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THE VOICE OF WILLIAMSBURG:
MASS MEDIA IN A HASIDIC COMMUNITYI

The editor of Der Yid, the voice of Williamsburg Jewry and of

Satmar Hasidism and its anti-Zionist stand, would probably agree
with the sociological view that the power of a newspaper comes not
from the number of people it reaches, but from the role it plays in the
communal organization. It is in these terms that the editor of Der Yid

may be justified in suggesting, as he did in a recent interview, that
"Der Yid is perhaps the most influential Jewish publication today."
This claim sounds almost ludicrous given a circulation of 30,000,
of which 25,000 are sold in Brooklyn's Williamsburg and on 120

newsstands in the rest of Brooklyn and Manhattan.2 Of the remaining 5,000 copies 2,000 arc shipped to Israel; the rest go to Canada,

England, Belgium, France, Austria, Latin America, and the Orthodox Jewish centers of the Unitcd States outside of New York.
Impressive as these figures are, they do not match the circulation of
The Jewish Press, for example, with over 100,000 readers, and other
Jewish political or regional publications with large readerships, such
as the Iladassah magazine.

What then is the source of the extraordinary strength of Der Yid
and its cffectiveness as a medium of molding public opinion, verified

by this observer in over 250 interviews with men, women, and
adolescents of the Hasidic Community of Williamsburg? The answer

lies in the very texture of the social structure and dynamics of the
community and its unique lifestyle. Der Yid was founded in 1953 as
an offshoot of the venerable Yiddish Daily Morning Journal by Dr.
Aaron Rosmarin, one of the latter's most prominent writers, after the
demise of the Morning Journal in the wake of the radical decline in

the Yiddish-reading public. A few years later it was chosen by the
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famous Hasidic leader and renowned scholar, the late Satmar Rcbbe,
Rabbi Joel Teitelbaum. as thc official voice of his Kehillah, Yetev
Lev of Satmar, which he had reestablished in Williamsburg in 1947

after his escape from a concentration camp and a brief sojourn in
Palestine. In a relatively short time the founder of a distinctive school

of Hungarian Hasidism more than 70 years ago in Satmar (Satu
Mare), the Hungarian town that gave his Hasidic movement its
name, developed the new American Satmar as a center of contemporary Hasidism, with branches in the major communities of the

Orthodox Jewish world. True to Rabbi Teitelbaum's ideological
commitment, Der Yid became the center of the most forceful,
outspoken, religious anti-Zionism.
The extraordinary charisma and ideological consistency of this

sage of Williamsburg attracted hundreds and thousands of followers,
in spite of the strong animosity harbored against him by the broader

Jewish public because of his sharp, unmitigated opposition to the
secular State of IsraeL. To the growing flock of his Hasidim, Rabbi
Joel Teitelbaum was der heiliger Rebbe whose every wish was a
command, and whose directions and instructions were accepted
without question and doubt. Thus he was able to implant his fervor,

zeal, and strong stance in all matters of Jewish ritual, communal, and
political affairs in his Hasidim. At the time of

his death in 1979, these

numbered close to 40,000 in New Y ork,3 and many more thousands

in the other Orthodox Jewish centers of America, Israel, and the
surviving Jewish world. Through the force of his personality and
convictions, he created on the "unlikely" American soil a Hasidic

community that combines the most intensive type of Hungarian
Hasidism, with its emphasis on cultural otherness and social isola-

tion, with such characteristic American values as pioneering, selfhelp, and entrepreneurship. Doomsday pundits had thought Hasidism buried with the destruction of its vast population reservoirs

during the Holocaust, and denied any future to the attempts of the
few surviving leaders to reestablish their movements in America.

However, such Rebbes as the Satmarer and the Lubavitcher proved
the viability of contemporary Hasidism beyond the gradually vanishing generation of the survivors of the Holocaust in this country.

In fact, the very source of the strength and assurance of the
survival of the Satmar community in Williamsburg and Kiryas Yael,
its exurban center in Monroe, upstate New York, is the determina-

tion of its young to remain there. The children eight or nine per
family of childbearing age4-fill old and new school buildings as fast
as they are opened. The educational systems for boys and girls, from
day-care centers to institutes of advanced study, the Kollelim,

constitute what is probably the largest single Jewish religious school
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system, adding two new classes per month. According to current
figures there are a total of 28,000 boys, girls, and young men and
women in Satmar institutions, of whom 15,000 arc in Williamsburg,

close to 4,000 in Monroe, 1,800 in Monsey, N.Y., and 4,400 boys and
girls in the Boro Park, Brooklyn branches of the systems.
The nature of the Satmar Kehillah and its sociocultural milieu
are major factors of the effectiveness of Der Yid, substantiating the

claim of its editor. Rabbi Joel Teitelbaum set out to make it the
moreh derekh, a major educational tool to mold the thinking and
affect the communal participation of its followers. His absolute
authority and forthright espousal of his views in all matters of local,
national, and international concern, albeit unpopular in most of the

Israel-oriented nonreligious and religious world, were enough to
assure the success and effectiveness of Der Yid.

There is a still broader and deeper basis for the powerful impact
of Der Yid beyond the normal range of the media. It, too, originates

in the charismatic power of the Satmar Rebbe to mold the total
milieu of his community and its Hasidic lifestyle to such a degree
that it makes the impression of an anachronism to an uninitiated
observer. The tourists who visit Williamsburg regularly, loaded down
with cameras, tape recorders, and gross misconceptions, experience a
journey into the exotic East European shtetl, romanticized and

popularized by the writings of Martin Buber, Abraham Heschel, Elie
Wiesel, and the growing scores of interpreters and misinterpreters of
the wealth and depths of Hasidic lore and legend.

"We are not an exotic lost tribe of Israel," commented a
spokesman of Williamsburg and of Sat

mar recently as we observed a

group of curious, kindhearted tourists. They leisurely walked up and

down busy Lee Avenue, dressed in their summer garb that seemed
equally exotic in the eyes of the locals in their long, dark Hasidic

outfits. The visitors were gooing and gawing, patting the cheeks of
little boys with dangling blond and black peyot, and also asking
serious questions. "We are sober, hard-working people who want to

live a decent, proper life," he continued, "like our parents and
grandparents in Hungary or Poland, a life consistent with our
Hasidic beliefs, in the midst of a secular world rent by immorality

and generation gaps, revolutions, and perversions that threaten the
very survival of our Jewish heritage. As you can see, we have no
generation gap here. The only missing generation is the one that
perished in the concentration camps and the ghettos. If anything, our
children are even more enthusiastic in their Hasidic beliefs, and have
an equal, if not a better and more intensive, Torah education. They

are Bnei Torah who are successful businessmen, skilled workers,
tradesmen, or melamdim, teachers on all levels. They are fighting to
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show that one does not have to yield an iota of one's beliefs and

of the Hasidic lifestyle while participating in the opportunities
burger emphasized, "This is the great yerushah, the charge that we have received
from our sainted Rebbe, and that is perpetuated by his successor and
the other leaders of our community."
What distinguishes Williamsburg from most other Hasidic
offered in mainstream America." Another Williams

centers, including those of Boro Park, Monsey, or Israel, is this
challenge to maintain, expand, and intensify its lifestyle of social and

cultural isolation from the secular society that engulfs its neighborhood from all sides. The neighbors have come to respect and accept
this determination to survive and succeed as one of the many
subcultures in pluralistic America.6

The features of this Hasidic lifestyle and cultural milieu in
particular make it possible for Der Yid to exert its powerful influence

as the almost exclusive vehicle of ideology, information, and communication in most realms of Williamsburg's religious, social, politi-

cal, and institutional life. First and foremost is the rejection of the
influence of the media that shape so much of American life, including
that of an increasing number of Orthodox Jews. Television is almost
nonexistent, as evident by the almost total lack of the ubiquitous

forest of TV and cable TV antennas. Only a few, mostly from among
those who have come from a different background, admit to listening

to radio, including the increasing number of Jewish cultural and
religious programs. Similarly, secular English literature is almost
totally absent in the libraries that take up a prominent place even in
the most crowded homes. Instead, shelves arc filled with the Hebrew
religious, halakhic, and Hasidic standard books typical of the
products of the intensive Yeshiva education for boys and girls.

Even more important than the conscientious blockage of the
influence of the media, especially TV -which they call the yetser hora

box, "the instrument of the Evil Instinct," or even more graphically
die shmutzige keili, "the dirty instrument"-is the almost exclusive
emphasis on Jewish religious studies, for boys even more than for

girls. Most young students after Bar Mitzvah spend their entire
school day, often from 6:00 A.M. to 10:00 P.M., exclusively on their
religious studies. And most subjects taught in the girls' high schools'

secular departments, apart from the minimal requirements of social
studies, sciences, and health courses, are vocational. The girls are
consciously preparing themselves for a trade that will allow them to

earn money before their marriage-usually in their late teens-and
during the early years of marriage when they will probably have to
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support their husbands who either will still be engaged in advanced
talmudic study or will be trying to establish themselves in a business
or trade. Even aftcrwards, the large size of the typical family of still
young couples, by the time they have reached their thirties, makes it
mandatory for mothers to work between pregnancies. The women
take jobs in bookkeeping, teaching, the needle trades, computer

programming, or as sales personnel; if at all possible they prefer to
work in companies run by or for the religious community. Few

women of Williamsburg will peruse any secular literature, including
the growing English literature written for Orthodox Jewish readers.
Teachers alone may look for books of stories that will enrich their
Hebrew or secular instruction (as one of them told me when i met her
in the back room of a Williamsburg bookstore, where the English

books are displayed, away from the general buying public).
Because of this double-pronged rejection of the secular media
and literature, almost none of the Williamsburg Hasidic youngsters
qualify for or are even vaguely interested in pursuing professional

careers, unlike members of other Orthodox or even Hasidic groups
elsewhere. "Yet," said one Williamsburg businessman proudly,

"many of our yunge leit, our young people, make more money than
your college graduates." A typical Williamsburg mother stressed that
her five sons-in-law, none of whom had finished high school secular
departments, speak English "as well as anyone else, and are highly

successful in their trades that require constant contact with the world
of business. Two of them read the New York Times in their offices,
but they don't bring it homc to their wives and children," she

emphasized. She herself, being of a non-Hasidic background, does
listen to the radio and occasionally reads magazines like Readers'

Digest, but none of her eleven children, of whom ten are married, do
so. The youngest, a boy of fourteen, indignantly rejected the idea of
studying secular subjects. He attends a small elite Yeshiva for

intensive talmudic studies from morning till night, and has no
interest in anything else. "I read Der Yid; that gives me all the news I
need to know," he volunteered. Interestingly enough, a recently

published survey of the Jewish community of Boro Park, the
neighborhood which in some ways most closely resembles the
intensively Orthodox lifestyle of Williamsburg among New York's

Orthodox communities, found that almost half, or 46%, of the large
sample population surveyed read the New York Times, 40% read the
New York Post, and 30% the Daily News.

7

This rejection of the influence of thc general media is the major
source of strength of Der Yid. It was consciously produced by the
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Satmar Rebbe in order to preserve the integrity of the intellectual,

emotional, moral, and social wholeness and "wholesomeness," as he
used to stress in his addresses, of the Hasidic lifestyle he established

and cultivated in Williamsburg for over thirty years.
When asked whether he would introduce English columns in
Der Yid for young people who might like it, the editor stressed, "We
have a mandate by our sainted Rebbe to uphold the integrity of our
great yerushah, our heritage as Hasidim. English sections would

break down the total milieu and the flow of communication that we

help to maintain, though, admittedly, there may be some young
people who would like to see English articles in Der Yid."

The cumulative intrinsic, as well as extrinsic controls of the
intellectual, spiritual, social, and cultural Hasidic life of the Hasidic

community of Williamsburg have thus put Der Yid in a unique
position to mold the public opinion, and to shape the socio-political
views, of its reading public. In a sense, it is the most significant

indication of the consciously developed total milieu, the wanted

otherncss and isolation in the midst of the most intensive media blitz
of metropolitan I\ew York.

NOTES
i. The information for this article is. derived from research for the fourth volume of my
longitudinal study of the Jewish community of Williamsburg, now in progress. It covers
the past two-and-a-half decades of change since the completion of the first volume. Most of
the fa¡;ts, figures, and views expressed are based on 270 personal interviews with
community officials and members, Hasidic and non-Hasidic as well as non-Jewish.
2. The figures for Der Yid were provided by the managing editor.
3. A study done for Suuth Williamsburg, a publication of the Opportunity Development

Association, states at the end of its 1982 population analysis: "We estimate the population
of the study group (Hasidim of Williamsburg) to be in the range of 47,000-57,000" (p. 15).
Most officials use the ball-park figure of 40,000. The reason for the higher estimate is given
in the same statement cited before: "The birth rate in the Hasidic Community is among the
highest in the nation."

4. The birth rate figures are cited by the heads of the Health Care and WIC programs of
ODA, which provide comprehensive services to women and babies before and after birth.
The same figure of 8-9 children per household of birth-age families was given by the head
of Ye/ed Sha'ashu'im, the health facility sct up in the villa of the late Satmar Rebbe in
Kiryas Y oel, Monroe, 1\. Y., where the women of this cxurban branch of Williamshurg

spend two wccks after giving birth. "The official figure for the entire community is 6
children per liousehould, but this includcs the large number of households after birth agc
and newly married couples." The number of students in thc constantly expanding schools
of Kiryas Yoel (founded in 1976) is 3,000 for the 780 families residing there.

5. The figures for the educational network of Satmar Yeshivot and girls schools were
provided by the coordinator, Rabbi S. Herzog, by several officials, and by the principals of

individual institutions.
6. An aerial view of Wiliamsburg yields a picture that is probably unique in American urban
and rural life. In the six census tracts of the core residential area where Hasidim
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concentrate are very few TV antennas. They are only on the five public housing projects,

wherc thcre is a 55:45 or 60:40 proportion of Jewish to non-Jewish residents. All adjoining
areas, like everywhere else in New Yark (including Boro Park, a neighborhood partially
resembling Williamsburg, with an admixture of Hasidic and non-Hasidic elements),

display the usual forest of TV antennas and dishes.
7. The Bora Park Community Survey, /982-/983, by Egan Mayer (The Council of Jewish
Organintions of Horo Park), p. 33.
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