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Translated excerpts from “Inventing Sex Work” by Carol Leigh . . \ | / \ 1
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Created in the context of the feminist movement, at a junction of opposing views of prostitution, the term “sex

worker” is a feminist contribution to the language. The concept of sex work unites women in the = \ //

A =
Eid

industry — prostitutes, porn actresses, and dancers—who are enjoined by both legal and social needs to < ! A

% | \ i rl
disavow common ground with women in other facets of the business. i K\ ‘L:(' \ _

| was also aware of the humor in the term, mostly because sex is funny, and getting respect for prostitutes is, ' " :

unfortunately, often a joke. When Scarlet tries to “come out” to her mother, she says, “The truth is, I’'m a sex ' - J s

worker, ma.” Her mother replies, “What? Are you working in a dildo factory?” - |

T N

*https://medium.com/@sasha.x.berenstein/a-list-of-yiddish-transgender-nonbinary-terms-e6f4a969d171
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BASHA
At least here | am a free person, with my basket of nice clothes, well dressed, honestly, a bit nicer than
those of our wealthy ladies back home! When | go out on Marshalkovski street | get looks...l know I'm
hot! Anh, if | could go back home dressed like this so they could all see...l would strut like this out of the

train...they would explode from spite...they would be struck with apoplexy on the spot!

REYZEL
Just like that, keep your head held high. Who needs to know you worked in a place like this? You can

say you worked in a shop. Then a count fell in love with you...

HINDEL

And what is the matter with a place like this? Are we really any different from shopgirls? This is what

nN71 |19

the world is like, these are the demands of modern life. Even the respectable daughters are no better

than us. Our work is the flip side of theirs. We KNOW the truth about men.
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The Strike of the Vilna “Street Girls”

Here and there the girls unionized, even standing in pickets in front of several brothels in Vilna,
especially near Stovepipe Berta’s inn, which they wanted to put out of business on account of her big
mouth. Siomke Kagan had not taken into account that actually, there were brothels in Vilna other than
those in Sofianikes. A goy had opened a brothel in the Antokol suburbs that employed three shiksas.
The Jewish sex workers had actually organized, shared amongst themselves to weather the struggle,
but those shiksas, and others like them, like those working for Handsome Mishke on Garbarske street,

just laughed at the world and indulged their greed.

Etlekhe verter oyf mame-loshn/
A few words in the mother tongue
[IU7 ynKkn q'x WWLUWwIl Yoy70y

lemoshl: for example
di kurve the whore
a woman who acknowledges her passions
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This zine represents a small collection of personal knowledge, creativity,
research, and community input about reading and speaking about sex work in
Yiddish. | chose to translate Carol Leigh’s words about coining the term “sex
work” into Yiddish, in order to do the same in Yiddish. As far as | can tell,
although in English-language academia and pop culture, the term “sex work” is
In common use, it has not made it into Yiddish until now.

There is very little scholarship (that | found) about either Yiddish-speaking sex
workers or their representation in Yiddish, and what discussion there is of these
topics often blurs the line between “sex work” and “sex trafficking” that has
been laid out well by sex worker scholars. Historically, the term “white slave
trade” has been used in this context, invoking radicalized moral panic and
perhaps ushering Eastern European Jewish women into whiteness for the first
time. On the other hand, the figure of the “swarthy” Eastern European Jewish
pimp cut a figure that, | would argue, contemporary Jews still try to distance
ourselves from, partially through a taboo on discussion of sex work within the
community.

These taboos were already present one hundred years ago, as can be seen in
“God of Vengeance.” However, as you can see from my translated excerpt,
Asch was aware of the complexity of Jewish sex workers’ gendered proletarian
position. He depicts them frankly discussing their options and decisions, as well
as pushing the envelope with queerness and autonomy. In my translation and
read of this scene, the workers see themselves as outsiders with a wily view of
the hypocritical underpinnings of society.

Karpinowitz takes a more earthy approach to depicting life in the underworld. |
adore hearing about the strike of the sex workers, although he gives most of the
glory to his archetypical Socialist idealist, Siomke Kagan. It is exciting, though,
that in the story | excerpted and others, the sex workers strike, negotiate,
smuggle revolutionary notes, and provide mutual aid for themselves and others.
They were just like us!

Sex workers are an important part of the Yiddish, and Jewish, past and present.
| have yet to find any first-hand literature in Yiddish from a sex worker; such
literature is sadly rare in any language. | hope that this resource can forward the
conversation about sex work in Yiddish, help us find old gems and even create
new ones.



