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Sosye :   Hey   Vaybertaytsh   listeners!   Before   we   begin   with   the   program,   I   want   to   request   of   you  
to   do   Vaybertaytsh   a   favor.   In   the   episode   people   will   probably   notice   some   of   the   moments   that  
sound   like   there   is   a   problem   with   the   technology.   And   moments   where   people   can’t   hear   the  
speakers   well   enough.   It’s   true,   Vaybertaytsh   does   have   a   problem   when   it   comes   to   carrying   a  
conversation   between   two   people,   especially   when   I   am   not   at   home,   and   I   am   often   not   at   home.  
But   if   each   of   you   could   send   to   Vaybertaytsh   a   contribution,   a   donation,   Vaybertaytsh   could   buy  
a   recorder,   that   is   fit   for   these   episodes.   Able   to   help?   Check   out   out   website,  
www.vaybertaytsh.com/donate .   Even   five   dollars,   ten   dollars,   even   two   dollars   is   a   big   help.  
And   thank   you   very,   very   much.  
 
Good   morning,   dear   listeners.   I   am   Sosye   Fox   and   this   is   Vaybertaytsh,   a   feminist   podcast   in  
Yiddish.   Thank   you   for   listening.   I   am   currently   a   participant   in   the   Naomi   Prawer   Kadar  
international   Summer   Program   for   Yiddish   at   Tel   Aviv   University   and   it   is   a   delight   to   once  
again   be   in   a   classroom   learning   Yiddish   and   making   friends   with   Yiddish   students   and   teachers  
and   speakers   from   around   the   entire   world.   And,   of   course,   I   would   not   miss   the   opportunity   to  
make   an   episode   with   the   people   here.   After   a   whole   day   in   class,   lectures,   around   twelve   people  
came   again   to   sit   in   a   classroom   voluntarily   to   discuss   ideas   for   a   Vaybertaytsh   episode.   Of  
course   what   we   had   in   common   outside   of   the   fact   that   we   all   like   to   watch   Netflix   is   Yiddish.  
But   what   is   really   interesting   about   all   Yiddish   intensive   programs   is   that   young   people   come   for  
various   reasons.   Welcome   to:   Why?   [music]   no,   this   isn’t   right.   [music]   no.   This   is   also   not   right.  
[music]   This   is   really   an   important   question   but   not   what   we   have   in   mind.   Why   Yiddish?  
[music]   Each   people   in   the   summer   course   has   something   to   answer.   In   the   coming   month   we  
will   hear   from   young   people   from   around   the   world   discuss   the   question   from   different  
perspectives.   Today   we   will   begin   with   the   first   part   -   queerness.   [music]  
 
Rofoel:    My   name   is   Rofoel.   I   live   in   Berlin   and   my   pronouns   are   ‘he’.  
 
Teddy :   My   name   is   Teddy   Schneider.   I   come   from   Connecticut   and   I   use   ‘they’.  
 
Liel :   Hi.   My   name   is   Liel.   I   use   ‘they’   or   ‘she’   pronouns.   Today   I   will   speak   Yiddish   but   I  
needed   to   translate   the   words   from   English   with   a   lot   of   help   because   I   began   Yiddish   a   few  
weeks   ago.  
 
Jess:    My   name   is   Jess.   I   am   from   Canada.   And   my   pronouns   are   ‘she’.  
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S:    I   want   to   say   that   the   group   here   has   written   the   questions   that   I   will   ask   them.   And   they   are  
really   good   questions   and   maybe   I   will   add   another   question   or   two   by   the   end.   The   first   question  
is:   What   does   ‘queer’   or   ‘queerness’   mean   to   you?  
 
R:    For   me,   ‘queer’   is   above   all   a   political   concept.   And   not   a   word   with   which   I   myself   use   in  
order   to   talk   about   questions   of   identity.   I   think   that   ‘queer’   is   an   act,   an   act   so   as   to   write   about  
and   to   expand   or   renew   social   norms.   It   is   mostly   about   questions   of   deviation   with   sex   and  
gender   but   it’s   also   about   their   connections   to   other   identity   categories.  
 
T:    ‘queer’   is   very   much   a   difficult   word   to   translate   and   a   strange   place   to   live.   To   me,   ‘queer’   is  
a   space.   People   can   be   in   a   place,   maybe   it’s   a   room.   People   can   go   out   from   this   place,   people  
can   stand   in   the   door   of   the   place.   Sometimes   I   feel   that   I   am   in   two   places   at   the   same   time.   I   am  
a   lesbian,   but   I   am   also   trans,   and   non-binary,   or   not   binary.   To   me   ‘queer’   is   also   a   matter   of  
sexuality.   
 
L :   For   me,   ‘queer’   means   to   deconstruct,   to   reshape   in   order   to   rebuild,   to   change   something   so  
that   it   can   be   accessible   and   liberating.   For   me   queerkeyt   is   a   between,   this   above   all.   Queer  
means   to   call   and   make   a   home.   
 
S:    And   what   do   you   think   Yiddish   lacks?   Specifically   regarding   languages,   what   does   the  
Yiddish   language   lack   when   it   comes   to   queer   issues?  
 
R :   I   am   not   sure   if   there   are   concepts   in   Yiddish   in   order   to   talk   about   trans   and   queer.   I   think   we  
can   ourselves   use   these   pronouns,   it   translates   simply   to   say   ‘trans’   and   ‘queer’,   but   it   would   be  
nicer   to   find   real   Yiddish   words.   Maybe   ‘queer,’   in   Yiddish,   is   suitable,   but   I   am   still   not   a  
hundred   percent   sure   about   this.  
 
T:    A   lot   of   words   are   not   there   in   Yiddish,   a   few   neologisms,   maybe,   but   people   speak   about  
them   and   don’t   use   the   neologisms.   Yiddish,   the   Jewish   language   and   culture   that   I   know   doesn’t  
have   a   place   to   use   the   neologisms   in   a   coherent   and   productive   way.   There   are   projects   that   fight  
to   create   a   place   for   trans   Yiddish,   but   they   are   separate.   I   want   a   big   place   for   transness   in  
Yiddish.   I   need   a   big   place   for   transness   in   Yiddish.   Sometimes   I   think   that   Yiddish   doesn’t   need  
it,   but   I   speak   Yiddish   and   I   need   it,   so,   Yiddish   does   need   to   have   [it].  
 
S :   Amen!  
 



T :   I   am   an   American   and   what   doesn’t   fit   me   is   I   have   trans   friends   and   friends   that   speak  
Yiddish   and   also   friends   that   fit   both   categories,   but   we   don’t   have   any   conversations   about   this,  
because   we   don’t   have   any   vocabulary   and   no   direction.   
 
R:    I   think   that   it   exists   for   example   ‘little   bird   (feygele)’   or   ‘little   birds   (feygeles)’,   but   I   think  
that   it   is   more   or   men   and   it   is   not   suitable   for   people   that   are   between   or   trans…   I   am   not   so   sure  
about   this.  
 
S :   Yes,   there   is   the   word   ‘homosexual   (homosexualist)   but   it   doesn’t   sound   nice.   It   is   very  
awkward,   right?   Yes,   it   also   needs   a   pronoun…   not   pronouns   -   it   needs   also   a   gender:  
‘homosexual’   means   a   man   and   ‘homosexual   (homosexualisterin)’,   i   think,   is   a   woman.  
* [NOTE:   It’s   actually   homosexualistke,   and   there   is   also   the   word   lesbianke].  
 
T:    Yes,   I   think   just   because   someone   has   written   a   word   in   a   dictionary   doesn’t   mean   that   all  
trans   or   queer   people   that   speak   Yiddish   will   like   it.  
 
S:    Yes,   for   sure.   I   remember…   Who   asked   what   is   the   word   that   Abby   Stein   uses   to   write   about   a  
trans   person   and   I   had   said   that   she   said   trans!   Because   of   this   people   said   and   for   the   listeners   at  
home   that   do   have   a   dictionary,   if   someone   can   look   and   send   me   an   email,  
vaybertaytsh@gmail.com ,   that   would   be   very   interesting   to   hear.   Maybe   people   can   make   a  
picture   from   each   page.   
How   does   it   feel   to   be   queer   or   trans   in   Yiddish?   And   I   am   also   curious   about   the  
Yiddish-speaking   circles   in   which   each   of   you   are   a   part   of,   are   they   supporting   of   transness   and  
queerness,   or   no?  
 
R:    I   think   that   there   are   a   lot   of   different   Jewish   worlds.   And   there   is   also   a   queer   Yiddish   world,  
where   I   like   a   trans   person   can   find   a   place.   I   have   already   met   some   people   that   link   the   matters,  
and   I   personally   think   that   yes,   they   are   very   fitting   for   one   to   another.   Yiddishism   like   an  
ideology   was   very   much   a   progressive   idea,   that   tried   to   connect   different   progressive   ideas   with  
a   kind   of   cultural   autonomy   for   a   pedagogical   group,   and   also   ideas   about   the   diaspora,   for  
example.   And   I   think   that   this   is   right.  
 
T :   In   my   opinion,   it   is   really   difficult   to   be   trans   in   Yiddish.   I   had   known   that   I   was   a   lesbian  
when   I   began   to   learn   Yiddish,   and   I   felt   that   I   had   a   place,   at   least   in   the   academic   circles,  
because   we   had   red   about   queer   Yiddishness   in   the   Steiner   program,   which   is   more   young   and  
queer   people   but   when   I   found   that   I   am   not   a   woman,   I   understood   that   queer   Yiddishness   that   is  
from   the   70s   in   America,   didn’t   speak   about   transness,   and   I   was   really   alone   in   trans   Yiddish   for  
a   long   time.  
 



L:    I   think   that   it’s   hard   to   say   that   something   is   inherently   queer.   But   I   do   think   that   Yiddish   was  
a   place   for   welcomeness   always.   I   think   that   for   some   people   Yiddish   exists   in   a   “between  
place”.   A   Jew   that   lives   in   America   might   not   feel   at   home   in   American   or   in   Israel.   They   should  
feel   at   home   in   both   places   but   it’s   not   so   easy.   Yiddish   can   be   a   type   of   home   or   circle   that   exists  
between   here   and   there.   
 
S:    I   think   that   all   of   your   answers   tie   in   to   my   next   question   that   is   merely   why   Yiddish   for   you.  
Yes,   and   if   Yiddish   has   a…   if   for   you   was   Yiddish   appealing   in   part   because   you   are   queer   or   is  
this   completely   separate?  
 
R :   Yes,   this   is   a   difficult   question.   I   don’t   know.   I   think   yes,   there   is   a   connection   between  
Yiddishkeit   and   Yiddishism   and   Queerness.   But   not   everything   that   I   do,   with   that   I   myself  
occupy   in   Yiddish   has   a   connection   to   my   transness   and   for   example   I   occupy   myself   with,   in   my  
doctorate,   I   occupy   myself   with   people   in   Jewish   literature   and   yes,   I   personally   see   a   connection  
here.   But   not   all   the   time.   
 
T:    When   I   began   to   learn   Yiddish,   I   already   knew   that   I   was   a   lesbian,   but   it   had   nothing   to   do  
with   Yiddishism   for   me.   And   I   loved   my   classes   about   Yiddish   from   which   I   was   interested   with  
gender   and   Yiddish   and   feminism   and   Yiddish   but   my   lesbianism   wasn’t   a   part   of   this,   and   now   I  
know   that   I   am   trans   and   non-binary,   now   this   has   more   to   do   with   Yiddish   for   me,   because   I  
think   that   when   something   [a   word]   is   not   in   Yiddish,   I   want   to   make   it   for   myself,   because   I  
want   to   feel   at   home.  
 
S:    This   could   maybe   be   a   call   to   all   Yiddishists   around   the   world   that   people   must   find   words  
that   everyone   should   feel   at   home   and   also   that   we   can   all   better   express   ourselves   in   Yiddish.  
And   then   a   question   that   is   also   in   connection   with   what   you   all   have   already   said.   I   alone   am  
sometimes   confused   if   I   want   to   use   the   suffixes   that   people   have   for   women,   for   example,  
“teacher   (lerer in )”   or   “teacher   (lerer ke )”   or   “student   (student ke )”   and   I   usually   use   them.   Truth  
be   told,   I   love   how   they   sound.   But   I   am   not   totally   sure   what   I   think   about   them.   And   I  
remember   that   in   the   first   real   episode   of   Vaybertaytsh,   Tsilie   said   that   she   did   not   like   to   use   the  
word   “lererke”.   She   said   “lerer”.   And   this   stuck   with   me.   And   I   don’t   know   everything   that   I  
think   about   this   and   I   imagine   that   for   you   all   this   is   really   a   problem   sometimes,   right?   That  
people   don’t   know   what   to   use,   so   others   will   look   at   people   askance   if   one   appears   like   a  
woman   to   the   world   and   says   ‘student'.   Right?   “So,   you   made   a   mistake,   it   is   not   student,   it   is  
studentke.”   How   is   this   playing   out   in   a   summer   program,   for   example?   And   in   other   summer  
programs?   And   I   think   that   probably   in   all   summer   programs,   people   don’t   ask   what   your  
pronouns   are.   People   have   no   conversations   about   this,   it   isn’t   a   liberal   arts   college   in   Amherst   or  
in   New   York   City.  
 



T :   All   of   my   trans   friends   and   I   have   spoken   about   this,   because   we   have   all   traveled   to   a   lot   of  
countries   and   a   lot   of   summer   programs   and   we   said,   “so,   it   is   already   time   for   us   to   play   cis.”  
 
S :   And   ‘cis’   for   those   who   don’t   know,   means   that   the   gender   that   someone   presents   to   the   world  
is   the   same   gender   that   is   written   on   someone’s   birth   certificate,   when   the   person   was   born.   
 
R:    For   me   presenting   isn’t   hard,   because   I   identify   as   a   man   and   I   use   male   pronouns.   But   for  
people   who   need   to   express   the   idea   that   they   find   themselves   somewhere   in   between.   I   think  
that   in   German   there   exists   the   possibility   that   there   releases   a   type   of   break   between   the   male  
and   the   female   form   of   a   word.   For   example,   people   say   lerer-ke.   It’s   somewhat   of   a   little   break  
demonstrating   that   there   are   people   who   find   themselves   in   between.  
 
T:    But   it’s   not   always   possible   that   we   can   use   it…  
 
R :   Yes.  
 
T:    And   I   think   that   now   in   the   summer   program,   I   simply   use   studentke,   but   here   in   the   podcast   I  
have   said   “student”.  
 
L:    As   a   beginner   there   is   a   pressure   to   learn   things   such   as,   “lerer”   and   “lererke”   and   people  
never   speak   about   the   problems   that   queer   people   can   find   with   them.   From   the   beginning   there  
is   the   issue   of   gender   presenting   like   a   part   of   that   it   means   to   become   fluent.   I   think   though   that  
there   is   an   effort   in   using   the   word   and   what   feels   authentic,   and   for   example   that   if   a   woman  
loves   to   write   “studentke,”   that’s   fine.   We   don’t   need   to   erase   the   categories   entirely.  
 
T:    What   Liel   said   is   right   that   we   should   not   do   away   with   the   categories   but   maybe   open   them.  
 
S:    And   Jessica   wants   to   offer   something   that   has   to   do   with   the   question   of   what   Yiddish  
language   lacks.  
 
J :   Yes,   I   read   an   article   by   Vadi   Leiston   from   ’In   Geveb,’   and   she   said   that   it’s   tough   love   to   have  
a   language   with   words   people   can’t   use   to   express   in   regard   to   their   identity.   For   me,   when   I  
began   to   learn   Yiddish,   I   didn’t   know   how   to   speak   about   my   two   mothers.   In   Yiddish,   people  
say,   ‘father-mother   (tate-mame)’,   but   I   can’t   say   this,   because   I   say,   “mother-mother  
(mame-mame),’   and   this   is   when   I   discovered   that   something   important   was   missing.  
 
S :   There   is   also   something   people   want   to   add   and   people   are   ready.  
 



R:    I   think   that   it   is   a   fact   that   there   is   a   big   number   of   people   that   identify   as   LGBT   people   that  
are   in   the   Yiddish   and   Yiddish   world.   And   I   think   that   it’s   not   so   important   why   this   is,   it   is   for  
my…   in   my   opinion   it   is   a   good   thing   and   there   are   different   perspectives   for   what   exists,   and   it  
is   a   interesting   thing,   that   it   is   a   globalist   phenomenon,   that   it   is   not   only   in   American   or   only   in  
Poland,   it   is   everywhere,   and   it   is   not   only   lesbians   and   not   only   men,   it’s   all   types   of  
queer-LGBT   people.   
 
S:    Maybe   our   conversation   didn’t   answer   the   question   ‘why,’   but   in   other   conversations   people  
can   probably   find   a   few   different   answers,   yes,   why   Yiddish   and   what   it   has   to   do   with  
queerness,   yes.   
 
R:    Thank   you   Sosye,   you   captured   this   theme,   what   I   think   is   a   very   important   theme   in   the  
Yiddish   and   Yiddish   world.   
 
S:    Well,   thank   you,   because   I   have   wanted   for   a   long   time   to   make   an   episode   about   queerness  
and   Yiddishness   and   transness,   but   it’s   not   my   area   of   expertise,   you   know?   I   am   not   an   expert  
and   it’s   also   not   my   experience.   And   it   is   a   very   special   thing   [to   me]   that   I   have   been   able   to  
become   friends   with   people   that   speak   Yiddish   and   are   also   a   part   of   the   queer   community,   not  
that   I   don’t   have   friends   in   the   queer   community   before   that    I   don’t   want   offend   my   [queer]  
friends   that   listen,   but   it   is   time   to   come   together   to   make   something.   People   have   the   time   and  
the   place,   it   is   very   beautiful.   But   I   hope   that   this   conversation   will   continue,   right?   Send   us   the  
words   that   you   use   to   describe   yourself,   if   you   are   queer   in   particular   and   I   hope   that   we   can   later  
make   another   episode   that   has   to   do   with   queerness,   because   it   is   really   important.  
 
[music]  
 
This   was   the   first   episode   of   the   mini-series   “why”   and   the   theme   music   is   as   usual   Ladytron’s  
“Blue   Jeans”.   The   first   song   was   “Standing   in   the   way   of   Control”   by   The   Gossip,   and   the  
second   song   that   you’re   hearing   now   is   “Whiz”   by   Boutique.   Thank   you   Teddy   Schneider,   Liel  
Green,   Yonatan   Rafoel   Baling,   and   Jess   Pollack   for   participating   in   the   episode,   thank   you   to   all,  
and   we   will   talk   in   the   coming   two   weeks!  
 
Transcript:   Eliana   Worenklein,   Pammy   Brenner,   and   Michal   Novak   (Yiddish   Students   at  
Columbia)   with   Agi   Legutko.  
 
 
 
 
 



 


