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history and 
world events

istorians have not been trained to think of them-  

 selves as actors in history. Traditionally theirs has been 

a self-effacing presence, commenting on past events rather than partici-

pating in them. This has shifted to some extent during the last ten years as 

changes in the discipline have opened a space for using the personal voice.

Feminism’s insight that “the personal is political” has helped to 

erode this artificial compartmentalization in the writing of history, and 

scholarly work has been particularly enriched. The 1950s, for example, 

is seen increasingly as a bifurcated time when public and private were 

severely split. I grew up in that era whose political world — shaped by the 

Bomb, the Cold War, debates over post-war welfare state entitlements, 

Brown vs. Board of Education, sit-ins, transformations in public under-

standing of gender, sex roles and sexuality, and presidential elections —  

remained powerfully distinct from private life. That world was symbol-

ized by the iconic white and democratic breadwinner family, which was 

safely ensconced in its well-accoutered suburban home. Like many girls, 

I struggled mightily with contradictory injunctions. I was to model my-

self after June Cleaver, while competing academically with boys on equal 

footing and listening to rock music that subverted all accepted notions 

of female propriety.

Growing older has given me a past worth thinking about, and  

doing so has made me a better historian. But I’ve needed the past for another 

reason as well. When one of my daughters — the product of a Conservative 

The Center Club had a 

dining room where only 

men could eat. That was 

at lunch time. At night 

time, women could 

come in. So, we went.   

And we walked into 

the ladies dining room, 

and it was crowded. 

And the waiter said, 

“You’ll have to wait for 

a half hour.” And I said, 

“We don’t have to wait 

for a half hour. That 

room in there is empty. 

There’s hardly anybody 

in there.” And he said, 

“But you’re not allowed 

there.” I said, “Okay.”   

So I said, “Are you with 

me?” to my father and 

my husband and they 

said, “Sure.” So we just 

walked ourselves into 

that dining room, and 

ordered lunch. Simple.  

We changed the rule.

‘

H

J a n e  K r i e g e r  S c h a p i r o    
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Jewish Day School and Hebrew-speaking summer camps — became a Baalat Tshuvah 
[“one who has returned”] at the age of fifteen, got  married instead of attending college, 
and settled in an Orthodox neighborhood in Jerusalem, I needed history to make sense of 
her choices and my complex responses to them.

So I revisited my own Jewish self-construction in the 1950s. I understood at the 
outset that both my daughter and I lived in an era when choosing Judaism required 
conscious effort. But very different historical moments contributed to our choices, 
and that meant rethinking world-historical events in a way that could illuminate my 
own intersection with them. This is the task of oral history: It allows us access to the  
processes of our self-awareness, while providing a better understanding of how 
historical “conditions of possibility” limit and enable that self-understanding in 
myriad ways.

Measuring the similarities and differences in my own and my daughter’s Jewish 
consciousness required an understanding of the impact of World War II on individu-
als, the post-war boom and its social, economic, and geographic consequences, the 
fascinating ecumenical reframing of American religious institutions after the war, 
the effects of Cold War ideology on gender and family roles, the post-1960s back-
lash against feminism and liberalism, the rise of the “unmeltable ethnics,” and the  
realignment of political parties in the 1970s and 1980s. And that is just for starters.

For example, my parents were deracinated Jewish migrants to Los Angeles after 
World War II. They never would have left New York had my father not been wound-
ed as a prisoner of war and ordered by his doctor to live in a warmer climate. Los  
Angeles was a city in enormous and vibrant flux where Jewish institutions, communal  
organization, and approaches to knowledge, ritual, and observance were being  
dynamically rethought. By luck my parents became involved in this buoyant era of  
institution building, involving me as well. 

I had my own reasons for choosing Judaism, ones very different from theirs and 
much at odds with my daughter’s twenty years later. I so loathed the female culture and 
role models pressed upon me by post-war prescriptions for American girlhood that I 
invented myself as a Jew in order to feel more comfortable with my outsider status.

For me, it was a fortuitous and rewarding espousal that molded me in ways I still 
esteem, but the Conservative Judaism I chose in the mid-1950s was not the Judaism 
my daughter encountered two decades later. Nor were the historical and personal  
inclinations behind my own engagement relevant for her, a product of the social-
ly conservative atmosphere of the Reaganite 1980s. Indeed, my egalitarian and  
halachically inventive religious sensibility harbored too much uncertainty. Moreover, 
she doubted that feminist liberation was all it was cracked up to be; she saw that it 
could just as easily lead to divorce and single motherhood as to self-actualization and  
agency. Jewish feminism, egalitarian minyans, and the Conservative Movement’s  
attempts at halachic modernization were not for her, a teenager navigating the  
troubled waters of sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll, and longing for certainty.

This is a story I cannot finish here. But hopefully it illustrates my point:  
Accessing the past through individual experience is a wonderful way to understand 
history, but only if we also probe how world events consistently shape our alternatives.   

history 
and 

world 
events

 IMPACT OF WORLD 
EVENTS

 INVOLVEMENT IN 
POLITICAL PARTIES & 

MOVEMENTS

 REFLECTIONS

    We marched. We marched and we marched. We marched for everything 

that there was to march for that we thought important to our future lives.        

                                                                                                                             Beatrice L. Levi‘
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history 
and 
world 
events
IMPACT OF WORLD 
EVENTS

INVOLVEMENT IN 
POLITICAL PARTIES 
AND MOVEMENTS

 REFLECTIONS

Sample Questions
IMPACT OF WORLD EVENTS
◆ As someone who has witnessed 
many of the key events of the twen-
tieth century, which landmark events 
and social movements were most 
significant in shaping your life  
experiences and attitudes (e.g., the 
Depression, the Labor Movement, the 
world wars, the Holocaust, the found-
ing of the State of Israel, McCarthy-
ism, the Civil Rights movement, rise 
of feminism, gay rights movement)?
◆ What was the impact of the  
Holocaust on your personal and  
family life?
◆ Describe your relationship to Israel. 
Did you and/or your family support 
Zionism and the creation of the State 
of Israel? In what way? Why was it 
important to you?
◆ Have you visited Israel? When and 
in what context? Describe your reac-
tions and Israel’s significance to you?
◆ How would you describe the  
impact of feminism and women’s 
changing roles and expectations on 
your own life? What is your opinion 
about women’s changing roles?

INVOLVEMENT IN POLITICAL  
PARTIES AND MOVEMENTS
◆ What political and social move-
ments or causes have you been 

involved in? What were your motiva-
tions? Describe your experience.
◆ How did your religious, ethnic, or 
gender identity shape your experi-
ence within this movement? Did you 
face any particular challenges or  
obstacles as a woman? As a Jew? 
◆ Would you describe yourself  
as an activist?
◆ Did you have role models who 
inspired you or influenced your own 
social activism? 

REFLECTIONS
◆ What are the most significant 
changes you’ve witnessed in your 
lifetime? 
◆ How do you feel about the world 
today compared to the world in which 
you grew up?
◆ What have been the greatest  
advances you have witnessed in your 
lifetime?
◆ What trends or changes in the world 
are most disturbing to you? Why? Do 
you have a particular response or way 
of dealing with them?
◆ What words of wisdom would you 
offer to the generations that came 
after you? Do you have a philosophy 
of life or particular values that are 
important for you to share with your 
descendants?
◆ What are your most fervent hopes 
for the future?

notes



My maternal 
grandmother came 
in 1913. She would 

always tell us  
stories, and we 

would say, “One 
more story,  

Grandma, one 
more story.”

‘

Tillie Israel De Leon
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j wa’s  gu iding  pr incipl e s  
f or  c on duc t ing  

w ome n’s  l if e  his t or ie s

1. Ask questions that encourage your narrator to focus  
on her own experiences rather than those of other people  
in her life.

2. Explore family and cultural expectations that helped 
shape your narrator’s life choices.

3. Provide opportunities for your narrator to reflect on 
changes in women’s roles and status and the impact of 
these changes on her own life.

4. Explore particular challenges, obstacles, or advantages 
she faced as a woman.

5. Allow your narrator to follow the flow of her thoughts  
and freely associate from one story to the next. 

6. Provide opportunities to discuss the interconnectedness 
of home, work, and community life.  

7. Explore your narrator’s reactions to particular  
topics, particularly those that arouse emotionally charged  
responses during the interview.

8. Ask follow-up questions to probe the meaning of events 
or experiences, but respect your narrator’s privacy when 
she appears reticent to discuss something. 

9. Explore how gender shaped your narrator’s experience  
of major historical and cultural events and movements.

10. Through your questions, interest, and actions, validate 
the assumption that every woman’s story matters.





3
Appendices
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PRE-INTERV IEW QUESTIONA IRE  

1. Name of Narrator:     

2. Address:

 Telephone: (           )                (           )

3. Other address, if different from home (e.g. winter or summer residence):

                     

 Telephone: (           )

4. Other contact information:   Email address:

 Fax: (           )          Cell phone: (           )          Other:

5. Date of birth:     Place of birth: 

FAMILY OF ORIGIN:
6. Mother’s name:     

 Date of birth:      Date of death:  

 Place of birth: 

 Occupations: 

7. Father’s name:

 Date of birth:      Date of death:  

 Place of birth: 

 Occupations: 

 Street                             Apt. no.                     City         State             Zip code

 Home                                                   Work/Other 

Organization and Project Title

First         Middle       Last             Maiden

 Street                             Apt. no.                     City         State             Zip code

Town/City    State/Province             Country

First         Middle       Last             Maiden

Town/City      State/Province             Country

First           Middle               Last

Town/City      State/Province             Country

© Jewish Women’s Archive 2005
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8. Name of step-parent, guardian or other:     

 Date of birth:      Date of death:  

 Place of birth: 

 Occupations: 

9. Siblings:

 

10. When and from what city/region/country did your family immigrate to the United States?  

 Mother’s family:        Date: 

 Father’s family:        Date: 

11. If possible, list the places where your parents and grandparents lived:  

 Maternal relatives: 

 Paternal relatives: 

12. List the main places you have lived, with approximate dates:

RELIGIOUS AFFILIATIONS/IDENTIFICATIONS:
13. While growing up, how did you identify yourself as a Jew? 

14. Did your family belong to a synagogue? If so, list names, denominations, 

 and approximate years of membership.

15. How do you currently identify yourself as a Jew?

First         Middle       Last

Town/City      State/Province             Country

Name              Date of birth Date of death      Occupation(s)

Name              Date of birth Date of death      Occupation(s)

Name              Date of birth Date of death      Occupation(s)

© Jewish Women’s Archive 2005
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16. Do you currently belong to a synagogue? If so, list names, denominations, 

 and approximate years of membership.

17. Were you or your family involved in Jewish communal organizations?  

 If so, list names and years of membership.

EDUCATIONAL BACKGROUND:
18. Please list all schools attended for your general education:

19. Please list all schools attended for your Jewish education:

WORK (PAID AND VOLUNTEER):
20. Please list all occupations for which you recieved training:

21. Paid employment/jobs held:

School/Location    Course of study       Dates           Degree

School/Location    Course of study       Dates           Degree

School/Location    Course of study       Dates           Degree

School/Location    Course of study       Dates           Degree

School/Location    Course of study       Dates           Degree

School/Location    Course of study       Dates           Degree

School/Location    Course of study       Dates           Degree

School/Location    Course of study       Dates           Degree

Job title                               Employer                      Dates

Job title                               Employer                      Dates

Job title                               Employer                      Dates
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  Name   Date of birth    Occupation              Place of residence        No. of children

  Name   Date of birth    Occupation              Place of residence        No. of children

  Name   Date of birth    Occupation              Place of residence        No. of children

  Name   Date of birth    Occupation              Place of residence        No. of children

22. Please list any volunteer work (civic, community, religious, charitable 
 and/or political) that has had any personal significance:

23. Hobbies and special interests:

PERSONAL INFORMATION:
24. What best describes your current status (check one):
 

 Married          Committed relationship          Single          Widowed          Divorced

25. Date of first marriage/committed relationship (if applicable):

 Husband/Partner’s name:

 Date of birth:      If deceased, date of death:

 Place of birth:

 Occupation(s):

26. Date of second marriage/committed relationship (if applicable):

 Husband/Partner’s name: 

 Date of birth:      If deceased, date of death:

 Place of birth:

 Occupation(s): 

27. If you have children, please list:

Organization              Type of work or position                      Dates

Organization              Type of work or position                      Dates

Organization              Type of work or position                      Dates

First          Middle               Last

First           Middle               Last

First          Middle               Last

First           Middle               Last

© Jewish Women’s Archive 2005
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28. Please describe three significant events or issues in your life that you would like to 

 discuss in an interview. Each of these should reflect different aspects of your life: for 

 example, personal and family, religion, community activities, paid and volunteer work.

 1.

 

 2.

 

 3.

29. Please list other historical events (local, regional, national, or international), sociocultural  

 or political changes, or shifts in attitudes that have affected you in a significant way.

Additional thoughts or comments:

 

Completed by:                  Date:
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PR ELIMINA RY R ELE A SE FOR M   

Name of Narrator:     Interview Date(s):

Location of Interview:

Home Address:

  

Telephone: (           )         (           )
                     

1. I, the Narrator, acknowledge that I have participated in an interview for the

            oral history project and that the  

interview was recorded with my full and complete knowledge and consent.

2. I hereby give to         the recordings of this interview, 

and I grant and assign all rights, title, and interests, including copyright, of whatever kind 

from this information and interview to                       .

3. I understand that my interview may be used by                       , 

subject to any restrictions listed below. Such use may include, but is not limited to, publica-

tion in all media (print, graphic, film, and electronic media, including Web sites) currently in  

existence or yet to be developed in the future.

4. I understand that, in the future, the                    intends to 

donate my interview to local and national repositories for its long-term preservation and use 

by scholars, researchers, educators, and the general public.  

Signature of Narrator:               Date: 

 Street                                                      Apt. no.

 City                                                      State                                      Zip code

 Home                                                 Work/Other 

Organization and Project Title

(Organization and Project Title) 

(Organization)

(Organization)

(Organization)

© Jewish Women’s Archive 2005

(Organization)
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Name of Narrator:     Interview Date(s):

Location of Interview:

Home Address:

  

Telephone: (           )         (           )
                     

1. I, the Narrator, acknowledge that I have participated in an interview for the

            oral history project and that the  

interview was recorded with my full and complete knowledge and consent.

2. I hereby give to         the recordings of this interview, 

and I grant and assign all rights, title, and interests, including copyright, of whatever kind 

from this information and interview to                                  .

3. I understand that my interview may be used by                       , 

subject to any restrictions listed below. Such use may include, but is not limited to, publica-

tion in all media (print, graphic, film, and electronic media, including Web sites) currently in  

existence or yet to be developed in the future.

4. Any limitations that I wish to place on the use of the audio recording, transcripts, or pho-

tographs are listed below:

Signature of Narrator:               Date: 

Organization and Project Title

FINA L R ELE A SE FOR M   

(Organization and Project Title) 

(Organization)

(Organization)

(Organization)

 Street                                                      Apt. no.

 City                                                      State                                      Zip code

 Home                                                 Work/Other 

© Jewish Women’s Archive 2005
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INTERV IE W LOG   

Narrator’s name:                   Interview Date:

Interviewer’s name:                 Location:

Recording I.D. label:

Recording format (please check):

 Video Type:  / -inch VHS            High-8            Digital            Other

 Audio Type: Cassette tape         Type                              Length

    Sides recordered:   A only            A and B                                 

    Digital (DAT):            Mini-disk:            Other:

    Speed recorded, if applicable:

Approximate length of interview:

SUMMARY OF CONTENTS

Counter Number:    Notations:

Tape/Disk no.           of         , Side            

Organization and Project Title

First     Middle                  Last

(normal, LP2, other)

Hours  Minutes

© Jewish Women’s Archive 2005

1 2
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INTERV IE W LOG PAGE  XX
2, 3, etc.

Narrator’s name:                   Date:

Oral Historian:             Location:

Label ID:         Approximate Total Length of Interview:

Counter Number:    Notations:

Tape/Disk no.           of         , Side            

© Jewish Women’s Archive 2005

First     Middle                  Last
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PROPER WORD FORM

Name of Narrator:     Interview Date(s):

Interviewer:                 Telephone: (           )

Location of Interview:

Recording I.D. label:

Please list below, in the order recorded, the proper names and other words that a 

transcriber or researcher might have difficulty spelling or understanding.

 Organization and Project Title

1.

3.

5.

7.

9.

11.

13.

15.

17.

19.

21.

23.

2.

4.

6.

8.

10.

12.

14.

16.

18.

20.

22.

24.



M i s s o d e  P i h a ,  b e l ove d  m e m b e r  o f  S e a t t l e ’ s  S e p h a r d i c  c o m m u n i t y
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 L a u r i e  S c h w a b  Z a b i n ,  f a c u l t y  m e m b e r  a t  J o h n s  H o p k i n s



I still believe  
that the 
strength  

of Judaism  
lies a great  
deal in the  

woman’s role.

‘

Sarah Kappelman Harris
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www.dickinson.edu/organizations/oha

H-Oralhist (oral history listserv)
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I’ve lived in an  
extraordinarily  

wonderful period from  
1924 to now. It’s over  

75 years of extraordinary 
growth and a narrowing  

of the world. I think  
the biggest change is in 

communication – thank 
heavens for email!
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Help us learn from you!
Please email your comments 

and suggestions  
to oralhistory@jwa.org.




