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Summary

Professor Yossi Kleinmann, a dull university lecturer whose 
area of expertise is the leaders of totalitarian regimes, feels 
unappreciated by his students and his domineering wife. 
On the weekend of the ninetieth birthday celebration 
of his wife’s grandmother, a Holocaust survivor, he finds 
himself in a bizarre situation that forces him to face his 
family and himself.

Topics

•	 Memory and reality
•	 Holocaust survivors
•	 Cultural gaps in the Israeli family
•	 German Jewry and its yearning for a lost cultural world
•	 Self-reflexive cinema

Analysis of the Cinematic 
Content and Language

The Content

1. Characters

The Main Character

Professor Yossi Kleinmann, a university lecturer whose 
area of expertise is totalitarian rulers, is teaching a course 
on Mussolini, Stalin, Lenin, and Hitler. His students are 
bored and show no interest even though their teacher 
is an expert on the topic and is enthusiastic about it. 
Although Yossi Kleinmann is up on the latest research 
about the characters in his lectures, and his study is filled 
with books and essays about them, he is perceived as an 
absent-minded professor who is disconnected from his 
wife, his children, and his relatives. Early in the film, as 
he is standing in at the front of the auditorium, he casts 
a shadow on the projector screen where he is showing 
images of Mussolini and Stalin. When he points toward 
the screen and speaks about the dictator, it is not clear 

whether he is pointing at the image projected on the 
screen or at his own shadow.

Supporting Characters

Sara Kleinmann, Yossi’s wife, treats her husband as a 
helpless, dull man. When he comes home on Friday 
afternoon, she greets him with a scolding and orders 
him to do household chores: hang up the laundry, wash 
the floor, and water the plants.

After asking Yossi whether he has prepared a talk to 
give on Friday night, Sara tells him, in a critical tone, 
to add personal remarks instead of talking only about 
the weekly Bible portion. By her reactions, she shows 
that she is ashamed of him in front of her family. She is 
unable to connect with Yossi’s cultural world. When he 
listens to a Schubert Lieder in the car, she changes the 
music over to an Israeli song. Our encounter with Yossi’s 
wife makes us wonder who the real dictator might be.

Uncle Oz meets the members of Yossi’s family at the 
entrance to the hotel where they will be spending the 
Sabbath. When he greets the children with affection, 
they hug him joyfully, unlike the chilly way that they 
treat their father. Oz is Israeli in his name, appearance, 
and mannerisms, and can talk to the children about 
soccer. He is a foil for Yossi Kleinmann’s differentness. 
Oz is cynical about Yossi’s research; the only dictators 
he is familiar with are Muammar Gaddafi and Hassan 
Nasrallah.

Oma Gerda, Sara Kleinman’s elderly grandmother, came 
to Israel from Germany. She is a Holocaust survivor, 
and to her chagrin, her whole family is celebrating 
her ninetieth birthday. Oma Gerda is the only one in 
the family who understands Yossi, and Yossi is the only 
one who can connect with the ruined world that she 
once knew. Yossi speaks German and Yiddish with her 



The Little Dictator  | 2 |

and recites lines from Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s 
poem “Erlkönig” with her.

2. The Dramatic Conflict

The conflict in the film is a dual one — internal and 
external.

The external conflict takes the form of the hidden clash 
between Yossi on the one hand, and on the other his 
wife and her family, who want to erase the culture of 
the past and are repulsed by anything that is foreign, 
un-Israeli, and not modern.

The internal conflict takes the form of Yossi’s status as a 
cinematic anti-hero and his struggle for his character 
and his image. Yossi experiences the foreign nature of 
Israeli culture as undermining his essence, his values, 
and the things that are the most important to him.

His speeches in front of the mirror are his attempt to 
draw on the charisma of the dictators who are the 
subject of the course he teaches. Although he lacks 
this charisma in his daily life, in the end he succeeds in 
expressing it in his speech on Friday night.

3. The Structure of the Film

Exposition — The film opens with the sound of cheering 
coming from the screen, and we see the image of 
Mussolini immediately afterward. Mussolini says in 
his speech: “Other nations ignored the sources that 
document their own history, at a time when Rome 
possessed Virgil, Julius Caesar, and Augustus.” The 
purpose of this statement at the start of the film is to 
demonstrate Yossi’s strong grasp of history and culture. 
He whispers the words of the speech in Italian, sotto voce, 
along with Mussolini, as he stands in the same pose, 
with folded arms, like Mussolini on the screen. When 

the lights come back on, he looks like he is waking up 
from a dream. This situation illustrates his identification 
with the figures about whom he teaches. The principal 
character trait that he attributes to totalitarian leaders 
is charisma — a trait that he all too obviously lacks. 
Unlike his heroes, Yossi is a lecturer with no charisma. 
Although he stands at the podium and speaks, the 
classroom is almost empty. One student leaves, another 
has fallen asleep, and still another interrupts him to tell 
him that the class is over. The exposition builds the film’s 
protagonist as a man who is weak, rooted in the past, 
and admires dictators. Yossi says of such leaders that, 
“All inspiration stems from [them],” and then points to 
the screen, which is still showing Mussolini’s image, 
but is also showing his own shadow, so that he seems 
to be pointing at himself. 

This impression gains strength when Yossi returns 
home. His children do not respond to his off his shirt 
and tells him to hang up the laundry, wash the floor, 
and water the plants.

Just before they leave, she shouts at him: “Yossi, 
garbage!” Even though we realize that she is asking 
him to take out the trash as they leave, her choice of 
words is a chilling one.

The initiating incident: the shaving scene — Yossi does 
not have enough time to shave at home. His wife, who 
makes him bring the electric shaver to the hotel and 
shave there even though he wants to keep his beard, 
mutters to herself: “He thinks he’s Theodor Herzl.”

As Yossi stands at the mirror, he rehearses his remarks 
to Oma (Grandma) Gerda. At first, he shaves his beard 
to look like Lenin’s, and then, accompanied by Lenin’s 
well-known hand gesture, begins to recite his speech 
in Russian: “Now, for the first time, ruling the country, 

in masses, are the classes who 
were in capitalist bondage!” 
It is only in the bathroom, 
standing at the sink, that Yossi 
feels safe enough to express 
himself. When his son, on 
hearing the strange speech 
coming from the bathroom, 
gets up to see what is going 
on, Yossi shuts the curtain — 
a further illustration of the 
alienation between himself 
and his children.

Yossi then shaves off his beard, 
keeping the mustache. Placing 
his toothbrush in his mouth like 

a pipe, he imitates Stalin, quoting in Russian from one of 
his speeches: “You can rest assured that Comrade Stalin 
will do his duty to the people, to the working class, to 
the peasants, and to the intelligentsia!”

At this point, Sara, who can hear Yossi speaking on 
the other side of the door, asks him whether he has 
finished shaving and tells him that it will soon be time 
to light the Sabbath candles. She and the children go 
downstairs to light the candles, and Yossi remains in 
front of the mirror. Now he has a short, narrow mustache 
like Hitler’s, and he combs his hair across his forehead 
as Hitler did. Seemingly hypnotized by the character 
he has created, he hesitantly raises his right hand, and 
lowers it immediately.

Yossi quotes from one of Hitler’s speeches: “Today I shall 
once more be a prophet.” This sentence hints at what 
will happen at the end of the film. He is filmed from 
below, as the director Leni Riefenstahl filmed Hitler in 
The Triumph of the Will (1935) in order to aggrandize 
him. Yossi hears the cheering of the multitudes in his 

Joseph Stalin

Lenin 
(Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov)
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imagination until his wife’s voice, telling him that the 
Sabbath began ten minutes before, shakes him out 
of his reverie.

The Turning Point and the Development of the Plot - On 
awakening from his daydream, Yossi realizes that he 
cannot come out with his mustache as it is. When his 
wife gives him a children’s band-aid with the image of 
Superman on it, he remonstrates: “But it’s a mustache. 
Just a mustache.” Sara gets her parents, aunts, and uncles 
to convince him, and the ensuing conversation shows 
how much they do not appreciate him. When he says 
the mustache is his own, Yossi Kleinmann’s, not Hitler’s, 
they repeat their arguments. When his mother-in-law 
reminds him that she and her husband are paying half 
of his mortgage, he gives in and goes downstairs to the 
dining room wearing the adhesive bandage.

The dictator has turned once more into the little, 
humiliated man.

Yossi goes straight to the dining room, since he has 
already missed the Friday night prayer service. Everyone 
stares at him with expressions of ridicule, but no one 
dares to say anything or ask questions. The only one 
who does is his little son, like the boy in the story of 
the emperor’s new clothes: “Daddy, why do you have 
Superman on your face?”

Oma Gerda receives him affectionately, shows genuine 
interest in him, asks him where he has been and what 
he has under his nose. They speak in Yiddish, he sings 
her a birthday song in Yiddish, and they recite Goethe’s 
poem in German until Sara’s father interrupts them, 
saying dismissively: “You and your poems!”

Climax — When Yossi’s uncle invites him to give a talk 
on the weekly Bible portion, he hesitates, but his wife 
presses him to stand up. He begins hesitantly, in a 

whisper, and everyone 
talks among themselves, 
not listening to him. 
This entire situation is 
extremely humiliating 
for Yossi. Then, as he 
mentions the exodus 
from Egypt, everything 
goes dark around him. 
Suddenly he recovers, 
shouts for quiet, and rips 
the adhesive bandage 
from his face, extending 
his right arm straight in 
front of him. Everyone 
cries out in shock, and 
silence ensues. Yossi 
approaches Oma Gerda 
and tells her that she, 

too, left Egypt — the Egypt of the twentieth century. 
He speaks of her beautiful childhood, reminding her 
of how she used to go to the cinema with her father 
every Sunday to see silent films and how they went out 
for strudel afterward. Sara’s mother tells Oz to make 
Yossi stop. But when Oz gets up to obey, Gerda stops 
him, tells Yossi to continue, and tells her grandson 
that her father, too, had such a mustache. Everyone 
is astonished, and Yossi speaks about Gerda’s heroism 
in coming to Israel by herself, fighting in the War of 
Independence — and enduring her loneliness in Israeli 
society, where she is not understood and sometimes 
treated with disrespect. As Yossi speaks of Gerda, he is 
also describing his own feelings.

Finally, he bends toward her and takes her hands in his, 
saying: “I admire you. You rose on your own from the 
ashes of Europe and built a life here!” He then quotes in 
German from Hitler’s speech, which he recited in front 
of the mirror: “And I don’t believe that the adversaries 
who laughed then are still laughing today.” In this 
quote, he is, of course, referring to the extended family’s 
disrespectful attitude toward both of them.

Oma Gerda is deeply moved by Yossi’s understanding 
of what she has endured. The family members watch 
silently, realizing that Yossi is truly the only one who 
understands her. He, the vulnerable, odd one, connects 
with her foreignness. Sara’s eyes fill with tears; could 
they be tears of remorse?

Yossi defuses the tension by doing a Charlie Chaplin 
imitation, and his children get up to hug him — an 
embrace that symbolizes the family’s sudden acceptance 
of him. Yossi takes a flower from a vase and presents 
it to his wife — a Chaplinesque gesture that is also a 
nod to the film City Lights — and the two of them look, 
misty-eyed, at one another.
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Conclusion — Yossi is shaving off his mustache in the car 
on Saturday night. When his wife gets in to the passenger 
seat, he pauses, expecting a scolding because of the 
day’s events.. Instead, she smiles at him and turns on the 
CD player. Together they listen to the Schubert Lieder 
that she had turned off the day before, on their way to 
the hotel. Is Sara beginning to understand, or at least 
accept, Yossi’s differentness, his world, and his culture?

The Cinematic Language

The Narrative

The narrative structure is classic — a conflict within the 
family or within society. The husband is in conflict with his 
wife, her parents, and her family, who in this case represent 
Israeli society in all its hues. The conflict also takes place 
within Yossi’s own inner world — a rich and complex world 
that does not mesh with the native Israeli pride that rejects 
anything it perceives as ghetto-like and non-Israeli, and 
that has no room for nuance or complexity.

The story has a beginning, middle, and end, and is told 
chronologically.

The Cinematic Genre and Language

The genre is realism bordering on surrealism. The surrealism 
creates a situation in which we, the viewers, cannot identify 
with Yossi’s character at first. What woman would want 
such an odd man for a husband? What kind of Jew would 
be willing to understand and identify with dictators from 
the past?

The film, which deals with the Holocaust, is actually a 
comedy.

The excerpts from the dictators’ speeches, which Yossi 
recites, can be interpreted both historically and allegorically. 
Yossi, who feels alienated from his environment, wants to 
connect to the charisma and energy of these strong figures.

The mustache — a symbol and historical memory of various 
dictators of the past — also symbolizes the present-day 
Muslim dictators whom Uncle Oz mentions. The fact that the 
mustache is such a strong historical symbol overshadows 
the fact that it was popular in Germany at the time. Oma 
Gerda reminds us that her father had such a mustache. The 
mustache that was accepted then and adopted by Charlie 
Chaplin became, in our consciousness, a symbol of evil.

Homage to Charlie Chaplin — The film’s title, The Little 
Dictator, is also an homage to Charlie Chaplin’s film, The 
Great Dictator.  Chaplin wrote the screenplay of The Great 
Dictator, directed it, and produced it together with Carter 
DeHaven. He also played both protagonists. The film makes 
fun of the dictatorial regimes of Europe of the 1930s, 
particularly Hitler in Nazi Germany and Mussolini in fascist 
Italy. The film was released on October 15, 1940, right in 
the middle of World War II. Chaplin played the roles of the 
dictator and of the Jewish barber. At the end of the film, 
Chaplin gives his famous speech about freedom and peace. 
Chaplin also created the role of the tramp, the vulnerable 
man who goes from place to place, full of compassion 
for others and subjected to ridicule in the same degree.

The Little Dictator also contains elements of admiration 
for dictators: the style of the mustache and the speech 
at the end of the film, which represents the real world of 
the protagonist.

Gimmicks in the spirit of Chaplin’s films also appear 
throughout “The Little Dictator”:
•	 Yossi’s difficulty in setting up the laundry rack
•	 His difficulty in getting dressed in the hotel

•	 His Chaplin imitation, complete with hat and cane, after 
his speech on Friday night

•	 The flower that he gives to his wife at the end of the 
scene

The theme is similar as well. The anti-hero becomes a hero, 
aware of his complex identity, and hopes that everyone 
will recognize it.

Methodology

Description of the Topics and 
Expanded Discussion

Historical Memory and Reality, Collective 
Memory and Individual Memory

What is the relationship between memory and history? 
This question, which many historians have written about 
over the years, continues to cause controversy. Some treat 
these concepts as opposites, while others claim that there 
is a certain link between them. The French historian Pierre 
Nora proposed the term “realms of memory.” For him, history 
is a problematic attempt at a partial re-creation of what 
no longer exists, while memory is always a contemporary 
phenomenon: “Memory is life, borne by living societies 
founded in its name. It remains in permanent evolution, 
open to the dialectic of remembering and forgetting, 
unconscious of its successive deformations, vulnerable 
to manipulation and appropriation, susceptible to being 
long dormant and periodically revived” (Between Memory 
and History: The Realms of Memory, 1989; translated by 
Marc Roudebush).
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Awareness has increased in recent years of the narrative 
character of memory and its ability to support one story 
and silence another one when its values do not match the 
controlling viewpoint.

This is evident in The Little Dictator. Oma Gerda’s family, like 
Israeli society as a whole, has difficulty accepting German 
culture and the German way of life that existed before the 
Holocaust. To them, Germany and the Germans are Hitler 
and the Nazis, and the culture that existed there pre-war 
has no meaning if it could lead to the creation of monstrous 
human beings. Oma Gerda is perceived as no more than 
a “Holocaust survivor” who must be treated like a fragile 
china doll, as opposed to a whole person who lived a rich 
past well before the Holocaust.

For Oma Gerda, the pre-war years are her life, her memories, 
her childhood. They include her father, with his narrow 
mustache, the German and Yiddish languages, Goethe’s 
poetry, and the German expressionist cinema she loved. 
Her family, with their Israeli attitude, want Oma Gerda to 
put aside her nonsense from “back there” and be Israeli. 
Only Yossi, who is steeped in that culture in all its layers — 
its language, poetry, music, cinema, and history — echoes 
her past and is truly able to understand it.

Cultural Gaps in the Israeli Family and Israeli 
Society

The cultural researcher Nissim Calderon, speaking of 
the multiplicity of cultures among Israelis in his book 
Pluralists despite Themselves (2000), defines the concept 
of “culture” in Israel:

“Culture… can be a kind of religion and can be a country of 
origin. But music, too, is a culture…. Painting and cinema 
are definitely culture… Hebrew pronunciation is a cultural 
marker. One’s place of residence, such as Beit She’an or a 
hilltop community in the Galilee or Bnei Brak — that, too, 

has been given a character of 
cultural relevance in Israel… If 
so, then culture is everything.” 
(142)

According to Nissim Calderon, 
Individuality is the most 
important value in the United 
States, while in Israel, the most 
important value is being 
accepted by the collective. 
“The Israeli individual’s sense 
of self-worth is formed in a 
process of becoming part of a 
shared culture. The immigrant 
to America marks an individual 
difference before he marks 
any collective difference, while 
the immigrant to Israel fulfills 
his personal world only when he belongs to a collective 
circle. Otherwise, he feels ill done by, discriminated against 
in favor of Israelis who have a strong collective circle. 
Without collective belonging, he feels that the wound of 
his immigration remains open.” (150)

German Jewry: Yearning for a Lost Cultural World

The long-time residents of the Yishuv — the Jewish 
community in Israel — who came from Eastern European 
countries were opposed to adopting models from central 
and Western Europe in the Yishuv’s young culture and 
society. They did not want a situation in which the Jews 
who came to Israel refused to shed the culture of their 
country of origin. They claimed that such people lacked 
pioneering ideals since their lifestyle, which included 
luxuries and great wealth, was wasteful and did not accord 
with the socialist goals of the Yishuv. Above all, they had 
difficulty understanding why new immigrants would not 

adopt the Hebrew language and Jewish culture. The war 
in Europe only intensified the social tensions between 
the new immigrants, who remained apart by maintaining 
their European culture, and the old-time pioneers who 
adhered to the ideal of creating a new culture in the Land 
of Israel. The latter felt that the new immigrants from 
central Europe did not respect the idea of building the 
new Jewish community, and did not see themselves as a 
homogeneous part of it. David Ben-Gurion wrote harshly 
on this topic: “There are many Jews in the country who, 
once Germany gets rid of Hitler, will go back to Germany 
if it is possible to return” (Yoav Gelber, A New Homeland: 
The Immigration and Absorption of Central European Jews, 
1933–1948 [Hebrew], 227).

Indeed, many German Jews had difficulty learning Hebrew, 
continued to wear tailored suits despite the Israeli heat, 
frequented cafés and also established new ones in the 
style of the coffee houses that existed in Germany and 
Austria before World War II. All this took place during a 
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time when most Israelis were struggling financially and 
could not afford to sit in cafés. When the survivors arrived 
after the war, the perception of them as foreigners and 
“ghetto Jews” only intensified.

Tzipi Tropé’s narrative film, Tel Aviv-Berlin (1987), addresses 
this issue. It tells the story of Benjamin, a refugee from the 
Holocaust who arrives in Palestine in 1942, and has a hard 
time acclimating to the country because of his nightmares 
of what he suffered in Germany and his difficulty in blending 
into the culture of the Levant and adapting to the hot 
weather. Even though he has started a family in Israel, he 
escapes from it back to his traumatic past and confronts 
a man who had served as a kapo in the camp where he 
had been imprisoned. The Holocaust survivor’s yearning 
for the culture and music of his native Germany despite its 
betrayal of him is evident even at the start of the film. The 
first several minutes of the film may be seen at this link: 
http://www.cinemaofisrael.co.il/%D7%AA%D7%9C-
%D7%90%D7%91%D7%99%D7%91-
%D7%91%D7%A8%D7%9C%D7%99%D7%9F/

Self-Reflexive Cinema

Self-reflexive cinema has taken a prominent place in 
modern and post-modern art. Self-reflexive text expresses 
an observation and awareness of oneself by subverting 
the conventions of the transparency of text in order to 
undermine the illusion of reality that the text seeks to 
give the reader.

Self-reflexive cinema observes itself and the tools of its 
creation.

The protagonist of The Little Dictator uses defining historical 
cinematic texts to examine the way we regard ourselves 
and the culture for which he yearns.

The defining self-reflexive moments are those in which 

Yossi points to the image of the dictator on the screen 
and his shadow reflected upon it, and the ones in which 
he stands in front of the mirror, looking at himself and, for 
some moments, frightened by his yearning for charisma.

Suggestions for Questions and 
Topics for Discussion

1. What prices has Israeli society paid — and is still paying 
— in its effort to become a melting pot?

2. What do the cultural gaps in your own family look like?
3. What are the advantages and disadvantages of 

nostalgia?
4. Can you see other places where the Israeli narrative 

clashes with history, faith, and your own family tradition?

Concepts for Teaching

Culture and subculture, melting pot, multiculturalism, 
dictators, collective memory, cultural symbols.

Links to Jewish Sources

From “Nechama’s Worksheets — Worksheets for the Study 
of the Weekly Bible Portion by Nechama Leibowitz” for 
Numbers 11, The Israelites’ Complaints: (http://www.
nechama.org.il/answer/419.html): “We remember the fish 
that we ate in Egypt at no cost, as well as the cucumbers, 
melons, leeks, onions, and garlic” (11:5).

“But now we have lost our appetite. We never see anything 
but this manna!” (11:6)

On reading these statements, the reader will wonder: Is this 
really how they recalled their lives in Egypt? What about 
their labor “with mortar and bricks and all kinds of work in 

the field” (Exodus 1:14)? Where is the bitterness that they 
felt over the backbreaking labor that they were forced 
to perform? What about their children who were thrown 
into the River Nile? What about the overseers who beat 
and tormented them? Do they remember the Egypt that 
the Torah calls “the house of bondage,” that iron crucible, 
as a convalescent home, a guest-house where travelers 
were served sumptuous meals for free?

After delving deeply into the commentators’ statements, 
Nechama Leibowitz concludes:

It seems to us that the sages saw deeply into the hearts 
of those who complained. Was it really over fish and 
cucumbers that the Israelites raised such an outcry? Was 
it only these things that made them rebel? Behind their 
words, which mention fish and cucumbers and onions, 
might there not be different, hidden desires that are 
greater than these? We know that a population may 
accept suffering and poverty and want — and do so 
willingly and eagerly — if the goal for whose sake they 
must endure these troubles seems good to them and they 
identify with it. Some, out of boundless renunciation, lay 
down their property, comfort, health — even their own 
lives and the lives of their sons and daughters — for the 
sake of the goal that, to them, is lofty or sacred. But it is 
also known that when groups or individuals experience 
gnawing discontent, complaints will burst forth from their 
hearts, and arguments and demands, criticism and even 
slander for any small, unimportant reason will appear. 
Any tiny difficulty that must be overcome with any effort 
will seem to them like the summit of a mountain, and any 
tiny renunciation required of them will seem to them like 
violence and robbery are being inflicted on them. The true 
discontent that keens deep in their hearts is not expressed 
directly. This may be because they themselves do not 
know the reason, or because the reason has to do with 
wrongful, unacceptable, embarrassing and disgraceful 

http://www.cinemaofisrael.co.il/%25D7%25AA%25D7%259C-%25D7%2590%25D7%2591%25D7%2599%25D7%2591-%25D7%2591%25D7%25A8%25D7%259C%25D7%2599%25D7%259F/
http://www.cinemaofisrael.co.il/%25D7%25AA%25D7%259C-%25D7%2590%25D7%2591%25D7%2599%25D7%2591-%25D7%2591%25D7%25A8%25D7%259C%25D7%2599%25D7%259F/
http://www.cinemaofisrael.co.il/%25D7%25AA%25D7%259C-%25D7%2590%25D7%2591%25D7%2599%25D7%2591-%25D7%2591%25D7%25A8%25D7%259C%25D7%2599%25D7%259F/
http://www.nechama.org.il/answer/419.html
http://www.nechama.org.il/answer/419.html
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desires that must be repressed, and instead of mentioning 
them explicitly, the rebels make petty complaints and 
grumble constantly about trifles. The outside observer 
will wonder: Is it worth raising an outcry over such small 
things? Is a serious rebellion breaking out because of 
these petty matters? He does not distinguish between 
what is expressed verbally and the deep reason that 
gnaws at the heart.

The sages made that very distinction when they said: “What 
does ‘free’ mean here? It means ‘free of mitzvot.’” It was not 
the food and drink, the fish and cucumbers — whether 
they were truly given for free or at low cost, whether they 
were fresh and good to eat or rotten — it was not these 
things that they wanted, but freedom from the demands 
of culture and the requirements of self-restraint with 
which the slaves in Egypt lived. “In the case of a slave, a 
life of licentiousness is preferable” — in a kingdom where 
slavery exists, the master does not interfere in the lives 
of his slaves except for times of work and subjugation; 
he does not concern himself with their self-restraint or 
good breeding. On the contrary: the more the slave is left 
to the rule of his senses, the better it is for the master. The 
slave can become intoxicated, strike his fellows, frequent 
prostitutes, behave without restraint, release any energy 
that may still be left him from his work, as long as he does 
not “pay attention to lies” such as the idea of freedom, of 
liberation from the chains of slavery, or think about the 
dignity of human beings, who were created in the divine 
image, which is being desecrated every day by his overseers 
and tormentors. The master does not teach him morals or 
wisdom; for him, the slave is like a work animal, and the 
slave is fine with this.

With the exodus from Egypt, from slavery to freedom, the 
Israelites were placed under a different kind of subjugation: 
difficult and of awe-inspiring glory. At Sinai the burden of 
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Torah and the commandments was imposed upon them — 
in other words, restraint in private and public life, in family 
life, in relations with their neighbors, on days of work and 
days of rest, in matters of eating and drinking, in matters 
of clothing and attire, and principally in matters of sexual 
relations—restraint of the sexual urge was demanded. And 
this entire burden, which is precious to those who accept 
it of their own free will, to those who studied the Torah 
and accustomed their eyes to its splendor, to those who 
learned how to taste the goodness of its flavor, this entire 
burden — for those who were accustomed to slavery — 
this burden of freedom was a trouble and a grief. This, in 
our sages’ view, is the reason for all the complaints about 
water and bread, meat and fish, that they ate for free in 
Egypt in slavery. Free? Yes, they ate fish for free there — 
free of the commandments, exempt from the yoke of 
Torah and mitzvot.”

Might this interpretation also be applied to the yearning 
that the Jews who left central Europe felt for the culture 
that had turned its back on them? These Jews had grown 
up in countries that possessed theater, music, and cinema, 
and where poetry and literature were at their peak — and 
watched it all collapse. The human beast broke free of its 
prison of culture and revealed its animal nature. When 
they arrived in the Land of Israel, they were required to 
blend into a new culture that contained a new message. 
It is likely that like the generation of the desert, they felt 
that this was too difficult and that they were incapable of 
fulfilling this vision, so they yearned for the past and for 
the vision that had collapsed.
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