The Illusion of Homogeneity
The Jewish Community from
the Lower Danube and from Southern Bessarabia®

ARTHUR VIOREL TuLuUsS

cC

INTERWAR Romania,” “Greater Romania” or “Romania Reunited”—as it is
known in the Romanian memory and historiography—was formed at the end of
WWI by the union around the Old Kingdom of certain provinces claimed by Ro-
manians throughout history: Bessarabia, Transylvania and Bukovina. The territorial
increase as well as the doubled number of people transformed Interwar Romania
into a European force. Nonetheless, this new status had its own drawbacks. The
Romanians, who joined the new boundaries set after 1918, were also added signifi-
cant percentages of people belonging to different ethnic groups, thus prompting the
transition from a homogeneous state to a heterogeneous one. The Old Kingdom,
which expanded its structures in the new provinces after 1919, had neither the ad-
ministrative capacity, nor the cultural support to attract Romanian citizens belong-
ing to different ethnic groups, a fact that generated crises and disappointments.
The failure of inclusion or at least partial integration of ethnic minorities (especially
Jews, Russians, Ukrainians and Hungarians) triggered a strong antiminority psy-
chosis. “The euphoria of success (the reunited Romania), alongside with the fear of
losing everything, gradually gave rise to a persistent nationalism, unable to nourish
itself endlessly. Romania was living the case of a man, who had become rich over-
night, with the threat of madness brought forward by a sudden impoverishment.”

Besides, until the eve of the WWI, the only real experience that the Old King-
dom had in the problem of minorities had only been related to the Jews.? The Jews,
the main ethnic minority at that moment,® deprived of all civic and political rights
but eager to integrate into the Romanian state, made their problems known beyond
the borders of Romania. Therefore, they relied on the international pressures which
some supranational Jewish associations could make on the Romanian state. In all the

* This article was possible with the financial support of the Sectoral Operational Programme
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cases, the opposition of the Romanian politicians was fiercely presented in public.*
After the formation of unified Romania, the Jews eventually obtained their emanci-
pation in 1921, not without internal disputes and political convulsions,® their rights
being acknowledged in the text of the Constitution of Greater Romania in 1923.

The antiminority psychosis was transmitted to the Romanian majority popula-
tion, fact that allowed the rise of ultranationalist political forces which took advan-
tage of the exaggerated existing prejudices that were present in the collective mind
of the Romanians and that were related to the Jews. The most antisemitic of them,
the Legion of Archangel Michael, developed through its leader, Corneliu Zelea Co-
dreanu, an entire theory related to the threat posed by a direct enemy personalised
by Judaism. As the Legionnaires viewed facts, the occult forces of Judaism (ma-
sonry) were those that initiated and supported the Bolshevik revolution as a fagade
of their own interests. Therefore, the enemy was not to be sought outside, because
it was inside—the Jews. As a consequence slogans such as “Judaeco-Communism,”
“Judaeo-Bolshevism” and “Judaco-Masonry,” through which all the Jews were con-
sidered communists, sympathizers of the Soviet Union and the Masons, were born
and used.®

As previously demonstrated, the judgments of guilt given by these antisemitic
groups were done on behalf of all ethnic groups, without taking into account at least
the differences between the Jews from the Old Kingdom and those from the new
provinces. Beyond the “political and electoral reasons,” we wonder why these verdicts,
characterized by a totally absurd degree of generalization, were nevertheless accepted
as genuine by a fairly significant percentage of the Romanian population. Paradoxi-
cally, the answer may be indirectly obtained from a verbatim report that reproduces
the Politburo meeting of the Romanian Communist Party on October 15%, 1945:

Comrade Visile Luca: . . . For the Jews, in general, you can not solve this issue. In order
to fight antisemitism, you need to win the sympathy of the people which are poisoned by
antisemitism, which fight against everything that is votten within the Jewish populn-
tion. Furthermore, if we ave to consider facts dinlectically, then we should not complain
that given the curvent situation and with this terrible anti-Semitic legacy, we took the
decision not to rause any Jewish elements in the leadership of the organizations. And
this is what any Communist Jew should comprehend. And when we have a mass being
poisoned by antisemitism, when they see only one chief or commissiones; they say that they
no longer have a Romanian police, but a Jewish one. . .

Thus, antisemitism was designed to provide all those afflicted by its poison the rep-
resentation of a uniform and homogeneous Jewish community. Nevertheless, the
picture is not a real one; it is however a mirror image, upside down, given that the
whole in its entirety is defined by the characteristics of a nonessential and peripheral
part, along with a negative perception on the outside.

The image of a uniform and homogeneous Jewish community was also built by
their political and religious leaders. Such reasoning is normal and as simple as it can
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be: the power of a national minority is directly proportional to the number and the
degree of unity displayed by the members who make it up. Immediately after the
Great Union, the Romanian authorities sought to divide the Jewish communities in
order to counteract their claims for autonomy. Between 1918 and 1919, when the
Jewish struggle for emancipation reached the highest points, Ionel Bratianu, head
of the Romanian government, was extremely annoyed by Filderman’s determina-
tion, the Autochtonous Jews Union’s representative (as of 1923, The Romanian
Jews Union), of also including in the claims the Jews from the new territories. “The
endeavours of some of the political circles to detach him (Filderman) from the in-
terests of these Jews, in exchange for a promise that in this way he will be able to
better defend the Jews from Old Kingdom, failed. He remained consistent to the
idea that Jews constitute a unified minority throughout the Greater Romania that is
inseparable, that the state needs to recognize equal rights and duties.”

In the same way, by supporting the unity, the interests of Jews across the entire
country were defended by the two interwar Chief Rabbis: Iacob Niemirower (1921-
1939) and Alexandru $afran (1940-1947). The latter, in the pages of his memoirs
published rather late, at a time when his statements could no longer have an impact
on the few Jews who still were found in Romania, would admit that the homogene-
ity of his countrymen in Greater Romania was far from being a genuine one.’

Our study aims precisely at discussing this so-called homogeneity and unity of
the Jewish minority in the interwar period. Starting from the general, from the situ-
ation as well as the known concerns of the Jewish community throughout the coun-
try, we aim at systematically analyzing a particular case, namely the region around
the mouths of the Danube. The perspective offered by us is a comparative one,
meaning that we seek to identify the similarities / differences between the Jewish
communities of the Old Kingdom and those in southern Bessarabia. Although at
first glance the region surrounding the mouths of the Danube seems to be a fairly
narrow area, in fact it comes across as interesting from a sociological point of view as
well as representative, including parts of the following historical regions: Muntenia
(Ramnicu Sarat and Briila counties), Moldavia (the counties of Covurlui, Filciu,
Putna, Tecuci and Tutova), Dobrudja (Tulcea county) and Bessarabia (the counties
of Cahul, Ismail and Cetatea Alb3).

The fight for civil rights among the Jews everywhere could not have left any
traces in their midst. The Jewish Enlightenment (Haskala) urged the Jews to inte-
grate into the country they were part of, by adopting its language and culture and by
actively participating in its social and political life as well as its development. Thus,
there gradually developed a form of patriotism, despite, for example, the exclusion
of Jews from the Old Kingdom politics or the violent pogroms in Russia.

Emancipation—a genuine Jewish revolution—meant allowing the Jew to leave
the ghetto (from his isolation as the representative of a foreign and exiled people)
and rendered him before a series of elections. To integrate in a State, any individual
Jew, group or community had to resign some of the elements of its identity. The
process of integration is finally summarized in two points: reducing Judaism to a re-
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ligion and replacing the ceaseless search of a legendary homeland with the reality of
a European homeland. This programme was quickly adopted by the Jews in Western
Europe, while in Eastern countries it was quite delayed, due mainly to the refusal of
state authorities to grant Jews the right to emancipation. Although much later and
more slowlier than in the west, the east also experienced a process of cultural inte-
gration by the end of the 19" century and the beginning of the next century, which
led to “Russification” (for the Tsarist Empire), “Germanization” or “Magyarization”
(for the Austro-Hungarian Empire) and “Romanization” (for the Old Kingdom).
A particular case was represented by Russia, where, at the turn of two centuries, the
Jewish youth began to manifest enthusiasm for education, thus attending schools
and universities. Such youth was to discover socialist ideas along with a radical way
of applying them (Bolshevism).'

Inevitably, the new territorial configuration of Romania after the Great Union of
1918 had profound effects on the structures within the Jewish community, which
included besides the “Romanized” Jews also the powerful community of “German-
ized” Jews from Bukovina, the “Magyarized” ones from Transylvania as well as the
“Russified” Jews from Bessarabia. The Jewish historian Jean Ancel admitted that
“depending on the region, the Jews have experienced varying degrees of assimila-
tion, among the population.”*!

The situation of Bessarabia was different. Annexed by Russia in 1812, the province
experienced an intense colonization with this ethnic element: 20,000 in 1812, 43,000
in 1836, 94,500 in 1867 and 228,000 in 1897. They were religious and attached
to their traditional culture and education; “Russified” to a much smaller proportion
compared to the high degree of “Germanization” reached by the Bukovinian Jews.!?
As if it was not enough, the Russian civil war between the whites and reds (Bolshe-
viks), gave an impulse to the uprooting of the Jewish communities from the Ukraine
area. Many Jews originating from here came continuously, in a clandestine manner,
to Bessarabia in the early “20s. The major problem of the Bessarabian Jews was not
related to their occupations or specific traditions, but to their proximity to the Soviet
Union and the fact that Moscow never recognized the union of Bessarabia and Roma-
nia. The Romanian nationalism, which was antisemitic by definition, became in the
interwar period more extremist and intolerant, because it was intermingled with an
absolute anticommunism. The Jews came to be regarded simultaneously as “Commu-
nists” and “Russians” in Bessarabia, “Hungarians” and “Foreigners” in Transylvania,
“Galician” and “Enemies” of the state in Bukovina. Later on, they would be accused
and blamed for the territorial losses of Romania in 1940.

Therefore, the Jewish minority in Romania Reunited was far from being uniform
or homogeneous, although, from completely difterent reasons, this was supported
either by the political and religious leaders in Bucharest, or by the ultranationalist
and extremist Romanian forces.

The Jews of the Old Kingdom and those of the new provinces had a significantly
different social cultural profile, which led to the reorganization of the communities
in terms of cultural, religious and social autonomy. On Filderman’s initiative, in

Suppliment no. 3 2012 bun.indd 550 10/25/2012 2:21:24 PM



Suppliment no. 32012 bun.indd 551

ARTHUR VIOREL Turus *The illusion of homogeneity ¢ 551

February 1921, there was convened a congress of the communities existing in the
country, whose programme was to settle them on legal foundations, with a homo-
geneous status, compulsory for all the communities and to choose the leaders demo-
cratically.’® The initiative was a brilliant one, because, as form, the Jewish communi-
ties throughout the country knew the same type of organization, without interfering
with the find of the matter; namely, the specific features of each community.

Let us see to what extent, over one decade from the Great Union, the common
development within the same state resulted in blurring the differences existing be-
tween the Jewish communities of the Old Kingdom and southern Bessarabia. We
will analyze the case of the region around the mouths of the Danube taking account
of the data provided by the census of December 1930.

TABLE 1.
THE POPULATION SETTLED AROUND THE MOUTHS OF THE DANUBE, BY AFFILIATION TO THE NATION

No Province  The total number Romanians  Jews Russians Ukrainian German Other
/ County  of the population Ruthenians nations
Counties 1,409,217 1,239,679 46,454 27,554 181 5,719 89,630
I f the Old
é&';d - 100%  87.97% 3.30%  1.95% 0.01% 0.41%  6.36%
Counties 763,378 235683 22,130 140,649 81,369 65225 218,322
1. from southern
Bessarabia 100% 30.87% 2.90%  18.43% 10.66%  8.54%  28.60%
SOURCE:

Recensamantul General ol Populagiei Romdiniei din 29 decembrie 1930, 11, Neam, limbi maternd, veligie
(Bucharest, 1938), pp. XXVIII, L. According to the criterion of belonging to a certain nation, the
Jewish population in Romania consisted of 728,115 people (4% of total population), with the follow-
ing distribution: Oltenia: 3,305 people (0.2%); Muntenia: 86,545 (2.1%); Dobrudja: 3,795 (0.5%);
Moldavia: 158,421 (6.5%); Bessarabia: 204,858 (7.2%); Bukovina: 92,492 (10.8%); Transylvania:
78,626 (2.4%); Banat: 11,248 (1.2%); Crisana and Maramures: 88,825 (6.4%).

Comparatively, we may note from the onset, an enormous difference in the propor-
tion of Romanians in so far as the structure of the population is concerned—387.97%
in the Old Kingdom, up to 30.87% in southern Bessarabia. Although the density of
the Jewish minority in southern Bessarabia (2.90%) is low, below half compared to
the entire province between Prut and Dniester (7.2%), the absence of a numerous
Romanian population that would exert constant cultural pressure led to the process
of integration of the Jews in the structures of Greater Romania to be affected. Con-
sequently, the whole process of “Romanization” was exercised only through state
institutions, from top to bottom, which endowed it with a compulsory character.
Unavoidably, any attempt to force an individual or a mass would by all means trig-
ger a reaction of opposition, which in the case of the Jews from southern Bessarabia
was manifested by the maintenance of “the ghetto.” A report addressed to The
Police Commissariat in Chilia Noud (Ismail County), on August 3, 1938, stated
that Jews resistance to integration in this town was contrary to the interests of the
Romanian state:
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If one analyzed the political activity programme adopted by the Jewish community so fi,
he or she might come acvoss a tradition in the pevception of the community, and this tradi-
tion is known as the ghetto. By ghetto, the Jews activated the Jewish social, national and
veligious policy. The ghetto is the fundamental cause which maintained the Jews in their
own society, isolated from the vest of the nations in which they had lived that for'*

The statement in itself expresses a state of spirit that was commonly found in
Bessarabia: on the one hand, the refusal of the Jewish minority to integrate into
the Romanian society and on the other hand, the frustration and helplessness of the
Romanian authorities to assimilate them.

Both the conservatism as well as the resistance to change manifested by the Jew-
ish community in southern Bessarabia was also due to the specific ethnic environ-
ment of the area. In the southern province between Prut and Dniester, during the
interwar period, there coinhabitated several populations without any of them being
able to dominate by number or culture the others—Romanians (30.87%), Russians
and Ukrainians (29.09%), Bulgarians (18.75%), Germans (8.54%), Gagauzians
(7.70%). Moreover, taking into account the fact that both the Romanians and Ger-
mans slided to the extreme right, fact that was obvious especially after 1933, Jews
were naturally driven towards the Russians and Ukrainians.'® From here to consid-
ering all of these three minorities as filocommunist was only one step, considering
that the theory according to which “the communist regime would be supported by
Jewish brains, Latvian rifles and by Russian idiots” was circulating since the early
Bolshevik revolution in Russia.'® Furthermore with a similar implied meaning, a
statement carried out by the Police of Ismail on how they, socio-economic and re-
ligious political trends evolved during 1938 throughout the commissariat, pointed
out the following:

Russians cherish anti-Romanian feelings. Most of them ave supporters of the communist
movement and, if circumstances allowed it, they would be active in this vespect. The vast
majority (95%) ave illiterate and uneducated, easily corruptible; thevefore the Jews use
them as theiwr instruments for vavious subversive activities . . . "7

On the other hand, the desire of the Jews from the Old Kingdom to integrate into
the Romanian society is a well known fact. Illustrative in this respect is the path of
lawyer Arnold Schwefelberg (1896-1979), a close associate of Filderman. This is
representative for the intellectuals and, by extension, for the Jewish society formed
in the structures of Romania before 1918. Schwefelberg is a modern intellectual
with solid studies in Romania and in the West, emancipated and detached from the
Jewish religious tradition, but still sensitive to antisemitism and the violation of civil
rights, recently acquired by the Romanian state in the interwar period. He has Zion-
ist sympathies, however more sentimental rather than militant, he is the prototype
of the Jew integrated (our note) in the Romanian society, but who continues to
maintain a strong Jewish identity.'
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The history of the family of Schwefelberg comprises the main stages of emanci-
pation and integration into the Romanian society of the Jews from the Old King-
dom. His grandfather, his father’s father, Iancu Pecetaru Schwefelberg, came from
Galicia, which explains the German resonant name, and was a well known manu-
facturer of seals and coins in the Royal Court from Iasi. His son, Isaac (father of
lawyer Arnold), a graduate of Romanian school, which enabled him to be brought
to Galati in 1878 as the Romanian language teacher in a traditional Jewish school af-
ter the compulsory introduction of teaching Romanian in these schools. It was here
that Isaac met his wife, through her father, Vevl Stein (teacher of Yiddish and He-
brew), a colleague in the same school. After the wedding, Arnold’s parents moved to
Braila, where Isaac was first a schoolteacher and later a head of the Israeli school for
Boys “The brothers Abraham and David Schwarzmann.” None of the five Arnold’s
brothers attended the Jewish religious primary school. “Therefore—according to
his memoirs—our native language or, more precisely, the paternal language, is Ro-
manian; our parents sometimes spoke Yiddish to each other, we understood it, but
almost did not know at all to speak Yiddish.”"

Certain information regarding assimilation and the spoken language (mother
tongue) in the Jewish communities around the mouths of the Danube emerges from
the following table:

TABLE 2.
THE JEWISH POPULATION AROUND THE MOUTHS OF THE DANUBE, BY RELIGION, RACE AND DECLARED MOTHER TONGUE

Province / By Judaic By affiliation to Assimilated Jews whose mother Jews with a different

No-. County religion  nation: Jews Jews? tongue is Yiddish declared mother
tongue

Counties

I fromtheOld 48024 46,454 1,570 26,942 21,082
Kingdom 100% 96.73% 3.27% 56.10% 43.90%
Counties 22,277 22,130 147 21,217 1,060

Il.  from southern
Bessarabia 100% 99.34% 0.66% 95.24% 4.76%

SOURCE:

Recensamantul General al Populatiei Romanier, 11, p. LVIII-LIX (by religion), LXXXI-LXXXVT (by mother

tongue).

NortE:

a. The population was of Mosaic faith, but who declared a different ethnic identity than Jewish.

When the aspiration that the Jews had pursued during the whole modern pe-
riod of being accepted and even loved by the society became an obsession or an
end in itself, we are witnessing the assimilation process. Having reached this point,
it is necessary to distinguish between “integration” and “assimilation.” Integration
presupposes acquiring the citizenship, the culture, the customs and the forms of
civilization of the surrounding society by the Jews who proclaim themselves and feel
Jewish. Through assimilation, we understand the refusal of the individual, formu-
lated or specifically done, of belonging to the Jewish community:.
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Schematically, we can distinguish several assimilation trends. The first and sim-
plest one means keeping the Mosaic religion, however that particular individual or
individuals refused to declare or to feel Jewish. This phenomenon can be seen in
the census of December 1930, by comparing two tables: according to the declared
religion (Jewish); according to the declared nation (a Jew). By making a simple re-
duction calculus, we may also highlight the magnitude of this phenomenon. Thus,
in the counties of the Old Kingdom it was more accelerated, 1,570 people of Mosaic
religion reported that they belong to other nation than the Jewish one (3.26%), as
opposed to 147 people in southern Bessarabia (0.66%). Beyond any other possible
explanations, one thing is clear: the opening of the Jews from the Old Kingdom and
their sincere willingness to integrate into the Romanian society during the interwar
period also brought with itself the risk of losing their own ethnic identity. On the
other hand, in southern Bessarabia, the traditional way of life, that of maintaining
the pattern of the ghetto and using “the jargon” (Yiddish) slowed the process of
integration and with it the assimilation risks as well. At the same time, the fault of
keeping “the ghetto” in southern Bessarabia should not be all put here on account of
the Jews’ refusal to integrate into the Romanian society. On the contrary, the obses-
sive surveillance of communities here by the Romanian authorities aroused reactions
of rejection in the ethnic minority, a truth also noticed by Filderman. Thus, assimila-
tion “was the Jews’ right to enjoy all freedoms and obligations of citizenship . . .,
partakers with the mass of the Romanian people for better or for worse. However
a population thrown into the ghetto, prevented from exercising certain professions,
excluded from the elementary rights cannot be assimilated, being thus impeded even
by those who would expected assimilation.”°

A second trend of assimilation also implied the conversion to Christianity. With-
out being able to quantify the converts, we may still say that those who renounced
the Mosaic religion were not many.?! Both those who gave up their ethnic belong-
ing, as well as those converted to Christianity, did all that more out of social prag-
matism. They wanted the additional status, functions, relationships or wealth. From
this point of view, it is not surprising that the process of assimilation was strongest
in the Danube harbours, where business opportunities were greater, a fact that facili-
tated the opening of the Jewish Community and the ethnic contacts. This is notice-
able in the case of harbour cities along the Danube in southern Bessarabia (Ismail
County)—Ismail, Chilia Noud, Reni and Valcov.??

Last but not least, the process of acceding to communism eventually required a
process of assimilation, an assimilation based on atheist humanism which sought a
radical de-Judisation.??

An obvious dissimilarity between the counties from the Old Kingdom and the
counties from southern Bessarabia was also represented by the Jews’ declaration of
Yiddish (“the jargon”) as their mother tongue. Therefore, in the area of the mari-
time Danube, in the counties from the Old Kingdom, only 56.10% of those of
Mosaic religion declared that mother tongue was Yiddish, unlike the overwhelming
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proportion from southern Bessarabia—95.24%. Several causes have contributed to
achieving this result.

Firstly, we must start from the different history of the Jewish communities from
Bessarabia when compared to the Old Kingdom. Throughout the Tsarist Russia, as
well as in Bessarabia, the antagonism between the assimilated Jews (“Russified”)
and those who resisted assimilation was more radical than in Romania. The Rus-
sian Jews belonging to the middle classes had chosen, in a significant proportion,
to provide their children a laic education in the Russian language, which was not
casy while the percentage of Jews could not exceed in public schools more than 10%
of the total number of the students.?* The Russian Antisemitism, which after 1880
went through the stage of pogroms,* produced, among others, a decisive rupture
between the assimilated Jews and the others, the first being completely excluded
from the community. Therefore, despite the Zionists’ support of the Hebrew lan-
guage, in Tsarist Russia we are witnessing an unprecedented development of Yiddish
(“Yiddishism™) at the beginning of the 20™ century which sought that Jews remain
Jews, i.e. not to allow themselves to be assimilated.?® Supporting the Yiddishism was
facilitated by the fact that all Jews from Russia belonged to the Ashkenazi branch, a
branch which gave rise to this German idiom.

On the other hand, Romania before 1918 had not reached such a violent form
of antisemitism and therefore neither as strong a reaction to counter “the betrayal”
amongst the Jewish community. What is more, the development of Yiddishism as
a weapon against assimilation could not have been applied in Romania, as the Ro-
manian area was a place of immigration, both for the Ashkenazi Jews coming from
the north, west and east, speaking Yiddish, as well as for the Sephardic Jews who
came from the southern Balkan peninsula, speaking the Ladino dialect (a mixture of
Spanish with Hebrew words). That is why, the Zionist solution—that of transform-
ing the Hebrew language into a living language—was unanimously accepted. After
the establishment of Greater Romania, the emphasis laid on both culture along with
increased culturalisation in the Hebrew language, demanding that Jewish school-
masters should be some of the most skilled teachers and that the Hebrew language
should get more classes in schools—both public ones, and the Israelite-Romanian
ones—under the slogan: “Hebrew is the language of our past, as well as our fu-
ture.”” Hence, adopting Judaism was not intended solely to encourage Zionism,
but it was also a welcoming measure to help levelling the differences among the
Jewish communities throughout the country.

All these realities are reflected in the figures obtained by processing the data pro-
vided by the census of 1930 (Table 2). One can notice that the number of Sephardic
communities® declaring Yiddish as their mother tongue was reduced: Muntenia—
Ramnicu Sarat (37.99%) and Braila counties (46.29%), and Dobrudja - Tulcea
County (57.97%). However, the degree of urbanization and economic welfare of
the communities not only acted as a factor of assimilation (“Romanization”), but
also as a Hebraistic factor, through the existence of powerful schools and of some
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skilled teachers. Here, in large cities such as Galati and Briila, the Hebrew language
started to gain ground on Yiddish.

The feeling of a heterogeneous Jewish minority was given, in addition to the
autonomy of the communities that we have already discussed, by the multitude of
associations, committees, foundations, companies, organizations, leagues etc. For
example, in a report drafted by the police of Chilia Noud, in June 1932, there were
no less than 18 such Jewish organizations across its territory, mostly subsidiaries.?
Despite all these disagreements, even if the Jews of Great Romania were not ho-
mogeneous linguistically, culturally; religiously, economically or politically speaking,
they apparently found unity under the banner of Zionism. In his memoirs, Alexan-
der Safran, stated:

We made appeal (in the early 1940s) to the unity of all Jews in the country and did
not hesitate in front of the government vepresentatives to emphasize that this was done
around the Zionist ideal, children of Isvael, with the consent of all mankind, we had
to fight tivelessly to find our land, Evetz Israel (A.S. note).>°

The power of Zionism, that of gathering the Jews together in a unitary block,
was also seized by the Romanian theologian Gala Galaction, who will dedicate them
the brochure “Zionism with friends.” But for all this aptitude, Zionism acted all
along as a factor blocking the Jewish integration in the territories united to the
structures of Greater Romania. After 1919, under the impression of Zionism, a
significant majority of Jews in Romania regarded the Romanian state as a host state,
in which they had to stay for a shorter or longer period of time until their departure
and final settlement in Palestine. Those who thought such things considered that the
effort of learning the language, the history, the culture or the Romanian mentality
was not worth making. We also know that Zionism enjoyed great popularity in the
province between the Prut and Dniester. Under the coordinates of this logic, we can
understand why the Jewish society from southern Bessarabia refused to open up (to
leave the ghetto), retained the traditional character as well as the Yiddish language
and, in general, blocked almost every opportunity to “Romanization” itself. Instead,
the Jews of the Old Kingdom, living for a longer period within the Romanian so-
ciety, sought to enjoy these rights so difficult acquired after the WWI. For them, at
least until the formalization of antisemitism as a state policy, Zionism was not only
the only option for the future, but it was one of them. Because of all these causes
that were also perceptible at the level of the counties surrounding the mouths of the
Danube, the roughly two decades of existence of Greater Romania did not allow the
birth of a unitary Romanian Judaism, by levelling the vast differences between the
Jewish communities throughout this state.

Q
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Abstract
The illusion of homogeneity:
The Jewish community from the Lower Danube and from Southern Bessarabia

The establishment of Greater Romania drew with it a number of drawbacks, including the inclusion
in the new frontiers of a number of high percentages of people belonging to diverse ethnic groups, the
Jews being one of them. The tripling of the Jewish population by including in addition to the “Roman-
ized” Jews of the Old Kingdom, a powerful community of “Germanized” Jews in Bukovina, “Magyar-
ized” in Transylvania and “Russified” in Bessarabia, raised the issue of their homogeneity. In time, the
image of a uniform and homogencous Jewish community across the country was given, for different
reasons, either by their own political and religious leaders or by the Romanian antisemitic ultranation-
alist forces (extreme right). Our study aims at examining precisely this so-called homogeneity and unity
of the Jewish minority in the interwar period, by systematically analyzing a particular case, namely the
region around the mouths of the Danube. Although at first glance the area surrounding the mouths of
the Danube seems to be a fairly narrow area, in fact it announces to be interesting, sociologically speak-
ing, representative, including portions of the following historical regions: Muntenia (Ramnicu Sirat
and Briila counties), Moldavia (the counties of Covurlui, Filciu Putna, Tecuci and Tutova), Dobrudja
(Tulcea county) and Bessarabia (the counties Cahul, Cetatea Albad and Ismail).

Keywords
The homogeneity of the Jewish Community, the Lawer Danube area, the southern Bessarabia, the
interwar Romania, the Romanian antisemitism
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