculinity and critique of non-masculinity as commendable behaviour, is its 

positioning of violence as a language of justice and, somewhat bizarrely, as a language of peace. 

This peace is not an all-encompassing, social peace, rather an internal mechanism of calm and 

method for stilling the self. This is seen mostly through the tales of Nikita Balmashev, one of the 

non-Lyutov narrators of the short stories in the Red Cavalry cycle. Unlike Lyutov, he is a proud, 
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open, and accepted Cossack without a hint of doubt at his aims, who goes as far as signing his 

letters as “Soldier of the Revolution.”107 In the short story “Salt,” Balmashev is confronted by a 

woman who attempts to smuggle a shipment of illegal salt on a train under the guise of carrying 

a baby. When she is discovered, she protests the Revolution and its key figures Lenin and 

Trotsky, claiming that as she has lost her salt, she is no longer afraid of speaking the truth.108 

Like Trunov, Balmashev responds to the counterrevolutionary and anti-Soviet impudence with 

his rifle. Unlike Trunov, Balmashev succeeds at killing the woman. 

And I don't mind telling you straight as I threw that citizen out below the railway 
embankment while the train was still going. But she, being big and broad, sat down and 
flapped about her skirts and went on her vile way. And seeing that woman going along 
like that and Russia round her like I don't know what and the peasants field without an 
ear of corn and the outraged girls and the comrades lots of which go to the front but few 
return, I had a mind to jump out of the carriage and put an end to my life or else put an 
end to her. But the Cossacks took pity on me and said: 
 
“Give it her with your rifle.” 
 
So I took down my faithful rifle off the wall and washed away that stain from the face of 
the workers land and the republic.109 
 
In this case, femininity is both the vehicle of the crime and the crime itself, and 

masculinity is held up as its antidote. The salt is disguised as a nursing infant, couching her sin 

directly as an aspect of her motherhood; indeed, Balmashev only lets her on board the train 

because of her motherhood, rather than for any other quality.110 When she leaves the train, she 

goes about on her vile way with “skirts flapping,” again emphasizing the link between femininity 

and impropriety. The mere thought of the woman surviving and going out in the world causes 

Balmashev, the epitome of this masculine Cossack revolutionary force, inexpressible anguish to 
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the point where he would sooner jump out of the carriage and end his own life. As Val Vinokur 

writes, “his soul has no peace until he throws her off the moving train and shoots her in the 

back.”111 The tools for this act of personal soul-settling are provided by his fellow Cossacks. 

They are the ones who see his distress, who take pity on him, and encourage him to shoot her; 

they state “give it her,” as though he is compelled to deliver a just reward. What's more, they 

seem to speak in unison, emphasizing the unified brotherhood and collectivity inherent not only 

to the Cossack style of communication but Bolshevik-era visions of the idealized Soviet man.112 

This is a sign that the Cossack Soviet language of violence is one understood by more than the 

one executing it, while also imbuing it with a therapeutic power. Like Trunov, Balmashev is 

rewarded for conveying his message and emotions through violence, which in his case comes as 

peace of mind. Pursuant to this, these praised actions again reinforce a performative act of 

gender within the confines of Red Cavalry; the rewarded, hypermasculine Cossacks set a 

standard of revolutionary machismo, while the counterrevolutionary woman is punished for her 

inability to ever meet up to these dominant standards. In this example, the woman becomes a 

prop to help illustrate that the “proper” way to act is with imposition. Violence here is the prized 

method of self-expression, and as with Andrey in Trunov, superiority is ensured through a 

“blotting out” of the offending party. 

At this point, it becomes essential to elaborate on the concept of the “new Soviet man,” 

including how Red Cavalry both echoes it and spurns it in favour of older anti-Semitic, pro-

Russian imagery. In Leon Trotsky’s 1924 text Literature and Revolution, which outlines his 

vision for a future proliferation of proletarian literature, devotes space to his vision of idealized 
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masculinity as one utterly in command of himself and the world around him; his new man will 

“[give] the movement of his own limbs the utmost precision, purposefulness, and economy”; 

“learn how to move rivers and mountains”; and “add to his own life […] a dynamic quality of the 

highest degree.”113 This new man was meant to be a pusher of change in society and fully 

emancipated, and at the peak of physicality and emotionality. Trotsky was not unique in having 

this point of view. Jay Bergman, in his article, delineates early Soviet thinkers’ ideal visions of 

what sorts of men and women would fit into their dream Communist society. While many 

perspectives differed, virtually all Bolshevik thinkers were in agreement on some attributes; as 

Bergman writes, “[T]he New Soviet man [...], like a modern Prometheus, […] would use reason 

and logic, along with science and technology, to subjugate nature, thus transforming it from an 

alien force into something he could use, at his discretion, for his own purposes.”114 This 

dominance over nature is expressed throughout the Red Cavalry narrative, with the unrelenting 

red Cossack forces rolling through burnt rivers in “Crossing the Zbroutch” and dead bees in “The 

Road to Brody.” Nature has not only been subjugated, it has been destroyed. The physical 

characterization of the Cossacks in Red Cavalry hews most closely to the vision of Bolshevik 

scientist and poet Alexei Gastev, who championed a merging of machines and men to increase 

productivity and improve society. The result: men and women with “nerves of steel,” “muscles 

like iron rails,” and so devoid of individuality and devoted to the collective that they wouldn't 

require names.115 This echoes the unified construction of the soldiers in Salt, whose physical 

soldier-ness — that is, their positioning as a mechanized, unified body — is manifested as them 

speaking all at once. 
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However, part and parcel of these visions of the individual perfecting and subsuming 

themselves into a larger whole was the concept of all humans being inherently the same, 

politically, socially, and physically, which is attacked by Babel's presentation of the Cossack and 

the Jew as incompatible. Lynne Attwood writes that much of early Soviet behavioural 

psychology was based on the research of Ivan Pavlov. Pavlov's research on dogs and how they 

reacted to various stimuli was extended to humans. The logic went that humans' reflexes were 

conditioned by their surroundings, and speech was a way of engaging these conditioned reflexes 

without the proverbial bell at hand.116 Seeing these as conditioned rather than innate implied the 

concept of all humans being equal, with no inherent cognitive differences across class, race, sex, 

or nationality117; the differences came through education, environment, and other external 

factors. This ran counter to imperial Russian theories on racial difference and anthropology from 

as recently as the early twentieth century, which presupposed an innate difference between races 

(and particularly Russians and Jews) that was borne out through physical measurements. In 

1902, anthropologist R.L. Veinberg held that Jewish brains were, on the whole, smaller than the 

brains of Slavs and tended to weigh less.118 As a consequence of scientists such as Veinberg and 

others, Jewish bodies were “increasingly described as weak, unhealthy, and unfit for performing 

social duties such as military service.”119 Babel, the aspiring soldier of the Revolution, leans far 

more closely into the imperial “race science” model than the Soviet ideals when he consistently 

emphasizes the differences between Cossack and Jewish masculinity, morality, and physicality. 

The difference between a Jew and a Cossack is not a matter of conditioning in Red Cavalry; if it 
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were, Lyutov would not be ostracized on sight and diminished even when he does perform the 

proper coded behaviours. 

Of course, while the Cossack Supermen bear many physical, functional, and ideological 

similarities with the idealized Soviet men, their portrayal is not held as an unambiguously 

positive one by the text despite their general positioning as the most powerful and morally 

righteous. While Trotsky enthusiastically endorsed the societal shifting brought on the 

Revolutionary forces, he abhorred the violence brought about by the Revolution, writing that 

“the poetry of the revolution is not in the booming of machine guns, nor in the struggle behind 

barricades […] because all of these moments are found in a war of violence also.”120 Fellow 

early Bolshevik Alexandra Kollontai wrote that future generations would react in shock and 

horror at the violence and murder necessitated by the Revolution, on the basis of all life being 

sacred.121 On the face of it, it would seem to rob the powerful Cossack model in Red Cavalry of 

any manner of moral superiority. The speeches given by Cossack leaders are often sapped of 

their potency and heroism, on occasion veering into rambling. Of note, regiment commander 

Pugatchev's eulogy for the aforementioned hero Trunov is seen almost sarcastically by Lyutov; 

the text mentions twice that he “shouted a speech,” and he's described as “trembling” through his 

repetitive, demotivational speech.122 General Budyonny levelled charges of “slander” and 

“ignorance” against Babel for his depiction of the First Cavalry,123 claiming that Babel's 

glorification of and refusal to hide the violence of his colleagues resulted in a “blackening” of the 
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Red Cavalry's name.124 That said, as Carol Luplow argues, “Lyutov's positive attitude toward the 

Cossacks tends to elicit reader sympathy for them.”125 Because they are held as the masculine 

model aesthetically, morally, and in terms of power dynamics by both Lyutov in-text and Babel 

as the text's scriptor, they are thus idealized in a way that overcomes any squeamishness at their 

wanton violence and lack of cohesion in their actions. Pugatchev may be unable to cohere a 

proper eulogy for Trunov, yet Trunov still gets mourned as a hero and held as a hero. Balmashev 

may be violent, a poor writer, and unable to properly express his thoughts, yet he is worshipped 

by his colleagues and provided with peace through the execution of violence against the counter-

revolutionary woman. It would be a mistake to hold them as perfect avatars of ideological 

purity—certainly, these characters were far from representatives of Trotsky’s dream men—yet 

they occupy a similar privileged place with enough common traits to be reminiscent of a shared 

social power, and serve as a clear aspirational model to follow. 

Red Cavalry's Jews are cast heavily in images of forcelessness and impotence when 

Lyutov, the narrator who through most of the narrative refuses to outwardly present as Jewish, 

first encounters them. Lyutov is both the intermediary between the Jewish and Cossack worlds 

and the chief Jew in-text aspiring to reach the Cossack standards, which allows us through him to 

understand both the manners of communication and performative gender norms of the characters 

who are used as exemplars for either the Cossack or Jewish standards of behaviour. He is the 

conduit for understanding and deconstructing these two overarching gendered languages due to 

his lack of presence in either world; both Jews and Cossacks are highlighted against him rather 

than through him, allowing for more clarity when assessing their modes of behaviour and more 

malleability in his own roles. The stalwart example of the “less than fully male” Jew comes 
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when we are introduced to Ghedali, a Jewish shopkeeper, in the story that bears his name. We 

meet Ghedali as a nervous and fearful man in the face of what he and Lyutov refer to collectively 

as “the Revolution,” an echo of the actions of the unified Cossack brotherhood in “Salt.” His 

shop is hidden away in a row of others, he rubs his hands together, and he plucks at his beard. 

Later on in the passage, he twists and untwists his pointed beard, again reinforcing his 

nervousness, especially in the face of Lyutov who is visiting him in the capacity of a soldier of 

the revolution.126 When he begins to speak, he “whisper[s]...in a voice that [is] barely 

audible.”127 He seems almost apologetic when talking about the pain he suffers and acts in 

deference to Lyutov whenever possible. He calls Lyutov “kind Pane,”128 a Polish term of respect, 

in the same breath as reminding him that, “You shoot because you are the revolution.”129 Ghedali 

is gentle and welcoming almost to a fault, both binding up his guest within the guise of his 

oppressor and simultaneously absolving him of the violence the Revolution perpetrates on him, 

while also making himself small in the face of it.  

Not only is Ghedali portrayed as emotionally subservient and lesser to Lyutov, he is also 

shown as physically subservient. The hands that he rubs together out of nervousness are “small” 

and “white,” the beard that he plucks at is “little” and “grey,” and he himself is not just an owner 

but also a “small owner.”130 Zsuzsa Hetenyi notes that his features are described as highly 

childish in their original Russian, and are often rendered in their diminutive form: his hands are 

ручки rather than руки, and his water is водица rather than вода.131 This could be reminiscent 
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of well-meaning if paternalistic attitudes towards Jewry from some early Soviet thinkers; when 

Kollontai was discussing the majority Jewish workers who had been inconvenienced by a 1907 

leather worker lockout in Vilnius, she referred to them as being “as defenceless as children.”132 

Phillip Ross Bullock notes that the Cossacks are held “not so much as human beings, but rather 

as aesthetic objects that invite contemplation as if they were themselves works of art.”133 If the 

muscular Cossacks are aesthetic perfection, the small Ghedali is their clear inverse, and a 

likewise clear failure at meeting the masculine standards set forth. In addition, Ghedali 

frequently refers to himself in the third person. He says, “Yes, I cry to the Revolution; yes, I cry 

to it, but it hides its face from Ghedali  and sends only shooting ahead...”134 All bound together, 

we get the impression that Ghedali is unable to communicate at a proper level with his physical 

and emotional smallness. He represents a Jewish figure who is cast into the realm of improper 

forms of gender; he is unable to meet the standards established and praised by the Cossack troops 

and is thus almost pitiable to the interpreter figure that is Lyutov. He may engender sympathy, 

but he does not engender respect. 

That said, the vast majority of Red Cavalry's Jews are not even afforded the shreds of 

characterization and voice that shopkeeper has. In the same story, “Ghedali,” we are introduced 

to the local synagogue as a decrepit and infectious place. 

I roam through Jitomir in search of a shy star. By the ancient synagogue, by its yellow 
and indifferent walls, old Jews with prophets' beards and the rags of passion on their 
sunken chests sell chalk and wicks and washing blue. 
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Here, before me, is the bazaar. Gone is the fat soul of plenty. Dumb locks hang upon the 
booths and the granite of the bridge is as clean as a skull. My shy star twinkles and fades 
out of sight.135 
 
Once more, these groups of Jews are cast as physically weaker and morally lesser. The 

passage situates the synagogue as the physical centre of the milling Jews, then paints its walls 

yellow and indifferent, a colour conjuring up images of diseased flesh and an adjective 

emphasizing that the Jews' physical and moral centre does not adequately care about them. This 

“illness” spreads further when the Jews are given sunken chests and rags, a lack of both vitality 

and money. These Jews are seen as a monolithic group like the Cossacks were in “Salt,” yet do 

not carry the same manner of brotherhood and acceptance, nor do they support any aspects of 

Bolshevik theorists’ ideas around the new idealized human. They do not speak, they do not get a 

name beyond “Jew,” they do not impact the plot or provide the narrator with any tools to 

succeed, and serve only as an anguished, suffering collective. Instead of lifting up the narrator, 

they depress him, thanks to their inability to cater to his needs or serve as a model he feels 

comfortable identifying with. In “Trunov,” this is further reinforced. A grieving Lyutov is drawn 

to a mass of Jews who are arguing over Kabbalah. 

A big square stretched away on the left-hand side of the gardens—a square built round 
with ancient synagogues. Jews in ragged long garments were quarrelling in that square, 
pulling one another about in incomprehensible blindness. A section of them—the 
orthodox Jews—were extolling the teaching of Adassia, Rabbi of Belz. They were being 
attacked by the Chassidim of moderate doctrine, the disciples of Juda, Rabbi of Gussiatin. 
The Jews were disputing about the Cabbala and made mention in their discussions of the 
name of Ilya, Gaon of Vilna and persecutor of the Chassidim. 
 
“Ilya,” they cried, wriggling and opening wide their hair-fringed mouths.136 
 
Again, the Jews are referred to solely as “the Jews,” and again, they are placed by ancient 

synagogues with ragged garments. In an echo of Ghedali's infantile and rudimentary speech, they 
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are shown “pulling one another about in incomprehensible blindness,” and only utter the word 

“Ilya,” showing an inability to even use reasoned speech. This is a clearer problematization of 

outright Jewishness in Red Cavalry with regards to communication; they are indecipherable, 

weak to the point of chaos, and unable to enforce any sort of change. When held up against the 

idealized, respected Cossack model of masculinity, they are explicit failures, and are punished 

both by their own suffering and Lyutov's own loathness to truly associate with them.  

So what happens when a member of the Jewish group, such as Lyutov, who is himself 

bookish and physically unfit, attempts to perform according to the standards of the Cossack 

group? What happens when the boundaries of an overarching binary construct are pushed up 

against, and how and where do they fray? Eliot Borenstein writes, “to the Russian consciousness, 

there could hardly be more antithetical male types than the Cossack and the Jew.”137 Jewish 

characters who attempt to traverse this boundary, while never fully fitting within the boundaries 

of Cossack masculinity, are still rewarded for their successes and criticized for their failures as 

they attempt to overcome the overarching structure. “My First Goose,” which tells the tale of 

Lyutov's introduction to a new Cossack platoon, is the stalwart example of what happens when a 

Jewish man adopts the Cossack manner. The commanding officer ridicules Lyutov's bookishness 

and mentions that his necessary rite of passage in order to gain the respect of the platoon is to 

abuse a woman; as Steven G. Kellman writes, rape is the prescription for fellowship,138 serving 

as a symbolic assertion of masculinity in this case by conquering femininity. Lyutov is not able 

to fulfill the primary instructions, yet he still manages to emotionally wound a landlady by 
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stomping on the head of a goose and forcing her to cook it for him.139 He is rewarded by his 

acceptance into a previously hostile platoon. One says, “The lad's all right,” and they invite him 

to dinner. Over here, the message is explicit: the Jewish Lyutov is asked to express himself in the 

Cossack style, he does so, and as a result he is able to partake in the brotherhood. Yet he does not 

fully lose the trappings of his perception as a Jew; one of the other soldiers calls him “Kiddy” in 

an echo of Ghedali's childlike and innocent portrayal.140 He is not fully on their level, yet he is 

still accepted. The vocabulary choices betray Lyutov's joy at performing this masculine 

language: he is not merely a deaf man but a “triumphant deaf man,” not merely reading but 

“read[ing] on and rejoicing.”141 Not only that, but he is able to participate in the collective bliss 

Balmashev receives in “Salt,” as he and his comrades all sleep together at night. For both men, 

they have earned themselves the peace that they were lacking. His performance is better than that 

of the other unnamed Jewish figures, and thus does his acceptance grow. Of course, both men 

also contradict Trotsky’s distaste for the use of violence in promoting revolutionary goals, which 

he states reflects the ways of the “old society.”142 

If “My First Goose” is an example of Jewish success at passing into the realm of the 

Cossacks and performing their brand of masculinity, then “Death of Dolgushev” is an example 

of Lyutov's failure at fully inhabiting a power role. In this tale, Lyutov is asked to put a fellow 

Cossack out of his misery and kill him, yet he fails to do the deed. His friend Afonka Bida 

executes the soldier, and refuses to tolerate Lyutov's failure: 

'Afonka,' I said with a wry smile and rode up to the Cossack. 'I couldn't, you see.' 
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'Get out of my sight,' he said, growing pale, 'or I'll kill you. You people in specs take 
about as much pity on our brother as a cat on a mouse—' 
 
And he raised the cock of his rifle. 
 
I rode away slowly, without turning round, feeling death at my back and cold.143   
 
Later on in the story, Lyutov adds, “To-day I've lost Afonka, my closest friend—”144 

Bullock holds that this story illustrates the “impossibility” of Lyutov truly being a part of the 

world of the Cossacks,145 owing to his position as a member of the diametrically opposed 

religious background, and Red Cavalry's treatment of its Jews as passive to the point of 

weakness lends credence to this view. Holding to Butler's theories of gender as a performative 

act, this speaks to an improper reaction and poor emulation of masculine standards, which can in 

turn reflect the faux-essentialist enumeration of gender standards from the dominant Cossacks; if 

the failure is due to Lyutov performing poorly, Bullock explains why he performs poorly. 

Lyutov's inability to kill the soldier and exercise his violence on another human is not seen as 

gentle but rather as compassionless and pitiless, which mirrors Balmashev's use of violence as a 

language of peace. Afonka's reaction to Lyutov is similar to Trunov's reaction to Andrey; he is 

disgusted and alarmed by a situation that flies in the face of the Cossack ideals of brotherhood, 

and he communicates this disgust and alarm with his rifle. Like with Balmashev, his emotional 

health cannot tolerate this action flying in the face of his values, as he “grows pale” at the sight 

of Lyutov and his failure. Lyutov is punished for this with the explicit loss of the sense of 

brotherhood that is pitched as the reward for Soviet masculinity and masculine community. The 

text uses the words “closest friend” to highlight the magnitude of Lyutov's loss, and uses “I've 

lost” to indicate that this was an active process arising from Lyutov's own choices. The fact that 
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Afonka was not even a particularly close friend highlights the depths of Lyutov's estrangement 

from the normal. Afonka demonstrated the praised model of masculinity, and for his failure, 

Lyutov was shut out of all that Afonka had gained by it. At this juncture, it becomes clear that a 

Jewish man’s worth in the text’s eyes rests on his ability to perform as a Cossack. While the two 

dominant groups have characters exhibiting various shades of worth and unworthiness in the 

text, the overarching relations and narrative voice indicate the necessity of physical strength and 

violence in gaining respect. 

iii. Is Comradeship Available for Jewish Men? 

 Red Cavalry, although written by a Jewish author, hews far closer to the view of nurture 

as anti-Semitic cudgel than praiseworthy behaviour, and further drags this gentility into passivity 

and weakness. In his book on Russo-Soviet literary masculinity, Eliot Borenstein elaborates on 

the theories of Sigmund Freud, Lionel Tiger, John Remy, and J. Glenn Gray to establish the 

concept of comradeship, as opposed to friendship, and how it aligns with the image of the 

Cossack in revolutionary literature. Friendship is couched in the individual, and requires a 

personal commitment and mutual affinity, whereas comradeship requires a sacrifice of true 

individuality and does not require any affinity beyond common goals.146 This comradeship has 

Slavic Christian roots, with the “blood brotherhood” and communal fellowship shared by all 

Slavic Orthodox peoples giving way to the more secularized term “comrade” in the Soviet days, 

with the shared ideology shifting from church-based collectivism to left-wing collectivism.147 

While Borenstein intentionally avoids discussion of the Cossack-Jew binary in his evaluation of 

Lyutov in Red Cavalry, with the reasoning that it distracts from other large questions on the role 

of masculinity in Babel, he provides ample discussion of his inability to prove himself once and 
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for all as a “comrade.” He reasons that Lyutov holds the soldiers as friends with each other when 

in fact they are comrades, a realm that has a lower barrier of entry yet one that he is still unable 

to overcome, with the exception of fellow dying Jewish revolutionary Ilya in the final story of 

the cycle.148 Lyutov is compared to and mocked as a woman by his fellow soldiers, with 

Borenstein ascribing his victories to a step in a longer “courtship ritual” that is never 

satisfactorily resolved. 

 Despite Borenstein's intentional deemphasis of the Cossack-Jew binary in his evaluation, 

I think these overarching duelling masculinities (or, in the anti-Semitic and Babelian case, 

Jewish emasculinity), however imperfect and broad-based, lend another detail to the relations he 

outlines. The binary may not be as strict as it may seem, with characters such as Lyutov butting 

against it and testing its resistance, but the labels “Cossack” and “Jew” do carry resonance in this 

instance along with associated attributes. Bullock highlights the labels’ incongruity on aesthetic 

terms, casting the Soviets as “timeless embodiments of the Hellenic ideal”149 and Lyutov as “the 

bespectacled Jewish intellectual” who yearns to join them,150 yet comradeship presupposes a 

moral gap rather than a fully physical one, a gap which we see strongly in the tale of Afonka 

Bida. The inaccessibility of comradeship to Lyutov mirrors Rosenberg's illustration of Jews as 

transgressor to secular and gentile spaces, especially given that Borenstein highlights the 

Orthodox origins of the specifically Soviet concepts of comradeship. If a comrade is descended 

from a brother, and a brother comes from the church, then one historically external to those 

spaces would therefore be external to these concepts of brotherhood. Returning to Leonid Livak's 

elaboration on Jewish archetypes in the European literary canon, he holds that these constructed 

characters were written as spiritual pollutants, able to undermine the faithful and degrade the 
                                                             
148 Ibid., pp. 102-104. 
149 Bullock, “The Cruel Art of Beauty,” p. 516. 
150 Ibid. 



 62 

Christian moral character. Lyutov's failure to permanently integrate into the Cossack whole then 

can be seen as less of a personal failure and more of an inherent inability to attain the rank of 

“comrade” in a Babelian estimation. Comradeship requires a lower threshold of behaviour than 

friendship, which makes it all the more galling when Lyutov fails to hit it consistently, especially 

when he ostensibly shares the same values and goals as the rest of the red Cossacks: a promotion 

of Communism, a glorification of Lenin, and a desire to aid the war effort in whichever way 

possible. After all, per Trotsky, the key to proletariat culture is to do away with class culture and 

all the divides it entails rather than reinforce it.151 Lyutov flounders in, and his fellow red 

Cossacks highlight, the areas he can not easily change: his lack of physical strength, his 

perceived bookishness, and his lack of military acumen. For the most part, these points of 

distinction are cosmetic rather than ideological. If Lyutov, and Jewish men in general, are unable 

to overcome these cosmetic hurdles, then they are doomed to be excluded from Cossack 

comradeship in perpetuity; Lyutov's courtship ritual would never be able to succeed, and the 

Cossack-Jew binary would be reinforced through his ineffectuality. Likewise, if the Jewish non-

comrade is placed in opposition to the new Soviet man, he would be ostracized from this space 

as well, in spite of his personal buy-in to the ideals and the stated early Soviet-Pavlovian 

principles of equality across all humanity. In essence, it creates a tension between these two 

larger ideals: how can Lyutov be truly equal if he can not be the idealized masculine? Or, more 

importantly, how can this incongruence be overcome? Is the performance itself enough to 

overcome this “real” personal flaw? Or does this binary stand to be dissolved by Lyutov’s ability 

to transport between the two worlds when he is able to, if not all the time? 

These all bear massive consequences for the assimilationist model of Jewish masculinity; 

if true comradeship is impossible for a Jew, can one truly assimilate, and should assimilation 
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even be a goal? Another question posed by this: inherently, is it a praised or desired model if it is 

a model that is impossible to achieve? I would argue that, irrespective of any textual 

inaccessibility of comradeship, Lyutov is by and large far more praised both internally and 

externally when he copies these chosen behaviours, in a way that doesn't eliminate but still 

neuters the preconceptions of his weakness. A true and seamless immersion may be impossible 

according to Borenstein, but the sheer ritual performative act is in and of itself a value-added 

proposition and thus softens the rigid divide between Cossack and Jew. Trying may not be 

“enough” for the Jewish men to reach the idealized Cossack masculine in Red Cavalry, but it is 

very clearly the path to avoiding the devastation that is the unconverted, completely un-Cossack 

and emasculine Jewish man. Lyutov then serves both as a translator between the two worlds and 

a way forward. He is not the inherent holder of these masculine values, but he is their clear 

observer and thus reflector. Here, we return to Butler's work once more, in particular her 

invocation of gender as a constructed and artificial act. She writes, “In effect, gender is made to 

comply with a model of truth and falsity which not only contradicts its own performative 

fluidity, but serves a social policy of gender regulation and control. Performing one's gender 

wrong initiates a set of punishments both obvious and indirect, and performing it well provides 

the reassurance that there is an essentialism of gender identity after all.”152 This performance is 

analogous with the courtship ritual described by Borenstein, which stubbornly persists as the 

Cossack-Jew binary becomes more and more reinforced and attempts to prove an inborn 

essentialism. Yet of course, the performance of “becoming more male by acting more 

hypermasculine” only works if Jewish men are held by Red Cavalry's imagination as fully male. 

At this point, it may be illustrative to look at the example of a female Jewish character in 

Red Cavalry who attempts to take on some of the characteristics of the Cossack male in order to 
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gain some manner of respect. Lyutov stays in a Jewish woman's house, and he finds himself 

sleeping next to the corpse of the woman's father. 

“Pane,” says the Jewess, shaking the mattress, “the Poles killed him, and he begged them: 
‘Kill me in the back yard so my daughter doesn't see how I die.’ But they did it as it was 
most convenient to them. He died in this room and thought of me. And now I'd like to 
know,” cried the woman with sudden terrible violence “—I'd like to know where you'd 
find in the whole world another father like my father!” (Babel 19) 
 
In this passage, two Jewish figures are established in conjunction with each other: the 

woman and her father. Both were Jewish, and both were communicating with external forces, 

whether the Poles or the concealed Lyutov. The father used a more “Jewish” manner of 

communication with the Polish forces, or at least hewing to classical Jewish masculinity; he 

begged and he pleaded, using reason and empathetic argumentation, aiming to protect his 

daughter from violence. His method of communication is rejected out of hand both by the Poles 

and the text, and he is punished for this with a public execution in her face. His daughter, 

however, aims to mimic at least several aspects of the Cossack method of violent, masculine 

communication. First, she shakes the mattress. Second, she becomes accusatory. Finally, her 

voice changes, making way for a “sudden, terrible violence.” Her message is prized over her 

father's not solely because she isn't dead, but because of its situation. Lyutov doesn't brush off 

the woman's exhortations but listens to them, ensuring that her father will be remembered solely 

because of his daughter's presentation of him. While the father's words were undecipherable to 

the Poles, his daughter's carried the necessary violence to be heard by Lyutov, the behavioural 

interpreter, who thereon is able to communicate with her on a more even-handed and 

sympathetic level than he could have before. While the reward of peace is not as clear in 

“Crossing the Zbroutch” as it is in “My First Goose,” she gained an added element of self-

determination: she is far more concrete than the milling about Jews in “Trunov,” and can express 
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her perspective concisely, giving her the ability to ease her own personal tumult and call for 

justice. There is no punishment for speaking this way, only praise. 

The Jewish woman is as unable to fit into idealized Cossack manhood as Lyutov. If one 

follows the theory that Jewish men are excluded from dominant masculine spaces for being “not 

fully male,” she as a woman is obviously equally ineligible. Her situation is also not fully 

analogous to Lyutov's, in that Lyutov is attempting to integrate fully and the woman has no 

imminent desire to do so, while Lyutov is communicating directly with the Cossacks and the 

woman speaks only to Lyutov, the Cossack in uniform if not in deed. Yet the same performance 

is praised in both parties and both situations, while the same manners of dialogue are 

condemned. In effect, both the feminine and the emasculine Jews could be seen as grudgingly 

respected transgressors to the masculine space when they communicate using the Cossack 

language, and only as long as they communicate using the Cossack language. To be more 

precise, the assimilationist model presupposes a permanent minority status for the Jewish people, 

with no sense of automatic acclimation into the majority Cossacks but an ability to achieve at 

least a temporary reconciliation of the two concepts. It is a resigned view that manages to take its 

cue both from historical Eastern European secular anti-Semitism and revolutionary ideation, in 

essence saying that if it were possible for Jewish men to truly become full comrades, this is how 

they would do so, but the act is successful only as far as it is performed. It both confirms and 

rejects Butler at the same time, by imbuing the performance with the power to construct a 

positive gender representation while insisting that it does not go beyond a representation. The 

binary is not shattered, but it is toyed with and butted against. Trotsky argued that the new 

society was being constructed by the Revolution using the methods of the old society;153 perhaps 

the struggles of Lyutov and other Jewish figures to reconcile their Jewishness with their 
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majoritarian goals are the dying vestiges of the old society, and are ideally a step along the road 

to dissolving the Cossack-Jew divide once and for all.  

Lyutov's presence argues that the mores are both artificial and real, artificial in the sense 

that they can be taken on by anyone with minimal punishment yet real in the sense that these 

gender mores stem from something innate to the Cossacks and external to the Jews. The qualities 

assigned to the Cossack men only match partially with the desired attributes espoused by 

Bolshevik theorists, and the outlining of Jewish men does not match at all, yet a sequence of 

power relations and gender performances of mixed success herald the imperfect red Cossack 

forces as a model to truly follow for both Russian gentiles and Jews alike. Cossack masculinity 

itself serves as an indiscriminate force, begging to be imitated and a communicative social law 

meant to delineate between the powerful and powerless, and by extension in the text, the valued 

and the valueless. Essentially, the way to be respected as a Jewish man in the assimilatory model 

and in Red Cavalry is to “be less Jewish,” or act less according to these broad-based depictions 

of Jewishness. When they perform these un-Jewish actions, they gain a measure of self-

determination and prestige previously unavailable to them and allow them to inch closer to self-

actualization and respect within the larger eastern European community. The texts stops short of 

both saying that idealized Cossack masculinity is completely inaccessible to Jewish men, as well 

as saying that idealized Cossack masculinity is achievable for anything longer than a short period 

of time. Babel and Red Cavalry, as with the later entries in the Tevye cycle, don't disagree with 

the Torah on the core attributes of Jewish masculinity, only on whether or not they're meant to be 

valued and performed. A Jewish man may always be gentle and bookish in this estimation, but 

their world has less and less space for this performance. 
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IV. CHAPTER THREE: The Jewish Superman 

i. Leon Pinsker, Jewish Self-Determination, and a New Masculinity 

In this chapter, I will be exploring the second concept of Jewish-Russian masculinity 

outlined in the introduction: that of the Jewish Superman, which represented a vision of Jewish 

men serving as authors and leaders of their own fate rather than imitating an external standard of 

behaviour.154 I will use early Zionist leader and Hovevei Zion founder Leon Pinsker's anonymous 

1882 text Auto-Emancipation! An Appeal to his People by a Russian Jew in order to establish an 

ideological background both for early twentieth-century Jewish self-determination ideology and 

the literary Supermen who emerged from this era. I will use two poems as case studies: Vladimir 

Jabotinsky's “In Memory of Herzl” (1904) and Ilya Selvinsky's “Bar Kokhba” (1920), which 

represent two different time periods and ideological standpoints, as Jabotinsky was a firm Zionist 

and Selvinsky was not politically active when he wrote the poem yet later joined the Communist 

Party. Through this, I will illustrate how the desire for a physically hale, emotionally strong, 

secular Jewish masculine leader was not unique to one part of the Jewish community, and how 

these works interpreted said form with their own individual nuances. 

As explained in previous chapters, the “Great Reforms” of 1860 and the haskalah 

movement within the Russian Empire's Jewish community encouraged a greater degree of 

secularization and integration. The 1903-1905 pogroms and the ideals of the 1905 Revolution, 

along with many other factors, galvanized the empire's Jewish community into outward-facing 

political and social action. Some of the more significant ideological fomenting took place outside 
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Russia—both in Central Europe and the yishuv in Palestine—before it became incorporated into 

the mainstream Jewish-Russian ideological climate. Yet at the same time, Jewish self-

determination thought had roots in Russia beyond its Central European and yishuv imports. It can 

therefore be instructive to analyze some of the writings and attitudes of Jewish Russian thinkers 

in the wake of the 1880s pogroms, a series of attacks on the Jewish community after the 1881 

assassination of Czar Alexander II. The attacks led to a wave of emigration to Palestine under the 

collective term of the “First Aliyah,”155 in addition to an outpouring of autonomic thought from 

those left behind in the Pale of Settlement.  

While Zionist ideology and new notions of masculinity had yet to fully calcify at this 

time, especially not to the same degree as in the post-1903 and 1905 situation, Russian-Jewish 

thinkers had begun to elaborate on their sense of despair at the diasporic Jewish condition. In 

1882, Leon Pinsker anonymously published Auto-Emancipation! An Appeal to his People by a 

Russian Jew, a pamphlet that became a foundational tract for later Zionist thinkers, including 

Theodor Herzl.156 Similarly to Bialik's “In the City of Slaughter,” Auto-Emancipation excoriates 

the Jewish people for their passivity in the face of pervasive national crisis and acceptance of an 

untenable situation. Pinsker writes that the Jews are held below foreigners by their secular hosts 

as the Jewish people have no country to search back on and no ability to repay the gift of 

hospitality in their own, dooming them to be unwanted guests and aliens wherever they roamed. 

He compares the Jewish acceptance of such a condition to “a sick man, [absent] of desire for 
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food” and “allowing a blind fate to rule over us all,”157 and exhorts the Jewish community to 

embrace self-sufficiency in establishing a new and stable Palestine rather than suffer under their 

persecutors. Key is his delineation of a conditional Jewish dignity, one which “[is esteemed] no 

less highly than our oppressors do theirs” yet simultaneously unable to be successfully defended 

“until we stand upon our own feet.”158 The denizens of the second Aliyah further expanded on 

Pinsker's desired auto-emancipation, using the similar terms of illness to describe the diasporic 

or exilic experience and positing a reorientation towards the naturalistic roots as the only cure.159 

In essence, the traditional professions and modi operandi of the formerly scorned Esau and 

Cain—that of tilling the soil in Cain's case and hunting in Esau's, both spaces of engagement 

with the natural world—grew back in vogue within the Jewish community in Pinsker's 

estimation, now being seen as the counter to the rampancy of Jacob and Abel's gentility and 

humility. 

Of course, the idea of Jewish men, or all men, reclaiming their dignity through equality 

and increased personal representation in the dominant cultural narrative in a self-sufficient 

manner was not unique to the Zionist movement. Pinsker himself occupied multiple places on 

the political spectrum, spending the 1850s and 60s promoting a Russification of the Jewish 

community before segueing into a more nationalist path post-1881.160 Prior to the fatalism of 

Auto-Emancipation, his older writings held that Jewish nationalism and Jewish emancipated 

secularization were twin goals that necessitated a hand-in-hand approach. Jews needed to 
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become “sons of their immediate homeland” without disassociating from their historical roots.161 

A stronger Jewry could create both a stronger Russia and a stronger Palestine. Revolutionary and 

Zionist ethics both paid special attention to their adherents' relations with nature, both seeing it 

as a tool for a parallel individual liberation and communal boon. Early Zionists saw the spiritual 

and emotional boons of nature, adopting it both as symbol and tool for their eventual reliance on 

the land in opposition to their diasporic existence.162 The revolutionary subset, with focus on the 

early Soviets, saw nature as an object to be subjugated by a climbing industrialism, seeking to 

use and mete out to the impoverished peasantry rather than conserve and cherish.163 In a 1922 

short story titled “Soon,” Soviet thinker Alexandra Kollontai said that the future generations of 

communists would, having already subdued the social forces, then seek to subdue nature 

altogether.164 Both ideologies posited a similar sort of man to be the stewards of this land and 

this people: physically hale, aggressive and dominant, and unambiguously dedicated to their 

people's greatness. 

These two parallel ideological bents mirror a second archetype of post-pogrom, 

revolutionary Jewish masculinity operating parallel to the Assimilatory Jew: that of the Jewish 

Superman, able to represent both revolutionary and Zionist ideals with panache. These two 

models occupy two opposing halves of Pinsker's text: while the Assimilatory Jew assumes that 

Pinsker is speaking the truth when he refers to the Jewish people as the perpetual outsider 

doomed to being the unwanted guest, the Jewish Superman relies on his assertion that the Jewish 
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people have an internal dignity waiting to be unleashed. Jewish Supermen share in the 

hypermasculine traits Daniel Boyarin in Unheroic Conduct attributes to the Iron Johns and hairy 

men. They are figures of towering strength both physically and emotionally, motivational when 

they speak, and exercise their mastery from the beginnings to the ends of their stories. They are 

warrior leaders without an ounce of Jacob and Abel's humility and restraint, and unlike Samson, 

these Supermen are never scorned or punished for circumventing the divine will. In fact, as with 

the Zionist and revolutionary traditions, God is completely dislocated (or, more accurately, 

relocated into a servant of the Jewish people rather than leader) from their origins and missions. 

The Jewish Supermen are self-made and self-guided, yet still retain an unambiguous Jewishness. 

They are not heroes who happen to be Jewish, but Jewish heroes, illustrating that the concepts of 

the Jew and the gentile are not nearly as disassociated as Babel and the Assimilatory Jew 

assume. This chapter will analyze two poems featuring Jewish Supermen: one written by 

Vladimir (Ze'ev) Jabotinsky in 1904, in the wake of the Kishinev pogrom, and one from Ilya 

Selvinsky written in 1920 and published in 1924, coming in the wake of the Revolution and in 

the midst of the Russian Civil War. 

The Jewish Supermen, similarly to Babel and Red Cavalry, invert the Talmudic values 

and assign anti-traditional values as the ones worthy of praise, yet unlike the Assimilatory Jews 

do not rely on scorning the powerless for their poor personal and political choices to emphasize 

their own superiority. It is fundamentally impossible to construct a binary or even a spectrum of 

Jewish masculinities, because these Supermen stand on their own both as drivers and 

perspectives of their own tales. The performances stand against themselves. Rather, their 

masculinities are pitched as a magnetic force that lifts all those around them into a superior 

national identity, in a way that echoes the theories of collectivism so beloved by early Soviet 
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thinkers. In Clay Steinman's analysis of Burt Reynolds in the television show Evening Shade, he 

describes how Reynolds manages to become both an erotic object for women and an object of 

desire for heterosexual men without stoking masculine panic of seeping into femininity or 

homosexuality. Steinman argues that in order for a man to both attract men and not invoke this 

fear, his masculinity must be “undoubted” in order to avoid possible future mixed feelings, 

something Reynolds achieves by being the most attractive and physically fit character in addition 

to being the centre of the narrative.165 The Jewish Supermen occupy a similar place: the 

centrality of and lack of doubt in their own masculine power allows them to be a flame attracting 

the adulation and aspiration of both men and women inside their narratives. None stand up next 

to them in prominence, stature, or strength, thus sealing their positions as objects of aspiration 

and adulation. The combination of this centrality and their central Jewish identification makes 

them not only Supermen but Jewish Supermen. They exemplify what Dubnow called the spirit of 

the Jewish people in the wake of all the trauma and terror, which “has grown stronger in its worn 

out body,” and which survived “the Hamans of Russia who have attempted to crush the Eternal 

People.”166  

The construction of literary Jewish Supermen in the post-pogrom period shares similar 

values with the desired construction of living, breathing Jewish Supermen in the cultural sphere 

and the aforementioned Soviet Supermen from Babel's chapter. If we accept De Lauretis's 

concept of gender only being as real as it is reproduced, and every aspect of society being an 

aspect of gender creation, and all cultural representations reflecting the core concept, then these 
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literary Jewish Supermen are rounded out by the political machinations of individuals like 

Vladimir (Ze'ev) Jabotinsky. Jabotinsky began his adult life as a poet, playwright, lecturer, and 

newspaperman in Odessa before transitioning into life as a Zionist leader in Palestine starting in 

1917.167 He founded the Betar Jewish self-defence movement in 1923 and espoused the concept 

of a “New Jew,” which served as an ideological reorientation of the praised aspects of Jewish 

masculinity. Jabotinsky proposed an actionable Jewish identity, rather than a contemplative one, 

where men would be able to stand up for their ideals with both their wits and their fists. 

Jabotinsky preached that shooting should be taught to schoolchildren alongside reading as a 

matter of “historical reality,” reasoning that while intelligence and hard work would sustain the 

Jewish state, militarism would be necessary for its citizens' base survival as occupants of a new 

territory.168 Like Pinsker, Jabotinsky held the Jewish state of exile as the source of Jewish decay, 

using a similar language of sickness as the more revolution-oriented Isaac Babel to describe the 

existing Jewish condition and depicting nationalism as the “dew” of a new day.169 Indeed, 

negation of the diaspora was a common theme amongst Zionist thinkers who favoured a Jewish 

state in Palestine. 

The Jewish Supermen were also burnished by a push to reclaim historical and proto-

Biblical Jewish figureheads, who were used as avatars for national glory in place of more 

contemporary Jewish military heroes who had yet to come. Bialik, in “City of Slaughter,” 

referred to the cowering Jews as sons of Maccabees, shaming them for not living up to the same 
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historical standard.170 Jabotinsky saw the Betar movement and New Jews as reanimations of 

King David's dynasty, metaphorically crowning them with his legacy.171 The historic Judean 

revolutionary Simon Bar Kokhba became a key target of reclamation within the Jewish 

nationalist contexts, with Yiddish playwright Abraham Goldfadn's 1883 play (appropriately 

titled Bar Kokhba) serving as an example. Bar Kokhba was fashioned into a daring and proud 

Western-style hero, a “fine warrior on the Field of Mars and attentive lover on the Field of 

Venus”172 and a clear member of the archetypes Boyarin holds as historically excluding the 

Jews. As with Pinsker's paean to reclaiming Jewish dignity, Goldfadn's Bar Kokhba aimed to 

“[draw] a new consciousness and a sense that Jewry could yet again hold its head up high.”173  

Nor were these actions unique to the Jewish-Russian context; Sigmund Breitbart was a 

popular strongman in 1920s Vienna billed as the “Strongest Man in the World” who regularly 

blended traditional Western style heroic and Jewish iconography in his performances. He 

performed in the outfits of both Roman centurions174 and Bar Kokhba for both Jewish and non-

Jewish audiences, waved a Zionist flag onstage,175 and by doing so reinforced the Jewish 

Superman model of Jewish male heroes being able to occupy similar prized narratives as 

Western ones. Similarly to Babel's prose, the Superman model features a strong aspirational and 

idealist construction of identity involving a realignment of Jewish historical heroes into 

contemporary men amongst men, with the design of standing both amongst and beyond the 

secular world. In the same way that modern Hebrew attempted to create a language that could 
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stand amongst the European languages,176 the literary Bar Kokhba was turned into a hero who 

could stand amongst the European heroes. Unlike Babel, of course, this aspirationalism does not 

manifest as diminishing Judaism in the eyes of the secular masculinities. Rather, it takes the 

standards of behaviour and power Red Cavalry broadly applies to Cossacks and applies it to the 

specific Jewish heroes of history as well. This ethic is compatible with both Zionist and 

revolutionary attitudes, with both praising a similar vein of heroism and relying on the creation 

of pseudo-contemporary avatars of glory. 

ii. Vladimir Jabotinsky on Theodor Herzl 

The heroic Supermen were not limited to antiquity figures, however. Jabotinsky's 1904 

poetic eulogy “In Memory of Herzl” lionizes the recently departed Zionist leader Theodor Herzl 

along the same lines as many of these antiquity icons. The former lawyer, intellectual, and 

journalist was cast as a titan borne from nature, depicted as the one true saviour of the Jewish 

people, both supported by the legacies of past Hebrew heroes and placed as an advancement on 

them, and given a legacy of majesty that extends beyond his death. Jabotinsky's Herzl is not 

placed against another individual to burnish his heroism; rather, he is positioned as a warrior 

against the concept of exile itself, and his collection of personal traits and appeal to the collective 

Jewish populace are seen as the antidote. Even though the exilic Jew is not represented in human 

form in “Herzl,” the tension between the hale self-determined Jew and the weak diasporan is 

present and intentional, with the counter-image carrying along Butler's theories of promoting 

masculinity by punishing the failure to live up to the standard. That said, this exile being attacked 

and negated is not presented as something tangible to duel against, and Herzl’s ability to 

shepherd his people beyond an unenviable condition is shown as unimpeachable. Jabotinsky saw 
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Herzl as one of the idealized New Jews, less reminiscent of the despair of exile and more of the 

reclaimed Biblical heroes, pushing him forward as the instigator of a new vein of history.177 

The opening stanza of the poem tells us what to expect of Jabotinsky's representation of 

Herzl. He's immediately compared to the giants of the Jewish tradition and placed on their 

shoulders, emphasizing his centrality to the Zionist cause. 

He did not fade, like Moses long ago 
right at the margin of the promised land; 
he did not shepherd to the motherland 
her children longing for her far-off song. 
He burned himself and gave his whole life 
and didn't “forget you, O Jerusalem,” 
but fell too soon and in the desert died, 
and on the finest day to our dear Palestine 
we shall conduct the tribune's ashes home.178 
 
Moses, the man who shepherded the Jewish people out of Egypt with God's help, is held 

here as a failed and faded leader. On the face of it, the two share similarities, in that both inspired 

their people's return to Zion yet did not survive to see it fully accomplished. Moses is banned 

from Israel by God for not listening to his instructions in the desert; instead of speaking to a rock 

to produce water as commanded, he hits the rock in direct contradiction of his orders.179 This 

serves as the ultimate rebuke of insufficient faith in God's words, one of the core pillars of the 

praised traditional Jewish masculinity. Yet in this stanza, Herzl's demise is not seen as a 

punishment, but rather a consequence of excessive self-sacrifice. The language of the divine and 

the tradition pervades this tradition without centring itself on Herzl's narrative. The land is 

referred to as the promised land, yet the text does not linger on who promised the land to whom. 

Herzl is described as burning himself and giving his whole life to his cause, language which 
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invokes the korban, or sacrificial offerings, from the Torah. In this respect, Jabotinsky's language 

mirrors Bialik's in “City of Slaughter,” as Bialik similarly invokes the Jewish tradition without 

attributing the modern actions to it. In this stanza, the exilic experience is represented as a desert 

despite deserts being barely existent in continental Europe and present in Palestine at the time, in 

a manner that echoes both Babel's invocation of the synagogue as a diseased, lifeless place and 

Bialik's portrayal of Kishinev's desolation post-pogrom. The exile is unable to provide 

sustenance for the Jewish people, and only Herzl is able to provide the warmth they need through 

self-sacrifice. 

The poem accords Herzl several natural metaphors to enhance his masculinity. Jabotinsky 

depicts him in a manner inconsistent with his physical role in the Zionist movement yet 

consistent with the evolving Jewish Superman masculinity. As Jabotinsky writes, “he was a titan 

who had granite shoulders, // an eagle he was, with eagle-eyed insurgence, // an eagle's sorrow 

on his noble forehead.”180 By calling him a titan, Herzl is drawn beyond the realm of Jewish 

Supermen and into secular ones, with the titan implying his godliness even on non-Hebrew 

terms. The granite shoulders are symbolically a stable and imperturbable foundation for the 

Jewish people, allowing him to support his people in a physical manner for their own good. By 

comparing him to an eagle and giving him naturalistic attributes, Herzl is both reinforcing the 

Zionist turn to nature as sustenance for ideological grounding, and being cast as a predator bird, a 

reinforcement of Pinsker and Jabotinsky's desires for the Jewish people to no longer be cast as 

victims. In the next stanza, he puts forth a performative model for aspiring Zionist men to follow: 

he is “proud and lofty and fearless,” his call heralds “no matter what it takes” as a motto for the 

Zionist dream, and his invocations are termed as a song, carrying within them the implication 
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that his words are meant to be echoes and repeated back to him as with those of any other 

inspirational leader.181 

As mentioned in the second chapter, Babel assigned power and respect to his characters 

based on concepts of strength and weakness; the stronger Jews per Red Cavalry’s definition of 

strength were the better ones, whereas the weaker Jews were the ones to be avoided and scorned. 

In Jabotinsky's Herzl poem, however, value is ascribed based on how free or emancipated his 

Jewish figures are. While the Jewish Supermen are obvious exemplars of physical strength, their 

strength is not inherently what their value is derived from, and unlike in Red Cavalry it is not 

what they use to communicate their ideology. This strength is never depicted as violence. The 

consequences of not following Herzl are described along similar lines of Bialik's scenes of horror 

in “In the City of Slaughter.” 

Let us rot beneath a yoke of pain, 
let whirlwinds mutilate the holy Torah, 
let our sons become nocturnal robbers 
and our daughters enter dens of shame, 
let us become instructors of smut and vice 
at that black hour, on that worst of days 
when we forget your song and all your ways 
and so disgrace the one who died for us.182 
 
Again, the religious historical past is invoked to elevate Herzl, and again he is cast as the 

steward of the tradition in place of the divine. The moral and physical degradation of the Jewish 

sons and daughters echoes Bialik's depiction of the “sons of Maccabees” sitting back and 

allowing their wives and daughters to be raped in the Kishinev pogrom. Both poems operate with 

similar heralds of what doom means for the Jewish community, and what constitutes Jewish 

Shame, while also implying that this doom is something the Jewish people would allow to 

happen rather than be doomed to. The key difference is the presence of Herzl as the Jewish 
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Superman and avatar of hope, encouraging the community to move beyond the destruction. 

Where Bialik is pessimistic and ashamed as to the state of Jewish men, Jabotinsky is optimistic. 

The words here hearken to Psalm 137, an Israelite lament that summarizes the dream of returning 

to Israel and expresses a sense of mourning at losing a connection to their promised land. It 

states, “How shall we sing the LORD's song in a strange land? If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let 

my right hand forget her cunning.”183 The parallels extend beyond physical punishment for 

forgetting a Zionist dream, with both referring to Israel as a “song” to be followed, almost as an 

alluring siren. Like in Bialik's “City of Slaughter,” “In Memory of Herzl” uses the language of 

the divine to reinforce the message by referencing memorable Tanakh passages in the poetry, 

with Herzl in the locus of the divine messenger rather than the poet for Bialik. Like with Bialik, 

the divine is established through this linguistic similarity in order to be dislocated, a foundation 

for a larger message of Jewish men being respectful of the traditions but not bound by them. This 

metaphorical dislocation and invocation is made more explicit in the next stanza, which 

compares Herzl's voice to “manna from the clouds” and states that “chai haShem,” or by the 

name of God, they will finish his song.184 Herzl is a Zionist pseudo-deity in the poem, not only a 

man amongst men but also a man amongst the supernatural. 

The poem concludes by repeating the honourifics already afforded to Herzl by Jabotinsky 

and affirming him as the Jewish Superman once and for all. He is called “our eagle” and “our 

regal tribune,” reinforcing the natural world metaphors from earlier stanzas, his unimpeachable 

majesty, and his position as a man for the people of Israel, if not fully of the people of Israel.185 

Jabotinsky willingly places himself and the rest of the Jewish community as subordinate to Herzl 

and following his call, rather than Herzl as a follower of a larger, divine call. This serves as 
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another key distinction between him and the biblical figures of masculinity, not to mention 

Babel's piteous Jews of Red Cavalry; Herzl answers to no one, is subordinate to nothing, and has 

ideals which are his and his alone. This is one of what differentiates the ideological Jewish 

Superman from the Assimilatory Jews in the prior chapter. The Superman does not aspire to 

anything or anyone but is aspired to by others. Yet this brings up a secondary, methodological 

question: if Herzl occupies the role of the divine in this poem, would it not be more prudent to 

compare his brand of masculinity and heroism to that of God in the Torah, rather than Jacob, 

Samson, Cain, and Abel, who served the divine and bid for favour? Beyond questions of 

sacrilege or blasphemy, not to mention the many occasions where God engages in conduct he 

specifically prohibits the Jewish people from echoing, an important distinction to note is that 

between dislocation and dissolution. Herzl is not replacing or dismissing the influence of God on 

the Jewish people, but rather using its legacy to augment his own masculinity and presence. He 

still exists in both narratives, making it more fulsome to evaluate the shifting relationship with 

the divine as a representation of human masculinity rather than the shifting exemplars of 

superiority. More importantly, God is not depicted in the Tanakh as one to imitate, less so than 

obey. In Exodus 19, when pitching the Mosaic covenant, God does not ask for his deeds to be 

echoed but for his words to be followed, as the people of Israel say “All that HaShem hath 

spoken we will do.”186 As such, the divine in this case exists outside of a performative model of 

masculinity, because there is no performance to imitate. One is not meant to become God, yet 

any Jewish man can follow Herzl's example of a Zionist dream. 

iii. Reconstituting Bar Kokhba for a Contemporary Message 

Herzl, of course, was not the only realized Superman in the Jewish imagination; as 

mentioned above, Simon Bar Kokhba's legacy took hold in nationalist circles, leading to a 
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recasting of his memory as that of a Zionist exemplar. As Yael Zerubavel argues, “Since the Bar 

Kokhba revolt is the only ancient war that is identified by a single leader, his image plays an 

important role in the construction of the memory of the event,”187 a memory which was 

“[elevated]...as a major turning point in Jewish history.”188 His name itself carries the natural 

resonance afforded to classical strongmen, as Bar Kokhba translates to “son of a star.” In 

addition to the aforementioned Yiddish play by Goldfadn and Sigmund Breitbart's strongman 

routine, Jabotinsky's Betar self-defence movement was named after Bar Kokhba's historic fort. 

Bialik wrote a poem on Bar Kokhba,189 and in the yishuv period many stories were written on the 

theme of Bar Kokhba duelling with a lion, a motif made prominent by a 1913 song by Levin 

Kipnis.190 The presence of Bar Kokhba next to a lion is both another representation of 

Supermanhood as dominance of nature and another case of Biblical resonance used to prop up a 

Jewish Superman's legend. In this case, the original Jewish strongman is used to retrofit the new 

one: in Judges 14, Samson slays a lion with his bare hands.191 One other facet of Bar Kokhba 

making him appealing for nationalist reclamation: his embrace of Hebrew as a national language, 

similar to the contemporary Zionists. Promissory notes from Bar Kokhba's revolt have been 

found in Hebrew, in contrast to other ancient Jewish notes found in Aramaic or Greek,192 and a 

lead weight was found bearing the Hebrew inscription “Prince of Israel.”193 Indeed, Bar Kokhba 

serves as a suitable figure for Yiddish, Hebrew, and Russian literatures and myth making: he is a 
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distinctly Jewish revolutionary who creates a historical connection with the land of Israel and 

uplifts the Jewish proletariat in the face of imperial power. 

While Bar Kokhba is a historical figure from the Rabbinic period, his reception is 

reconstituted from how he was perceived by the scholars in his own era, several of whom 

expanded on earlier tropes of Biblical hypermasculinity. He was either depicted as a Messianic 

figure or more often an exemplar of failed rebellion featuring improper masculinity, with all of 

the stories containing a non-dislocated divine figure superior in the same manner as Samson. 

After all, Bar Kokhba's revolt against the Romans did not lead to a liberation of the Jewish 

people. A name for Bar Kokhba in early Jewish writings was not Bar Kokhba but rather Bar 

Koziba, with “star” replaced by the Hebrew word for “lie.”194 While some accounts support 

historical rabbis, such as R. Akiba b. Joseph, endorsing Bar Kokhba's claim to messianism,195 

there is far more support for the idea that he was a sacrilegious failure. In one tale, he murders a 

Rabbi with a swift kick to the head and is punished with a death described as only possibly being 

from God: wrapped with a large snake.196 In other accounts, he shuns the aid of God entirely, 

specifically requesting the divine not to interfere in the war.197 In all of these tales, Bar Kokhba's 

masculinity manifests as similar to several of the desired Zionist ideals: he is proud and self-

reliant, he has a fierce passion for the Jewish people that is not reliant on divine approval, and he 

occupies a similar Messianic role as Jabotinsky bestows upon Herzl in his poem. The chief 

difference comes in how this performance manifests. What is praiseworthy in the contemporary 

is held as vain in the historical and positioned as an explanation for the rebellion's failure. In 
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these stories, Bar Kokhba is the one condemned and discouraged from being emulated, while the 

faithful rabbis are showcased more positively; around the dawn of the twentieth century that 

relationship is flipped. 

“Bar Kokhba,” the 1920 epic poem in Russian, exemplifies the Jewish nationalist 

Supermanization of Bar Kokhba, the figure, yet author Ilya Selvinsky does not fit neatly into the 

image of an early twentieth-century Jewish nationalist. If one assumes twin poles of Zionism and 

Revolutionism in the Russian Jewish community, Selvinsky's allegiances then hew with the 

Revolutionary movement. Unlike Jabotinsky and similar to Babel, his writing career unfolded in 

the Soviet Union, and he never grew affiliated with Jewish nationalist movements. He fought 

with the Reds in the Russian Civil War, served as a battalion commissar in the Second World 

War, and was an early leader of the Soviet constructivist movement.198 All of his writing was in 

Russian. His writing, throughout his career, had a distinctly Jewish character: he incorporated 

Yiddishisms into his Russian verse,199 wrote the aforementioned Bar Kokhba poem and on 

Birobidzhan,200 and was one of the first Soviet poets to write about the local victims of the 

Holocaust.201 “Bar Kokhba” demonstrates Jewishness beyond the subject matter and location of 

the poem. It is packed with the biblical allusions of Jabotinsky and Bialik, is dotted with Hebrew 

words despite being originally written in Russian, and references historical Jewish 

revolutionaries to reinforce Bar Kokhba's majesty. Above all, it shows that the archetype of the 

Jewish Superman is not exclusive to Zionist representations, effectively serving as a repudiation 
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of Babel's arguments outlined in Chapter Two. Not only does this Jew look and act like the 

Cossacks in Red Cavalry, he shows an inextricability of Jewishness and hypermasculinity and 

becomes an exemplar even for the non-Jewish figures in the story. His admiration is unbounded 

by national distinction or opposition within the conflict depicted in the poem, making him less of 

a Jewish exemplar for solely Jews and more of a Jewish exemplar for all. 

The poem “Bar Kokhba” indeed occupies a very specific space: he is blending a vision of 

Jewish emancipation with early 1920s Bolshevik ideological writing, which called for 

collectivist unity and a proletarian rise in the face of an oppressive majority. The characteristics 

of the New Soviet Man that were outlined in Chapter Two’s discussion on Red Cavalry are far 

more on the nose in “Bar Kokhba.” Unlike the revolutionary soldiers with whom Lyutov cavorts, 

Bar Kokhba is introduced as an unemancipated worker under the yoke of oppression and “Latin 

power,” rather than one merely following the Revolution. He exemplifies Alexandra Kollontai’s 

quote that “only workers can generate in their minds new methods of organizing labour as well 

as running industry.”202 While Bar Kokhba is militaristic in his Revolution, the violence is less 

glorified than seen as a necessary skill, unlike the calls to “rough up a woman” in “My First 

Goose.” It is a story of rise and triumph over adversity, featuring an ideologically sound 

protagonist who is a paragon of physical strength. Yet it would be a mistake to pitch “Bar 

Kokhba” as the keynote Bolshevik ideological poem; for one, its redolent Jewishness, despite a 

displacement of God as a hero in the narrative, is far more charitable to the bounds of individual 

faith and culture than one might expect of one praising the abject godlessness of a piece of 

Soviet ideological literature, exemplified by Leon Trotsky’s paeans for socialist art to be 
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“[w]ithout God, of course.”203 Bar Kokhba is also not a pure hero, as despite being afforded 

strength and majesty through his demise, he is still given a demise in the story. He is still shown 

as an exemplary Jewish Superman, yet he is not pristine and thus cannot be fully shoehorned. 

Selvinsky's Bar Kokhba has similar natural bonafides as Jabotinsky's Herzl that extend 

beyond his “son of a star” name, with his initial description serving as the antithesis to anti-

Semitic portrayals of Jewish men as puny and deficient and making him an idealized lodestar for 

Jewish self-actualization. 

And he was huge, his whole frame filled with might, 
As if Leviathan's own nursling splendid. 
His wary bowels rumbled in despite, 
 
Within him sinews intertwined upended, 
His bushy shoulders' solid slabs extended 
Aglow, like a rich fish stew, with a lustrous light. 
 
He dwelt within the realm of trees and boulders. 
He spied the eagle's weighted pennons winging. 
And to his face the reddish smoke was clinging 
That from the ringlets of his ram's fleece smolders.204 
 
The opening line of the poem emphasizes Bar Kokhba's overwhelming physicality, much 

more overtly than Jabotinsky's Herzl. Unlike Herzl's ideological strength, in this case the strength 

is both internal and extremely external. The invocation of Leviathan, an ancient and chaotic sea 

monster, both reinforces this otherworldly physicality and uses the communal Biblical 

“language” to highlight his credentials. Leviathan is described in Job as near-impossible to be 

defeated, with scales “shut up together as with a close seal,”205 a heart “as firm as a stone,”206 
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and fire and smoke leaving his mouth and nostrils “as out of a seething pot or cauldron.”207 Most 

crucially for Bar Kokhba in this poem, “upon earth there is not his like, who is made without 

fear.”208 Leviathan's presence is noteworthy because he is not only an indefatigable natural and 

primordial force but is also an oppositional force, in stark contrast to Samson's establishment as a 

divine experiment. Robert Alter describes Leviathan as blurring the line between mythology and 

zoology owing to the biblical period's lack of concrete information on the world's creatures, both 

at once a member of the animal kingdom and beyond it, and “a climax beyond a climax.”209 

Leviathan is the ruler of nature just as Bar Kokhba is the revolution writ large, and by casting 

Leviathan as Bar Kokhba's parentage, the titular hero becomes both of nature and over nature 

himself. In addition, dominion over nature was a core underpinning of Soviet mythology, with 

Trotsky heralding the colonization of both internal and external nature as something fostered by 

the rise of socialism.210 Bar Kokhba is showing himself here as not governed by the same ethics 

as the classical Jewish heroes. His primordial force is not divine but natural, and he is beholden 

to none but himself, having complete agency over his actions. He does not get filled with the 

spirit of the Lord when he acts. His earthbound majesty satisfies both Zionist and Soviet visions 

of masculinity and heroism, both of which desired to create a secularized strength free of 

religiosity. Indeed, the reference to his body as “aglow, like a rich fish stew” introduces a 

nurturing and fulfilling quality to his masculinity, pitching him as a necessitated sustenance for a 

hungry people. 
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Beyond his positioning as a superior man from nature, though, Selvinsky's Bar Kokhba 

serves to both redeem and repurpose several traits classically associated with Jewish men both 

from internal and external sources. His reddish hair and beard strike back against ancient non-

Jewish biases against red hair from England to Russia, which have them as markers of the 

demons inside the fires of hell and of Judas.211 As such, they were associated with Jewry, such as 

during the Spanish Inquisition when those with red hair were seen as inescapable markers of 

Judaism.212 Yet the reference to his beard as “smoke” also hearkens back to Herzl's positioning 

as a burnt offering to the Jewish people, a reference redoubled in the third stanza when Selvinsky 

references the Jerusalem holy temple's “sacrificial smoke” and “sacred flame.”213 The allusions 

to fire are far more overt in “Bar Kokhba” than in “In Memory of Herzl,” being used not only as 

a sacrificial element but also as an extension of his physical masculinity, destroying the Roman 

oppression just as it redeems the Jewish people. The most marked departure, however, comes 

with how he not only dislocates the divine but also actively spurns God in the process of leading 

the Jewish people. God is only directly mentioned twice in the fifteen stanzas of the poem, and 

both cases feature Bar Kokhba rejecting the premise that God can help the Jewish people's 

redemption in the same way that he can. In the third stanza, Selvinsky writes of the holy temple, 

“And sacred flame, which secret urns embower. // Is it not time Eloheynu awoke?”214 In the 

sixth, in the midst of a Bar Kokhba speech, he says, “Now neither God, nor Caesar, nor your 

leaders // Will save you — shepherds! Plowmen! — from your plight.”215 Taken together, they 

cast God as a passive observer failing to act. It is time for God to awake, yet he does not. God is 
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cited both as someone who should lend aid yet is failing to do so, which builds upon a typical 

Soviet poetic un-religiosity or de-religiosity to echo Bialik's excoriation of the paralyzed Jewish 

men, in that both reject and even mock the idea of external salvation in favour of internal self-

realization. Or put another way: the lack of faith used to exclude Moses from Israel is now seen 

as a virtue for the suffering Israelites. Yet this faith is still seen as a touchstone and framing for 

the discourse rather than completely negated altogether, which tracks with the tendency of my 

chosen Jewish-Russian authors to use references to the divine and the Torah to create a common 

vocabulary of Jewishness, making it not quite the ideal Trotskyist atheist poem for the Soviet 

Union. God is dismissed yet not discarded or ignored altogether. While God may be insufficient, 

the language of the Torah is not. 

As with Jabotinsky's Herzl, Bar Kokhba steps into a more deity-esque role to inspire the 

Jewish people, yet goes a step further by refusing to cite God as his source. He manages to take 

the language of the faithful and fully place himself as the target of the faith. As such, he makes 

himself the hyper-masculine saviour the Jewish people need to emulate. 

He bellowed to his tribe from his watchtower, 
And saying thus unto his nation spake: 
“Beware, Yehudi! This jet black daybreak 
Foretells that war on cliffs and vales will flower. 
 
Aflame as if a tree unburnt for sake 
Of faith, I won't desert our sacred bower— 
Against these fattened swine I'll lead the fight, 
 
So grave dust on the goyim we'll be pouring. 
Now flock, you eagles clamoring and soaring. 
Sh'ma Israel! Now the final hour's in sight!216 
 
The text is laden with biblical references and Jewishness, whether the tree unburnt 

hearkening back to Moses's unburnt bush in Exodus or the reference to their opposition as 

                                                             
216 Ibid., p. 230. 
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“goyim,” or non-Jews. In addition, the Romans are referred to as “fattened swine,” casting them 

as an unkosher animal waiting to be slaughtered. The idea of the Roman opposition being not 

only oppressors but also spiritually impure reverses the classical anti-Semitic interpretation of 

the Jewish people being spiritual pollutants and diet-based insults against Jews, placing them on 

their oppressors' heads instead.217 Most significant is the Hebrew invocation of “sh'ma Israel,” or 

“Hear, O Israel,” a direct quote from Deuteronomy and a direct quote from God that also serves 

as the opening line for a Jewish prayer. Indeed, throughout this passage Bar Kokhba makes a 

claim for the position traditionally occupied by God; the tribe is “his” tribe and the nation is 

“his” nation, he is leading the revolution, and he is the one calling out “Hear, O Israel” rather 

than God. The ability to bellow commands to an entire nation reinforces his supreme strength, 

and by calling the Jewish people “you eagles,” he is granting them a piece of the naturalist 

superpowers with which he was imbued. Unlike Samson, who serves as an avatar of the divine 

operating in place of the Jewish warriors, Bar Kokhba lifts up the Jewish people alongside him 

by exhorting his people to follow his example. Like Jabotinsky's Herzl, he uses his voice to 

summon the Jewish people to his mission, yet unlike Herzl his message is explicitly secularized 

and militaristic. For both, their masculine strength and foregrounding makes them ideal 

exemplars. 

There are no condemned Jewish figures, or even condemned Jewish experiences such as 

the diasporic exile, against whom Bar Kokhba is highlighted. Any binary has given way to a 

totalizing praised masculinity. Bar Kokhba is pitched as an unparalleled motivational figure who 

is able to rally the Jewish people to his side with no resistance. Similarly to Jabotinsky, the 

experience of bondage is pitched as the opposition to Jewish self-realization, but unlike in “In 

Memory of Herzl,” the exilic experience is pitched less as the fault of the Jewish people and 
                                                             
217 Livak, The Jewish Persona, p. 32. 



 90 

more a consequence of their oppressors' nefarious actions. If any men are to be condemned for 

their actions by the poem, they would be Roman ones and all those who enabled them, mirroring 

the excoriation of the bourgeoisie in early Soviet poetry. This is a collectivist victory. The poem 

takes care to mention that “all husbands, elders, stripling boys, // Their brothers, grandsons, 

maidens with persuasion, // All whet their swords, new honed by trees' abrasion, // On Rome, on 

those who for a portal's ploys // Betrayed their homeland and their hovel's joys, // On those who 

hide their sons in fear and cower.”218 Selvinsky gives every Jewish individual agency and a 

sword in their hands, and delineates their opposition very clearly: the “Roman yoke” which was 

placed over them. Unlike in Bialik, the fear illustrated here is not a fear of their oppressors but 

rather a fear of the resurgent power of the Jews. As mentioned above, the Romans are referred to 

in unflattering terms of excess, whether as fattened swine or calling Roman displeasure 

“epicurean.”219 It bears the implication that Bar Kokhba and the Jews carry a cause 

(emancipation) whereas the Romans fight only for a gluttonous form of control. Bar Kokhba's 

preferred masculinity bears implications beyond the Jewish context, for the lesson applied within 

this contrast speaks to more than just Jewish issues. A dramatic class struggle is supremely 

relevant within the purview of early Soviet poetry, and the historic Jewish struggle against the 

upper-class Romans fits neatly within this motif.220 It resembles the steadfast ideological purity 

of Balmashev and the Cossacks in Red Cavalry, in that both are called to action at least 

superficially by ideological patriotism and pride.  

Just as with Samson, Bar Kokhba experiences his own death at the end of his tale. Unlike 

with Samson, Bar Kokhba is allowed to retain his majesty and superiority through his own death; 
                                                             
218 Selvinsky, “Bar Kokhba,” p. 231. 
219 Ibid., 230. 
220 A particularly explicit example of this would be Vladimir Mayakovsky's immediate post-
Revolutionary poetry, much of which trumpeted the success of the Russian proletariat at 
overthrowing the capitalist world order. 
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he is absolved of responsibility in his own demise and retains his role as leader and inspiration 

postmortem. If Samson's death is a consequence of misused masculinity, Bar Kokhba's is a 

consequence of him being too successful at his Jewish revitalization. In this regard he is far more 

similar to Jabotinsky’s Herzl than Samson; while he isn’t as vivid a martyr for his cause as Herzl, 

the ninth and tenth stanzas are dedicated to the Roman response to Bar Kokhba. Like with Bar 

Kokhba himself and similar to the contemporary Zionist movement, the Roman emperor elevates 

Bar Kokhba's credibility by comparing him to Jewish revolutionaries of years past, giving him 

in-text a workable, non-deistic history to draw upon and burnish his own standard.221 These also 

make Bar Kokhba's revolution a success rather than a failure, as he has accomplished his goal of 

making the Romans aware of the power and potential of the Jewish forces. The tenth stanza 

emphasizes his physical and personal enormity, as it dedicates itself to listing off the eleven 

named peoples dispatched to put down the Bar Kokhba revolt: Romans, Gauls, Etruscans, Alans, 

Noricumians, Carians, Cimbri, Basques, Scythians, Corfians, and Parthians,222 whose homelands 

spanned from as far east as modern-day Pakistan and as far west as modern-day France. The 

invocation of all of these nations serves to highlight the magnitude of Bar Kokhba's motivational 

power and by extension his Supermasculine magnetism; it implies that only a supernatural force 

can take down this hero of the common people, and showcases his ability to create a proletarian 

army worthy of a disproportionate response. Bar Kokhba is seen as a force of fearful admiration 

both for Jews and non-Jews, yet the non-Jews find themselves unable to join him, a complete 

reversal of historical anti-Semitic values excluding Jewish figures from the minority. Indeed, 

they are excluded on a similar physical and moral basis as the Jews were from traditional 

Western heroism, and they betray their own fear and weakness by sending disproportionately 
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large forces to combat a local rebellion. Not only that but the opposition is described as “savage 

races” with “lupine faces,” a repurposing of the exclusionary rhetoric used against Jewish 

figures. Historically, Jewish figures had been associated with dogs and wolves, particularly in 

Russia where dogs were banned in sacred spaces.223 In this case, the majority Romans are the 

wolves. This is a complete and utter shattering of anti-Semitic paradigms in the strongest and 

most direct possible terms, and a dramatic reshuffling of historical gender roles. 

This picture is complicated by the actions leading directly to Bar Kokhba's death: he is 

undone by a beautiful and deceitful woman, not only an echo of Samson's demise but also an 

event not at all reminiscent of the prolonged siege leading to the actual Jewish revolutionary's 

own demise. Lucilia, the wife of the Roman praetor Julius, is sent to woo Bar Kokhba and 

distract him enough to allow the sneak attack to proceed without a hitch. She succeeds, as Bar 

Kokhba “[loses] his mind in winsome joy's embraces,”224 ensuring that he is unable to armour 

himself in time to save his life. He is not a perfected martyr in the way that Jabotinsky’s Herzl 

was; he loses his life at least partially due to his own flaw, rather than a form of divine 

misfortune. Despite this, Bar Kokhba retains all of his masculine glory through his death.  

A shaggy giant, he was immolated, 
Pierced by a feathered knife in duskiness 
But as his fitful deathbed throes abated 
With one hand's grasp he bared his girlfriend's breast.225 
 
The sacrificial, burnt offering rhetoric introduced both in Jabotinsky’s Herzl and earlier 

in this poem crops up again, as he is “immolated” by the same fire used to burn the Roman yoke 

off the shoulders of his people. Just as Herzl burned himself to keep the Jewish dream afloat, a 

light in the darkness, Bar Kokhba's task was so herculean that his effort would by necessity result 
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in his sacrifice, a giant offering to the greater Jewish good. While burnt offerings are prominent 

in Jewish thought, self-sacrifice is a far more prominent concept in Christian philosophy than 

Jewish, with the sacrifice of the self only condoned in cases of immorality and sinning rather 

than to uplift a nation or advance ideals.226 Much of the Russian revolutionary imagery derives 

from this tradition. His last post-sacrificial and pre-mortem act is used to reinforce his 

masculinity via sexual mastery, in a way which hearkens back to the Red Cossacks' demands that 

Lyutov “rough up a woman” to gain acceptance. He uses one hand to bare her breast, showing 

the ease of the action for him, and exposes Lucilia in a way that emphasizes his dominion over 

her even after she had outwitted him. He essentially reclaims the vulnerability forced upon him 

by his own death. The narrative shades her aphrodisia, not her cunning, as the reason for Bar 

Kokhba's defeat, and his exposure of her breasts elucidates both her lack of identity beyond this, 

and his complete control over said identity. Of course, even in death, Bar Kokhba is afforded the 

role of supreme aphrodisiac. 

The matron's ears were deaf to all that night... 
She dreamt about the musk scent of her lover, 
The tawny fur, his tousled chest's thick cover— 
And he was huge, his whole frame filled with might.227 
 
Lucilia, who was sent by her husband to con Bar Kokhba, winds up completely 

enraptured by the man whom she only knew for one night. Jewish characters are very rarely seen 

as sexually desirable, much less more sexually desirable than a non-Jewish military leader. His 

musk and tawny fur reinforce his primal, hyper-masculine nature and are in contrast to her 

husband and the remainder of the Romans' glossy arms. If the idealized, classical Jewish male 

exists in opposition to the sexually aggressive hypermale, as Boyarin argues in Unheroic 
                                                             
226 Leah Whittington discusses the Christian concept in her article “Vergil's Nisus and the 
Language of Self-Sacrifice in Paradise Lost” (Modern Philology, 2010). Of note: the self-
sacrifice is pitched as a central act of heroism. 
227 Selvinsky, “Bar Kokhba,” p. 235. 
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Conduct,228 then Bar Kokhba subverts that on every level. By emphasizing his size, Bar Kokhba 

is again shown as having dominion over both Lucilia's material world and emotional world. He 

is able to overwhelm his deceiver even through his physical death; it indicates that the 

groundswell he inspired is far from departing the Roman consciousness. With this, Bar Kokhba 

cements his place as the ultimate self-made Jewish Superman: his body is as strong as the natural 

forces imbued in it and subverts anti-Semitic stereotypes, his aggression rallies the Jewish people 

into demolishing their oppressors, his potent sexuality is irresistible even to his enemies, he is a 

victim only of his own success, and even through his death, he has complete control over friend 

and foe alike. By exhibiting his specifically Jewish brand self-determination Bar Kokhba is not 

only a superior warrior but also a superior lover. The old Talmudic binary is gone. 

Selvinsky's Bar Kokhba pushes the Jewish Superman archetype to its zenith, carrying his 

performance of masculinity farther than Jabotinsky's Herzl did his. Part of this is an issue of 

narrative perspective as while both are central characters in their respective epic poems “Bar 

Kokhba” more clearly tells a story in a way that “In Memory of Herzl” does not, providing 

fundamental differences in their characterizations. In addition, “Herzl” is written from the 

perspective of a follower, whereas “Bar Kokhba” is told from the general's own perspective. Yet 

even beyond this, they are presented as two different variations on a similar theme. Jabotinsky's 

Herzl is not afforded any flaws or faults, with his masculinity “undoubted” in the vein of 

Steinman's Burt Reynolds argument, and is almost more of a monument than a man. Herzl's 

example is presented as a message or song rather than a sequence of actions, and his flawless 

example is presented in contrast to the flawed diasporic experience. Herzl's values are the 

instruction manual for Jewish emancipation. Herzl is depicted post-mortem, not unlike Bar 

                                                             
228 Daniel Boyarin, Unheroic Conduct: The Rise of Heterosexuality and the Invention of the 
Jewish Man (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), p. xii. 
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Kokhba, yet never has a light shone on his pre-mortem thoughts. His struggle and the rightness 

of his values are seen as a fait accompli: he's never challenged, his work has a divine and directly 

inspirational purpose, and his opposition is internal rather than external. It exists in the abstract 

rather than the specific, and Herzl himself does not rage against it. Rather, the rage is on the part 

of the narrator, who applies overt significance to Herzl's performance. A direct line is drawn 

from Herzl's steadfastness to the eventual emancipation of the Jewish people. 

In contrast, Selvinsky's Bar Kokhba is allowed to be imperfect while still retaining his 

masculine energy and, most importantly, his aspirational position at the head of the Jewish 

people. Unlike Herzl, who is almost emotionless in the Jabotinsky poem, Bar Kokhba carries the 

rage and impetus of Jewish liberation within his own actions. He gets “drunk with battle glut”229 

and he loses his life due to a sexual act, lending an image of a man able to fall prey to his own 

impulses. Yet these impulses or impurities are spun into victories: his intoxication on the field of 

battle leads to his overthrowing of the Roman yoke, and as mentioned above, he retains physical 

and sexual majesty over Lucilia after she outwits him. Bar Kokhba's ideology is still the prized 

ideology, but it is less of a matter of fact statement than Herzl's. It comes from him for his people 

and is reflected by his actions, with Bar Kokhba less of a channel for something greater and more 

of the something greater himself. His masculinity and his Jewishness are held as the antithesis to 

timid non-Jewishness, and his liberation is a consequence of divine lack of attention, rather than 

a manifestation of overarching social/cultural/religious legacy. Unlike with Jabotinsky's Herzl, 

Bar Kokhba's masculinity is more of a performance or expression than an ideological statement. 

His will and his masculinity are the lodestars for the Jewish people. He and Herzl are equally 

indefatigable with their emancipatory mission, both hewing to Leon Pinsker's vision of auto-

emancipation as the way forward for the Jewish people. 
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These two Jewish Supermen provide different perspectives on the archetype, yet they 

ultimately reflect the same core concepts. Both present a man with “undoubtable” masculinity as 

a vehicle for emancipatory ideology; assign their heroes physical strength in a way anti-Semitic 

thinkers would see as impossible for a Jew; place their heroes in a leadership role traditionally 

occupied by the divine; speak to and condemn the helplessness of the Jewish people in the face 

of minority status; and present themselves as a singular, motivational force. Most importantly, 

both reflect the ideological and emotional shifts within the early twentieth century Jewish 

community. The Jewish Superman bears a different character than that of the Assimilatory Jews 

highlighted in the previous chapter, for rather than following an example, these Jewish men are 

the example. They produce a model of gender that is not questioning or hesitant, allowing male 

readers to aspire to a measure of security and safety not provided by the Assimilatory model. 

While these two characters based on history are far from identical in methods and attitudes, and 

the two poems afford them differing shades of masculinity, both serve to prove that Jewish men 

were capable of being a “real” man. 
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V. CONCLUSION 

This Master's thesis began by identifying an inconsistency within the literature in the 

historically praised elements of Jewish masculinity, during a turbulent and change-filled period 

in Jewish-Russian history. Leading up to the early twentieth century, Jewish literary male heroes 

had been imbued with a certain set of characteristics by their writers: gentility, humility, 

scholarliness, and faith in God. These values were often installed via a good Jew-bad Jew binary: 

the good Jew would be rewarded by the text with reassurance, power, glory, or favour, whereas 

the bad Jew would be scorned, excluded, or otherwise diminished in the text. Yet in the early 

twentieth century, ranging from the pogroms of 1903 through the Russian Civil War ending in 

1922, the texts radically reoriented this vision and flipped it on its head. Gentility, humility, 

scholarliness, and faith were discarded as a value system in favour of personal strength, violence 

both physical and sexual, and God was replaced in value systems with human activity and 

impulse. These literary changes operated in concert with myriad changes within a secularizing 

Jewish community. The 1905 October Manifesto afforded increased Jewish political 

opportunities, including a presence for Jewish parties within the new State Duma, and members 

of the Jewish-Russian community became active both in early Zionist and Russian revolutionary 

circles. Both ideologies encouraged Jewish men to occupy a position of strong leadership, which 

they hadn't been privy to before, preaching similar values for their idealized men. 

I have taken a look at five separate texts, grouping them to illustrate three different 

elements of this shift in masculinity. The first two works, Sholem Aleichem's Tevye cycle (1894 

to 1914) and H.N. Bialik's poem “In the City of Slaughter” (1903) exhibit a burgeoning sense of 

“Jewish Shame,” or the idea that the classical attributes associated with Jewish men were no 

longer sufficient for the contemporary moment. Bialik's poem excoriates the Jewish men who 
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failed to intervene when the pogromists raped their wives and daughters, and chides them for 

their weakness. One who is gentle and scholarly is a bad Jew in a landscape of horror devoid of 

good Jewish men. The Tevye cycle is far more sympathetic to its titular hero, yet illustrates a 

world shifting around Tevye, which deprives him of his agency and declares him no longer fit 

for centrality in communal decision-making. At the start of the cycle, his biblical quotes and 

humility help situate him as the moral centre of his family, able to weigh in on whether or not his 

daughter's marriage is the proper one and help her achieve her wishes. In the final story, “Tevye 

Goes to Palestine,” Tevye is excluded entirely from his daughter's marriage and exiled to 

Palestine, reasoning that his mere presence in the contemporary Russian world was improper. He 

goes from the central good Jew to the ostracized bad Jew over the course of the series, without 

changing his behaviour or morals. 

The second and third sections name two models for these reconstituted masculinities: the 

Assimilatory Jew and the Jewish Superman. The Assimilatory Jew is most prominent in Isaac 

Babel's Red Cavalry cycle, released throughout the early 1920's; it relies on the assumption that 

Jewish men will always be weak outsiders, with the only way to gain even temporary respect and 

agency coming when imitating the behaviours and mores of the Red Cossack majority. Red 

Cavalry's Jewish characters are passive, forceless, and perpetual victims, and its Jewish 

protagonist Kirill Lyutov is unable to fully conceal his identity and integrate with his unit. The 

Jewish Superman appears in Vladimir Jabotinsky's 1904 poem “In Memory of Herzl” and Ilya 

Selvinsky's 1920 “Bar Kokhba.” In these, the titular heroes' masculinity is inextricable from their 

Judaism, and rather than following an external behavioural example as with the Assimilatory 

Jews, they create a behavioural standard and use it as motivational for their entire nations. The 

two models share many commonalities: both see the experience of Jewish passivity in the 
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diaspora as something to be avoided, both glorify their hypermasculine heroes whether Jewish or 

Soviet, and both preach the insufficiency of prayer or faith to solve their issues while still 

acknowledging a connection to the historical tradition of Judaism or the Cossack name. The key 

difference comes in the source of the models' malaise in the Jewish status quo: the Assimilatory 

Jew model posits that Jewishness is the issue, whereas the Jewish Supermen scorn the exilic 

presence of the community instead. Both also represent a profound reorientation from classical 

Jewish masculinity. 

The works of all three chapters combine to present a newer picture of intragender 

relations, ones that exemplify both the ideological and activist turn in early twentieth century 

Russian Jewry and the transitory nature of the implementation of these ideologies. Thinkers such 

as Max Nordau, Leon Trotsky, Alexandra Kollontai, and Leon Pinsker sought to define a new 

age of humanity, nation, and identity in a way which hadn’t been before, and this jolt of common 

conversation led to a more pointed expression of masculinity than had been in the literature 

before. Yet due to the turbulence and uncertainty of the early twentieth century, with all of these 

works being crafted prior to the calcification of socialist realism, any attempts to elucidate a 

unified sense of “gender truth” and “gender falsity” only showcase the flexibility of any notion 

of gender truth. Lyutov flits somewhere on the spectrum between the twin poles of “the strong 

Cossack” and “the weak Jew,” occupying different places based on his own performances of his 

Judaism and his masculinity; Herzl and Bar Kokhba both occupy similar pseudo-divine loci in 

their own stories, yet Herzl is noticeably more perfected and idealized than Bar Kokhba, who 

was written during the period of more pronounced ideological conversation; Tevye never loses 

his praise and sympathy even while losing his agency in-text, while Red Cavalry’s Ghedali exists 

further along the same axis of Tevye, having already lost all but his name; Bialik’s faceless men 
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are both the perpetuators of Jewish shame and its eventual salvation. There is no one harmonized 

understanding of this masculinity, yet all presuppose a changing masculinity and all attempt to 

dig at the nuances of these new masculinities. 

These works have also had wildly varying levels of scholarship: Red Cavalry has 

spawned a great body of work, yet there is a complete paucity of sources on Selvinsky's Bar 

Kokhba. By taking such a wide breadth for my examination and putting works in concert that 

have not necessarily been analyzed against each other before, I have attempted to showcase this 

new Jewish masculinity as not merely being a factor of one dominant ideology. These literary 

heroic traits transcend political lines and speak to a larger sense of community anima. These 

authors have reconstituted the oppositional Biblical morality and dissolved it, assigning the 

characteristics of the historical “bad Jew” as praiseworthy in the contemporary and vice versa. 

That this shift crossed so many intra-community lines makes the research all the more rife for 

new directions. Future analyses could research the roles of femininity within the same works, 

whether or not this newfound masculine shift existed in central European- or American-Jewish 

literature, and the evolution and future dissolution of the hypermasculine Jew model within the 

Jewish-Russian tradition. By doing so, one may be able to fully grasp the scope and scale of 

these bold new Jews. 

It would be a mistake to assume that the commonalities within these five works represent 

homogeneity. Despite all being written by Jewish-Russian authors, the works diverge in 

meaningful ways beyond their chosen model of Jewish masculinity. While several of the works 

were distributed in translation between these languages, the three languages chosen for the 

original texts—Russian, Yiddish, and Hebrew—each connote an authorial ideological statement, 

whether intended to or not. Bialik’s Hebrew “City of Slaughter” plays on the tendency of the 
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Hebrew canon to use flowering, biblical language and crafts a top-down assignation of 

masculinity, with the poet telling the Jewish men they were insufficient, hearkening back to the 

status of Hebrew as a language used and prized by elites. Sholem Aleichem’s Yiddish Tevye 

cycle features no scolding nor moralizing, only a presentation of men and women navigating 

their milieus, a perfect encapsulation of the working-class, human-focused reputation of late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century Yiddish literature. The three Russian texts all pay service 

to ideals external to the Jewish community, and two served as journalists before or during their 

literary career. All three, in some sense, reflect a conversation with non-Jewish ideals in the 

construction of Jewish ones. These works were also penned by writers on all points of the 

political spectrum, ranging from ardent Zionist leader Jabotinsky to proud Bolshevik 

revolutionary Babel to the mostly apolitical Sholem Aleichem. 

An equally rich and fulsome analysis could be constructed by digging at the unique 

intersections of these three literatures and the turbulent political climate, yet I have found myself 

much more interested in the commonalities between the five texts than their difference, of which 

there are numerous. At their core, they all contain a similar impetus: a deep malaise about the 

present state of the Jewish community in Russia. They do not share the same dissatisfactions—

Bialik and Babel may not agree with Sholem Aleichem’s remorse at the loss of the Tevyes of the 

world—but all are responding to a sense of lacking in the community. All, too, identify a newly 

existing or the desired existence of a new sort of masculinity, one based on the discarding of the 

divine and the praise of physical strength and self-sufficiency. These new men may or may not 

have been wanted, though most of these writers praised the rise of the new men, but all 

recognized they were coming. The central question for them all, as Leon Pinsker addressed so 

neatly in his 1882 pamphlet, is that of emancipation for the Jewish people and what it would look 
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like. Would it be based on fully assimilating into Russian society and performing their behaviour 

at the possible expense of one’s Jewishness, as Red Cavalry claimed? Would it reside on tapping 

into the hypermasculine heroes of Jewish lore in an attempt to find a core of strength within 

one’s own Jewish character? Or would it be a reason to lament all we have lost, per Sholem 

Aleichem’s estimation? These texts may differ on their answers, yet they all address the same 

question, same society, and use the same backlog of history and legacy as their guide. 
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