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Introduction

Raised in the cloistered world of Brooklyn’s Satmar sect of Hasidic Judaism, 
Deborah Feldman struggled as a naturally curious child to make sense of and 
obey the rigid strictures that governed her daily life. From what she could 
read to whom she could speak with, virtually every aspect of her identity 
was tightly controlled. Married at age seventeen to a man she had met for 
only thirty minutes and denied a traditional education—sexual or other-
wise—she was unable to consummate the relationship for an entire year. 
Her resultant debilitating anxiety went undiagnosed and was exacerbated 
by the public shame of having failed to serve her husband. In exceptional 
prose, Feldman recalls how stolen moments reading about the empowered 
literary characters of Jane Austen and Louisa May Alcott helped her to see 
an alternative way of life—one she knew she had to seize when, at the age 
of nineteen, she gave birth to a son and realized that more than just her own 
future was at stake.
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Questions and Topics for Discussion

1. The heroines in the books Deborah read as a girl were her first inspira-
tions, the first to make her consider her own potential outside of her
community. Which literary characters have inspired you?

2. As a girl, with two absentee parents and an outspoken nature, Deborah
was systematically made to feel different or “bad.” How did the struc-
ture of Satmar Hasidic culture make her feel such shame, and how did
this shame serve to subjugate her?

3. When Deborah learns that King David—a revered historical figure
who supposedly did no wrong—is a murderer and a hypocrite, she
writes, “I am not aware at this moment that I have lost my innocence.
I will realize it many years later.” What is the line between innocence
and willful ignorance? How did Deborah’s ability and willingness to
question authority and think for herself change the course of her life?

4. The cloistered Satmar community is located on the outskirts of New
York City, one of the most racially, spiritually, and culturally diverse
places in America. How do aspects of the outside world enter Debo-
rah’s consciousness, and how do you think these glimpses of life outside
her insular community affected her development?

5. Deborah writes of the various ways she was restricted and constrained
by her religion, but her grandparents found solace in the strict Hasidic
community after the Holocaust. Were there any positive aspects of her
tightly knit sect?

6. How was Deborah’s life affected by gossip and the fear of scrutiny from
her friends and neighbors? How have other people’s judgments and
criticisms affected your own life?

7. How much were Deborah’s Bubby and her aunts responsible for the
unhappiness in her life? How much free will did they have, given their
cultural restrictions?

8. When it is time for Deborah to find a husband, her ordinarily stingy
Zeidy starts spending money. How does this rampant materialism con-
flict with the community’s values of modesty and simplicity? How does
this kind of materialism differ from and how is it similar to materialism
in secular life?

9. Discuss your reaction to the fact that Deborah’s mother fled the com-
munity. How different do you think Deborah’s life would have been if
her mother had not left?
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10. Even though her marriage is arranged and she has very little say in the
matter, Deborah originally views her impending nuptials as an oppor-
tunity for freedom. Was she naive? Did her marriage to Eli constrain
her even more than she already was?

11. Deborah’s description of going to the mikvah is one of the most har-
rowing in the book. How did her experience at the ritual baths expose
the most glaring hypocrisies of her religion?

12. How did Deborah’s responsibilities shift when her son was born? What
do you think ultimately led her to summon the courage to leave her
community?

13. Deborah writes about the abuses that are allowed to run rampant in the
Satmar community—from her own father’s untreated mental illness
to pedophilia. From Deborah’s account of life in the Satmar Hasidic
religion, do you think the community will ever be able to change or be
reformed?

Enhance Your Book Club

1. Food was a major aspect of Deborah’s family and religious life. Try out
some recipes for Eastern European delicacies, like egg kichel or babka,
and share with your book club.

2. Deborah’s love of pop music was a shameful secret when she was grow-
ing up. Plan a group outing to a karaoke bar and belt out your favorite
guilty pleasures.

3. James, Deborah’s professor at Sarah Lawrence, suggests that she read
some Yiddish poetry that has been translated into English. Have each
member of your book group find a poem that was originally written in
Yiddish and recite it to the group. Is there anything about the poem
that reflects a particular cultural point of view or gives a hint of the
Yiddish temperament or sense of humor?
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