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As Jewish activists sought to build a modern, secular culture in the late nineteenth 
century they stressed the need to conduct research in and about Yiddish, the traditionally 
denigrated vernacular of European Jewry. By documenting and developing Yiddish and 
its culture, they hoped to win respect for the language and rights for its speakers as a 
national minority group. The Yidisher visnshaftlekher institut [Yiddish Scientific Institute], 
known by its acronym YIVO, was founded in 1925 as the first organization dedicated to 
Yiddish scholarship. Throughout its history, YIVO balanced its mission both to pursue 
academic research and to respond to the needs of the folk, the masses of ordinary Yiddish-
speaking Jews. This talk will explore the origins of Yiddish scholarship and why YIVO’s 
work was seen as crucial to constructing a modern Jewish identity in the Diaspora.

Cecile Kuznitz is Associate Professor of Jewish history and Director of Jewish Studies at 
Bard College. She received her Ph.D. in modern Jewish history from Stanford University and 
previously taught at Georgetown University. She has held fellowships at the US Holocaust 
Memorial Museum, the Oxford Centre for Hebrew and Jewish Studies, and the Center for 
Advanced Judaic Studies at the University of Pennsylvania. In summer 2013 she was a Visiting 
Scholar at Vilnius University. She is the author of several articles on the history of the YIVO 
Institute for Jewish Research, the Jewish community of Vilna, and the field of Yiddish Studies.
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