literature or in communal life, Hasidism nourishes itself by its stored-up
reserves of spiritual power. In the eighteenth century it was a great creative
force which brought into stagnant rabbinical Judaism a fervent stream of
religious enthusiasm. Under the influence of Hasidism the Russo-Polish Jew
became brighter at heart but darker in intellect. In the nineteenth century, in
its contact with European culture, it was more reactionary than rabbinism.
The period of stagnation which it has lately passed through must, however,
result in its gradual decay.™

It is worth noting several items in Dubnow’s description, which tellingly
reflected and informed both the scholarly and the popular opinion of Hasidism
in the era we are examining; (1) its followers are the “uneducated masses,”” (2) it
is described intellectually as “dark” and “reactionary,” (3) in its present “period
of stagnation,” it is sustained by “its stored-up reserves of spiritual power,” but
it is fated to gradually decay.

Given this evaluation, it is no surprise at all that both European and North
American observers expressed horror at the thought that Hasidism might actu-
ally come to America. Thus, when, in 1873, news arrived in Europe that a group
of Hasidim had founded a synagogue in Chicago, the Israelitische Wochenschrift
of Magdeburg carried the following:

A Polish synagogue is to be inaugurated. The detailed description lets [us]
know that we have to do with a group of Hasidim. It is to be regretted that
such scenes should be taking place in America.'¢

In North America itself, another Hasidic congregation, founded in Montreal
in 1884; elicited negative comment from an observer who expressed the fear
that “the malignant leprosy of Hasidut will spread on the soil of this land.”"
The traditionalist-oriented 7he American Hebrew, in response to a letter to
the editor defending the conduct of a Hasidic rabbi in New York in 1893,
stated editorially, '

“We should all exert the fullest influence possible to discountenance the

transplanting of this system to this country."®

I1. Methodological Considerations

As we can see from this reaction, there were eastern European Jews in
North America from the very beginnings of the mass migration who founded
congregations that contemporary Jews understood as “Hasidic.” But what does
“Hasidic” actually mean in this context? One important factor to take into con-
sideration is that the Hasidic spiritual leadership, particularly at the beginning
of the migration, tended not to emigrate. Second, this leadership also tended to
discourage its followers from emigration because they had grave doubts about
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