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Editorial
For the second year running, the
autumn and winter issues of the
Jewish Quarterly have been combined
into a double issue. The 2013 double
issue celebrated the magazine’s 60th
anniversary. The 2014 double issue
commemorates a much less happy
occasion—last summer’s conflict in
Gaza and Israel.
While there is plenty of ‘normal’
Jewish Quarterly content in this issue,
the centrepiece is the ‘After Gaza’
section. The section contains a wide
range of responses to the Gaza conflict
and to the issues that it raised.
Some might be wondering why we
are publishing this section now, rather
in our summer issue, which appeared
in late-August. Haven’t we missed the
boat? On the contrary, the decision to
delay our response was a conscious
choice. As the editorial explained in the
summer issue, the flood of discourse
during and immediately after the
conflict was so overwhelming that we
did not feel that joining in the rush to
judgement would be an appropriate
role for the Jewish Quarterly.
The choice not to discuss the
Gaza conflict in the summer issue
did upset a few readers. But the

decision goes to the heart of what
the Jewish Quarterly—and other
literary magazines—is for in a world of
proliferating online discourse. What
we can offer is slowness in a world of
instantaneous comment. The ‘always
on’ present threatens to eclipse the
value of considered judgement and
thoughtful reflection.
In a way, then, this year’s double
issue is as much of a celebration
as last year’s was. While the event
commemorated is a horrible one, our
response to it is a celebration of the
value of the long-term thinking that a
literary journal can provide.
As we go to press (mid-November)
it looks as if Israel is errupting in a new
kind of conflict - and we will respond
in time, with the same care and
consideration.
Although there was no conscious
attempt to do so, much of the content
of the rest of the issue seems to echo
the statement we are making in After
Gaza. The wonderful essays by Harry
Rand, John McHugo, Ross Perlin
and Harry Freedman all reflect on
the past in the light of the present.
Sometimes, as in Rand’s revelation
of the links between fatted goose

liver and medieval antisemitism, or
McHugo’s biography of a Jewish-born
Egyptian Islamist, the past seems to
be an utterly alien world. But the past
can also be worth preserving, as in
Perlin’s discussion of the endangered
Jewish language Bukhori, or a source of
inspiration as in Freedman’s discussion
of Ibn Ezra’s ‘Britishness.’
This issue also has up-to-theminute discussions of the latest
books, art, television, and much else.
But even here, the Jewish Quarterly
is also a space in which taking the
long-view can be as exciting as the
latest blog post: Will Self ’s review of
Flann O’Brien’s The Third Policeman,
which was first published in 1969—
the first in a series in which literary
figures read and review a book they
never read but always meant to—is as
incisive a piece of criticism as if the
book came out yesterday.
So this issue is a ‘timely’ one, even
if a large chunk of it reflects on the
past. And who knows? Maybe this
issue of the Jewish Quarterly will
stand the test of time better than the
frenzy of instant commentary that
now dominates our world. — JQ
DOI:10.1080/0449010X.2014.978562 ©Keith Kahn-Harris 2014

Note: On page 37 of the summer 2014 issue
of the Jewish Quarterly, Samuel Kleinn’s
essay ‘The Mark of Lilith’ implied that
Richard Strauss was a ‘Jewish composer’.
This was an error that crept in while the
author was editing the article. during the
editing process. Samuel Klein never believed
that Strauss was Jewish.

KEITH KAHN-HARRIS
EDITOR
Jewish Quarterly — Autumn / Winter 2014
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Joseph Finlay
Farming in Yiddish

Yisroel Bass
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¶ The first thing you need to know about
Yiddish farm is that it is not a joke. It’s neither
a punchline to a quip involving rabbis, herring
or schlemiels, nor a set for a surreal Catskills
comedy skit. Nor is it a heritage re-enactment
park somewhere outside Warsaw where gentile
tourists can interact with Yankel the sheepshearer and Sorehle the kosher cow. No, Yiddish
farm is absolutely for real, and constitutes
a serious attempt to rethink modern Jewish
identity. Here, a smattering of Yinglish—
chutzpah, naches, shvitzing and mishpocha—
won’t get you very far. At Yiddish Farm, the
language is treated with utmost seriousness—
and if you want to learn the language seriously, in
an immersive environment where you can chat
to a range of native speakers, it’s hard to imagine
a better place to do so.
Founded in 2010, but only in its present site
from 2012, Yiddish farm occupies an idyllic site
in rural upstate New York near the small town of
Goshen. Despite the grandiose ambitions of its
founding charter (written in Yiddish, naturally),
the farm has the ramshackle charm of a small
kibbutz, with communal meals round a huge
table, distinctly basic living accommodation
and a cabal of ever-hungry chickens forever at
large. At the heart of everything are founders
and organisers Naftali Ejdelman and Yisroel
Bass. They make an effective team, but display
a surprising reversal of roles: Ejdelman the
gregarious native speaker writes all the English
language funding applications (both Jewish and
agricultural) that keep the project alive, while
the more austere Bass, who learned Yiddish as a
teenager and now dislikes speaking anything else,
deals with the outside Yiddish-speaking world,
styling himself “ambassador to Monsey, Kiryas
Joel and Brooklyn.”
Alongside them are a motley crew of
idiosyncratic Yiddishists who come to teach,
cook and generally hang out—representatives
of New York’s thriving non-Chassidic Yiddishspeaking community. Not that Yiddish Farm
separates itself from the ultraorthodox world;
it has several Chassidic farm staff, who are not
averse to revolutionary socialist song sessions;
and its open days attract a wide range of Yiddishspeaking children, keen to take part in hay
rides, archery and bonfires. While most other
Yiddish programmes are firmly secular, Yiddish
farm attempts to create a bridge between the
ragtag bag of leftist and countercultural Jews
who wish to reclaim the culture of their socialist
ancestors, and the ultraorthodox world in which
Yiddish is a thriving everyday language. As a
result, while students are predominantly secular
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Judy Batalion
The Hilarity of “The
Hilarity of Death and
Deadlines”
¶ At a recent family funeral, my 78-year-old father
walked us over to an area of the Jewish cemetery
and gleefully declared: “here’s my plot!” Then he
shooed an uncle off the land, “Hey, treat it well….”
For decades, he’s been prepping for his grand
departure. Each of my visits home includes a tour
of his account numbers and current testament
drafts (mostly kept in plastic bags in his office). A
child of poverty, he wants to ensure exactly where
his life’s savings, not to mention his corpse, will
land. To my mother, on the other hand, the word
‘will’ is used only with ‘will you please
eat something.’
It’s this latter type who catalyse the opening
dilemma of New Yorker cartoonist and book
illustrator Roz Chast’s new graphic memoir,
Can’t We Talk About Something More Pleasant?
Recently nominated for a National Book Award,
Chast’s first solo long-form work opens with a
conversation between her and her parents: “So…
do you guys ever think about… THINGS?” she
asks. “What kind of things?” her parents ask,
laughing it off. Set in hospitals, nursing homes,
and her parents’ Brooklyn apartment—featuring
a 1950s blender, drawer full of jar lids, and
chock-full-of-junk “crazy closet”—this is a tale of
the emotional, physical and financial struggles
involved in taking care of aging parents—some of
whom live for a long, long time. Chast’s parents
both died in their mid-90s.
“This was like a travel book,” Chast said
during her autumn appearance at the Brooklyn
Book Festival. “I had to go to a place where I’ve
never been.” On a grey day, in a dark hall, a
buzzing multi-age crowd came to hear her speak
alongside irreverent, sardonic Bob Mankoff, the
New Yorker’s cartoon editor best known for his
book How About Never: Is Never Good For You?
(Other gems of his displayed for the applauding
audience included the cartoon of a Chassid on a
cell phone with the caption, “I’m available 24/6”;
relationship goodies like “Look, I can’t promise
I’ll change, but I can promise I’ll pretend to
change”; “I’m sorry dear. I wasn’t listening. Could
you repeat what you’ve said since we’ve been
married?”; as well as the grim reaper’s greeting:
“Don’t worry, change is good.”) The panel,
chaired by comic scholar Hillary Chute, was called
“The Hilarity of Death and Deadlines.”
Chast read aloud parts from her new book,
including “the wheel of doom,” a graphic that
demonstrates her parents’ theories about how
most activities (i.e. wearing mascara) lead
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Jews, the farm is strictly kosher and shomer
shabbos, producing a range of products for the
kosher market, such as organic shmurah matzos
and tzitzis made from the wool of its friendly,
Yiddish-speaking sheep.
Yiddish Farm sees itself as inheritors of the
Jewish territorialist movement that sought
(like Zionism) a territory for Jews, but (unlike
Zionism) did not require it to be in the land of
Israel and did not advocate a fully-fledged state.
The Frayland Lige spent the 1930s energetically
seeking a country willing to host a Yiddishspeaking autonomous territory—with serious
attempts in Kimberley, Western Australia, and in
Surinam. Having failed in their attempts (in part
due to heavy Zionist lobbying against the plans)
in the post-war years, the league retired to New
York where it focussed on promoting Yiddish
language and culture. A few members set up small
farms—Ejdelman’s grandfather amongst them.
Connecting past to present, Bass believes that
Orange County New York (where Yiddish farm
is situated) could in the future become a new
Yiddish territory, as 25% of the population are
already Yiddish speakers. While Bass’ theory may
be a little outlandish (as is his suggestion that most
American Jews will speak Yiddish in 100 years),
his suggestion that Yiddish Farm offers a model
for Chassidim to live sustainably outside the city is
fascinating and seemingly plausible.
Much of the Jewish world seems to believe
that a vibrant Jewish life is only possible in Israel,
or for the strictly religious, or within various tight
ideological constraints. But when sitting round
the Yiddish farm bonfire singing a bizarre paean
to garlic (a knobl-lied), bathing in the outdoor,
frog-filled mikve, belting out hundred-year-old
Bundist anthems, and learning agricultural
vocabulary whilst farming the wheat fields, it
really doesn’t feel like that. At present, more a
language school with a farm attached, Yiddish
Farm is either insane or visionary; a venture
that could turn out to be a major project in
the renewal of diaspora Jewish identity, or an
interesting aberration that will fizzle out in few
years. The new Yiddish territorialists are not
alone in trying to think big—all Jewish groups
with any vision are trying to second guess the
future and create the institutions that will build
a diaspora Jewishness for the next 100 years. But
looking ahead is always something of a fool’s
game. As Ejdelman and Bass would be the first to
admit, der mentsh trakht un Got lakht (man plans
and God laughs).
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ultimately to misery (blindness). The memoir
serves a double portrait of her parents, focusing
primarily on the last years of their lives, and her
relationship with them.
Though her subjects are
frail and confused, she
does not depict them
sentimentally. Instead,
she is pungently honest,
struggling through
the complicated and
ambivalent feelings that
come with the situation:
these people drove me
crazy my whole life,
and now I have to take
care of them. (And, as I
always say, they are more
difficult than children, in
that they have free will.)
Just under her mélange
of resentment, pity and
anxiety, lies the unspoken fear that, if we’re lucky,
we’ll soon be that aged person too.
Chast explores how feelings set in youth
continue adamantly, despite external
circumstances, despite mature self-awareness.
Though she avoided even visiting Brooklyn
for most of her adult life, now thrown back in
close and constant contact with her parents,
old annoyances return with a surprising
vengeance. Her mother comes off as stubborn
and domineering; her father, as meek and odd in
habit—she is driven crazy, as she always was, by
his unusual dining peccadillos (only pie crust, cut
from the sides), as well as by his eroding mind,
loosing her cool when forced to continually repeat
simple facts. She is appalled by the layer of grime
that covers her parents’ apartment, even though
she knows it results from a lack of domestic
awareness that is itself a deeply sad sign of aging.
Her love and affection for her folks appears
through her dedication, anxiety, and the
endeavour of writing about them (the book
affectionately contains poems that her mother
composed). Having said that, I was surprised
when she explained to the literary crowd how
supportive her parents had been of her career,
paying her way at first, proud that she was
published in the New Yorker, to which they
subscribed, even if they didn’t understand the
humour, or why she would not want a teaching
job with a pension. (She mentioned her father
used to carry around a New Yorker cartoon
of a man at his shrink with the caption: “I feel
inadequate because I don’t understand the
cartoons in the New Yorker.”)
Mankoff reflected on Chast’s unique vision:
she creates graphic tales where the story matters
as much as the drawing, and she gracefully
merges humour with seriousness and pathos.
“Humour is only about unhappiness,” he said.
“There is no humour about good vacations….
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Humour is from fear, from tragedy, or at least
from something very annoying.”
Can’t We Talk is a quick and engaging read,
which benefits from its malleable, hybrid
form. The prose is straightforward, but the
images and designs are varied, providing a
well-paced collage of elements. Chast’s naïve,
childlike scribble softens the dark subject
matter, ensuring it’s not heavy-handed,
quietly referring to the childlike nature of the
elderly, as well as her own childish reactions.
Evidenced in the overload of audience
agreement (“I also went through that…”),
Chast speaks from the heart to a widespread,
under-discussed social epidemic.
Judy Batalion's first book White Walls: A Memoir
of Motherhood, Daughterhood and the Mess in
Between will be published by NAL/Penguin in 2015.
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978564 © Judy Batalion 2014

Alan Dein
Kol Nidre on the
Jewkbox
¶ From October 2014 to March 2015, the Jewish
Museum Hohenems, in collaboration with the Jewish
Museum Munich, presents the exhibition Jukebox.
Jewkbox! A Jewish century on shellac and vinyl.
The organisers argue that “The history of
humankind’s first global medium is also a history
of Jewish inventors, musicians, composers, music
producers and songwriters. Their music, the
omnipresent sound of the 20th century, its bestknown songs, musicals, and soundtracks was not
always ‘Jewish’ music—but always also a product of
Jewish history and experience.”
A German language catalogue is in production,
featuring essays and reproductions of the covers
from both well-known and obscure records with
a Jewish connection. An English edition will
follow. In the meantime, we are pleased to have
received permission to publish the following essay,
“Psychedelic Kol Nidre,” from the catalogue. The
author is Alan Dein, an oral historian, a multi
award-winning documentary radio broadcaster for
the BBC, a blogger, and a lifelong record collector.
An orchestrated psychedelic rock recording
with a total running time of just under 25
minutes, based on the Kol Nidre, one of the most
solemn, holy and important prayers in the Jewish
calendar. Sounds like a bizarre idea destined for
commercial and critical oblivion? Well, that’s
pretty much what happened to Release of an Oath
by the Electric Prunes when it was released back
in November 1968. Nobody seemed to care, so
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Several of the seven tracks from Release of
an Oath have since been sampled by various
notable hip hop DJs, and the unique funky
and psychedelic sound of David Axelrod’s
discography has received critical acclaim—and
with far more interest than when his records
were first released. But one mystery continued
to linger on. Who actually was playing on
Release of an Oath? It has since emerged that
it wasn’t the actual Electric Prunes at all (as
they were no longer together). Instead, it was
a highly skilled collection of in-house session
musicians performing Axelrod’s moody and
dramatic orchestral arrangements—complete
with thrashing impassioned electric guitar
solos, and the sacred lyrics sung with feeling
and remarkable spiritual integrity.
Axelrod followed on from the Kol Nidre, with
compositions based on the mystical poetry of
William Blake, and then there was an LP called
Earth Rot, a warning about environmental
pollution. In 1993, he returned to an overtly Jewish
theme once again with Requiem: The Holocaust.
I have a tradition that every year, just before
the festival of Yom Kippur, I listen to Release of an
Oath. I hold the cover in both hands, and always
read Jules B Newman’s original sleeve notes. He
describes Axelrod’s Kol Nidre as a modern song of
liberation for mankind, “yearning to free his spirit
of the conqueror’s yoke....” Such is a lament is the
Kol Nidre: “a prayer of antiquity which cleanses
the spirit and enables man to start anew, with his
eyes again on the stars.”
It’s a truly beautiful record. I often think that
it would it be wonderful if listening to Release of
an Oath could somehow be integrated into our
religious education curriculum?
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it disappeared, with surviving copies of the LP
record ending up gathering dust in the racks of
second-hand record shops. A hidden treasure
awaiting rediscovery.
It was 30 years ago, during my regular foraging
excursions to the ‘rarities’ department upstairs
at The Record and Tape Exchange in London’s
Notting Hill. In those days, record collectors were
hunting blind, stumbling upon music without
the help of Wikipedia entries or ancient audio
uploaded onto YouTube.
It was the record cover of Release of an Oath that
first caught my eye—depicting a single left hand,
photographed in a very 1960s style strobe-effect,
giving the impression that the hand is actually in
motion. Above the photograph, printed in bold
letters, was the title, and the name of the band,
The Electric Prunes—who had put out a garage
classic from 1966, I had Too Much to Dream (Last
Night), which was a real favourite of mine. The
real clincher was spotting the words “Kol Nidre.”
So, Release of an Oath is a conceptual JEWISH rock
LP. Could this be possible?!
I flipped the sleeve over, and checked the
notes on the back: the music composed and
arranged by David A. Axelrod “is blending
the melodies of the centuries with today’s
contemporary sounds.” I was hooked. Swiftly, I
handed the empty sleeve over to one of the shop
staff to be reunited with the LP record that was
tucked into one of the stacks of vinyl-packed
shelves behind the counter. I then checked that
the condition (Near Mint) was as described, and
paid the ten-pound asking price. Not cheap, but it
was a ‘rarity’ after all.
The house rules of the Record and Tape
Exchange were a frustration to collectors—they
didn’t allow you to play the record in the shop.
You had to wait to listen to it back home. But this
time, that anticipation was even more significant.
I put the needle on to the edge of the opening
track of Release of an Oath—appropriately
entitled “Kol Nidre” (the actual prayer itself is
recited in the synagogue at the beginning of the
evening service on the Day of Atonement)—and
I was utterly absorbed, and thrilled, by the music.
From the late 1950s, David Axelrod was a
maverick record industry figure. A one-time
drummer and A&R man, a record producer and
arranger—and an avant-garde composer too.
At the turn of 1968, he and the Electric Prunes
had released Mass in F Minor, a psychedelic
Eucharistic concept album sung in Latin. A
fabulous sonic experiment that achieved cult
status as the first ever ‘God Rock’ album. But
for me, as a Jew, it was their subsequent Jewish
project, which I knew nothing about at the time,
that just seemed so incredibly curious
and meaningful.
As is so often the case nowadays, we know
more about the history of this recording than
when the LP was first issued back in 1968—or
when I came across it some 15 years later.
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The First
(and Last)
Jewish
Islamist?

JOHN MCHUGO

John McHugo discusses the life of James Sanua, the extraordinary
Egyptian Jewish intellectual, satirist – and Islamist.

James Sanua was an Egyptian Jew whose life proves
there was nothing inevitable about the tragic divide
that would open up in the twentieth century between
Arabic-speaking Jews and the Muslim majorities of
the countries in which they lived. He is well known as
one of the founders of Egyptian theatre and the father
of the Arabic satirical cartoon, but it is a third claim
to fame that concerns us here. Sanua was one of the
first intellectuals who spoke with a passionate sense of
Egyptian national consciousness and set out to spread
it to the masses. What is fascinating about him, when
viewed from the hindsight of the present day, is that
he often used rhetoric that we would now call Islamist.
The German scholar Eliane Ettmueller has analysed
his satirical work over the key years leading up to the
British occupation of Egypt in 1882. I am indebted to
her scholarship, without which this article could not
have been written.
A Unique Life
A very significant event in the life of James Sanua
occurred while he was in the womb. His mother’s first
three pregnancies had ended in miscarriages and she was
worried that her fourth, too, would not go to full term.
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She therefore sought the spiritual aid of a saintly Muslim
shaykh. He prayed that she and the child would have a
safe delivery, but asked her to promise, in return, that
the child would be raised reading the Qur’an. Sanua was
thus born in Cairo in 1839 into a Sephardic family whose
origins were ultimately Spanish (although his father came
from Livorno), but was brought up learning literary Arabic
and Hebrew as well as Italian and English. His Qur’anic
studies were against his father’s wishes, but his mother
kept her word to the shaykh—although it seems she did
not go as far as bringing the boy up as a Muslim, which the
shaykh had recommended so that “he would lead a long
and prosperous life.” But the story of Sanua’s mother and
the shaykh goes a long way to explaining how Sanua grew
up empathising with Egypt’s Muslim majority in a way
that was rare in a member of a religious minority—just as
a similar degree of empathy with Jews or Christians would
have been unusual in a Muslim.
In 1835, aged 13, he was sent to Livorno with a
scholarship provided by his father’s employer, Prince
Ahmad Yakan. Yakan was minister of finance and
brother of Ismail Pasha, who would become the Khedive,
or Ottoman viceroy of Egypt, in 1863. On his return in
1855, he taught languages and science, and at one point
tutored the Khedive’s children. In the 1850s, he took up
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freelance journalism. During the period 1868-71, he taught
at Cairo’s prestigious Ecole Polytechnique, which had been
established to produce an Egyptian technocratic elite, and
was an examiner for government schools.
While in Italy, he fell in love with the theatre and was
exposed to nationalist ideas. Egyptian popular culture had
its own comic and satirical elements. Sanua united these
with the techniques of the European stage in the plays
he wrote largely in colloquial Arabic at the start of the
1870s. But his theatrical activities were cut short as early
as 1872. Some of his plays seem to have antagonised Ismail
Pasha and the representatives of Britain, who became
increasingly influential over the 1870s as the Khedive’s
policies pushed Egypt deep into debt. Sanua’s writings
were soon noteworthy for their hostility to Ismail Pasha,
his son Tawfiq (who was placed on the vice-regal throne
in 1879), and the British, who were his puppeteers.
Sanua turned to secret societies and freemasonry.
He founded a Masonic lodge in 1873 called “The Circle
of Progress”, and established “The Society of those who
love knowledge” in 1875, which was attended at least
occasionally by Ahmad Urabi, who would become a
national hero when he led Egypt’s army against the British
invasion in 1882.
Sanua worked alongside the Islamic reformer
and opponent of European imperialism, Jamal al-din
al-Afghani, who lived in Egypt during the period 18719. He is sometimes considered a disciple of Afghani,
who encouraged his theatrical activities as a way of
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Sanua’s Egyptian Nationalism
Sanua was frank about his place in Egyptian society,
describing himself as a khawagah, a title then used for
non-Muslim gentry. For him, the big divide was between
native Egyptians and the foreigners who dominated so
much of the Egyptian economy. In the first issue of Abu’lnazzara al-zarqa, he called on Egyptians to become a
nation in which people were like different organs in a
single body despite their religious differences. The
government’s injustices befell Muslims, Christians and
Jews alike, while foreigners were protected because of
the privileges granted them. These included the mixed
courts, which established a separate (and superior)
judicial system for foreigners than that to which ordinary
Egyptians were subject.
As Sanua put it in June 1880, “The highest aspiration
of your uncle James, my dears, is that all Egyptians
become friends. I want to talk to you—Jews, Muslims and
Christians—like to brothers. God told the people to love
their neighbours as themselves and he never mentioned
any division among religions. And the lover of civilisation
is happy to enter a coffee-shop or beer garden and to see
Muslims, Christians and Jews together. He will say happily
that theirs is the new era of success of a civilised country.”
That August, he blamed the prime minister for causing
unrest between Christians and Muslims, and proclaimed
Moses the model for resistance: “[T]he first Moses—the
11
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James Sanua

spreading political awareness among ordinary people.
He also worked with Muslim scholars from Cairo’s ancient
religious university, the Azhar. A shaykh from the Azhar,
Muhammad Abdul-Fattah al-Misri, was another pioneer
Egyptian playwright.
Sanua tried to persuade Ismail Pasha to introduce
liberal reforms. When rebuffed, he produced a satirical
newssheet known as Abu’l-nazzara al-zarqa, “The
observer in the blue spectacles”. It lampooned the
Khedive and his government, and was closed down
after two months, but not before it had achieved an
extraordinary popularity. As John Ninet, a Swiss resident
of Alexandria, observed at the time, “[T]here was hardly
a donkey boy of Cairo, or of any of the provincial towns,
who had not heard [Sanua’s newssheets] read, if he could
not read them himself; and in the villages, I can testify
to their influence.”
Following two alleged attempts on his life by Ismail
Pasha’s secret police, Sanua fled to Paris in 1878. But he
would continue his magazine. In 1881, the British consulate
reported it was widely distributed to Egyptian soldiers.
In Paris, he married Zelie Blumenthal in 1884, a French
Jewish woman. The couple had two children who were
given religiously-neutral, Egyptian/Arab names: a son
Hilmi and daughter Layla (“Louli”). Louli would achieve
fame in her own right as a feminist and educator. She died
in 1912 and was buried in a Jewish cemetery in Paris.

one who had talked to God—was able to free the children
of Israel from the tyranny of the Pharaohs and the second
Moses will stop the Egyptian misery which was caused by
the hands of the Minister and his stupid Master.”
The story of Moses, Pharaoh, and the Children of Israel
strikes a chord among followers of all three religions, so it
was a natural one for “Uncle James” to turn to in order to
inspire ordinary people. He sometimes liked to keep his
audience guessing as to his religious identity, in a way that
emphasised he considered it irrelevant compared to the fact
that he was Egyptian. Thus, he makes one of his characters
say, “[N]obody actually knows whether Abu’l- Nazzara is a
Muslim, a Christian or a Jew. For the writing of his texts he
mixes all of the holy books linked to monotheism.”
Use Of Islamist Rhetoric
Both Jamal al-Din Afghani and Muhammad Abduh
(the most influential Muslim scholar in Egypt at the turn
of the twentieth century) taught that Muslims are not
obliged to accept tyranny. Sanua agreed. He was already
playing on his audience’s religious feelings in 1878. Soon
he was attacking Ismail with rhetoric aimed specifically
at a Muslim audience:

JOHN MCHUGO

“O you Muslims, do you see how the peasant
dies from hunger [while] the cruel are wasting
his money…”
Sanua invoked the concept of jihad to support the
struggle for independence. Although, as we have seen,
he had a vision of Muslims, Jews and Christians sitting
together in a beer garden sharing civilised conversation,
he also attacked the Khedive and his ministers for
drinking alcohol. He declared the Khedive’s money haram
(forbidden) because “God curses the blood of the tyrannical
ones .” Shame was another weapon he deployed. He wrote
a sketch in which a foreign consul pays the taxes of a poor
woman. She screams in frustration that the unbelievers
are now teaching morals to the Muslims and blames the
Pharaoh (i.e. the Khedive) for this outrageous low to which
the Muslim community has sunk.
He began to open his newssheets with the Qur’anic
invocation of a pious Muslim, “In the Name of God the
Compassionate, the Merciful.” This did not mean he was
claiming to be a Muslim. “If somebody asks who this Abu’lNazzara is…tell him that my real name is James—this is to
say Ya’qub Sanuwa, son of the Valley of the Nile who was
exiled from his country under Ismail’s rule. The reason for
his exile was his love for his fatherland.” Every reader would
have been well aware that no Muslim is called “James.”
When Ismail was replaced by Tawfiq in June 1879,
Sanua attacked the new Khedive and his ministers for
religious hypocrisy and “for selling the Muslims’ lands
to foreigners and non-believers,” a prelude to a call for
revolution.. By 1881, Sanua’s diatribes from Paris were
studded with doom-laden Qur’anic references as he
12

reproached Egyptians for their passivity in the face of
tyranny. This included, on at least one occasion, the
use of anti-Jewish rhetoric: when he accused the prime
minister of being the son of a Jewish weigher (with the
antisemitic implication that he gave short change). “His
voice is English, his origins are Jewish but he talks Egyptian
Arabic,” mocked Sanua.
Sanua adopted Afghani’s call for Muslims to unite
against Western imperialism because of the threat
posed by “the unbelievers.” He called on preachers to
support the Sultan-Caliph in Istanbul against European
encroachment, and used his Islamist rhetoric to attack
Britain: “The British are turning places of prayer into
night-clubs where they drink the health of the lazy
Egyptian people, in the arms of prostitutes.”
An Idiosyncratic Figure
“The observer in the blue spectacles” accompanied
Sanua to Paris, where he increasingly referred to himself
as “the shaykh in the blue spectacles,” thus adopting
the persona of a Muslim religious dignitary. Perhaps
his unusual education made him a perennial outsider.
In Paris, he gave full rein to his flamboyant side, being
sketched or photographed in a turban and eastern robes,
which were studded with decorations granted to him
in later years by the Sultan-Caliph and even the Shah
of Persia. Was this the sign of an alienation that had its
counterpart when he had drawn attention to his status
as a khawagah (a non-Muslim gentleman), while still in
Egypt? And was there not a disconnect between the very
un-Muslim name “Uncle James” and the Islamist rhetoric
that he often espoused? We can only assume he relished
such contradictions. Scholars have noticed that he tended
to exaggerate his achievements. He was a campaigner
and satirist rather than a thinker, but knew what he
wanted: an end to tyranny and the transformation of
Egypt into a Western, liberal society. He sarcastically
prescribed a medicine for the new Khedive, Tawfiq:

‘Sanua invoked the concept of
jihad to support the struggle
for independence. Although...
he had a vision of Muslims,
Jews and Christians sitting
together in a beer garden
sharing civilised conversation.’
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But, comments Sanua acidly, Tawfiq preferred his
father’s advice over that of Uncle James: “stick to tyrannical
rule and stay away from European liberal thought.”
Sanua hoped to unite the three classes of society:
the bulk of the population who were peasants, the
traditional learned men of religion, and the new class of
ethnically Egyptian army officers who did not come from
the old Turkish-speaking elite surrounding the Khedive.
Combining his use of colloquial Arabic with Qur’anic
rhetoric in his newssheets that were often recited to
illiterate audiences, he set out to arouse the masses and
bring them together.
Today, when we are all too conscious of Al-Qa’idah,
Boko Haram, Al-Shabaab, and most recently, the
self-styled “Islamic State”, Sanua’s combination of
liberalism and Islamism may seem strange to some.
Yet there has always been a liberal streak in Islamist
thought that continues to this day. Freemasonry and
the theatre were (and are) associated with secularism,
but al-Afghani, one of the founders of modern Islamic
consciousness, was also a freemason who encouraged
Sanua, the dramatist, alongside al-Misri, the religious
scholar, who was also a playwright.
What are we to make of his occasional use of antiJewish rhetoric? Did he see the dangerous path along
which it might lead? Such rhetoric had its roots in the
disdain Muslims, Christians and Jews had traditionally
shown towards each other. He used it as a device to
rouse his audience. It appears to have been a tool, no
more than that. Although it is sometimes asserted that
he converted to Islam, his marriage and the fact that he
was buried in a Jewish cemetery, do not support this. His
life contains more than enough evidence that at heart he
was a secularist of the kind that is not hostile to religion,
but sees it as a force for good.
Up until World War Two, the Egyptian Jewish
community continued to grow in numbers, and many Jews
followed Sanua into the arts. Tragically, however, things
would change. The Zionist project could hardly be said to
have begun when Sanua left Egypt for France in 1879, but
in time, the conflict over Palestine would poison relations
between Arabic-speaking Jews and the Muslim majorities
of the countries that were their homes. The Egyptian
community was greatly weakened following riots, rough
treatment by the authorities and a general suspicion of
Jews at the time of the events in Palestine during 1947-9
that led to the creation of Israel. Yet it was the Suez Crisis
of 1956 that destroyed it. Following Israel’s invasion of
Egypt in co-ordination with Britain and France, Jewish
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Sanua's unflattering portrayal of Ismail Pasha, the
Khedive of Egypt, lusting after a buxom servant woman
PHOTO COURTESY OF ELIANE ETTMUELLER AND THE PROJECT "GAUGING CULTURAL ASYMMETRIES: ASIAN SATIRE AND
THE SEARCH FOR IDENTITY IN THE ERA OF COLONIALISM AND IMPERIALISM" AT THE CLUSTER OF EXCELLENCE "ASIA
AND EUROPE IN A GLOBAL CONTEXT" OF HEIDELBERG UNIVERSITY.

property was sequestrated along with that of British and
French residents. Very unfairly, anyone who was Jewish
was then perceived as disloyal to Egypt: to all intents and
purposes a national of a hostile power.
In the midst of all this, an approach was made
to Sanua’s daughter Layla in 1955 to purchase his
manuscripts for an Israeli archive. She told the Egyptian
magazine al-Musawwar, “My father was not a Jew. He
was Egyptian. His legacy is the property of Egypt.” She
then told the magazine’s readers the story of Sanua’s
mother and the shaykh who had asked for Sanua to
be raised a Muslim. Al-Musawwar added that he had
participated in the culture of all three faiths, something
that had always been commonplace among Egyptians at
a popular level. Yet the poison continued to spread. In
1979, the organisers of a theatrical festival in Cairo were
ordered not to perform three of Sanua’s plays, which they
had intended to revive.
***
The Arab-Israeli conflict would ensure that few Jews
in the generations after Sanua would become nationalists
in Arabic-speaking countries. Instead, the overwhelming
majority in Egypt and the lands to the East would
eventually face exile and sequestration of their property,
and in some cases a worse fate.
Sanua had no direct influence on Arab nationalism or
Islamism as these evolved during the twentieth century, but
it is interesting to see how later activists used some of the
13

T H E F I R ST ( A N D L A ST ) J E W I S H I S L A M I ST ?

“Take equal portions of religion, legislation, justice,
fairness, humanism, civilisation…sympathy…
honesty…and the best ethics. You mix all of these
in a mortar which consists of pure love. You grind
vigorously until all of it becomes one and does
not separate anymore…. You have to take it every
day before you get up, before you meet people.”

JOHN MCHUGO
One of Sanua's cartoons showing a European humiliating an Egyptian peasant
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IN A GLOBAL CONTEXT" OF HEIDELBERG UNIVERSITY.

same rhetorical tools. The story of Moses and Pharaoh would
retain its power. Perhaps the most famous (or infamous)
instance would be when Lieutenant Khaled Islambouli
assassinated President Sadat and shouted, “I have killed
the Pharaoh.” Islambouli was an Islamist militant who
rejected the liberal values Sanua embodied. His words were
certainly not an allusion to Sanua’s description of Egypt’s
nineteenth century rulers as pharaohs, but this should not
blind us to the identical imagery.
Sanua’s dilemma as an Egyptian nationalist who
was not a Muslim would be shared by many Christian
pan-Arabists. In 1923, the Syrian Christian Yusuf al-‘Issa
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called for the birthday of the Prophet Muhammad to be
made a national holiday so as to unite the entire Arabicspeaking nation. The supreme example, however, has to
be Michel Aflaq, another Syrian Christian who was the
theoretician of the form of Arab nationalism known as
Ba’thism. Ba’thism was an ultra-secularist movement,
but its rhetoric borrowed Qur’anic language. In Aflaq’s
secularist slogan, “One Arab nation with an eternal
message,” the words used for both “nation” (ummah)
and “message” (risalah) have strong Qur’anic overtones.
Sanua would have understood. — JQ
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978570 © John McHugo 2014
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Poem by Hilary Davies
In The Jewish Quarter
Imperial City of Worms, Rhineland Palatinate
I dreamt I was in the city again:
Halfway in the street, between the immaculate gables
And the scrubbed cobbles. I looked up,
Wondering at the perfect plaster and the lack of damp.
There was discreet lettering on the shop fronts,
Orderly furniture in the windows.
Odourless air. I advanced a step.
My foot cracked in the silence but no-one answered it.
Not one door opened, nor child’s pinafore caught on the wind
Flashed at a corner. The stars, the moons,
The geese and the green trees were all gone
From the lintels, the names shorn away.
What cold hand touched my heart!
Jittering, I followed the alleyway down
Round the familiar bend to the well, the centre.
I hung over the dark rim to search the way in:
The cistern was dry, like an eye blinded.
So I leant under the lime tree and dreamed.

Just so had I seen their faces illuminated,
One night, amongst the press of the crowd,
Their eyes aflame as the door swung open
And the men surged, exultant,
From the transformed house with the new Torah
High on their shoulders in the blaze of His canopy.
Pluck the zither, beat the tabor, the street was full of dancing,
Gather the throng towards the ark, the centre;
Ruth, Lili, Abigail and Rachel, raise Him a sanctuary
That He may dwell among you.
I saw the flares like stars through storm clouds
Dip and flicker down towards the synagogue
And one by one by one by one the voices flickered also,
Winking and vanishing until all was silence,
The door closed upon them and they were folded home.

And as I dreamed, they came.
Crowding down to the water and chattering,
Passing the babies from sister to sister,
All the daily things slipping from their lips,
Like the lap of a stream running,
Moving, bobbing and returning
As if it would never end.
I saw them all, as I dreamed.
Little Lili Reichmann, Abigail Moses, Ruth Levine
With her fierce glances, stout Rachel Oppenheim
Always blithe. Round the well they clustered
Their loves, hopes, merriment, drawn on a skein
Above their heads and spinning in the sunlight
Like the crown of heaven.

HILARY DAVIES
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My interest in cooking began in
early childhood when I learned from
my maternal grandmother the complexities
of making chicken soup, the panacea for all ills
and the sine qua non of many a Jewish table.
The preparation started at first light, silence and
solitude (which concentrated the mind) being two
key ingredients. I can see my grandmother now, a
formidable woman who, given the opportunity, could
have masterminded a business, run a bank, removed
an appendix or captured the Falklands, a veritable
ladle-wielding Boadicea, standing in her kitchen
with its free-standing enameled gas-cooker and
oil-cloth-covered table, overseeing a black
enamel pot large enough to bath a baby.

In those far-off days, the scrawny
poultry arrived, unprepossessingly,
not only with complimentary residual
stubble—overlooked in the plucking—which
must be removed over a flame, but with its full set
of giblets (including a pair of scaly feet) and, if you
were lucky, a slithery handful of golden eggs.
The preparation of the bird, still in possession of
its innards, was not for the faint of heart for whom
today’s prepared, pre-packed, cellophane-wrapped
portions are a doddle. My grandmother took it
in stride, and once the bird had been groomed
to her satisfaction, held it up by the legs for a
final inspection before tossing it nonchalantly
into the pot, covering it with cold
water and, in a Herculean effort,
heaving it on to the stove.
16

Only then did the ritual, which
required the eyes of a hawk and the skill of a
prestidigitator, begin. In devotional silence, eyes
never leaving the cauldron, we waited for the water to boil.
Too slow and the anticipated scum would have come and gone;
too quick and it would not yet have formed. Silence and timing
were key. When the moment was right, the lid would be whipped
off and the ritual (which would ensure a translucent broth rather
than a muddy and opaque liquid), would begin.
Holding the lid aloft in her left hand and with a ladle in her right,
this maîtresse de maison, this master-chef of her day, would, with
votive patience, remove the unappetizing grey foam, which had
formed on the soup, before adding half-a-glass of ice-cold water
and a pinch of salt. Three times, with the solemnity of a priestess
at the altar, my grandmother would repeat the process.
Three times before she would allow that all was well.
When the broth was cleared to her satisfaction,
my grandmother would breathe a sigh of relief,
lower the gas flame and turn her attention to
the vegetables, of which a minimum of
eight were required.
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The soup, now ready, was not
yet complete, and it was here that, as
sous-chef, I came into my own. The addition
of matzoh balls —matzoh meal, beaten egg,
chicken fat and water—rolled with wetted hands
(solid as bullets or ethereal as gossamer, according to
your skill), was mandatory: it was my turn to shine, and
when the soup was served, a dozen spoons tackled the
motley collection of spheres. I held my childish breath.
My grandmother’s chicken soup was a two-day job.
Was it worth the effort that went into what was, at the
end of the day, a bowl of soup? Eating is a basic activity
that is necessary not only for survival but is inextricably
connected to social function. Eating habits, the choice
of companions, and the reasons behind these choices,
are fundamental to the fostering and
understanding of our society. Eating rituals
provide a framework that directly reflects
human desires and behaviour.
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Some three hours later, according
to the age of the bird, the chicken would
be removed from the broth, the meat taken
from the bones—later to be disguised with a
tasty sauce—and the carcass returned to the saucepan.
When the cooking, preferably carried out a day earlier,
was finished, and the contents of the saucepan cooled,
it was strained through a fine-meshed sieve into a clean
bowl. The flaccid vegetables were discarded, and the
giblets—for those who fancied neck, stomach and feet—
were returned to the broth, which, when cool enough,
I was allowed to place gently into the ante-deluvian
fridge, where it turned into a jelly, the fat solidified
into a rich layer at the top. This was carefully
removed and (in those carefree days before
the link between hydrogenated fats and
high cholesterol had been recognized),
used for frying or baking.

I would not wish the old days back.
Today’s women have better things to do,
and chicken soup does not rank high on their
agendas. On family occasions, however, when I look
round my well-filled dining-table, when I politely declare my
daughters’ culinary efforts superior to my own, I wonder whether
we have locked the door on a heritage informed by culinary
tradition and thrown away the key. While the French have their
frogs legs and their cassoulet, the Italians their pasta, the Germans
their Tafelspitz, the Bangladeshis their rice, the Hungarians their
goulash, the Pakistanis their chapattis, and the Indians their sambas
and rasams, will my own occasional efforts to perpetuate my
grandmother’s chicken-soup preserve (for a generation at least), not
only my inextricable links with my maternal grandmother, but with
my own past? ‘Chicken soup’ is now found on restaurant menus
world-wide. It has become a cliché and is bandied about as a cureall by stand-up comedians. Were my grandmother to taste some
of the efforts to reproduce her ambrosia, they would not pass
muster. Not because she has taken her recipe to the
grave with her. There was no recipe.
Merely a secret ingredient.
I am willing to bet it was ‘love’.
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In addition to the run-of-the mill
parsnips, celery, leeks and swedes,
my grandmother swore by something called
`root’—a pungent cross between a carrot and
a turnip—which I believe originated in Eastern
Europe, and today has faded into oblivion. Salt and
white pepper and a few threads of genuine saffron,
soaked in hot water, enhanced the flavour, as did a cube
of sugar by whose magical powers my grandmother swore.
The correct rate of simmer having been assessed—one
languid bubble breaking the surface of the liquid every few
minutes—stage one of the ritual was complete. Breathing a
sigh of relief, my grandmother removed her apron, leaving
the soup to simmer for eight hours, by which time it
would have transmogrified into a translucent and
golden liquid that would infuse the whole house
with a fragrance guaranteed to stimulate
a remembrance of things past.

Before Shylock:

Synagoga
Harry Rand reveals a lost world of medieval antisemitism in
European cathedral architecture – and its unlikely connection
to fattened goose liver

H A R RY R A N D

When the high tide of the Roman Empire receded,
resident Jews often lived amicably among surrounding
pagan populations. But with Christianity's late
penetration into the culture of Northern Europe, any
and all excuse for Jew-hatred (however outlandish)
flourished. Who would imagine that a taste for foie gras,
that succulent and sometimes controversial delicacy,
fed appetites for antisemitism after the banquet of
cultural co-existence ended? Yet, for a while anyway,
shrewd minds associated the two. The record of that
culinary defamation lives on, viewed unknowingly by
millions of tourists—hidden in family albums amid the
fondest souvenirs of holiday trips.
The Jewish association with foie gras bedecked
some of the most visible and visited of northern Europe's
magnificent cathedrals. And these images were not
squirreled away in some distant corner of these immense
buildings. Fetching statues, built to be many times life-size
so as to be easily viewed when seen from ground level,
trumpeted their message, often from the western façades,
the main ceremonial entrances of these purposefully
looming edifices. There, for all the world to see—exactly
as intended by the architects and their theological
patrons who insisted on this strange programme, which
they considered up-lifting and educational—stood the
image of a beautiful Jewess, a woman who may have been
associated with properly raised and fattened goose livers.
Graphic Jew-hatred periodically bloomed as—
according to Henry Kraus—a “tide of anti-Semitism [that]
swept through Western Europe during the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries, [and] was reflected in all media of
religious art and liturgy.” That period’s expressive signs
remain monumentally visible, although their meaning is
only partially intelligible as the images fade into the lost
conventions of a gone era. Like words in any language,
the meaning of the bigots’ images soon became obsolete
or so arcane that today only experts can read the signs’
intent. One such molecule of hatred carried its infection
in a way that now looks more benign than its original
makers intended: Synagoga and Ecclesia, a prominent
18

sculptural motif found on (mainly) thirteenth-century
French and German cathedral façades.
Paired contestants, these female statues each
represented a people and a faith community. Their
contrasting roles are worth examining within an artform
found in one area of northern Europe during the Middle
Ages, but not elsewhere. The pairing indicates exactly
how creatively adaptive Jew-hatred becomes when, as
technology and culture evolve, one sort of material dries
up and a new vessel must be found into which to decant
the poison: racial, national, religious, “anti-Zionist”, etc.
— any pretext will serve.
Two monumental figures were carved into the
stone façades of the cathedrals of Bamberg, Paris, and
Strasbourg; they appeared in stained glass at Marburg
and were portrayed in glowing oil paint on altarpieces;
as a wall mural at St. Jacob’s church in Wasserburg, and
in numerous manuscript illuminations. One figure, called
“the Church”, represented the saved of Christendom
(or personal salvation obtainable exclusively through
the Church), while the other, called “the Synagogue”,
signified the doomed and despicable Jews, the remnant of
an eclipsed covenant. As at Notre Dame, Paris (begun 1163
and finished 1345), these impressively large statues flanked
major church or cathedral entrances where today tourists
stream through unaware of this apparently bland Jewhatred. Ecclesia and Synagoga were to be contemplated at
the transition from the outside world into sanctified space.
Charm—evenly apportioned between these equally
attractive figures—played no role in balancing their appeal
in a debate that was never supposed to be a fair contest.
“In keeping with the theological notion of outward beauty
as a marker of inner spiritual merit, [Synagoga] is as
well proportioned, serene, and lovely as her neighbour
Ecclesia,” writes the doyen of such studies, Nina Rowe.
Treated as worthy counterparts, they are beautiful equals:
Rowe remarks on the “idealized naturalism of Ecclesia and
Synagoga at Reims, Bamberg, and Strasbourg” as often
spectacularly colossal and strategically placed figures,
“carved with a dramatic lifelikeness—limbs and joints
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This I say therefore, and testify
in the Lord, that you henceforth
walk not as other Gentiles walk,
in the vanity of their mind, Having
their understanding darkened,
being alienated from the life of
God through the ignorance that is
in them, because of the blindness
of their heart: Who being past
feeling have given themselves
over to lasciviousness, to work all
uncleanness with greediness. But
you have not so learned Christ...
(4:17—20)
But medieval stone-carvers and
Church leaders never tied this textual
reference to the figures themselves.
The wider meaning of the portrayed
personages’ relationship was inferred
from context. As Prof. Rowe sees the
situation: “Synagoga represents the
age of the old law. In the oppositional
balance of Ecclesia and Synagoga the
scales were weighted in favour of the
Church while the Jews remained blind
to Christianity’s redemptive light. She
is a queen who once ruled the earth,
but now her time has passed. Bearing
a broken staff, she sways and drops her
Mosaic tablets. Her blindfold marks
her as misguided and unable to see
the truth of Jesus’ status as messiah.”
In one hand, Synagoga frequently
carried the Torah or the inverted
tablets of Ten Commandments,
but she always appeared as blind.
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Sometimes a cloth merely veiled her eyes to indicate
her blindness (as the blind today may wear dark glasses),
a sightlessness that obdurately refused to see salvation
offered by the Church. For example, at Strasbourg
(begun 1176), the Church was portrayed as crowned and
triumphant, wearing imperial robes, her divine authority
indicated by a staff and chalice in her hands. Though
opposed, Church and Synagogue were symbolically
siblings, as the Old and New Testaments, each figure of
equally noble bearing.
As elsewhere, at Strasbourg, the overthrown
Synagoga’s staff was multiply broken, her head bowed
as the Torah fell from her hands; significantly, a visor
shields her from recognizing the 'obvious' superiority of
the successor religion and the new law, described in a
passage from 2 Corinthians:
And we are not as Moses, who put a veil over
his face so the children of Israel could not see the
end of what was being obliterated.
But their minds were blinded, for
to this day the same veil remains
whenever the old covenant is read.
Only in Christ is that veil lifted. But
even to this day, whenever Moses
is read, the veil is upon their heart.
Nevertheless whenever anybody
turns to the Lord, the veil is taken
away. (2 Corinthians 3:13-16)
Even early Christian theologians
regarded Jews as crippled after they
rebuffed Jesus. A broken or defective
walking stick not only handicapped her,
but she may actually be lame. Of course
— like the blood-libel, arising wholly
from ignorance of Jewish practice
and values — this very combination
of bodily defects would actually
have barred a Jew from entering the
Hebrews’ holiest sanctuary: “For any
man possessing a blemish, he will not
approach: a blind man, or a lame, or
he that has a flat nose, or any thing
superfluous” (Leviticus 21:18). Blind(ed)
and lame, Ms. Synagoga exhibits no
“flat nose,” perhaps meaning a broken
nose. Though ritually impure by Jewish
standards, she shows a face as pretty as
her competitor.
Blind and crippled, Ms. Synagoga
tumbled because she rejected Jesus
as the Christ, her place taken by the
victorious figure of Ecclesia. In this
sense, she recapitulates Hebrew
Scripture’s breath-taking passage
of curses for errant behaviour: “The
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adhere to the rules of anatomy, faces and gestures mimic
human expressions, gravity seems to weigh down drapery.”
Such traits highlight the rise of Christian naturalism when
theologians and the artists who served them increasingly
began to accentuate life’s quotidian facts.
Although both figures presented themselves as
equally alluring, crucial differences separated the pair.
Her eyes sightless, Synagoga was sometimes politely
'blindfolded.' In rare versions, Ms. Synagoga holds a
knife for blinding herself. Even the apparent handicap of
losing eyesight, which appeared a virtue in other contexts
— as in the allegorical figure of “blind” Justice, a figure
of commendable impartiality — could not elevate the
hapless Jews’ condition. Blindness, by itself, could be
a negative or positive attribute, depending on who was
being portrayed. Sometimes her sightless condition was
attributed to a culprit, when Synagoga’s representation
accompanies an image of the Devil blinding a Jew. The
Church could cite as a scriptural proof-text Ephesians:

H A R RY R A N D

Lord will smite you with madness, and blindness, and
astonishment of heart: And you will grope at noonday,
as the blind grope in darkness, and you will not prosper
in your ways: and you will be only oppressed and spoiled
evermore, and no man will save you” (Deuteronomy
28:28-29). The ensemble of contrasting symbolic
elements appeared in Christian scripture’s replacement
theology—a new covenant supplanted an old one. Once
again, Christian Scripture supplied a proof-text: “But if
our gospel be hid, it is veiled to those who are perishing.
In them the god of this world blinded the minds of
unbelievers, lest the light of the glorious gospel of Christ,
who is the image of God, should shine out to them.... For
God, who commanded the light to shine out of darkness,
has shined a radiance in our hearts, to give the light of
the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus
Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:3-6).
Despite this flood of textual admonition, the
attributes of Synagoga’s second-class status may not
have been invented merely to portray abstract theological
symbols — the figures recall aspects of real-life Jewesses
as frequently encountered by an intended audience who
knew how to read the signs of her particularity. We have
to know where to look to find Synagoga’s prototype.
Contextualising her argument in the re-awakening
life of High Medieval cities, , Rowe discussed what these
works taught the lay and clerical “audience of urban
viewers about the position of Jews in an ideally ordered
Christian realm.” She posits that as the early Middle Ages
were ending, and only then, “when Jews and Christians
started to live side by side in northern European centres,
that Christians became aware of Jews on a broad scale
in social and not just in theological terms.” I want to
introduce only a slight departure from that view, an
addition to the consensus understanding. But what seems
a trifling divergence significantly nuances the picture of
Synagoga and of northern Europe’s medieval Jews.
Rowe envisioned the cityscape as the crucial
background for the argument of her book, The Jew, the
Cathedral and the Medieval City. She studied the paired
sculptures as indicative of a long Jewish-Christian (and
specifically urban) theological confrontation coloured by
necessary mercantile engagement. During that epoch,
she believes “Christians and Jews would encounter one
another in city squares daily, and Christians regularly
turned to Jewish moneylenders for loans large and small.”
Rowe continues: “Jewish dominance in the high medieval
money trades is well known, though the reasons for it are
sometimes little understood.” But Jews participated in
other occupations that brought Christian commerce to
their doors. In particular, one profession’s now-obsolete
attributes may have informed Synagoga’s appearance.
That trade involved neither financial speculation nor
even banking in hard currency.
Under Carolingian rule, and subsequently during the
Middle Ages, European Jews, particularly French Jews,
concentrated in agriculture, particularly viticulture—
wine-grape growing, wine making, direct retailing through
20

taverning, and wholesale distribution. They so monopolised
the trade that Jews often sold the wine used for Catholic
Mass. As they flourished and accumulated capital from
agricultural surpluses, beginning in the 12th century (with
primitive banking as local moneylending), Jews emerged
from farming and animal husbandry, and were ever more
frequently associated with finance. During this transitional
period, a gentile was as likely to meet a Jewish farmer as a
banker, or a rural Jew as a fellow townsman. City-dwellers
of the 13-14th centuries were more interdependent upon the
surrounding countryside than what urbanites experienced
after the industrial revolution, as the urban-rural divide was
far more permeable than today.
Despite stout fortifications, high medieval cities were
neither so vast, nor their walls impervious to cultural
winds, as to isolate urbanites from the countryside. In
pre-modern times, whoever lodged in the city came into
daily contact with rural cousins who often lived within
sight of the walls, but visited town at least on market days
and to purchase city-made goods. Even an urban Jewish
banker — living in a large fortified settlement along a river
or highway — maintained relationships with his (hardly
remote) agricultural co-religionists who tilled fields or
vines nearby. The vineyards surrounding modern-day
Vienna confirm that wine-makers can neighbour the cities
they supply, and their relationship resembles the mutuality
of suburban-urban exchange, a relationship common to
Jews of the Middle Ages. Some Jews lived a nearly dual
urban-rural identity, and among them were leading rabbis:
most famously, the revered family of Rashi.
The 11th century Biblical commentator, universally
known by his Hebrew acronym, an abbreviation for Rabbi
Shlomo Yitzhaqi (1040-1105 C.E.), Rashi — far from being an
urban sophisticate, though — a towering intellectual whose
reputation rests on having authored the first comprehensive
commentaries on the Pentateuch, the Prophets, and
the Talmud — supported his scholarship agriculturally.
According to tradition, Rashi earned his living as a vintner;
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to stuff—as to stuff oneself with sweets. But surprisingly,
le gavage, the action of gaver, may have come from “heap/
pile” in Hebrew “g’vav”.
This etymology plausibly links technology and
vocabulary; the cultivation of foie gras was transmitted
along with its terminology, just as Indo-European
languages advanced along with the adoption of its
characteristic agricultural developments. We witness
an analogous process today in American dominance in
computers and aviation, which injects pertinent English
language terminologies into host countries and dialects
that adopt the technologies.
When discussing a chapter in Leviticus that concerns
sacrifices, Rashi uses the Old French term word abris, as
he communicated the distinction between suet and fat:
And he shall present of the peace-offering
sacrifice a fire-offering made to the Lord; the fat
that covers the innards, and all the fat that is on the
innards, and the two kidneys, and the fat that is on
them, which is by the loins, and the [lobe] [caul]
above the liver near the kidneys, he shall remove
it (Leviticus 3:3-4).
His discussion of this detailed anatomical passage
plunged Rashi into his era’s vernacular Old French, which
supplied a wealth of archaic vocabulary to the modern
student: abris for diaphragm, flancs for loins, and the fat
beneath the loins, lombles, etc. Then, as now, for those
interested in culinary or ritual employment, fine distinctions
categorise different pockets of fats and their uses.
But what is the process of gavage?
Today, after an initial period when the unconstrained
birds feed roaming free-range, they are provided copious
high-starch feed. In the second phase of forced feeding,
ducks are force-fed twice a day for 12 to 15 days on a diet of
easily digestible corn boiled in fat; geese are fed the same
diet 3 times a day for 15-to-18 days. The food can be forced
21
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his writings exhibit a thorough knowledge of the wine trade,
its utensils, and processes. The best lexical source for highmedieval French viticultural terms comes from this French
“prince” of biblical commentators. Rashi lived in Troyes in
the Champagne region of northern France and his father
was known to be a vintner. Then, as now, the area was
celebrated for good food, superb wine and the delicacies
that accompany fine cuisine. These luxury food items, one
in particular, may help explain Ms. Synagoga’s attributes.
The farmer-vintner Rashi referred to the now
lost context within which Synagoga’s two principal
characteristics — that she is blinded and crippled/hobbled
— make sense. When the cathedrals were new, entering
worshippers and Jews passing in the street surmised that
Synangoga’s attributes referred to Jews raising foie gras, a
Jewish specialty. A crown jewel of French cuisine, foie gras
(French for “fat liver”) is a highly regulated and strictly
defined commodity: “By foie gras one is to understand the
liver of a duck or a goose that has been specially fattened
by gavage”—so specifies French law today.
The (mainly Eastern European, but also Alsatian)
Jewish farmers who practiced gavage, raised animals that
could supply an abundant source of kosher fat (schmaltz).
Even the controversial craft’s current Gallic vocabulary
boasts an ancient pedigree, with possible Hebrew roots.
Some of the most obscure words of Old French (spoken in
France from 9th-to-15th century) are preserved in Rashi’s
works. Classical Hebrew being bereft of so many terms
whose meaning he solicited, Rashi often resorted to
citing Old French whenever he was at a loss for a Hebrew
word or phrase.
As he wrote his commentaries, Rashi used words that
do not appear in the writings of Christian clerics or in the
official state documents written in Latin, which makes
this Jew’s writing the single best source for Old French
and its speakers’ customs. Accordingly, we know that
gavage descends from gaver, a transitive verb (mot picard,
de gave, gosier—according to Larousse) to force to eat a lot,
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in by air, or by an auger down an 8-12 inch tube with a
funnel. Whether or not this process is painful or even
uncomfortable to the birds raises an intensely debated
question with legal and ethical implications not germane
to the present inquiry.
The Jews’ singular role in the development and
transmission of the art of cultivating foie gras goes back
almost to this craft’s (perhaps prehistoric) birth. The early
Egyptians probably invented goose-fattening. Evidence
for its early practice comes from the ancient Egyptian
necropolis of Saqqara. There, the large and prominent
Mastaba tomb of Mereruka, son-in-law to pharaoh Teti
(who ruled from 2347-2327 BCE), illustrates scenes of
daily life in ancient Egypt. On one wall a bas relief depicts
slaves holding geese by the neck to force feed them from
tables heaped with pellets of roasted grain; nearby, in
the same scene, is a flask, probably for moistening the
geese’s feed. The Egyptians’ knowledge spread to the
provincial societies around the Mediterranean. According
to Katherine Alford, Jews learned how to enlarge a goose’s
liver from their Egyptian neighbours.
Although indebted to the Egyptians for all manner
of other religious and architectural prototypes, the
Greek acceptance of foie gras manufacture has left
scant evidence in the archaeological record. The earliest
Hellenic textual allusion to fattened geese comes when
the Greek poet and comic dramatist Cratinus (c. 520423 B.C.E.) mentioned geese-fatteners. Foie gras begins
to appear more extensively in occidental literature as
soon as writing moved into western languages. De Agri
Cultura (“On Farming”), by Marcus Porcius Cato the
elder (234-139 B.C.E.) gives instructions for fattening
fowl that hardly vary from modern-day procedures. The
legend of foie gras’ origins were also passed along, in
slightly transmogrified versions, but in all retellings of
the story the role of the Roman empire’s Jewish citizens
could not be suppressed even by centuries of history’s
neglect and various forms of Jew-hatred.
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After the Roman Empire disintegrated, along with
other lost technologies, goose liver temporarily vanished
from European cuisine. Yet Jews preserved the traditional
craft. Jews moving north with the Romans carried Latin
culinary refinements and predilections as they migrated
up into the Rhineland, Western Europe, and farther east.
Goose fat was used for frying, as a condiment in
prepared dishes, and to replace butter where kosher laws
prohibited serving a dairy product or mixing it in dough.
Eating liver of any kind has always been a problem for
observant Jews, and in the Middle Ages there wasn’t
any other kind of Jew. According to the laws governing
what is kosher, the meat from a properly slaughtered and
inspected animal must be drained of blood before it can
be eaten, and this is accomplished by salting. But, since
the liver was regarded as consisting almost entirely of
blood, it could not be salted, and so was consumed only
after broiling. Exactly how a kosher foie gras was broiled to
conserve its rich texture and delicate taste is impossible to
know; yet Jews raised and enjoyed foie gras for their own
consumption as well as selling the delicacy to gentiles.
Animal fat—interchangeable with butter, which
is only produced by mammals—was abundant in fowl
subject to gavage, yielding an obviously useful and muchappreciated by-product: goose grease. Indeed, among
Eastern Europeans through the twentieth century, and
among immigrant communities who settled in American
from those societies, goose fat proved interchangeable,
if not superior, to bovine butter as a spread for bread
and certainly for cooking, where unlike butter, it could
be used to fry kosher meat.
When Rashi penned the first modern reference to
European goose fattening in his massive commentary
on Jewish law, he “condemn[ed] the Jewish tradition of
force-feeding geese, saying that Jews will have to answer
to God for the beasts’ suffering,” note Jane Ziegelman
and Andrew Coe. But exactly what were the animals
suffering? Blinding and crippling. Birds destined to yield

Jewish Quarterly — Autumn / Winter 2014

Jewish Quarterly — Autumn / Winter 2014

Equally importantly in any discussion of Ms.
Synagoga’s handicaps is the fact that, until historically
recent times, the technique for raising this expensive
luxury item remained within the Jewish community. When
published cookbooks began appearing, the chronicle grew
densely textured with documentation that demonstrates
how far, whether Germanic or Italianate, the gentile
community intimately associated foie gras and Jews.
This association continued through the late 16th century.
Marx Rumpolt of Mainz, chef to several German nobles,
in 1581 published in Frankfurt a massive cookbook in
which he reported, “I have roasted the liver of a goose
fattened by the Jews of Bohemia which weighed more than
three pounds.” About a century later, János Keszei, chef
to the court of Michael Apafi, the prince of Transylvania,
included foie gras recipes in his 1680 cookbook, A
New Book About Cooking, and, echoing his predecessor
Rumpolt, Keszei, recommended that, “I used goose liver
fattened by Bohemian Jews, its weight was more than three
pounds. You may also prepare a mush of it.”
So the artists who conceived the figures that bedecked
cathedrals, the theologians who condoned those paired
figures, and the spectators who understood the imagery of
Ms. Synagoga, all had every reason to recognize the cluster
of carved attributes, because they had actually known Jews.
Therefore, while Rowe successfully established plausibly
antique, indeed classical, origins of the Synagoga-Ecclesia
motif, a contemporary expression of that relationship
required a form that could be recognized by the unlettered
as well as the urban sophisticate.
Before the fully ripened myths of a worldwide Jewish
money-lending cabal supplanted other imaginary faults
attributed to Jews, the excesses of gavage (as a mainly
Jewish skill) nicely presaged usury’s cluster of hatreds.
The foie gras-raising Jewess foreshadowed caricatures
that Nazis featured in the Sturmer, or that appear in
present-day Arab newspapers.
The contest of the gracious Ecclesia and Synagoga
played out in public, visible in the communal spaces of
city squares—at the cathedrals of Reims, Bamberg, Paris,
and Strasbourg—conscripted imagery everybody would
recognize as derived from a quotidian livelihood. The very
traits associated with Jews as the main suppliers of foie
gras were the traits projected upon the facades of the great
cathedrals. Today, no serious Jew-hater attracts followers
by citing Ms. Synagoga’s limitations; her attributes refer
to a cluster of associations based on a bygone economic
role, a Jewish function in medieval society that would
have been as easily understood by the thirteenth-century
sculptors’ audience, as was Shylock’s money-lending to
Shakespeare’s. Ms. Synagoga’s physical loveliness, which
bespoke an 'inner spiritual merit', was coloured by the
Church’s indication of her faults and deficiencies in terms
urbanites easily identified from their own daily lives, or
hearsay about better-fed nobles. The hatred continues
unabated and sometimes, as in these paired sculptures,
can easily be mistaken for poisoned beauty. — JQ
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978568 © Harry Rand 2014
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foie gras suffered the same afflictions as Ms. Synagoga.
Not theology, but animal husbandry, explains why these
two handicaps were inflicted on barnyard fowl. Barbaric
medieval practices, certainly (and long abandoned by
modern husbandry), generations of ancient farmers
closely and intelligently observed their animals’ feeding
habits and applied their insights about those results so
that two, otherwise unexplainable, and grotesquely
inhumane, procedures could increase yield.
Any energy expended by barnyard fowl waddling
about represents calories burned that could otherwise be
stored as sugars in the liver. Poultry intended for foie gras
are, thus, discouraged from moving, and are sometimes
forced to be motionless. This immobilization supplies
a crucial clue to understanding the lamentable figures
that so often represented the Jews because, as some
gastronomic historians believe, when gavage was practiced
in Rashi’s day, according to food writer Jeffrey Steingarten,
“the geese were blinded and their webbed feet nailed to
the floor.” This bizarre practice endured, although such
mutilation would have rendered the animals not kosher.
It suggests that any animal so mistreated could only have
been served up, whole or in part, to a gentile.
But, even without such mutilations, Michael Ginor
observed, “Some Rabbis were concerned with the kashrut
dietary complications consequent to overfeeding geese,
because Jewish law prohibits eating a treyf animal. The
Chatam Sofer, Rabbi Moses Sofer (1762-1839), contended
that it is not a treyf animal as none of its limbs is damaged.
This matter remained a debated topic in Jewish dietary
law until the Jewish taste for goose liver declined in the
19th century.” This fine distinction further engendered
suspicions of a clandestine world of Jewish misdeeds, along
with poisoning wells, desecrating the Host, and bleeding
Christian youths for matzah dough. Because the Jews
were principal suppliers of foie gras to the gentile majority,
poultry raised for Jewish consumption would have been
treated differently, perhaps engendering mistrust.
Unfortunately, during the period that created the
dual statues of Synagoga and Ecclesia, pertinent culinary
documents are scarce. The clerics who made up most of
the literate population weren’t prone to immortalising
recipes with materials as precious as ink and paper, and
as magically sacred as words. But in subsequent centuries,
gentiles who acquired a taste for fattened goose liver, began
to document their pleasure, offering us a retrospective
idea of what had preceded their accounts. Hans Wilhelm
Kirchhof of Kassel could nonchalantly observe, in 1562,
that “the Jews raise fat geese and particularly love their
livers” as Christian gourmets who appreciated fattened
goose liver bought foie gras in their city’s local Jewish
ghetto. In 1570, Bartolomeo Scappi, chef de cuisine to Pope
Pius V (reigned 1566-72 and later sanctified), published his
cookbook Opera, wherein he describes that “the liver of
[a] domestic goose raised by the Jews is of extreme size
and weighs [between] two and three pounds.” Surrounded
by Christian Italy’s rich agricultural husbandry, the Popes
nevertheless ate Jewish goose liver.

Jewish
Languages:
The Little
Tradition
RO S S P E R L I N

Ross Perlin celebrates
the diverse – and
endangered – tradition
of Jewish languages,
and discusses the
still-living example
of Bukhori.

The flood is over, the ark is safe, generations pass.
Confident, concentrated, and united by language, the
revived “children of men” start building a city and a tower,
“whose top may reach unto heaven.” But G-d disapproves,
scattering the tower-builders and “confounding the
language of all the earth.” Linguistic diversity, the divine
curse, is launched.
Babel is a Jewish story. And between the force of
this myth, the power of non-Jewish neighbours, and the
unimpeachable status of Hebrew—whether the Biblical
Hebrew of Tanakh or the Zionist ivrit—the astonishing
multilingualism and actual linguistic practices of
Jewish life have remained obscure and unsung. Call
it “the little tradition”, following Steve Lowenstein in
his book The Jewish Cultural Tapestry — the hybrid, oral
culture of women, workers and stam yidn (ordinary
Jews) on “the Jewish street”, in contrast to the “great
tradition” of Torah, Talmud, and textual analysis, which
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united a transnational rabbinic and aspirational elite.
Complementary and responsive, the two traditions may
have been, but Jews, as “a holy people”, have never given
the “little tradition” its due.
Over two millennia, once Hebrew ceased to be a
vernacular, Jews have spoken several dozen distinct
language varieties wherever they have lived: from southern
India to Uzbekistan, from Yemen to Morocco, from
Portugal to the Caucasus. These are not just languages
that Jews happen to speak, but varieties spoken exclusively
or predominantly by Jews, related to non-Jewish languages
but distinct and rooted in Jewish life. Many were written in
a form of the Hebrew alefbeys; some were seldom or never
written at all. With the contraction of the diaspora and the
global endangered language crisis, most Jewish languages
are gone or fast disappearing, along with the lifeways they
expressed and encoded. The Jewish Languages Project in
New York is documenting what remains.
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‘Over two millennia, once
Hebrew ceased to be a
vernacular, Jews have
spoken several dozen distinct
language varieties wherever
they have lived’
come quite close to neighbouring languages, but maintain
a distinctively Jewish repertoire of words, expressions,
and genres.
Like pidgins, creoles, and other “jargons”, Jewish
languages have faced sneers and accusations from all
sides—for some nudniks, fusion, hybridity, and “impurity”
are always suspect. But what counts are the myriad ways,
across enormous ranges of space and time, that Jews have
actually spoken and sung, gestured and joked and lived—
the speechways of a people. Some we piece together from
fragments, while others are still going, to a degree, and
need support: Yiddish among Hasidim in Stamford Hill
(or Brooklyn), Bukhori in the New York City borough of
Queens, Ladino in Israel, Baghdadi Judeo-Arabic among
scattered speakers. The “little tradition”, which draws on
such a vast and varied diaspora past, still has lessons and
resources for what lies ahead.
Sounds of the Jewish Silk Road

Leaving different “Hebrews” aside, Yiddish is the
best-known Jewish language—once spoken from Warsaw
to Los Angeles, from Melbourne to Buenos Aires. With
over 11 million speakers at its height in the 1930s, Yiddish
boasted feature films, school systems, academic journals,
and modernist literature, until the Holocaust destroyed
it in its Eastern European homeland. Ladino, also called
Judezmo, was the primary language of Sephardic Jewry,
spoken in Holland, Morocco, Turkey, the Balkans, and the
New World as well. Other cases are unfamiliar and littledocumented, but no less compelling: the Neo-Aramaic
varieties once preserved by Kurdish Jews among their
Arabic and Kurdish-speaking neighbours; the JudeoMalayalam of the Jews of Cochin, in southern India and
now in Israel; Krymchak, the extinct Turkic variety of the
Crimean Jews; the Judeo-Greek spoken by the Romaniote
Greeks of Ioannina, in northwest Greece. Some Jewish
languages, like Yiddish, are deeply distinct; other may
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One such “little tradition” emerged from a vast
civilization. Persian civilization, just a few centuries back,
stretched from the Caspian steppe deep into India. A
whole universe of Jewish diversity was here: the Juhurispeaking “Mountain Jews” of what is now Azerbaijan
and Dagestan; the Jewish populations of Iran’s Central
Plateau, where distinctive “Judeo-Median” dialects
flourished; outposts in China and Afghanistan, where
Judeo-Persian manuscripts keep turning up. The traces
are vanishing fast, but the Bukharian Jews remain—once
resident in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, now concentrated
in New York and Israel. Still spoken by tens of thousands,
the Bukharian language (also called Bukhori or JudeoTajik) is our closest living link to the Jewish Silk Road.
Despite the precedent of Purim and the periodic
persecutions it foreshadowed, Jewish communities
grew deeply rooted in Persian-speaking lands. Silk
Road commerce meant parnose (livelihood) for Jewish
merchants and tradesmen, except when it didn’t. Persian
civilization, in its refinement and relative openness, proved
as attractive as Greek, Roman, Arabic, and European high
culture would for other Jewish populations. When they
25
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Aron Aronov, Bukhori speaker and
"Mayor of Queenistan"

RO S S P E R L I N

arrived is uncertain—clear evidence begins around the 15th
century—but the Jewish communities that developed in
the oases beyond the Amu Darya River looked towards the
Persian world. Bukhara, Samarkand, Navoi, Shahrisabz,
and later Tashkent: these were their centres.
Though close to Persian and even closer to Tajik,
the Bukhori language bears witness to a hybrid history.
Words were borrowed from Turkic-speaking Uzbek
neighbours, and later in large numbers from Russian,
whose influence was felt from the late 19th century
on. As in virtually all Jewish languages, Hebrew and
Aramaic vocabulary, distinctively pronounced, play a
central role—not just when it comes to prayer and ritual
and holidays, but also when talking of birth, marriage,
and death, as well as blessings, curses, and euphemisms.
Ba asloho hoshi (‘May you be successful’) fuses a familiar
but altered Hebrew word (hatzlacha) into a Tajik phrase.
It can happen inside a single word, too: mazolam is ‘my
luck’; mazolat means ‘your luck’.
The old Muslim emirates fell to Russian colonialism,
and later Bukharian Jews adapted to Soviet reality, though
they apparently had slightly more freedom than other
Soviet Jews when it came to language, culture, and religion.
For a period in the 1920s and ‘30s, there was even state
support for publishing and teaching in Bukhori, first in
the Hebrew alefbeys, and later in a Latin-based script.
Russification policies followed. As of 1989, at least 50,000
“indigenous” Jews (not including Russian Ashkenazim)
remained in Soviet Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. According
to anthropologist Alanna Cooper, that number was down
to 5,000 a decade later, and today only several hundred
remain. Opportunities beckoned, but Bukharians also
report a feeling of being pushed out—of facing economic
decline and resurgent antisemitism as the new Central
Asian republics struggled to find their footing.
Today, there may be as many as 200,000 Bukharians
around the world, some 50,000 of them in Queens alone.
Many have become barbers and shoe repairmen in the
city, a new Jewish working class; others are prominently
represented on 47th Street, in New York’s Diamond
District. As the community prospers, its leaders and
activists have launched significant efforts to keep
Bukharian heritage alive: a gleaming synagogue and
community centre, new organizations and institutions.
But assimilation has arrived in multiple, overlapping
forms, and there is a massive generation gap. Between
the later decades of Soviet rule and the strength of New
York’s Russian-speaking community, many younger
Bukharians now speak Russian as their mother tongue,
and the youngest of all are now native English speakers.
Aron Aronov is a 76-year-old polyglot sometimes
known as “the mayor of Queensistan.” First in his home and
now inside a tuition-free Bukharian yeshiva, he has created
almost single-handedly the Bukharian Jewish Museum, with
thousands of objects and displays representing Bukharian
material culture, learning, and daily life. Imonuel Rybakov,
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a 28-year-old language activist, authored a textbook called
Easy Bukharian, and designed the first course on Bukharian
history and culture ever taught at an American university,
at Queens College—which has over a thousand Bukharian
students on campus. Bukharian musicians are famously
versatile, switching languages and genres in an instant,
but they are particular masters of the classical Central
Asian shashmaqom, based on Persian and Turkic modes.
The community has rabbis, leaders, writers, actors, and
even a female stand-up comic who care deeply about the
language as a core expression of Bukharian identity. In spite
of this, Russian, English, and Hebrew remain the prevailing
linguistic forces in the modern Jewish diaspora.
Aron Aronov, who recorded his life story in Bukhori
for the Jewish Languages Project, describes the reality:
Ba xona man ba zanam
k ti ba zaboni urusí suhbat
mekunem, gap mezanam.
Baçço k ti ba’zi vaxto
urusí, ba’zi vaxto inglisí.
Afsus ki zaboni buxorí—
odamoi ki hamsoli man
boșand, ino zaboni buxorí
gap mezannad. Yoș baço,
javon baço—ino zabona
namedonand. Man hozir
yakta fikr oila Kardam ki ba
yeșiva, ba gimnatzia, man
meguyam ki studenta boyad
zaboni buxorí yod gerand…

At home my wife and I
speak in Russian. With
children—sometimes
Russian, sometimes English.
Regrettably, the Bukhori
language—[only] those my
age speak Bukhori. Small
kids and teenagers—they
don’t know the language.
I’ve been developing the idea
that the students should
learn Bukhori at yeshiva
and in college…

Agar mana pursand, millati
șumo çi? Man megum ki
man Buxorí hastam. Az çi
odam mefahmad ki man
Buxorí hastam? Zaboni
buxorí suhbat mekunam,
avqotoi mo buxorí. Man
çi meguyam? Agar man
ba zaboni buxorí gap
nazanam—Habib—agar
xona avqo toi buxorí
naboșad, pitza, hamburger
boșad, man onja buxorí
nestam. Man Urus, man
Amerikoí….

If I am asked what my
nationality is, I will say I am
Bukharian. How does one
know that I am Bukharian?
I speak Bukhori, and our
cooking is Bukharian.
What do I mean? If I didn’t
not speak Bukhori… and if
there is no Bukharian food
at home, and instead there
is pizza and hamburgers,
then I would no longer be
Bukharian. I would be
Russian, or American….

The Jewish Languages Project can be found at http://
elalliance.org/projects/jewish-languages/ A recording of
Aron Aronov can be found at http://bit.ly/1rjfFEC. — JQ
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978567 © Ross Perlin 2014
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The first page of Genesis given in Bukhori from a 1903 bible - translation by Shimon Hakham
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The

Medieval
Jewish Thinker
Who (Might Have) Died
in Borehamwood
Harry Freedman claims Abraham ibn Ezra for Britain
H A R RY F R E E D M A N

Despite our long, and largely untroubled history, British
Jewry has never produced a rabbinic scholar with a
glittering reputation in the yeshiva world. Giants such
as Rashi, Maimonides and the Vilna Gaon are obviously
few and far between, but residents of the “Isles of the
Sea”, as Britain is known in rabbinic literature, have
rarely made an appearance even among the lesser ranks
of Talmudists and commentators.
This doesn’t mean that British scholars have
not excelled. But our leading rabbinic figures, men
like Schechter, Jacobs and Sacks are best known as
independently-minded academics rather than traditional
expositors and halachists. One does not even need a full
hand of fingers to count the number of English rabbis
whose responsa have contributed to the body of traditional
halacha, whose works are quoted with approval in the
yeshivot. But there are a good number of British scholars
who have made a name for themselves in the academic
Jewish Studies community. The best of British religious
scholarship is of the Academy, not the Bet HaMidrash.
But one illustrious rabbinic personality, numbered
unequivocally amongst the medieval greats, did set foot
in England. Yet, Abraham ibn Ezra did not come here at
the invitation of a monarch or a churchman, and he was
not shipped to England to defend the Jews or to take
part in a religious disputation. He came as a penniless
wanderer, a genius in search of a patron, a free spirit who
spent the latter years of his life far from his homeland
and family. He was murdered 850 years ago, according to
legend, in a wood near London: Hadley, Boreham, or St
John’s—take your pick. And although the legend cannot
be substantiated (indeed, other sources have him dying
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in France, Spain or Israel), there is a sufficient affinity of
spirit between Ibn Ezra’s scholarship and that of British
Jewry, for us to claim him as one of ours, even if he only
spent a very short time here.
Abraham ibn Ezra was born in 1089 in Tudela, Spain.
We know very little about his early life, other than that he
made his living writing poetry, supported by one or more
patrons. He moved in the same circles as Judah HaLevi,
perhaps the best-known poet of his age. It is thought that
their children married. But his public story only starts at
the age of fifty, when he left Spain and travelled to Rome.
We don’t know why, at such an advanced age, he
decided to up sticks and leave his home and family. We
do know that his son Isaac converted to Islam in Baghdad,
and it has been suggested that Ibn Ezra set off to find him
and bring him back into the fold. But so much of Ibn Ezra’s
life story is based on conjecture. The little we do know
of him comes from his own writings. Among the most
evocative of these is his poignant and unique analysis
of the life of Jacob, in which he describes a penniless
wanderer forced from his father’s home, travelling only
with a stick and reliant solely on God’s protection. It is
a condition that Ibn Ezra knew well.
The idea that he was forced into a life of wandering
through lack of patronage, that when he set off on his
travels he did so in a condition of penury and distress,
is borne out by a self-deprecating, autobiographical
poem in which he presents himself as the schlimazel
par excellence:
If my trade was in candles, the sun would not set…
If I dealt in shrouds, no one would die.
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For Ibn Ezra, grammar was the key to understanding; he
had no doubt that without knowledge of grammar, one
could not comprehend, and without comprehension,
one could not reason.
Ibn Ezra’s predilection for the scientific analysis
of language set him apart from Rome’s Jews. It wasn’t
enough that he was a foreigner in their midst, unfamiliar
with their language, unaccustomed to their ways and
uncomfortable with their modes of dress. He showed
himself to be scornful of their culture. He railed against
the flowery, long-winded odes of Eleazar ben Kallir, the
7th Century poet, whose verse inspired the Hebrew poetry
fashionable amongst Rome’s Jews when Ibn Ezra arrived.
He considered Kallir’s use of language ungrammatical
and erroneous; his poems were dense, lacking metre and
consistency. For Ibn Ezra, language was not an arbitrary
device, to be adapted to satisfy one’s whims; it was a
precise, scientific tool, the correct application of which
led to proper understanding, particularly when it came
to interpreting the Bible.
It was Ibn Ezra’s rational, analytical approach that
suggests an affinity with contemporary British Jewish
scholarship. As was his anti-Establishment instinct.
He had been schooled in the rabbinic tradition, he
knew his Talmud, and he quoted it liberally in his Bible
commentaries. But for all this, he is of the Academy, not
the Yeshiva. Although he was always quick to urge his
reader to follow rabbinic tradition, he was not frightened
to put his own opinion on the page first and to attack those
with whom he disagreed.
Despite his repeated, and no doubt sincere,
respect for rabbinic tradition, there were times when
his independent mind got the better of him. When he
contradicted rabbinic tradition, telling us, for example,
that the wife Abraham married in his old age was not
Hagar, that the man who told Joseph where to find his
brothers really was a man and not an angel, or that the
new king who arose over Egypt was indeed a different
character and not the previous monarch turned bad, he
didn’t even bother to encourage his reader to respect
received wisdom. It is at times like this that we see Ibn
Ezra’s polemical character emerge, a trait he usually
reserved for ideological opponents like the Karaites,
who denied the traditional Oral Law, or for fellow
commentators whose opinions he despised.
Half a century ago, British Jewry was embroiled in
the Jacobs affair. The controversy turned on the question
of the authorship of the Torah. It is claimed by some
contemporary progressive thinkers that Ibn Ezra had his
doubts about who wrote the Torah. They seize upon Ibn
Ezra’s cryptic comments about the “Secret of the Twelve”
to argue that he denied that the Torah was dictated by
God to Moses. This ‘secret’ alludes to the last twelve
verses of the Torah, the narrative about Moses’ death,
which even one opinion in the Talmud suggests was
written at a later date, by Joshua. (The opposing opinion
is that Moses wrote it in tears). At the beginning to his
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Yet it was this distress that fuelled his creative spirit.
Miserable as his declining 25 years of wandering may
have been, had he remained in Spain, he would, without
doubt, have vanished from history.
Ibn Ezra is best known for his Bible commentaries.
Most were composed for the benefit of whichever patron
was supporting him at the time. He didn’t systematically
work his way through the Bible; at least in the early years
it seems that his patrons would choose which books to
commission from him. His penury meant he was unable
to keep copies of what he wrote, and if a new patron
commissioned a commentary of a book that Ibn Ezra
had already elucidated, he was forced to start again
from scratch. The best-known example of this is his
commentary on the book of Exodus, which has survived
in two versions, the ‘long’ and the ‘short’.
But this reactive method of writing commentaries at
the command of his patron was to change. At the age of
64, he suffered a severe illness. In a poem that he wrote
on his recovery, he tells us of a vow he had made that,
should he recover, he would expound “the Law given
on Mount Sinai.” In one of his introductions to the book
of Genesis, he asks for God’s help in fulfilling his vow.
He wrote his first biblical commentary, on the
book of Ecclesiastes, shortly after his arrival in Rome
in 1140. He had not yet made his vow to expound the
Torah, and his main focus of interest was to teach Rome’s
Jews the rudiments of Hebrew grammar. The science of
Hebrew grammar was still relatively new; its principles
were still being discussed. Hebrew grammar had been
spawned in Spain, in the footsteps of the pioneering
work of Arabic grammarians. Islamic scholars in Spain
regarded Arabic as the ideal language, their grammarians
endeavouring to understand its rules and nuances, their
poets to perfecting its expression. But in Al-Andalus’s
relatively open society, where Islam led, Judaism was not
far behind. Jewish scholars took exception to the pride
of place granted to Arabic—after all, was not Hebrew the
language with which God had created the world? If Arabic
had a consistent, scientific grammatical structure, then
it went without saying Hebrew did as well. Indeed, it was
self-evident that the beauty and precision of the Hebrew
language surpassed that of Arabic.
By the middle of the tenth century, the first Hebrew
grammarians had begun to perfect their art. But language
and religion imposed a cultural barrier between Muslim
Spain and Christian Europe. The Jews in Spain were
far more advanced in their understanding of Hebrew
grammar than those in the rest of Europe. Rashi, the great
bible commentator, who lived a half century beforebefore
Ibn Ezra, was aware of the debates between the leading
Spanish grammarians, but the subject was not part of the
ordinary student’s curriculum. Ibn Ezra saw his arrival
in Rome as the opportunity to introduce the tools of
linguistic analysis to the Ashkenazi world. He named
his grammar primer ma’oznayyim¸ meaning balance or
precision—drawn from the same root as ear and hearing.

H A R RY F R E E D M A N

commentary of Deuteronomy, Ibn Ezra lists several other
The implication was, if people followed this reasoning,
places where information seems to have been inserted
they would desecrate Shabbat. Upon waking, Ibn Ezra
into the Torah anachronistically.
found the book, tore it up and set to writing what would
Spinoza was the first to take advantage of these
become his final work. Iggeret Shabbat, the Sabbath Letter,
comments. He insisted that the ‘Secret of the Twelve’
is a treatise on the calendar, containing astronomical
was clear evidence that Ibn Ezra denied the Mosaic
calculations, polemics against conflicting opinions,
authorship of the Torah. And although most people
and coming firmly down on the side of the traditional
today agree that Spinoza read far too much into Ibn Ezra’s
Talmudic view that the day begins at dusk.
terse and cryptic comment, he, more than anyone else, is
Contemporary scholars have tried to discover what
responsible for Ibn Ezra’s significance to many modern
the offending book might have been. The prevailing view is
biblical critics.
that it was written by Ibn
Ibn Ezra traversed
Ezra’s contemporary,
Europe for eighteen
Shmuel ben Meir, or
years before crossing
Rashbam, a French
the channel to England.
grammarian and bible
He wrote astronomical
commentator. However,
treatises in Pisa, his
another intriguing
first commentary on
suggestion is that Ibn
the Torah in Lucca, and
Ezra was seeking to
further grammatical
correct his own, earlier
works in Mantua and
interpretation of Genesis
Verona. He arrived in
1,5, in which he had
London in 1158 to find
argued that the words,
a Jewish community
“And it was evening,
traumatised by recent
and it was morning”
events. London’s Jews
did not imply that the
had come to England
day began at nightfall.
less than a century
That he revised his
earlier with William the
opinion through a
Conqueror. Their early
complex calendrical
freedoms had gradually
treatise is a testament to
been eroded, and by the
his academic, scientific
time Ibn Ezra arrived,
approach.
they were forbidden to
Ibn Ezra’s links with
hold land and were thus
the history of British
dependent on the king
Jewry are tenuous,
for protection. Worse
even if his academic
still, only fourteen
approach prefigures
years earlier, the first
contemporary Britishrecorded blood libel
Jewish scholarship. But
had broken out in
it is not just Jews who
Norwich, following
see a trace of the brit in
A 15th century edition of the book of Exodus with Abraham
the Easter discovery of
Abraham ibn Ezra. So,
ibn Ezra's commentary
a child’s body. Thirty
too, did the poet Robert
years later, a wave of
Browning. His Rabbi
pogroms would sweep the East Coast, culminating in the
Ben Ezra is a manifesto of Browning’s theology, not Ibn
mass suicide in York of Jews sheltering from the mob in
Ezra’s. But nevertheless, the poet Ibn Ezra was the vessel
Clifford’s Tower. Ibn Ezra’s time in London was no more
into whom Browning chose to pour his ideas:
secure or peaceful than any other resting place on his long,
convoluted itinerary.
Ay, note that Potter's wheel,
One night in London, a woman appeared to him
That metaphor! and feel
in a dream. She told him she was the Sabbath and
Why time spins fast, why passive lies our clay,—
presented him with a letter. It accused him of having
Thou, to whom fools propound,
a book in his possession, which dishonoured her. Upon
When the wine makes its round,
waking, Ibn Ezra realised the offending book was one
“Since life fleets, all is change; the Past gone, seize
that tried to demonstrate that the Jewish day ran, not
to-day!”
from one evening to the next, but from dawn to dawn.
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978571 © Harry Freedman 2014
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Poems by Eugene Dubnov

(Translated by Anne Stevenson)
The Ref lections

Welwyn Gardens

These brief and endless nights
Are strangely intertwined;
They are like the two reflections
In the mirror of your life.

Once again here are fields of bright-yellow irises,
Mixed with grass, and spaces of tranquil water
Where fat carp gape as if telling you something –
Just so Welwyn Gardens greets its visitors.

Only one mistrustful glance from you
Startles me with whiteness;
Nothing but white flakes of snow
Swirling above the white earth.

Sunday. April. Everybody's picnicking. First raindrops
Sprinkle the trees, the hummock, the hands, the foreheads.
We look up – no blue anymore, not even one clear patch; already –
We’ve hardly had time to notice – the sky is covered with clouds.

As if the soul of this colour
Were sinless as a shroud;
That's why you look so beautiful
When you wear white.

So pastoral England, in its apparel of soft light,
Unobtrusive speech, not-too-noisy rain,
Apologies for every discomfort, was rising around To be thanked profoundly in a foreigner’s verse.

How many years since midnight –
How could I ever say?
Only, I fear once again this colour
Will divide us. That's why

1991

It's right that I leave
Before daylight defines us.
The sharp snow is raging in the heavens
As I go. Deathly-white.
Moscow, 1969

Quick! Run! – I Shout
At Your Back
Quick! Run! – I shout at your back.
Here a storm is about to break.
Hurry to keep your eyes dry
in the deluge. Look sharp and run.
As for me, I'm safe – I’m free.
On Moscow’s boulevards, rain
is washing our footprints away.
Paris, 1971

ANNE STEVENSON

Anne Stevenson's many collections include
Poems 1955–2005 (Bloodaxe), Selected Poems
(The Library of America, 2008), Stone
Milk (2007), Astonishment (2012), and The
Thousand–Year Minutes (Shoestring, UK,
2013), translations from the Russian poems
of Eugene Dubnov.

EUGENE DUBNOV

Eugene Dubnov was born in Tallinn
and educated in Moscow, Bar-Ilan and
London Universities. Two volumes of
verse in Russian came out in London.
The Thousand-Year Minutes, a bi-lingual
poetry collection translated by Anne
Stevenson with the author, was published
by Shoestring Press in 2013. Work
appeared also in other languages.
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My studio was on the first floor of an ex-peanut
factory in Hackney Wick, and on my corridor was Jan,
a picture framer, and Wilf, a sculptor. All the studios
in our building had windows facing a road lined with
plane trees going towards a canal to our left and a dual
carriageway to our right. You had to cross the dual
carriageway on a footbridge to get to the shops and to
the post office depot.
I had nearly finished building a perpetual motor
for an art exhibition and was missing one component,
which I had ordered from eBay. I’d read about the
many men who had been driven mad in the pursuit of
perpetual motion, but didn’t think it could infect me
and certainly not in my building, which was full of very
reasonable and practical people.
The buzzer on the door to our building wasn’t
working, so the postman had left a delivery note
saying that my package had been sent to the depot.
I cycled over the footbridge to the depot and brought
the component back up to my studio where all the parts
of the machine were laid out on the workbench. It was
a titanium Moebius strip but was slightly bent out of
shape. I needed the machine ready for an exhibition
that afternoon, so I took the component downstairs to
Rob the metalsmith.
Rob’s workshop was on the ground floor also facing
the street, and along the corridor from Rob was Pete, a
carpenter. They had an arrangement where Rob would
grind and sharpen the blades for Pete’s chisels, and Pete
would make the handles for Rob’s tools.
Rob’s door was open and Jan, the framer, was there. He
had just dropped off two blades from his guillotine, which
Rob had agreed to sharpen in exchange for Jan framing one
of Rob’s daughter’s drawings of a bicycle. Jan went back
upstairs and Rob took my component over to the anvil,
where, with a large hammer, he started to beat it into shape.
But the wooden handle of the hammer had a worrying crack
near the head. Rob said it was an old handle and he that
needed to change it anyway for a job he had that afternoon,
so we paused from reshaping my component and walked
along the corridor to Pete’s workshop.
When we got to Pete’s, Wilf was there. He had popped
down to collect a plinth that Pete had made for one of
Wilf ’s sculptures, in return for some photos Wilf had
taken of Pete’s work for a website. Pete offered to make
us tea, but we declined. Wilf went back upstairs with the
plinth and Rob showed Pete the cracked handle. Pete
said that he could turn a new handle out of hickory, a
much stronger wood. He put a piece of hickory into the
lathe, but the cutting blade was blunt.
Pete tried to undo the blade for Rob to sharpen, but
it was stuck. Rob, the stronger of the two, also tried, but
the chuck wouldn’t give and Rob said he would go back to
his workshop to get a long handled wrench. Pete’s phone
rang. It was a BT engineer calling back about the wifi and
Pete said he had to take the call, so Rob and I walked back
along the corridor to Rob’s workshop for the wrench.
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When we got to Rob’s studio the door was shut. He
realised he had locked himself out and left the keys on
the workbench by the window. So we walked back to
Pete’s to borrow a ladder. Pete was still on the phone
to BT and gestured towards the ladder.
Rob said all we needed to do was take the ladder to
the road, lean it up against the wall and feed a length
of wire into the high window to hook up the keys. I said
that either Jan or Wilf were bound to have some wire.
Rob said he had been meaning to pop up to Jan anyway
to see the frame for his daughter’s drawing of a bicycle.
We went out through the front door of the building.
The road was quiet as usual, except for a slow-moving
hipster with a beard, thin legs and a tattoo of an anaconda
swallowing its own tail on his forearm. Leaning the ladder
outside against Rob’s window, we headed back inside and
upstairs to look for a piece of wire. At the front door, there
was a postman pressing the buzzer. He had a package for
James, a print maker on the second floor. But since the
buzzer wasn’t working, I signed the postman’s machine,
took the package, and Rob and I walked up the stairs to
Jan’s framing studio on the first floor.
Jan’s door was open and he was fixing his espresso
machine. He had ordered a new heating element
from eBay, which he was expecting to arrive today,
and had taken the machine apart to install the new
component. All the pieces of the machine were laid out
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on his workbench. I asked him if he had any wire. He
said he only had brass framing wire, which would be
too flimsy to hook the keys, but suggested we borrow
some armature wire from Wilf who had just got back
to his studio.
We walked along the corridor to Wilf ’s, whose door
was also open; he had unpacked a new wifi router and
was waiting for a BT engineer to help install it. He wanted
to call BT to check where the engineer was, but had no
charge left on his phone and no charger. Rob had locked
his phone in his studio and my phone and charger were
in my studio further along the corridor, so we closed
Wilf ’s door and walked along to my studio to charge
Wilf ’s phone.
While Wilf ’s phone was charging, I offered him my
phone to call but he said he’d try Jan’s landline first, from
which it was free to call BT. We left his phone charging
in my studio and went back to Jan’s studio to call, where
Wilf dialled and got through to the automated menu.
I remembered the armature wire and asked Wilf if we
could borrow some. He gave me his keys.
Jan was showing Rob the frame he’d made for Rob’s
daughter’s drawing of a bicycle and said he needed the
blades back for his guillotine for the job he had that
afternoon. I went back down the corridor to Wilf ’s
studio for the armature wire. I still had James’ package,
so before going into Wilf ’s for the wire, I ran on upstairs
33
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to the second floor to give the package to James.
James’ door was also open. He was trying to move
his letter-press out from the corner to install a new
component he had ordered from eBay. The letter-press
was extremely heavy. He had taken the machine apart
to make it lighter, and the pieces were laid out on his
workbench. He thanked me for the package, hoping it
was the component for the letter-press, but it was in fact
a BT router for wifi. He asked, incidentally, whether I
could give him a hand moving the letter-press. I put
Wilf ’s keys down on the workbench and we pushed, but
the two of us couldn’t move the machine. I went back
downstairs to get the others — Jan and Rob agreed to
come and help, but Wilf was still on the phone to BT.
We went back up to James’ and helped him move the
press. James thanked us and, putting the kettle on, asked
if we wanted tea. We declined.
Rob, Jan and I headed back down to my corridor and
when we got to Wilf ’s door, I remembered leaving the
keys on James’ workbench. Rob and Jan went on to join
Wilf in Jan’s framing studio and I went back up to James’
on the second floor for Wilf ’s keys. When I got back to
James’ studio he was on the phone, and said it was BT
calling back about the wifi, so I took the keys I had left
on James’ workbench and went back down to Wilf ’s
studio for the armature wire.
I found the wire on Wilf ’s workbench and closed
the door behind me walking back down the corridor to
Jan’s studio. Jan was bubble wrapping the frame he’d
made for Rob’s daughter’s drawing of a bicycle. I gave
the keys back to Wilf who had finally got through to BT.
It turned out that the engineer was actually downstairs
and had been pressing the buzzer. So Rob, Wilf and I
walked down to let him in. Jan also decided to come to
see if the heating element for his espresso machine had
arrived from eBay, closing the studio door behind him.
When we got down to the front door, the BT
engineer was waiting and there was a delivery-note
under the letterbox, telling Jan that the postman had

‘Rob sharpened the blades
for Jan’s guillotine giving
them back to Jan and then
sharpened the blade from
the lathe and took it over
to Pete’s to put it back into
the machine.’
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tried to deliver his package earlier that morning, but
because the buzzer was not working, the package had
gone to the depot. Jan asked if he could borrow my
bike — this, because the depot was only five minutes
away by bike. Jan’s bike was at Lucien’s, who fixed
bikes in the building next to ours. Lucien had also just
fixed the chain on my bike that kept snapping. I said
fine, but that the bike’s lock key was in my studio on
my work bench, so I gave Jan my studio keys and he
went up to get the key for the bike.
The BT engineer came up to Wilf ’s studio and said
that Wilf needed to provide a 16-digit order number to
activate the wifi, which had been sent to him by email.
We asked if the engineer couldn’t call BT himself for
the activation code, to which he replied that he had
no charge on his phone and both Wilf ’s and my phone
were in my studio to which Jan had taken the keys. We
decided to get the email with Wilf ’s laptop. I didn’t have
internet in my studio and was using the wifi signal from
Lucien’s bicycle workshop next door. Lucien had given
me the WEP code in exchange for some magnets, but
you could only get a good wifi signal in the corridor.
We took Wilf ’s laptop into the corridor to find the
signal. Wilf ’s laptop hadn’t saved the WEP code for
Lucien’s router, which was written on the wall of Jan’s
studio, in a marker on a piece of card above the espresso
machine. Rob suggested I run down to Lucien’s to get the
code again. Wilf, Rob and the BT engineer all went back
into Wilf ’s studio for tea, and I asked them to keep an
ear out for me downstairs since I was keyless. I ran down
and pressed Lucien’s buzzer, but it was also broken, so
I banged on the door.
Lucien opened the door. He had taken Jan’s bike
apart to fix the brakes — in return for which Jan had
agreed to frame one of Lucien’s maps, and all the pieces
of Jan’s bike were laid out on Lucien’s workbench. I
asked him for the WEP code again. He said it was on
the bottom of the router. I made my way across the
workshop between the bikes to the router and copied
the code onto a piece of card with a marker.
I went back outside and shouted up. Wilf put his head
out the window, came down to let me in, and we went
back up to the first floor. The BT engineer and Rob were
in Wilf ’s studio drinking tea. Using the WEP code, we
got Wilf ’s laptop onto Lucien’s network in the corridor
and found the 16-digit activation code from Wilf ’s email
(so the BT engineer could activate the account. I heard
Jan shout up from downstairs and put my head out of
Wilf ’s window. Jan was back from the depot with the
heating element for his espresso machine, but the chain
on my bike had snapped again. He shouted up that he’d
take my bike to Lucien to fix again; he wanted to pick
up his bike anyway.
Rob and I walked back downstairs and outside with
the armature wire to get Rob’s keys through the window.
The ladder was still leant against Rob’s window and Jan
was banging on Lucien’s door. Rob climbed the ladder,
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lowered the wire in through the window and hooked up
his keys. We went back inside the building, Rob opened
his door and took the long handled wrench. I had the
ladder and we walked back along the corridor to Pete’s
to undo the chuck on his lathe, so he could turn the
Hickory wood handle for Rob’s hammer.
When we got to Pete’s, there was another BT engineer
with him who had come to install Pete’s wifi, but the
router hadn’t arrived. I suggested Pete look under the
letterbox, and he found a delivery-note saying there was
a package for him at the depot. Pete didn’t have a bike
and he asked if he could borrow Rob’s bike to go to the
depot. Rob went to get the key to his bike lock while Pete
made tea for the BT engineer who agreed to wait.
While Pete was at the depot, Rob’s long handled
wrench loosened the blade on the lathe which we took
back to Rob’s studio to sharpen, leaving the BT engineer
drinking tea in Pete’s studio.
Whilst we were in Rob’s studio, there was a knock on
the door. It was Jan carrying Rob’s daughter’s drawing
of a bicycle in the frame — he had also come to pick up
his guillotine blades, which he needed for the job he had
that afternoon. He said that Lucien was not answering
the door and he had put my bike lock key back on my
workbench and gave me back my studio keys and my
bike with the broken chain. I leant my bike against the
wall in the downstairs corridor.
Rob sharpened the blades for Jan’s guillotine, giving
them back to Jan, and then sharpened the blade from
the lathe and took it over to Pete’s to put it back into the
machine. I went back outside with my bike and together
with Jan went to try Lucien again.
There was a knock on Rob’s window. It was a BT
engineer for James the print-maker on the second floor,
and Rob went out to let him in. Rob lit a cigarette and
waited for Pete to come back from the depot, so that
Rob could get his Hickory handle. He also pointed out
that there was a new delivery note under the letterbox
addressed to James. I took the BT engineer up to James’
studio on the second floor and James made him tea. I
gave James the delivery note saying that his package was
at the depot; he said this was probably the component
for his letter press which he’d bought from eBay.
We left the engineer in James’ studio drinking tea and
walked down to the front door. James decided to borrow
Wilf ’s bike to cycle up to the depot and shouted up at
Wilf ’s window. Wilf came down the stairs with his bike
leaving the BT engineer in his studio also drinking tea.
Pete had just come back from the depot on Rob’s bike.
Wilf, Rob, Pete, Jan, James and I were all down in the
road and the three BT engineers were in the building
drinking tea. The main door was shut and we heard
somebody bolt it from within. — JQ
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978585 © Josh Baum 2014
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Becoming a
Biographer
Howard Cooper interviews
psychoanalyst and Freud
biographer Adam Phillips

Adam Phillips was born in Cardiff in 1954.
Now in private practice as a psychoanalyst, he
was formerly Principal Child Psychotherapist
at Charing Cross Hospital, London, and is a
visiting professor at the English Department of
University of York. As well as being the general
editor of the new Penguin Modern Classics
translations of Sigmund Freud, he is the author
of more than a dozen widely acclaimed volumes
of essays. His latest book, which prompted
this Conversation for Jewish Quarterly is the
biography Becoming Freud: the Making of a
Psychoanalyst in the Yale University Press
“Jewish Lives” series.
Howard Cooper: Adam, you are known as a
practitioner of psychoanalysis in the consulting room,
and as a writer and essayist who uses psychoanalytic
ideas to help us think. What sparked your interest in
psychoanalysis?
Adam Phillips: Of course, I don’t really know. I do
know that when I was 17, by chance actually, I read
Jung’s Memories, Dreams and Reflections, and the book
had a tremendously powerful effect on me. Partly
because it seemed like a tremendous adventure,
his life, and psychoanalysis, was not something that
was in my culture of origin. Around the same time,
Winnicott’s Playing and Reality was published and I
remember I bought the book because I loved the cover
of it. It looked intriguing, and I read this book and I
really felt ‘I know what this book is about’. Now, I was
17 so I couldn’t have known what the book was about,
but I nevertheless felt a very strong sense of affinity
to something. When I read that book I knew I wanted
to be a child psychotherapist....
I also knew I wanted to read English Literature at
University because that was really what I was interested
in. I knew by then—though it was a late thing—that I loved
reading. And I wanted to only read the things I wanted to
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‘The great thing about
psychoanalysis is the idea
of free association. And of
following things where they
lead...the sense that one’s nature,
whatever it is, is unfathomable,
and of infinite possibility.’
HC: In your latest book, Becoming Freud, you quote
Freud’s description of himself as being a writer who
wished to “throw himself into a line of thought and
to follow it wherever it leads.” I imagine you have
an affinity with that—that it describes your own
approach to writing?
AP: I think so. The great thing about psychoanalysis
is the idea of free association. And of following things
where they lead...the sense that one’s nature, whatever
it is, is unfathomable, and of infinite possibility. You
really do not know what’s going on in your mind and
in your body. It’s circumscribed out of anxiety—but it
can also be opened up. And that’s one of the reasons I
love and like psychoanalysis: because it gives people
the opportunity to see what they might be thinking and
feeling and wanting. And it makes your life, in the case
of writing, intrinsically experimental.
HC: Early on in Becoming Freud, you say, “One of the
first casualties of psychoanalysis, once the facts of
our lives as seen as complicated in the Freudian way,
is the traditional biography.” Can you unpack that?
AP: Well, one bit is that Freud, through the so-called
method of psychoanalysis, suggests that the way to tell
a story of your life is to say whatever comes into your
mind over a long period of time to a psychoanalyst. The
plausible narrative coherence we have about our own
lives, Freud sees as more or less defensive—so what
you think of as the story of your life is, in Freudian
terms, what you hide your life in. So Freud is saying that
conventional narrative is a way of hiding things rather
than of revealing them. That’s the first bit.
The second bit is that, in Freud’s view, were you to
free associate to any so-called ‘fact’ of your life, it would
proliferate in unexpected and unpredictable ways. It’s
a bit like saying: ‘It is a fact of my life that I was born
in Cardiff.’ But if you, as an analyst, would say to me:
‘When you think of Cardiff, what comes to mind?’, well
a lot of things can come to mind and probably would—
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read. My reading life was promiscuous. Only in the sense
that I followed things up and one thing led to another....
The other bit that is crucial to do with this is the
National Health Service. Because I grew up in a socialist
family and the fact that child psychotherapy was available
on the health service was very important because I
believed then, as I do now, it should be available. I didn’t
believe in it as some sort of elitist thing..
HC: You said in a recent interview that Freud seemed
to you a version of the Jewish family life that you
knew. Can you expand on that a little?
AP: What struck me when I read Freud—apart from
the fact that he was a really good writer, very clear and
accessible—it seemed there was something (and this may
be very wishful, I don’t know), there was something about
the tone that reminds me of my family. The thing I get from
Freud is a really passionate commitment and engagement
with things—and a wish not to be fanatical, the wish to
retain a certain kind of civility, if you like, in the writing.
And that was sort of true in my family—we talked about
the things Freud talked about. There was a lot of talk about
relationships, food, sex, money—of course, Freud doesn’t
talk very much about politics, [whereas] my family did.
It was as though, if I were to put it naively, I’d say I really
liked Freud as a person when I read him. To me he was
both endearing and inspiring. And he didn’t have that
inner superiority; he was non-elitist. Because what’s really
worked for me in my life is non-intimidation. I think the
worst thing people do to each other is intimidate each other.
HC: Where was Jewishness in that family mix?
AP: Like God, it was everywhere and nowhere. I realised
as I grew up that my family was just completely Jewish
(whatever that means): everything we ate…the jokes...I
knew very early on these people were very different from
what I thought of as my English friends, my Christian
friends. I grew up in an extended Jewish family, in the
sense that I saw my grandparents, my aunts and uncle,
my cousins, probably most days. We went on holidays
together. We didn’t go to synagogue; my grandparents
did, but my parents were—as I think a lot of Jews of their
generation—anti-religion, but very pro-Jewish. They
were definitely Jewish in their sensibility. They were
not Zionists at all, but they were always concerned and
worried about what was happening in Israel and to Israel. .
HC: Was your family—like many of the families in
the ‘50s—touched by the Shoah at all?
AP: Yes...
HC: ...and was that part of the conversation?
AP: Not much, no, because I think my family, my parents,
wanted to protect us from the worst fears. My mother’s
parents were very involved in getting Jews out of Germany
during the War, and I met several people—I can remember
this as a conversation—in which I say to my mother or my
father, ‘Why has that woman written, in biro, numbers on her
hand?’ But in terms of our everyday conversation, it wasn’t
discussed. I’m sure it was implicit but it wasn’t explicit.
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and would at different times. So not only is the narrative
always evolving, and different in different times, it is
also not a reliable narrative...psychoanalysis revises our
sense of what’s going on in the writing of a biography.
HC: So can you say how that impacted on your writing
of it?
AP: What intrigued me about doing it was to write a
biography of Freud in the light of Freud’s misgivings
about biography. I wanted to do two things at once: write
a normal, traditional, biography, but also find ways of
qualifying that by Freud’s doubts about it.
I was very fortunate in my editor of this book, because I
started writing the book and I found it very difficult to write
it straightforwardly. And she said to me, “All we want the
reader to have is the experience of biography”—and it was
a great phrase, because I thought, well I can do anything
in a way; there’s got to be a few facts, but the patterns you
make from the facts have to be knowingly tentative (and
knowingly informed by the biographer’s desire). There’s
going to be a tension between the story I want to tell about
Freud, and the story that is there to tell about Freud.
HC: So what was your ‘desire’ in writing the book?
What did you want Freud for?
AP: I think in a way only other people can tell me that.
It’s as though I write my biography of Freud and then
they, the readers, have to interpret—as though they
were my analysts, so to speak—what they think I am
using this to do. What I was conscious of—which is very
minimalising in a way, because always the book knows
more than you do—is that I wanted to use Freud to show
that a) I think that Freud is a very interesting man; and
b) I think that psychoanalysis is really interesting and a
wonderful invention.
I also wanted to get away from the myth of the great
man. I don’t mean that people don’t do remarkable
things, but ‘great men’ have had mothers and fathers
and sisters, etc., so I wanted to try and convey a sense
that the context trumps everything, even character. Not
that character is negligible, I don’t think that at all, but I

‘It’s a very weird thing that
Freud is developing these
really interesting accounts
of how people refuse to know
things—and he’s refusing to
know the rise of Nazism, for
a solid six years.’
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just think the context matters a lot—historical, social, etc.
HC: You say at one point that at the heart of
psychoanalysis is the idea that “there is something
impossible about the living and telling of our modern
lives,” that Freud intuited that we live in “a world in
which people had to adapt to things...that may be
impossible to adapt to,” and you actually italicise that.
Do you want to say some more about that?
AP: Yes, I do. I don’t ever use italics. Because it seems a
bit sort of stagey. But as I was writing the book, I thought:
given I do think, broadly speaking, that Darwin is right,
it seemed to me increasingly that it may be possible that
there are things people cannot adapt to. Dostoyevsky says
that man is the animal that can adapt to anything. Well, it
seems to me that psychoanalysis raises that as a question.
The ethos Freud was growing up in seems to have been
really hard to adapt to. Psychoanalysis was invented to
discuss the costs of assimilation, or adaptation. Within
two years of Freud’s death, there was the Holocaust.
So you could think: what can people bear in the light of
these trans-generational experiences? First, is it worth
adapting? And if it is, what’s the story? What kind of
case, now, would somebody make about why life is worth
living? And I think that Freud was on to that in some way.
HC: That connects with the question you raise about
why Freud didn’t take the Nazis more seriously.
You say that one of the basic Freudian ideas is that
modern people have created a false sense of security
for themselves; so would you say that may have
been true for him? That he couldn’t bear what was
happening?
AP: Yes, he couldn’t bear that reality. It’s a very weird
thing that Freud is developing these really interesting
accounts of how people refuse to know things—and he’s
refusing to know the rise of Nazism, for a solid six years.
It’s not as though suddenly one day in 1938, Hitler turns
up—this is a long history. So it seems, in retrospect, both
astounding and entirely understandable why this was
the last thing on earth Freud wanted to know about.
HC: Though many of his generation did know, and
did do something about it.
AP: Yes, exactly. So what was going on?
HC: You describe a visit to him by a French analyst
in 1937 who was encouraging him to leave, and in
response Freud said: “The Nazis? I’m not afraid of
them. Help me rather to combat my true enemy.”
Which turns out to be “Religion, the Roman Catholic
Church.” And your comment is that, “it was the old,
the traditional enemy Freud feared, which stopped
him from seeing the new one.” Here is a man who
has spent his whole life dedicated to the possibility
of individual change, yet what does that mean in
relation to the forces of history? Maybe the nature
of the powers that were unleashed in the 1930s were
unbearable to him?
AP: I think that’s right. Because another way of redescribing that is how Freud fits in the possibility of
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interventional change to a system that seems to be
almost totally deterministic. Freud’s always wondering:
where is there a margin of freedom, or choice? I think
that he could be, in a certain, limited sense, personally
optimistic about the possibilities of benign change; and,
more largely, totally pessimistic.
HC: How might that connect to the anti-Semitic
background of Vienna, the Dreyfus affair, etc.—the
political context in which Freud is writing?
AB: Freud is temperamentally optimistic, in the sense
that by nature—or whatever you want to call it—he must
have had a belief in the possibility of change, and in the
possibility of pleasure. The theory is all about pleasure.
Nobody would say that Freud wasn’t very realistic—the
reality principle was one of his most interesting ideas.
But I imagine that Freud was thinking something along
the lines of: given how difficult life is (and indeed our
Jewish history tells us a lot about this), it’s amazing what
pleasure can do for us. Not ‘pleasure is redemptive’—he
doesn’t believe anything like that—but he does believe
there are pleasures to be had, real satisfactions.
And I feel I want to extrapolate that and say: the
most interesting thing is how much pleasure people
get from each other’s company. Now, what follows on
from that is how much misery they can give each other
too. But actually, the possibilities for pleasure between
people are amazing—potentially. Not all the time, and
not consistently, but they are there. And I think (and
maybe this is what I am saying in the book) Freud’s
got an unconscious apprehension of the possibilities
of sociability, that are sustaining... There’s a new story
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about people’s basic unity or fundamental identification
with each other that breeds some unconscious current
of optimism. People can actually make each other feel
better. Otherwise, why do psychoanalysis? Why be
interested in sex?
HC: What about Freud and Judaism? And how this
connects with his relationship with his father, who
died in 1896?
AP: There was a huge disparity, as far as one can tell,
between the father he had, and the kind of man Freud
aspired to be; and indeed, the men he found himself
admiring as he grew up. Freud never denied being
Jewish, but he was very wary or sceptical or uncertain
of how to affirm it. It seems to me that he dis-identified
from the Jews of his father’s generation. And he was
looking for a new picture. And it’s not incidental that the
person Freud wants to be the carrier of psychoanalysis
after him is Jung.
HC: Maybe he didn’t have a language available to
affirm it...
AP: Yes...
HC: ...There’s that letter in 1926, to the B’nei Brith,
where he talks about being an “unbeliever...brought
up without religion. But enough else remained to make
the attraction of Judaism and the Jews so irresistible,
many dark emotional powers all the mightier the less
they let themselves be grasped in words.”
AP: It’s like two things. “The most essential or profound
thing about me is my Jewishness.” And, “It’s the thing
that’s least articulable.” And psychoanalysis is all about
articulation.
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HC: Why do you think Freud was so hostile to religion?
AP: I think he was hostile to anything that pre-empted
his freedom to inquire. I think he was hostile to certain
structures of authority—or fantasies about structures of
authority. He was in that sense a sort of post-Enlightenment
person. He wanted reason rather than faith. And he seems
to have felt a really powerful historical retrospective
resentment about what had been thwarted in him, and his
forefathers, by faith. Or by superstition. “If we hadn’t been
dumped with all that, who knows what might have been
possible?” As though he saw it almost un-ambivalently.
He never said, ‘well, religion is terrible, but the great thing
about it is...’ He always says, it’s terrible, it’s infantile.
What’s happened that he needs to be so un-ambivalent,
given that he says we are ambivalent about everything?
HC: So the psychoanalytic question would be:
What’s the doubt he’s trying to stifle by his overinsistent critique?
AP: Yes—and the doubt could be that religion is the
best language that anyone’s come up with so far to talk
about things that matter most. So he’s got to produce a
language that competes with that—and that’s a big task.
HC: Do you feel that you’re involved in that task? I’ve
noticed in your writings over the years what seems
like a particular antipathy towards religion and God.
AP: I’m interested you say that, because my conscious
feeling is almost exactly the opposite. In the sense
that I do think religious—and eventually literary
and philosophical—languages have been the best
languages we’ve had... I think two things. One is that
theology is the most interesting subject. And also that
the Enlightenment critique of religion is very, very
important: we can’t shrug it off. So I do want more and
more inspiring and comforting secular re-descriptions
of what religion has previously done.
HC: Secular re-descriptions?
AP: Yes. I don’t want anything transcendent in religion; and
I don’t want to feel the need to sacralise anything in order to
make it seem important. Keats said in his Letters, “I believe
in the Holiness of the Heart’s Affections and the Truth of
the Imagination.” Well, me too. I think that’s plenty. All we
need is what’s between us as people, that we are the best
resource we’ve got—and we need to find ways of talking
and writing that sustain each other... Freud seems to me
to be a Romantic, a post-Enlightenment Romantic, but he
was trying to put together the language of Romanticism
with the language of science. And that’s a really interesting
project. I think he is a sort of visionary pragmatist. He has a
vision, and obviously, having had a scientific education, he
believes in the real world: consensual, empirical reality—
but he’s very imaginative, and he gives us a picture of
ourselves as way in excess of the evidence. We’re living
way in excess of the evidence.
HC: In 1986, Harold Bloom said that Freud’s concepts
“have begun to merge with our culture, and indeed now
form the only Western mythology that contemporary
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‘Freud seems to me to be a
Romantic, a postEnlightenment Romantic,
but he was trying to put
together the language
of Romanticism with the
language of science.’
intellectuals have in common.” 30 years later, that
doesn’t ring so true. People are not so inclined to accept
the mystique of psychoanalysis. You recently suggested
that this has benefitted psychoanalysis—that there’s
now more scepticism about it?
AP: There’s a familiar story, which is that psychoanalysis
had a heyday, and then it gradually fell into disrepute. I
think it’s more like the arc of a love affair—which is that
at a certain point a whole group of people fell in love with
psychoanalysis; they thought it was fabulous. And then,
as people do when they have a disillusionment, they
stopped thinking it was fabulous and thought it was the
worst thing in the world. I think that’s what’s happening
now. Possibly for the first time ever, people are freer to
see what they make of it. So I think psychoanalysis is
really good as dream material, but very bad as a set of
instructions, or as a picture of what people ‘really’ are.
It’s a set of sentences in the culture that people can use
and make something interesting of. It’s not a set of rules
to abide by. So the question isn’t, as an analyst, ‘Am I
doing it properly?’; but the question is, ‘What kind of
person do I want to be?’
It’s not the psychoanalytic sentences that matter,
it’s what people can make of them. And if people can
make interesting things out of them, it’ll proliferate. But
it’s been institutionally constrained, I think—inevitably.
The best way of sustaining it is doing good clinical
work. That’s the fundamental thing. And then, very
secondarily, people might write more or less interesting
things about it. But good clinical work has its effect: it’s
not a world-domination effect; it’s a local effect. But it’s
a really profound local effect. And that, I think, is what
people should be doing—good clinical work. And, if they
happen to like writing, to write.
HC: And if they happen to like talking, giving an
interview, so that people can have access...
AP: Exactly—talk, and see what they think of it.
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978584 © Howard Cooper 2014 All Rights Reserved.
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AFTER
Operation Protective Edge
ran from 8 July to 26 August
2014. During that time, over
2000 Palestinians were killed,
and even the IDF suggests that
at least 55% were civilians. Israel
lost 66 soldiers and 6 civilians.
Beyond these stark figures, who
can account for the trauma
experienced on both sides?
The question of who was
responsible for the conflict is,
and will remain, hotly contested.
In fact, so intense has been the
flood of opinion provoked online
and offline, that it can be said to
constitute part of the conflict itself—
one that has yet to end even as the
fighting has died down. Not for the
first time, Operation Protective
Edge saw the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict engulf the globe.
In this special section of the
Jewish Quarterly, we have not
sought to find ‘closure’ to this
intractable conflict. Rather, we
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GAZA
have commissioned a range of
responses that, we hope, will
help in understanding the war
and its aftermath. Some of these
responses directly address
Operation Protective Edge itself,
whereas others focus on its wider
implications and the question of
‘where now?’
As a publication that has
historically leaned towards
the liberal-left with regard
to the question of Israel, our
contributors to this special section
often lean in this direction too. But
we have also included voices that
defend Israel’s actions.
From whatever perspective
our contributors write, they
eschew shrill moralizing and
propagandizing. Writing with the
benefit of a little distance from the
events in question, they grapple
with the uncertainties, insecurities,
hopes and fears stirred up by this
unending war.
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Judging Israel’s War
Dov Waxman asks whether Operation Protective Edge meets the
definition of a just war

D OV WA X M A N

Few, if any, countries are judged as much as Israel. People
around the world, most of whom have never set foot
in the country itself, frequently judge Israel, whether
positively, or—more often—negatively. Israel’s wars and
military actions are especially subject to global scrutiny
and criticism. Indeed, the strategy and tactics of the IDF
are now formulated with the knowledge that whatever
it does will be closely watched by the international
community and, most likely, investigated by human
rights organizations. For better or for worse, Israeli
political and military decision-making operates under
the unremitting glare of an international spotlight.
TThis was strikingly apparent during Israel’s latest
military campaign in Gaza. From its outset until its
ending fifty days later, “Operation Protective Edge,” as
it was named, was the subject of endless commentary and
evaluation. While some staunchly justified the campaign
and defended the actions of the IDF as a necessary
response to Hamas terrorism, others just as strongly
condemned Israel and criticized the IDF for killing so
many Palestinian civilians (more than a thousand, and as
many as 1500, out of a total of 2100 Palestinians killed in
the conflict). Listening to this constant chorus of praise
and blame, accusation and counter-accusation was a
confusing, dizzying, and depressing experience for many.
Confronted with such conflicting claims, many people
retreated into silence, leaving Israel’s diehard defenders
and critics to furiously battle it out.
Rather than simply defer to the dogmatic or abstain
from making any judgments, we need to be able to better
judge Israel’s military actions for ourselves and to do
so as objectively as possible. We need to have criteria
that we can consistently apply, and clarity about what
these criteria are based upon. Thankfully, we do not need
to invent these criteria; they already exist. In fact, they
have been developed over many centuries, going back
to the writings of St. Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth
century and continuing through to the recent work of
philosophers like Michael Walzer. These criteria are
referred to as “Just War” theory, a tradition of political
and religious thought about the ethics of war. Many of
the rules developed by Just War theory have also been
codified into international laws governing armed conflict,
such as The United Nations Charter, and The Hague and
Geneva Conventions.
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Unlike pacifism, Just War theory accepts that war
is sometimes necessary and justified. Its goal is not
to prohibit war altogether, but to limit its frequency
and severity by imposing constraints on when war is
permissible and what military actions can be taken
in war. Thus, according to Just War theory, a war
is only considered ‘just’ when both the reasons for
going to war (referred to in Latin as jus ad bellum)
and the conduct of the war itself (jus in bello) are just.
Crucially, having a justified reason for going to war is
not sufficient in determining the moral legitimacy of
a war. For a war to be just, it must also be fought in an
ethical manner.
Among the various criteria that determine whether
a state has a just reason for going to war, three stand out
as most central. First, and most importantly, there must
be a “just cause,” and the only cause that is generally
considered just is resistance to aggression (i.e., selfdefence). Second, there must be a “right intention.”
Having a just cause for war is not enough—it must also
be the actual motivation for going to war. Third, war
must be the “last resort,” after all other non-violent
options (in particular diplomatic negotiations) have
been tried.
There are two key criteria that determine whether
the military conduct of a war is ethical: discrimination
and proportionality. Both of these criteria seek to the
limit the destructive effects of warfare—the former
by restricting who you can use military force against,

‘The principle of
proportionality holds that
only the minimum amount
of force necessary can
be used to achieve your
military objective.’
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‘while Israel can justifiably
claim that Operation
Protective Edge was a response
to Hamas’s aggression, it is less
justifiable to claim it was really
a last resort.’
civilian causalities are sometimes excusable. The real
issue here is whether Israel adhered to the principles of
discrimination and proportionality. With regards to the
former, Israel claims that since Hamas stored rockets in
homes, schools, and mosques; used apartment buildings
and even hospitals as command posts; and fired its
rockets from civilian homes and school buildings; it was
impossible at times for Israel to avoid killing civilians
or destroying civilian infrastructure. Because Hamas
attacks Israel from densely populated civilian areas and
allegedly uses Palestinian civilians as “human shields,”
Israel has no choice but to fire back even when innocent
Palestinians may be in the line of fire. What else can
Israel do to protect itself?
This is undoubtedly a very difficult tactical and
ethical issue not only for Israel, but also for any state
engaged in ‘asymmetric war’ in which its adversary,
often insurgent groups, do not abide by any of the
established, modern rules of warfare. While it cannot
be the case that Hamas, or any insurgent or terrorist
group, renders itself immune from attack by operating
among civilians, it is still incumbent upon Israel (and
other states in similar situations) to do everything it
reasonably can to minimize civilian casualties. Israel
tried to do this in many ways, such as giving prior
warning of imminent bombing attacks through phone
calls and text messages, as well as conducting so-called
“knocks on the roof ”—dropping small, non-lethal
bombs on the roofs of buildings to warn residents that a
bigger strike was coming. Whether these warnings were
sufficient is highly debatable. After all, some people,
especially the sick and elderly, are not able to leave a
building in time; others may not want to abandon their
homes and worldly possessions; still others may not
know where to go, or may fear no place is safe.
More problematic in terms of the requirements
of Just War theory (and international laws of war) was
Israel’s definition of what constituted a legitimate
target for attack. This included not only obvious
military targets (Hamas fighters, weapons stockpiles,
underground tunnels, etc.), but also the homes of
Hamas militants, which were repeatedly bombed.
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and the latter by limiting how much force can be
used. According to the principle of distinction, only
combatants and military targets (that serve a military
purpose) can be deliberately attacked during war. While
“collateral damage”—the convenient euphemism for
civilian casualties—may be unavoidable at times,
civilians and civilian buildings (such as homes,
schools, and hospitals) cannot be the intended targets
of attack. The principle of proportionality holds that
only the minimum amount of force necessary can be
used to achieve your military objective. This means the
achievement of a particular military objective needs
to outweigh the harm it will likely cause to civilians.
Bombing a military target with the high likelihood
of civilian casualties is only justifiable if the number
of dead or injured civilians is not excessive to the
anticipated value of the military target. This can, of
course, be a highly subjective assessment.
By applying these two sets of criteria to “Operation
Protective Edge”, we are able to better judge the ethics
of Israel’s actions (and to do so independently of our
judgment of Hamas’s actions). Was Israel’s latest war in
Gaza, then, a just war? It certainly satisfies the criterion
of a ‘just cause’ because it was launched after more than
40 rockets were fired into Israel from Gaza by Hamas and
other Palestinian militant groups. Although Israel’s Iron
Dome anti-missile system was able to neutralize much
of the threat these rockets posed to Israeli civilians, the
fact remains that Israel had a right to defend itself and
to try to stop these rocket attacks.
But was Israel’s use of force in self-defence a last
resort? Did Israel have no other option but to launch its
war against Hamas? Was diplomacy tried first? While
Hamas refuses to directly negotiate with Israel or even
to recognize its existence, Israel also refuses to negotiate
with Hamas. Could the Netanyahu government have
tried to negotiate indirectly with Hamas (as it is now
doing)? What if it had simply ended Israel’s seven
year-old blockade of the Gaza Strip? Or, perhaps the
Netanyahu government could have accepted Palestinian
reconciliation and the new Palestinian government of
national unity? Had it done so, Hamas would probably
not have attacked Israel in the first place. So, while Israel
can justifiably claim that Operation Protective Edge was
a response to Hamas’s aggression, it is less justifiable to
claim it was really a last resort.
When it comes to judging Israel’s conduct of the
war itself, the picture is similarly muddied, to say the
least. Israel did not deliberately seek to kill Palestinian
civilians, contrary to the allegations of some of its
fiercest critics. Had it done so, many more Palestinian
civilians would surely have been killed. Nevertheless,
unintentionally, Israel did kill many Palestinian civilians
(whether it was half the total number of Palestinian
dead, as Israel claims, or three-quarters, as Palestinians
and the United Nations claim). This fact, however,
does not necessarily mean the actions of the IDF were
morally wrong. After all, Just War theory accepts that

D OV WA X M A N
Gaza rocket falls in an open area after being
intercepted by Iron Dome — PHOTO: ISRAEL DEFENSE FORCES

‘the behaviour of the IDF is
no worse than that of
many other armies, and is
undoubtedly much better
than that of say, the Syrian
army, which brazenly
slaughters its own civilians. ’
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Israel claims these homes were legitimate military
targets because they were being used as “command
and control centres.” While this claim is impossible to
verify, in targeting the homes of Hamas commanders
and levelling entire apartments buildings, Israel also
destroyed the homes of many innocent people, and
killed dozens (perhaps hundreds) of civilians, including
entire families. Bombing apartment buildings where
many people live—even if some of those people are
Hamas officials—seems to violate the principle of
discrimination.
Israel also seems to have violated the proportionality
principle on a number of occasions. One of the most
well publicized instances occurred when ten Palestinian
civilians were killed when Israel bombed a UNRWA
school in the southern Gaza Strip town of Rafah in
which thousands of displaced Palestinians had taken
refuge. While the Israeli military subsequently stated
the intended target of the attack was three members
of Islamic Jihad who were driving by the school on a
motorbike at the time, the military value of killing three
militants surely does not outweigh the significant risk of
many civilian casualties when attacking a target so close
to a school filled with civilians. This is probably why the
U.S. State Department strongly criticized Israel for this
particular attack, calling it “disgraceful.” This was not
the only time when Israeli airstrikes and shelling killed
Palestinian civilians taking refuge in UN-run schools.
It is reasonable to conclude, then, that the
Israeli military did occasionally use excessive force
during “Operation Protective Edge,” failed at times
to adequately safeguard the lives and property of
Palestinian civilians, and did not always differentiate
enough between military and civilian targets. These
failures certainly undermine the claim often made by
the Israeli government and its most ardent Diaspora
Jewish supporters that the IDF is “the most moral army
in the world.” At the same time, the behaviour of the
IDF is no worse than that of many other armies, and is
undoubtedly much better than that of say, the Syrian
army, which brazenly slaughters its own civilians. From
a historical perspective, the Israeli military’s conduct
in the Gaza war is also probably no worse than the
United States military’s conduct in Iraq, and is certainly
better than American and British conduct in WWII
(when roughly half a million German civilians were
killed in allied bombing raids). This does not mean
“Operation Protective Edge” was an ethical or ‘just’
war, but it should remind us that it was a war much
like any other. — JQ
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978576 © Dov Waxman 2014

Jewish Quarterly — Autumn / Winter 2014

Dear Israel
I do hope you don't mind my writing to you.
I'm almost as old as you are, so I'm sure you'll
understand when I say we've come a long way
together.
To be honest, I didn't really think much about you
when I was growing up in England. I knew about
how Jews had suffered in concentration camps
and how many survivors had gone to make their
homes in Israel, and that it was a very
good thing that they had somewhere
to go. I watched the film Exodus
and it was very sad.
So imagine my surprise in 1967
when that man with the eye
patch was all over the news, and
people were talking about 'plucky
little Israel'. I remember my
friend Harvey at school
with his head in his
hands thinking he
'had to go and
do something'.
Apparently 'the
Arabs' had
done something
and you had
given them a
bloody nose.
You'd also
occupied some
land at the
same time
which
wasn't
yours, just
to be on
the safe
side, and I
remember
everyone
thinking
that was
great because
we could now go on holiday to all
these new places, but not for long
because you would have to give them back again
(and anyway Mr Wilson said we could only take
£50 away with us). I also felt a bit bad because
this land belonged to 'the Arabs', but apparently
they were mostly Bedouins so it didn't matter. I
don't remember you using the word 'Palestinians'.
I never quite got to the Sinai but I did have a jolly
good holiday staying in the Old City and going to
Hebron and Jericho. When I was staying in 'Israel
Proper' I was a bit surprised by how everyone
went on about 'the Arabs' and how you expected
me to come and make my home there.

The thing is, ever since then, I've been feeling
really bad about all this, because you never have
given those lands back, have you? Since then,
those people from America and other places
have made settlements all over the occupied
territories. The people who lived there before
used to have farms and olive groves, but you've
taken them away and prevented
them from travelling and have
made their lives a misery.
Every so often you announce
Operation Something or
Other and say you have to protect
yourself against rocket fire, so you kill
thousands of people, destroy homes and
workplaces, and cause billions of pounds of
damage. Then when you stop
that you go and build some more
settlements.
I live in dread of
what you'll do next
and apparently
it's all in my name,
to protect me
because I'm
Jewish.
I wake up in the
morning and put
on the Today
programme,
and I dread
to hear
'our'
news.
I put my
head
in my
hands
every time
I hear your
name, or that
of your spokesman Mark
Regev.
I never asked you to speak
for me or
to do anything in my name, but
if you do
one thing in my name, then it's to
get back
behind 1967 borders, like you said
you'd do
when I was growing up. Otherwise,
and I
never thought I'd say this, sometimes I feel so
ashamed for us both that I'm beginning to wish
we'd never been born. Silly, I know, but I feel I've
internalised your shame. I know you'll say I'm overreacting and don't understand the situation, but
the truth is there is no 'after' Gaza.
There is only 'Palestine'. Please recognise it.

Yours sincerely, Corinne Pearlman,

b.1949
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Loneliness is Lethal
Yehoshua Engelman applies Talmudic notions of responsibility
to the Gaza conflict.
The Torah commands what should be done when a murder
has been committed and the perpetrator is unknown, for
in the absence of a recognized culprit, there is always the
temptation to return to business-as-usual, as if no crime
had occurred. Here is the law:

Y E H O S H UA E N G E L M A N

“If there be found a corpse on the soil that YHVH
your God is giving you to inherit, fallen in the
field, it not having-become-known who smote
him, then your elders and judges shall go out and
measure to the towns surrounding the corpse.
The town nearest to the corpse, its elders shall
take a she-calf of the herd which has never been
worked…take it down to a river…and there breakthe-neck of the she-calf…and all the elders of that
town, the ones nearest the corpse, shall wash their
hands over the neck-broken calf in the river. Then
they shall speak-up and say ‘Our hands did not
shed this blood and our eyes did not see. Atone
God for your people who You redeemed and do
not accrue clean blood among Your people’, and
the blood shall be atoned.” (Deuteronomy 21:1-9)
As arcane as this ritual sounds to modern ears,
what it describes is a biblical method of atonement
for an unsolved murder. The hypothetical situation
is as follows: a body has been found murdered and,
since no one knows the identity of the murderer, the
responsibility falls on the shoulders of the town closest
to the corpse. Why?
A cursory reading may insinuate that the victim
is presumed innocent (perhaps the sine-qua-non for
meriting the name “victim”). Yet, if such is indeed
the case, then one may likewise assume that he was
murdered in cold blood. Therefore, were witnesses to
come forth saying so, although they might not be able
to identify the killer, they saw from afar that he killed
in self-defence. As a result, this ceremony would not
be enacted, as no atonement would be needed: the
slain-person was not innocent.
However, the Talmudic rabbis understand things
rather differently. Wondering about the repeated
protestations of the elders of the town, “Our hands
did not slay this blood, nor did our eyes see,” they ask
why this emphasis—surely the elders of the nearest
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town have no need to protest their innocence. Aren’t
they already beyond suspicion? Yet, surmises the
Talmud, the least suspect may be the most guilty, for
the relevant question is not who is the perpetrator, but
who could have prevented the murder? And the ones
always responsible for prevention are the leaders of
the community.
So, under what conditions can the elders
reasonably lay claim to their own innocence? The
Talmud suggests they would need to be able to make
the following statement: “We did not see him off
without providing food for the journey for him, nor did
we allow him to leave without being accompanied.” It’s
a remarkable reading of the Biblical passage. While the
perpetrator’s responsibility for the crime is obvious,
what, infer the rabbis, may be less obvious (but no less
significant) is the manner in which the community
leaders are responsible for the victim too, even if the
victim has fallen foul of his own misdeed. The Talmud
goes further still, imagining that the slain-person was
not even a citizen of the town, but a hungry wayfarer
who, passing through the town, picked a fight with
someone over food and was killed in self-defence.
So, the Talmud deems it almost impossible to enact
the rite of atonement described in the Torah because it
would be hard for anyone in the town, and least of all its
leaders, to claim innocence over an unsolved murder.
Indeed, the authorities are responsible not only for
providing food for anyone who passes through the
town, but also for ascertaining that, when the wayfarer
leaves, he is accompanied to the city’s outskirts. This
little-known commandment is seen by Maimonides as
the most important of all acts of kindness: “The sages

‘In times of war, no one is
innocent, even if only by
virtue of caring for one’s own
children more. ’
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‘Maimonides’ lesson applies
to both sides of this conflict:
leaving a person (or, by
extension, a people) alone
and isolated is akin to
murder. Loneliness, he
implies, is lethal.’
him has also lost an essential part of their TezelemElohim by reneging on the deeply personal nature of
human relations.
What the elders in the Talmud are able to claim is
that: We did all we could. We did everything possible so
that this wayfarer would not become a threat to others,
so that he will not feel the need, physical or emotional,
to fight another person. Can Israel lay claim to those
words? Can anyone honestly say, “Our hands did not
shed this blood”? No one can say, “Our hands did
not shed this blood.” True, the ‘situation’ has many
causes, multitudes of causes, roots and roots of the
roots. 1967, 1948, 1929, and before that, too. But I think
it can be agreed that Gazans have been ostracised
from connection to the outer world, and Israel has
not followed the Talmudic ruling that all those with
whom one has relations are entitled to respect.
Similarly,moves to embargo Israel economically, or
culturally, risk isolating Israel, severing its ties with the
family of nations to whom it should feel accountable.
Thus, Maimonides’ lesson applies to both sides of this
conflict: leaving a person (or, by extension, a people)
alone and isolated is akin to murder. Loneliness, he
implies, is lethal.
As such, insistence on one’s moral superiority is
dangerous and harmful. Maybe a day, maybe a week
transpired between the time the wayfarer left town
until he became violent, but, say the rabbis, the elders
should see themselves as no less responsible if they
did not provide the murdered person with a sense
of self-worth. For Maimonides, then, hardly anyone
can claim not to be a murderer. No one can wash their
hands of blood. Yet, herein lie some glimmerings of
hope: for by recognizing one’s own guilt, even for the
murderous acts perpetrated by others, one moves
towards atonement. Admitting one’s responsibility
for the body of the corpse restores to the other the
very dignity that our tradition deems essential if we
are to have any chance of peace. — JQ
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978582 © Yehoshua Engelman 2014
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taught that whosoever does not accompany is akin to
a murderer…. The courts would appoint messengers
to accompany a person passing through, and if they
do not do so they are seen as murderers” (Laws of
Mourning, ch. 14).
It isn’t hard to understand why Maimonides
regards this commandment as the highest form
of generosity: when one hosts a stranger and says
goodbye at the door, one has done an act of kindness.
But when one accompanies that person beyond one’s
own threshold, one is not only honouring one’s guest
but saying, “I enjoy your company, I want to enjoy it
more; if you have to go then let me accompany you.”
One thus gives to the stranger not only one’s hospitality
or ‘charity’, but a sense of self-worth. There is no
greater kindness, says Maimonides. Moreover, one
who does not do so is considered a murderer. Or, in
other words, the civil authorities’ failure to meet this
(staggeringly high) expectation, renders them guilty
of turning the wayfarer into a potential murderer even
if they did provide him with food, by not providing for
his need for honour. A person who feels respected is
unlikely to murder.
In this context, might we Israelis begin to
think again about what may be construed as our
responsibility for the amassing of murdered bodies
in Gaza in recent months? After all, Israel’s unilateral
disengagement nine years ago may have been not an
act of caring for the welfare of the people of Gaza, nor
motivated by concern for their dignity. Rather, it was
as if to say: you’re on your own now.
It’s hard to ascertain with certainty that the recent
conflict could have been avoided. Claiming so is not
only arrogant, it lacks respect for the other by claiming
one can always control other people through one’s own
right actions. In situations of conflict or war, one’s
enemy is, by definition, unknown, for enmity is caused
in part by a failure to understand the other with whom
one does battle. And isn’t it precisely this terrifying
lack of understanding—this feeling of being-in-thedark about the forces opposing us—one of the reasons
why so many Israelis insisted on Israel being entirely
right and the Gazans being entirely wrong, as if there
were no middle ground?
During the war, I found myself greatly perturbed
by all those who felt they could say, “Our hands did
not shed this blood.” One group seemed as certain of
its members’ innocence as they are of the Palestinians’
murderousness. Others distanced themselves from the
carnage by proclaiming, “It’s not us perpetuating this
murder of children. We are the good ones who protest.”
Too late. In times of war, no one is innocent, even if
only by virtue of caring for one’s own children more.
(And who doesn’t do this?) Someone who cares less for
some lives than others is anything but innocent (which
translates literally as “I do no harm”), and has lost
part of their Tzelem-Elohim, their likeness-to-God.
Yet one who does not care more for those closer to

It’s Not Just Anti-Semitism
The impact of last summer’s Gaza conflict was felt on the streets
of Europe, with what many felt was a disturbing upsurge in
antisemitism. Here, Joel Schalit discusses this upsurge, placing it
in context of the complex multicultural politics of contemporary
European societies, and arguing for greater nuance in
discussions of antisemitism in Europe.

JOEL SCHALIT

Belgian police car sirens can be deafening. Particularly
up close. Having a falafel at an outdoor cafe in central
Brussels, I cupped my hands over my ears. I’d heard
something sounding vaguely like gunshots. I imagined
that’s where the cops were headed. Little did I know
where exactly they’d been fired, and what the violence
would come to mean in the days ahead.
“Did you hear about the shooting attack at the
Jewish Museum?” my wife asked, after I’d returned
to my hotel. “In Berlin?” I replied, thinking she was
referring to something that had happened back home.
“No,” said Jennifer. “In Brussels.” I started to perspire.
“I was right nearby,” I responded. “I heard the shots,
but I didn’t know what was going on. You just told me.”
I could hear my wife sigh. “You were where?”
For many European Jews, few events have come to
approximate the zeitgeist more this year than the killing
of four persons at Brussels’ Musée Juif. The killer, as
it turned out, was Mehdi Nemmouche, a 30-year old
Frenchman of Algerian origin, who, according to some
reports, is a member of the Islamist insurgent group ISIS.
Fresh from the battlefield in Syria, he’d returned home to
Europe, and put his skills to work, killing two Israelis, a
Frenchman, and a Belgian of Muslim-Jewish parentage.
For populists and security-minded Jewish
conservatives, the Brussels attack was proof of what
they’d been saying about European Muslims all along.
Repeatedly issuing warnings about their proclivity for
violence, in the months leading up to the killings, rightwing tabloids throughout the EU had been full of worries
about the radicalization of the Islamic community, and of
European Salafists returning home from training camps
in the Middle East, with the intention of waging Jihad.
Nemmouche clearly had combat experience, and, like
his predecessor, Mohamed Merah (the French-Algerian
youth, who killed seven in Toulouse two years ago, was
similarly inspired by Jihadists). Merah claimed to be
al-Qaeda; Nemmouche was found to be carrying ISIS
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literature when he was picked up in Marseilles, along with a
Kalashnikov, and several hundred rounds of ammunition.
In the month leading up to Nemmouche’s 1st June
arrest, however, there was no way of concluding who
was responsible for the killing. A report in Haaretz
speculated that this was a political murder, staged
by unknown forces in Israel against former Defence
Ministry employees (the Israelis who were killed).
Europeans, conversely, worried that in the lead up to
the EU parliamentary elections on 20th May, the attack
had been carried out by right-wing extremists.
In Brussels, for example, a congress of French and
Belgian far-right parties, had been shut down by the
city just three weeks before. Organized by the "Debout,
Les Belges!" (Stand up, Belgians!) movement, led by
nationalist agitator Laurent Louis, the event was pilloried
by critics for being a forum for antisemitism. Intended to
be held in the largely Muslim borough of Anderlecht, the
choice in location was similarly loaded. All the elements
for racist-led upheaval were in place.
As a resident of Neukölln, a similarly Muslim area
in Berlin, I was betting on the populists. Having lived
in several European countries since I was a child, there
are few places I’ve found as welcoming, and as familiar,
as Neukölln. Bordered on one side by the heavily
Palestinian Sonnenallee, and the Turkish-dominated
Karl-Marx-Strasse on the other, Nemmouche’s attack
hit dangerously close to my neighbourhood. Could
something like this happen here?
Certainly, the proclivity among a good many
members of the organized Jewish community would be
to say yes, it’s Germany. Given its history of antisemitism,
it is something we are programmed to expect. And
with good reason. In between the historical proximity
of the Holocaust, and the persistence of right-wing
politics in the central European state, there are reasons
to be concerned, and to remain informed, about the
persistence of racism. Just ask the German left.
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Al Nusra flag (right) in Hermannplatz. Berlin, August 2014
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The incidence of antisemitic statements, made
by Muslim protestors at demonstrations against
Israel’s Gaza campaign this summer in Berlin, did
little to assuage Jewish anxieties about the German
problem. Chanting slogans such as “Gas the Jews”—in
Germany, of all places—is beyond the pale. Still, it was
equally distressing to see the way both German and
foreign media outlets ran with the story in the weeks
following the Gaza protests, because it fed into populist
stereotypes of Muslims in Europe.
Working as an editor for a pan-European news
service, I remember receiving the first reports about
the outbursts, and asking the correspondent responsible
if he could get some quotes from additional sources.
“There are only Jewish and government voices here.
Can we get some opinions from Arab and Turkish
community reps?” Considering the size of Germany’s
Muslim community (estimated at 4.5 million in 2009),
you can understand why. The population is substantial,
and highly diverse, hailing from states as disparate as
Bosnia and Uzbekistan.
I was right, the Iranian-born journalist told me.
German reporting can be very one-sided on this
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subject. But one can understand why. The next day, our
correspondent updated his piece to include a quote not
from an Arab or Turkish source, but from Rolf Verleger,
a former member of the Central Council of Jews,
arguing that the antisemitism problem was indeed real,
but also a manufactured one, a consequence of French
and German Jewish community leaders consistently
equating Israel-criticism with racism.
Nothing could have spoken more clearly to the
tensions in German news media about covering Israeli
topics than this editorial exchange. Few European
press corps have been subject to as much criticism
for its coverage of Israel in recent years as German
news outlets have. This is particularly the case with
the country’s flagship liberal daily, the Suddeutsche
Zeitung—for publishing Günter Grass’ heavily criticized
poem, “What Must Be Said,” an attack on Israeli sabre
rattling against Iran - and newsweekly Der Spiegel, for
carrying columnist Jakob Augstein’s criticisms of Israel’s
policies towards the Palestinians.
For many Israelis, German TV coverage of
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict often seems like
a repackaging of press materials from the IDF
51
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‘All the elements for racist-led
upheaval were in place. ’

'Multicultural equality', Al-Quds Day march.
Berlin, August 2013 PHOTO COURTESY OF JOEL SCHALIT
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Spokesperson’s Unit. During both the Mavi Marmara
incident in 2010, and again, during Operation Protective
Edge, for example, broadcasts about the events would
typically feature coverage sourced directly from the
military, retaining subtitles (written in English) such
as “terrorist center in hospital hit,” using gun camera
footage from Apache attack helicopters, or F-16s. It can
be astounding to see.

Still, one can understand it. As a correspondent I
work with suggested German press coverage of Israel. As
uncritical is it can be, it comes from a very real place. Its
often pro-Israeli positioning is as much about historical
compensation as it may represent a preference for Israel
over the Palestinians. This scenario is changing, but it is
neither reflective, nor a sign of, growing antisemitism
in the country—the same racism that is attributed to

Interfaith anti-Zionism, Al-Quds Day. Berlin,
August 2013 PHOTO COURTESY OF JOEL SCHALIT
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‘The incidence of antisemitic
statements, made by Muslim
protestors at demonstrations
against Israel’s Gaza
campaign this summer in
Berlin, did little to assuage
Jewish anxieties about the
German problem.’
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the racist things were a tiny minority,” one of them told
me. “But what they had to say was so outrageous and
inappropriate, of course it’s going to receive the majority
of the coverage.”
Having covered a number of Palestinian-led
demonstrations over the last year, both in Berlin
and Brussels, what the activist told me rang true. It’s
extremely hard to see any overt expressions of antiJewish racism, especially at the demonstrations I’ve
been to in Germany, where signs saying such Gegen
rassismus, Gegen anti-Semitismus (Against racism,
against antisemitism) are amongst the most common
placards. The discourse is typical to the German left, in
terms of how it qualifies its criticisms of Israeli policy.
Knowing how predominant such messaging is at
Palestinian solidarity events in Germany, it is unfortunate
to imagine how much it was ignored in coverage of the
Berlin demos. For those Muslim protestors who did
indulge hate speech, clearly they are in need of some
history lessons. When they pick on Jews, Muslims avail
themselves to the most profound condemnation the
German establishment can offer. Hence, Chancellor
Merkel’s appearance at a demonstration against
antisemitism, in Berlin, on 14th September.
Just before heading back to Brussels to cover the
new European Commission nominations, I decided to
take a bike ride down Karl-Marx-Strasse. By the time I
got to the end, I saw several police vans parked on my
side of the street. A number of cops in riot gear, one
looking very much like a religious Muslim—sporting a
shaved head and big beard—were present. To the right,
in Hermannplatz, protestors were waving Kurdish and
Turkish Marxist party flags, and a number of children
were showing off signs identifying themselves as Yezidi.
A man proceeded to march his way into the crowd,
waving a black Islamic flag associated with the al-Nusra
Front, the al-Qaeda-affiliated sister organization of ISIS.
A group of hijab-wearing Arab women started yelling
“Hezbollah” at him, signifying their preference for the
Shia guerrillas fighting the Sunni al-Nusra. Punches
started flying. The demonstrator with the black flag ran
into the street, followed by screaming Kurds and Syrians
at his back. The police saved him, pulling the jihadistsupporter out of the clutches of the protestors, and then
giving him a stern lecture a block away. The Arab-looking
officer, from what I could see, was in charge.
Thinking back to what I had nearly bore witness to
in Brussels, all of this felt natural to the circumstances.
Europe is not so much reverting to its old ways, as much
as it is reflecting the trauma of the on-going crisis in the
Middle East — much of which remains a consequence of
Western intervention. As long as the situation remains
what it is today, it will continue to impact us in a variety
of negative ways, but not entirely, as the crowd’s distaste
for the al-Nusra supporter attests. But it’s exactly that
kind of nuance that has been lost in the coverage of last
summer’s Gaza protests. — JQ
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978580 © Joel Schalit 2014
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its Muslim community. Rather, where it exists, it is
symptomatic of a general falling in line of German
coverage of Middle Eastern topics with British and
American reportage.
German reporting on Israel is nonetheless
noteworthy because of the way it intersects with the
country’s changing cultural demographic. As noted
earlier, Germany has a growing Muslim population.
This community, often from the northern Middle East
(Lebanon, Syria) and Turkey, has a unique stake in the
German news media it consumes with regards to the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict. It is also, as in the case of
a recent influx of Syrian refugees to Germany, a warexperienced community.
German media’s compensatory tendencies do
not always reflect the opinions of its growing Muslim
audience. That’s a point of contention the editorial
teams running Germany’s news media will eventually
have to work out — in many of the same ways it must
reflect German responsibility for the Nazi genocide,
and the need to safeguard the country’s democracy
from right-wing extremists.
Yet, talking to Israelis and European Jews who
attended the anti-Gaza war demonstrations that took
place in Berlin last summer, it was hard to see that lesson
assimilated by German media — as well as the foreign
media they follow. All the reportage, even in centreleft English newspapers like the Guardian, was on the
antisemitic currents in the demonstrations. Not, as one
would have it, the fact that there was a significant—at
times even majority—presence demonstrating against
the war itself, not Judaism, or Jewish identity.
During an Eid al-fitr event in my neighbourhood,
which, as tradition would have it, was replete with
Palestinian flags, along with vendors perfunctorily
selling falafel sandwiches, I asked a couple of young
Palestinian activists what they thought about media
coverage of the demonstrations. “The people saying

Cultural boycott:
the Ouroboros syndrome
Inevitably, the Gaza conflict accelerated calls for a cultural
boycott of Israel. In the UK, this bore fruit with the Tricycle
Theatre’s abortive rejection of the Jewish Film Festival for
accepting Israel embassy funding. There are well-rehearsed
arguments on both sides of the boycott debate. Here, Israeli
writer, artist and curator Avi Pitchon offers a more novel –
and passionate – critique of cultural boycotts of Israel than
one usually encountered.
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A Londoner friend of mine recently hosted a pair of
British artists in her house for two days. They used her
hospitality with a sense of entitlement and showed no
gratitude or even did the dishes. In one conversation
they mentioned that they are boycotting M&S for
stocking product from the occupied territories. It was
only a few years earlier that they participated in a major
art event in Jerusalem, hosted by an art school that gets
part of its support from Jerusalem’s municipality, not to
mention from the Israeli Ministry of culture. This project
is conveniently omitted from the bio on their website.
In this text, I will attempt to demonstrate why the
integration of activism into artistic practice and cultural
work is not only counter-productive to the declared goal
of ending the military occupation of the Palestinian
population by the state of Israel, it also operates
parasitically within artistic and cultural frameworks, and
thus threatens to render the full, complex language extinct
for the benefit of the inherent, binary fanaticism of the
political language. By doing so, it cuts down the branch on
which it is perched, because I consider artistic and cultural
work to be the source and inspiration of all ideas and
vectors for change. To rid of the gifts of the iceberg, take
over its institutions, infrastructures and budgets in order
to serve the tip of the iceberg (which obviously cannot float
in mid-air without the rest of the iceberg underneath) we
are left with a famine of the human spirit—a poverty of
‘artivism’, which—having cut itself off from what inspired,
sprouted and fed it in the first place—is doomed to dwindle
and eventually perish. In other words, the mobilisation
of art towards activism, and specifically in relation to the
most current of affairs, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
leaves us empty-handed—it kills off both art and activism.
As such, it is part of the problem, not the solution.
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I wouldn’t normally venture into dodgy ad hominem
argumentations. There’s a reason I opened by bringing
up the personal rudeness of the specific artists. As an
Israeli artist and curator who spent most of my teens
and 20s involved in activism for peace, for the end of
the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza (I
actually subscribed to the radical, anti-Zionist left,
which problematized 1948, not just 1967) and against
racism, I have repeatedly encountered the glaring gap
between an entire community’s subscription to abstract,
all-encompassing grasps of right and wrong, and an
emotionally-challenged inability to behave like decent
persons when shifting from big ideas and ideologies to
the ‘banality’ of a face-to-face encounter. I see a direct
psychological connection there, applying collectively.
I’ve been spending years coming to terms with that
glaring gap, and engaging in often scathing critique of
it, mainly because I believe a campaign led by dishonest,
hypocritical narcissists cannot, by definition, bring
about positive change. I felt I possessed the ability to
spot such a counter-productive, negative pattern for
the simple reason I was like that myself. Therefore, the
first person I reckoned with in this context was myself.
And if I can come to such realisation, anyone else can.
I used to be worse than the two aforementioned
artists. At one point, I ceased seeing people in front of
me. All I saw were opinions and stances. The fact that
both myself and the political movement I was part of
systematically failed in convincing the Israeli public (I
remember marching in commemoration of 20 years of the
occupation—that was 27 years ago) had pushed me into
becoming a walking, talking protest automaton. I hated
everyone who disagreed with me, and considered them
silent aides to murder and oppression. That included my
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‘If one is with the good guys,
everybody else should feel
grateful to be graced by their
very presence and thankful they
are allowed the privilege to be of
service to the warriors of light. ’
and the Israelis will be forced to dwell. The dialectical
battle defined in binary material tools (from occupation
to independence) will have been won—but as we shed
our humanity in the process, it only means oppression
has changed shape and location. To be dramatic, I’ll
claim these are the only changes modernity has ever
provided us with. A puny magic trick. The rabbit is not
in the hat, but we all know it is still there, somewhere. I
admit, if the occupation were to come to an end as result
of the actions of a group of hypocritical, ignorant, trendhopping, fanatic herd-mentality white privileged hipster
narcissists, I’d be deliriously happy. But then will come
the day after.
That is the good scenario. In reality, wellintentioned activists abroad fantasise about ‘doing it
like we did it in South Africa’, oblivious to the way that
BDS, especially in cultural and academic contexts,
polarises and radicalises Jewish-Israeli society in ways
that threaten the fragile aspects of Israeli political life
where democracy still exists (to be clear, I do tend to
support a well-honed economical boycott: it actually
threatens those in power while a cultural and/or
academic boycott targets mostly their subjects, and
the subsequent solution it might hopefully enforce is
something the majority of the public will pragmatically
get used to as, strangely enough, the consensus around
mercilessly attacking Gaza does not contradict the fact
that most Israelis are happy with a two-state solution).
As the joke goes, put two Jews in a room and get
three opinions. The popular reaction within Israeli
society to boycotts reinforces the paranoias and fears
that feed right-wing positions, fortifies militancy, and
pushes a formerly a-political public into the hands of
hardline refuseniks of negotiations and peace. If years
of deadly suicide attacks didn’t sway public opinion in
Israel, how can anyone think boycotts will? Again, even
if BDS contributes to the end of the occupation, the
damage to the democratic fabric of Israeli society could
be irreversible—BDS doesn’t seem to be concerned with
that, as after all, Israelis will get what they deserve. The
Jewish kids of today will grow into a violently polarised,
possibly totalitarian state. But hey, they deserve it!
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own family. I succumbed to a destructive, de-humanising,
increasingly fundamentalist process of alienation. That
process came to an abrupt end when a female member
of one of the ultra-left groups I was a part of burst into
tears during a meeting, broke down and tried to jump
out of the window. Nobody, including me, tried to help
her. Those who did react ridiculed her weakness and selfinvolvement, which isn’t befitting a true militant. That was
the day I started to gradually shift from political activism
to artistic practice. We were doing something that not
only failed to achieve its objectives, it also turned us into
a mirror-reflection of our enemy: uncaring, devoid of
compassion, paralysed by anger and fear. De-humanised,
fundamentalistic, no longer interested in dialogue, debate
or even polemic. Mesmerised, in other words, by an everreceding, abstract notion of victory.
When those two artists worked in Jerusalem, the
occupation was no less brutal than it is right now; the
way West and East Jerusalem were treated differently
by municipal and state authorities no less obvious.
However, because at the time the issue of the boycott
and the aggression with which it divided people and
groups into good and evil, for and against, there was
still room for work based on direct engagement, and
not strictly a use of pressure from a distance. The more
one divorces him/herself from true, direct involvement,
the more abstract and, by definition, fanatical their
view becomes, a process that goes hand-in-hand with
growing arrogance, and the aforementioned rudeness
and sense of entitlement. If one is with the good guys,
everybody else should feel grateful to be graced by
their very presence and thankful they are allowed the
privilege to be of service to the warriors of light. How
else would they forgive us for being collaborators by
merit of our despicable passivity?
This attitude is a pattern, and the increasing
polarisation it creates is but one of many de-humanising
results of an on-going political injustice and sense of
helplessness in changing it, coupled with a sense of
constantly increasing emergency. In short, an entire
strand of a political movement that might have initially
been good-intentioned has, by now, been reduced to be
just another symptom of the very problem it is smugly
certain of battling. Any new recruits this movement
mobilises are infected with that same dehumanisation.
Now, even were we to put aside the hypocrisy
demonstrated by the two artists, and attribute it to simply
changing their minds and coming to the conclusion that
their past visit to Israel was a mistake; even if we give
them the benefit of the doubt that the reason they omitted
that project from their bio stems from a need to sacrifice
the truth for the service of winning the battle, and that it
has nothing to do with the damage such a CV entry can do
to their artistic careers in the current zeitgeist; even if we
take all that into account, and the mounting boycott ends
up actually putting an end to the occupation, we will have
to deal with the dehumanised zone we have created, the
desert of meaning where both the Palestinians we ‘saved’

The author (centre) demonstrating against the occupation
as part of the Pacifist Youth group, Tel Aviv 1988
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Another dynamic hidden from the eyes of activists
outside Israel is that part of what motivates a large
portion of Israeli BDS supporters is giving up on
dialogue with the Israeli public. Frustrated by their own
failure to influence public opinion, they opt to punish
the Israeli public for its refusal to see the light. As far as
those activists are concerned, Israelis only understand
force (i.e., a boycott). The call for such boycott in this
context is therefore not a rationally measured strategy,
but stems out of hatred for the Israeli public. There is
also a component of guilt besieging the activist, which
is translated to a sense of emergency. Every aspect of
life is measured by whether one actively or passively
supports the occupation, or resists it. Normality is
forbidden. Anyone who therefore doesn’t live their lives
in dedication to ending the occupation is a privileged
collaborator who deserves to be punished—regardless of
the fact that it is the same privileged status that allows
for those activists to have their say in the first place.
As guilt acts like a poison, sanction exchanges
education. That relative freedom, which allows for
protest, is perceived as sin. In its inability to gain freedom
for all, BDS opts for the next, more pragmatic, egalitarian
option—denying freedom to everyone. If the Palestinians
can’t have it, then no one else will. The fanatic’s binary ‘all
or nothing’/‘until all are free’ logic frustrates, as rarely is
that elusive ‘all’ attainable. The activist thus opts for the
only other totality they recognise: nothing. Obviously,
working for nothing perpetuates the status quo.
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I am aware of several debates taking place among the
Jewish public in the UK revolving around — for example,
members of the Tricycle Theatre’s management board
objecting to the Jewish Film Festival sponsorship of
£1,400 from the Israel Embassy’s cultural fund. Their
subsequent about-turn exposed the cynicism and herdmentality guiding them. More or less at the same time,
a petition was signed by curators (a couple of whom are
Israeli) of the Sao Paolo Biennial, alongside some of
the participating artists—again, some Israeli—stating it
refuses a not-particularly-hefty funding from the State
of Israel (but it’s the principle that counts, right? Well not
quite, as I will immediately demonstrate). I will address

‘The petition acts as parasite,
which destroys the artistic event
that birthed it, like those baby
spiders that consume the body
of their mother as soon as they
hatch into the open.’
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the Sao Paolo boycott because I know some of the main
players behind it, have actually collaborated with them
in the past, am on friendly terms with them, and will
continue respecting them in spite of this disagreement.
I am not one of those populists who accuse BDS
supporters of hypocrisy because, as one popular demagogic
argument goes, “you should stop using your computers
and phones as they contain components manufactured
in Israel.” This is the kind of ‘hasbara’ taken up by those
who do nothing to critique those who do something
for not doing everything. Had they truly stopped using
computers, they’d probably be immediately accused of
being loony, utopian extremists. While there are everradicalising factions within the BDS who strive for a total
boycott, I tend to believe that the majority of activists
are mainly interested in actually achieving change, and
not in absolute moral purity. At the same token, one can
dismiss the course of argument that goes along the lines
of “what about injustices in other countries/your own
backyard.” First of all, as Brian Eno has so eloquently
put it, there’s no contradiction. Secondly, one might add,
if global awareness and pressure sway toward a certain
injustice, let’s ride the wave, opportunistically, and bloody
solve the problem. That being said, it is still a bit difficult to
understand the Sao Paolo petition, considering it’s taking
place in a country whose problems were as highlighted
globally as those in Israel, on the background of the recent
World Cup. On the backdrop of that, the petition does
seem childish and cynical. However, that is the least of my
concerns here. My main concern is the de-humanisation
caused by the artistic being swallowed by the political. The
petition acts as parasite, which destroys the artistic event
that birthed it, like those baby spiders that consume the
body of their mother as soon as they hatch into the open.
All people know now about the Sao Paolo Biennial
is that someone signed a petition. The event itself
disappears—it may well now have been cancelled
to save money, or be turned into an agricultural fair.
Content capitulates to context, completely. The openended agency and potential of art to seed change and
dissent is sacrificed. For art dwells in a constant state of
super-position, of promise. The component that ends
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up influencing everyday life is unknown. A work of art
devoid of political message could change the course of
a person’s life (my own journey into the political, which
culminated in anarcho-punk, started in the Eurovision
song contest of 1979 and a group of gay German clubbers
dressed up as Mongolians, fusing schlagger and disco—the
band Dschighis Khan. I was so impressed that I started
to be seriously interested in music, seeking other bands
dressed up as something, anything; it went quickly from
The Village People to Kiss to Bowie/Numan/Nina Hagen
and the Sex Pistols). It could also be that a work of art with
a direct, explicit political message becomes influential
but not because of that message, but because of some
other, more subtle component. In that sense, a Marxist
demand of artists to choose sides is the ultimate testimony
of their total misunderstanding of art. Choosing sides is
meaningless when what constitutes a ‘side’ can only be
determined after the fact, in retrospect. Forcing art to
speak a binary language obliterates it altogether, and thus
wipes out dissent and leaves only moral panic and soulless
mass mobilisation.
The proclamation of boycott is therefore parasitic,
as I explained, cowardly (by conforming to the dictate of
politics, which erases all else in its binary brutality, and by
de-facto attacking the weak—other artists—instead of those
in real power), and privileged—like in the case of South
Africa, when the occupation is over, these white do-gooders
will claim credit for ending it as if it is their work, and not
the Palestinian resistance that made the change. It’s nothing
but moralist egomania, with the emphasis on mania. A
boycott is the ultimate means for artists intellectually
swindled by infiltrating dialectic activism into hating art
(seen at best as decoration to the ‘real thing’, at worst as a
commodity, a pile of consumer goods. It is equally ironic
and telling that capitalists and Marxists share the same
misunderstanding of art and its subsequent reduction to
commodity), to entertain themselves and gain a sense
of purpose and righteousness, while in reality things are
confidently getting worse.
The Palestinian cause is just the current, trendy saddle
on which to ride in order to suppress the potency and
agency of the artistic language following years and years of
Marxist brainwash under the infantile slogan “everything
is political.” It is merely a current manifestation of a trend
that has been infecting the art world for the last couple
of decades. It’s just a very loud symptom of an entire
paradigm. Nothing to do with the Palestinian cause. This
position is specific to art/culture. That is the field/language
people have been convinced is powerless and impotent in
the world, so they abandon it and turn to politics to feel
powerful. But, as I said, they have been deceived and
brainwashed, and have abandoned something richer and
more powerful for the sake of something one-dimensional
and poor. The ‘artivist’ is now the same as the capitalist
in seeing art as mere commodity, and in de-humanising
him/herself to a money-counting device. What money
goes where. Just like machines. — JQ
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978583 © Avi Pitchon 2014
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‘Forcing art to speak a binary
language obliterates it
altogether, and thus wipes
out dissent and leaves only
moral panic and soulless
mass mobilisation. ’

Between Gaza and Berlin
Kalela Lancaster discusses how Israeli leftists and activists have
responded to the Gaza conflict.

K A L E L A L A N C A ST E R

In Jerusalem’s picturesque Rehavia neighbourhood, on
the corner of Aza Street and HaRav Haim Berlin Street,
you can find one of the quirkier culinary establishments
of West Jerusalem. A narrow, kiosk-like structure houses
a tiny kitchen and bar, at which arguably the best
hummus in town is served to the handful of customers
who can fit on the limited number of bar stools available,
and to the many more who generally spill out onto the
street. The owner of this little Jerusalem gem must,
I have always thought, possess a sense of humour as
quirky as the place itself, since they chose to name it
“Between Aza [Hebrew for Gaza] and Berlin.” Perhaps
the place was innocently named for the streets whose
intersection houses it, but, inevitably, the unlikely
association of two such loaded geographical references
always lent that delicious hummus a (shall we say)
complicated quality for me.
Since migrating from Jerusalem to the ubiquitous
“mercaz” (Centre of Israel) nine years ago, I have sadly
had few opportunities to pick up a bowl of Aza-Berlin’s
finest. However, I find myself thinking of the place
now, since that unlikely geographical juxtaposition
came alive in the headlines of the last two months—
which have literally moved from Gaza to Berlin. The
latter headlines relate to the reaction in this country
to a post on a Facebook page provocatively named
“Olim leBerlin” (those who “go up” to Berlin—a
misappropriation of the term “olim”, which is used to
refer to Jewish immigrants to Israel). The Facebook page

‘in this latest chapter—
The Milky Episode—the call
is no longer for disgruntled
Israelis to take to the streets
in protest. The message is
much simpler: just leave.’
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is a private initiative whose stated purpose is to provide
practical support to encourage Israelis to join the already
25,000-strong Israeli expat community in Berlin. The
post, from 4 October (Yom Kippur, of all days), showed
a photo of a receipt from a German supermarket,
with the total coming in at half the price of a bill for
equivalent products in Israel. The author honed in on
a chocolate pudding, equivalent to the popular Israeli
favourite “Milky”, which now looks set to follow in the
footsteps of cottage cheese (whose inflated price was
widely credited in sparking the social justice protests
of 2011) in symbolizing for young middle class Israeli
consciousness all that went wrong with the Zionist
dream. Yet, in this latest chapter—The Milky Episode—
the call is no longer for disgruntled Israelis to take to
the streets in protest. The message is much simpler:
just leave. Berlin, as the cheapest Western European
metropolis, and with simplified visa procedures for
Israeli long-term visitors (for obvious historical reasons)
will be happy to have you.
As may be imagined, the post went viral, its
anonymous author slammed by Israeli politicians
denouncing its treacherous, anti-Zionist sentiments,
and “The Berlin Protest” is now at the top of the
agenda in Israel. The protest ostensibly has nothing
to do with the summer of war that immediately
preceded it. It is, rather, the continuation of the angry
conversation initiated in 2011about the unbearable
cost of living in this country. It is economics, not
politics, that drove these Berlin Israelis away. (It is
popular here to make this strange distinction—as if
the cost of Milky has nothing to do with the cost of
Iron Domes, or of perpetuating and expanding the
settlement enterprise).
It may be that Israelis currently making their way
in Berlin are seeking to lessen the financial burden of
their day-to-day lives, which are indeed unreasonably
heavy in Israel. However, I believe this analysis alone
is too simple. As Berlin “oleh” Na’aman Hirschfeld
poignantly writes in this blog post on the issue, to say
this is the only reason for the Berlin exodus, severe as
the economic burden in Israel may be, is to fail to take
into account just how hard it is to uproot your life, leave
your comfort zone, support network, mother tongue,
geographic and cultural familiarity, and make a new
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The Gaza to Berlin
Resturant, Jerusalem
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life in another country. And, one might ask, even given
the financial and bureaucratic incentives, davka Berlin?
Hirschfeld argues that for him, and many of his
Israeli friends in Berlin, the move—which he undertook in
2012—represents a “fundamental rejection of something
in Israeliness.” He charts the development of processes
that have been brewing in Israel over the last few years,
and which came to a head during Operation Protective
Edge this summer. Such processes include the silencing
and repression of voices critical of the dominant
discourse, and the normalization of the idea that anyone
who protests the occupation or questions military action is
an “extreme leftist.” As if, he comments, this diminishing
segment of the population is in some way equivalent in
deviation to the “extreme right”, a phrase reserved for
criminal elements such as the youths responsible for
the kidnapping and brutal murder of Mohammad Abu
Khdeir in July. For Hirschfeld, and many others like him,
the feeling that there is no hope for change in Israel, no
space for his views and no way of influencing the political
status quo: this was the unbearable cost of living in Israel
that drove him to Berlin.
It is a great sadness that Hirschfeld and people
like him who believe in a just peace and who value
democracy have reached the conclusion that there is
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no hope in Israel, no hope for Israel, and that the only
choice is, so to speak, “between Gaza and Berlin.”
Twelve years after making more or less the reverse
journey (from London to Israel in my case) on the
basis—to a large extent—of hope, I have to say with a
very heavy heart that I really do understand where he
and his friends are coming from.
The fact is that at this juncture, “extreme leftists”
such as Hirschfeld and myself have to search hard, to
dig deep and to interpret events with great generosity
in order to piece together a few fragments of hope for
the future of Israeli society, or to believe that a just and
durable solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict might
take root within our own lifetime.
Let me make a disclaimer at this point: I am
well aware that the Palestinians have a role to play in
reaching this solution. I myself spent the past summer
dragging my kids to the shelter—not nearly as often as
those living in the Gaza envelope, but more often than
I would like, which is of course never! So, needless to
say, I am less than impressed with Hamas as the holder
of Palestinian hopes in Gaza. However, it is my belief
that successive Israeli government policies have played
a significant role in cementing Hamas’ power and
completely incapacitating and rendering irrelevant—
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certainly in the eyes of the Palestinian street—any
moderate alternative. Furthermore, I believe it is my job,
as an Israeli, to look inward and to be a part of efforts
to bring about change here.
I am privileged to be connected through my work
to many inspiring activists and organizations working
tirelessly, each from their own angle, to bring about a
small piece of this change. If there is any hope to be
found for our region, it lies with the efforts—sometimes
modest, sometimes dramatic—of these brave groups.
It must be admitted, however, that the Gaza war and
its aftermath have sent shockwaves through many of
them. For those working directly to end the conflict
and the occupation, to promote shared society between
Jewish and Palestinian citizens of Israel, or to protect
human rights and democracy, the war was a game
changer, generating strategic realignments, reshuffling
of priorities, and reassessment of basic assumptions.
Many of these organizations were caught off guard
by the extent of violence, incitement and racism directed
towards Palestinian citizens (or dissenting Jewish voices)
during the war, and by the concerted, successful attempt
to stifle freedom of speech. This was felt at all levels: in
the Knesset, in the private and public sectors, and on the
street, creating an atmosphere of repression and fear which
has arguably led to the extreme escalation in violence
and tensions between Arab and Jewish citizens since the
end of the war, especially in Jerusalem. The atmosphere
during the war created a public environment in which it
actually became legitimate to shout in public “death to
the Arabs”, as was done at demonstrations in Jerusalem
and Nazareth. Demonstrations by left-wing Jewish Israelis
in Tel Aviv and Haifa were met with physical violence by
well-organized right-wing thugs, while Foreign Minister
Avigdor Lieberman called for a boycott of businesses
owned by Palestinian citizens of Israel who participated in
a one-day protest strike early in the war. During the course
of the war, approximately 1,500 people were arrested in
relation to their involvement in protests.
Institutions such as universities and hospitals also
played their part, serving blanket directives to employees
not to express themselves on social media. According to
rights group Mossawa, at least 70 Palestinian citizens
were sacked, intimidated or temporarily suspended
from work for opposing the war.
Steven Beck, Director of International Relations
at veteran civil rights organization, the Association
for Civil Rights in Israel, told me these events during
the war created a dilemma: “We saw incitement to
violence on levels that we haven’t seen since just
before the Rabin assassination. We now understand
that we need to work to define the line between
hate speech and free speech. Traditionally, we have
taken the view that freedom of speech comes first,
and we have to focus a lot of efforts on shoring up
Israel’s fragile protections for freedom of speech. But
we’re also seeing that attitudes, which would have
been considered shocking 10 years ago, have become
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commonplace, and can result in criminal violence, so
we need to curb the expression of hateful incitement.”
I spoke with Jabir Asaqla, co-CEO of the JewishArab organization Sikkuy, about the impact of all of this
on their work to promote shared society in Israel. Asaqla
believes the war brought into focus a fundamental
barrier to achieving this goal as long as the broader
Israeli-Palestinian conflict remains unsolved. “The
Jewish Israeli population was not able to separate
between Arab support for the Palestinian nation and
support for Hamas. Israeli society is not managing to
internalize the fact that the Palestinian citizens of Israel
are indeed citizens, but they are also Palestinians. It
was not realistic to expect that they would watch the
death count in Gaza rise to the thousands and not feel
anything or want to act—when the people there are their
people, their family.”
Yet, it’s somewhat of a chicken and egg situation.
The efforts to connect Jews and Arabs within Israel
and to forge a sense of shared citizenship have become
more crucial than ever, argues Asaqla. For this reason,
immediately after the war in August, Sikkuy organized
a joint Jewish and Arab tour in the context of their
“Equality Zones” project, aiming to promote regional
tourism in the triangle/Sharon area.
Many groups insisted on maintaining channels of
contact and dialogue through the war itself. The Tag Meir
(“Light Tag”) coalition of anti-racism groups organized
visits of Jewish Israelis to the Abu Khdeir family during the
mourning period for their son Muhammad. (Tag Meir is a
play on the term Tag Mechir, “price tag”, which extremist
settler groups dub their attacks on Arab targets). One of
the most powerful reactions to the war by a joint IsraeliPalestinian organization was that of The Parents Circle
Families Forum, whose Israeli and Palestinian members
from both sides of the Green Line have all lost loved ones
to the conflict. The Forum was one of the few groups to
come out with a clear anti-war message. They set up a

‘For those working directly
to end the conflict and the
occupation, to promote
shared society between Jewish
and Palestinian citizens of
Israel, or to protect human
rights and democracy, the
war was a game changer.’
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“Peace Square” in the courtyard of Tel Aviv’s trendy
Cinemateque, at which open dialogue sessions were
held under the slogan, “It won’t end until we talk.” These
sessions were held every evening throughout the war,
and were attended by forum members, peace activists,
public figures and passers-by. “Many people came,”
explains Doubi Schwartz, Israeli CEO of the Forum,
“bereaved people who hadn’t been actively involved in
the forum for years, public figures such as author A B
Yehoshua, representatives of organizations, residents of
neighbourhoods located near Gaza. Every time there were
sirens, we ran into the sealed room in the Cinemateque.
We were committed to the principle of talking even when
the place was empty—speakers would take the microphone
and start talking and people would stop, listen and join.
We were open—even if people walked past and shouted
at us, we always invited them to join us, and they often
did. There was a personal, emotional discourse: because
people spoke from a personal place, they were able to be
compassionate towards each other.”
The Forum also put out a moving video clip, entitled
“We don’t want you here”, in which their bereaved Israeli
and Palestinian members conveyed the message that
they did not wish to increase their ranks. To date, the
clip has had over a million views on YouTube, and the
Forum’s Facebook pages in Hebrew and Arabic grew by
several thousand members. And yet, with Israeli support
for the war at 92% according to the Israeli Democracy
Institute’s August Peace Index, can initiatives such as
these really have an impact?
“We saw very strong support for the war in Israel,”
says Schwartz, “and on the Palestinian side, they saw
that Abu Mazen’s way of negotiation doesn’t bring fruit,
but that Hamas’ way does. So both sides have become
convinced that force is the only way. But we work from
the place of pain and try to bring hope, with the message
that death doesn’t get us closer to any goal—not security
and not freedom. We don’t accept that this is the price
for living here. You need to have a lot of courage to work
for peace right now, but we believe that even if they
manage to reach an agreement on the political level, it
won’t work if nothing’s done on the level of the societies.
We need to strive for an emotional breakthrough, to
break the psychological barriers that people have
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through the personal stories. This is a long road, but
this is what we believe in.”
Not all peace groups are as stalwart in their path
in the aftermath of the war. There is a feeling in the
peace camp that the two-state solution is in serious
jeopardy. As peace activist Shmulik David explains,
“The war took the struggle for peace way back. If in
Netanyahu’s former term there was at least some
justification for dialogue, now the whole concept of a
two-state solution is in question in the media and public
discourse. Right-wing elements have set an explicit
goal to silence the voice of peace activists and human
rights groups. And the truth is that the possibility that a
left-wing government will succeed in getting elected or
will be able to further a political process which involves
removing 100,000 settlers without generating violence
looks extremely unlikely right now. Given this situation,
the peace camp needs to reinvent itself. It needs to find
a new way to market the message of peace to the Israeli
public. It needs a ‘hasbara’ of peace, which the whole
peace camp can stand behind, regardless of individual
groups’ ideas about the right kind of political solution.”
The fact is, however, the camp is becoming more
and more splintered ideologically. Despite new efforts
to unite it, such as a post-war strategizing initiative by
the Neve Shalom School for Peace, or the New Israel
Fund’s New Initiatives for Democracy strategy. While
some groups are still clinging to traditional goals (the
two-state solution) and traditional approaches (dialogue
and negotiation), others are proposing radical shifts in
either the desired end or the means of reaching it, or both.
An interesting movement that has gathered some speed
since the war is the “Two States, One Homeland” group,
which proposes a solution that will respect both peoples’
rights and aspirations to national determination, without
territorial division. The group is distinctive because it
boasts members from all sides of the political spectrum,
including settlers. Other groups are latching onto what
seems to be the only game currently in town, and shifting
their emphasis to the regional approach to resolving the
conflict, while others still have thrown up their arms in
despair and are aligning themselves with the international
Boycott Divestment and Sanctions movement.
While BDS remains a red line for the majority of
Israeli peace groups that define themselves as Zionist,
it seems to be exactly where (inadvertently) the country
is sending its young people who just want to live a
reasonable life, express themselves according to their
beliefs, and eat chocolate pudding that won’t send them
into overdraft. The Berlin Protest has hit a raw nerve in
Israel, and looks set to continue to dominate the headlines
for a little while. It’s now up to Israel’s fragile peace
camp—and its supporters around the world—to make
the link between the “politics” and the “economics”,
between the summer of Gaza and the autumn of Berlin,
and provide a vision for this country that can convince
the next generation to actually stay here. — JQ
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978578 © Kalela Lancaster 2014
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‘According to rights group
Mossawa, at least 70 Palestinian
citizens were sacked, intimidated
or temporarily suspended from
work for opposing the war.’

Dinner in Gaza
How has the summer 2014 conflict in Gaza impacted
on everyday life in the territory? Laila El-Haddad and
Maggie Schmitt, co-authors of The Gaza Kitchen:
A Palestinian Culinary Journey (Just World Books,
2012), reveals the joys and challenges of cooking
Shakshouka in war-torn Gaza.

L A I L A E L - H A D DA D A N D M AG G I E S C H M I T T

Evening in Gaza. The heat of the sun fades, and families
step out to get some fresh air, walking by the sea or
seeking out little patches of green in the city: a potted
jasmine plant, a fig tree forcing its way through a crack in
the cement. Amid the rubble and destruction, somehow
life goes on. In hundreds of thousands of households, it
is dinnertime, and hundreds of thousands of people—
mostly women—set about to make meals for their
families with whatever their shattered economy permits.
Something warming and comforting, something simple
that tastes of home: something like shakshuka.
Debates rage around shakshuka. In a region where
ownership and legitimate access to nearly everything is
contested, even this humble tomato-and-egg dish is caught
in the fray. It has recently been hailed in international
media as an Israeli dish, to the vocal irritation of cooks
from Libya, Tunisia and Palestine. Not a few Mizrahi/
Sephardi Israeli cooks may also express ambivalence,
resentful at seeing their community’s cuisine come to
stand synecdochically for a country that has not always
embraced them with equal gusto. Cooks from Turkey shake
their heads, wondering how this differs from their classic
menemen, and Greeks can’t help but notice its similarity to
their avgo me domades. Uncorroborated claims fly about
origins and dissemination: the calamitous carving up of the
Mediterranean basin into ethnic nation-states, all told in
a cast-iron pan of eggs. What do we actually know? That
a hundred variations of shakshuka have been made for
generations in homes across that whole great multifarious
swathe of the world that once was Ottoman, and that the
dish was translated into restaurant fare—and from there
vaulted into the international food media—by Libyan and
Tunisian Jews in Israel. What annoys many in the region
is that Israel once again gets sole credit for the riches of a
pan-Mediterranean world that it—as a state, that is, not as
a people—has so contributed to sundering.
Back to Gaza, where there are more pressing issues.
The symbolic appropriation of local foods is unimportant
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compared to the parallel destruction of access to the foods
themselves. Last summer’s attacks on the Strip crushed the
already besieged Gazan economy, leaving nearly 100% of
the population reliant on international food aid. Here’s what
it takes to make shakshuka for dinner in Gaza these days:
1

4 Tbsp olive oil
1 onion, finely chopped
2
4 very ripe tomatoes , chopped
3
4 eggs
2 garlic cloves
4
1 hot green chili , chopped
1/8 tsp allspice
5
1/8 tsp black pepper
¾ tsp salt
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‘Last summer’s attacks on
the Strip crushed the already
besieged Gazan economy,
leaving nearly 100% of
the population reliant on
international food aid’
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Even in the midst of all this loss and impotence, people
keep cooking, inviting their neighbors in for dinner, eating
together. Whatever hope is to be found in the political
impasse must come from here: the persistence of daily
life, of ordinary people doing ordinary things, of a shared
will to live in dignity. It would be foolhardy to pretend that
food unites all on its own (“We like shakshuka, you like
shakshuka, we can all be friends!”) in a context of radical
inequality of rights and access to land and livelihood.
A symbolic breaking of the bread alone doesn’t right those
wrongs; indeed it puts the symbol itself into question:
Many Palestinians view Israeli claims to indigenous
foods like hummus, falafel and shakshuka as one more
colonization: accepting one part of the "other" (in this
case, their food) and denying the rest, thereby literally
eating the other and usurping their identity.
But these shared foods might yet point to some
place on the horizon where parallel lines (of narrative, of
political reason) do converge. The fact that communities
throughout the region, irrespective of language or sect,
have been making shakshuka for generations should
serve to remind us of a long history of truly neighborly
relations, in which recipes were being shared and gifts of
food shuttled between households. Against the voices that
would have us believe this conflict is somehow essential
or eternal, we can hold up shakshuka. But restoring the
material conditions that would allow for those neighborly
relations is going to take a great deal of political work. — JQ
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978577 © Maggie Schmitt and Laila El-Haddad 2014
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DINNER IN GAZA

6

With a mortar and pestle , crush garlic and chili
pepper with ½ tsp salt. Set aside.
7
In a high-rimmed frying pan , brown onion in olive
oil until golden. Add crushed garlic and chilis and sauté
for another 3 minutes, or until garlic is fragrant and
chili is wilted. Add tomatoes and stir, cooking another
5 minutes or until tomatoes have softened and fused.
8
Reduce heat to low.
Crack each egg, one by one, into a bowl, then slide it
from the bowl onto the surface of the tomato mixture. Cook
slowly until the whites are set but the yolks are still runny.
If you like, stir the whites gently with a fork so they mix with
the tomato, leaving the yolks intact. Sprinkle remaining
9
salt, pepper and allspice on top. Serve with Arabic bread .

1 - Olive oil—that hallmark of Palestinian cuisine,
traditionally used in nearly everything—has become
a precious luxury in recent years. The destruction of
most of Gaza’s olive groves, and the Strip’s isolation
from the West Bank (where most Palestinian oil is
produced), has driven prices through the roof. Those
who still have access to olive groves distribute little
bottles of oil like family treasure; others rely on the
cheap canola oil provided by international aid.

2 - Gaza has fantastic tomatoes, and Gazan cuisine
makes use of them in a dazzling array of tomatobased stews and salads. Back when the borders were
open, Gazan tomatoes (especially cherry tomatoes)
were grown as a cash-crop and massively exported
through Israel. Since the siege closed the borders in
2007, they’ve been for internal consumption only,
constituting a cheap, delicious, vitamin-rich food
for the impoverished population. The annihilation
of much of Gaza’s agricultural land and irrigation
infrastructure in hostilities over the summer put
an end to that: according to the FAO, tomato prices
spiked to 179% of their previous price, pushing them
beyond reach of most families.

L A I L A E L - H A D DA D A N D M AG G I E S C H M I T T
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3 - Like Operation Cast Lead (2008-2009), this
summer’s round of attacks on Gaza specifically
targeted productive infrastructures and farms. Over
half of the Strip’s poultry population was wiped out
in direct strikes to chicken farms, and the rest of that
population is in direct peril due to lack of access to
water and fodder. This has pushed the price of eggs
up 40%, and what was formerly the most affordable
protein source is now beyond many families’ means.

4 - Gazan food differentiates itself from the cuisine
elsewhere in Palestine and the Middle East in its
generous use of hot chilis: whether fresh green ones
or crushed red ones, nearly every recipe includes their
spicy kick. Locally grown chilis have increased in
price 110% since the latest hostilities.
5 - For centuries, Gaza was an important crossroads
in the spice route: precious pepper, cinnamon and
cloves came from the Indian “spice islands” across
Arabia by caravan, and entered the Mediterranean
through Gaza’s port. Since 2007, most spices enter
Gaza through clandestine tunnels from Egypt, due
to limits on their import through the official border
crossings.

7 - For the 100,000 people in Gaza who remain
displaced after the destruction of their homes this
summer, finding access to kitchen utensils—along
with nearly everything else—is a trial. Overwrought
humanitarian agencies are scrabbling to provide this
population with shelter and basic materials.
8 - Generating the heat to cook is a major problem for
many families at this point. Gaza’s only power plant
was destroyed by shelling in July, and now (expensive,
noisy, inefficient) generator power provides most
of the Strip’s little electricity. There are massive and
chronic shortages of cooking gas, as well as diesel and
other fuels. Many have turned to burning scraps and
waste as a source of heat.
9 - Bread is the staple food and main source of
calories all over the region. Because of the gradual
undermining of the Gazan economy, even before
this summer, 70% of the population relied on
international aid to provide wheat f lour and
other basics. Now the entirety of the population is
considered food insecure and at least partially reliant
on aid. The aid packages include wheat flour, legumes,
sugar, salt and cooking oil; families must find a way
to access fresh foods (vegetables, meats, dairy) on
their own. As many have no source of income, this
access becomes impossible, leading to endemic rates
of anemia, diabetes and other nutritional ills.
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6 - Nearly all Gazan recipes require the use of a
zibdiya, or mortar and pestle. Spices are milled,
garlic is crushed, even salads are pounded and then
served in this humble clay dish.

Reflections on the Gaza conflict
In addition to the longer essays commissioned for this special section of the Jewish Quarterly,
we also solicited briefer reflections on the Gaza conflict from a wide range of contributors.
In addition to their thoughts on the conflict, we asked them to address the question of hope what hope there is in the current situation and where it might lie in the future.
In what follows, we present the reflections we received, loosely ordered by theme and perspective.
While the list of contributors we approached was impeccably balanced, the majority – but not
all - of the ones we received were critical of Israel. Needless to say, the views presented here do
not represent the entirety of the debate, in all its breadth and intractability.
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Chaim Gans
Proprietary Zionism’s
cruel future
The 2014 Gaza war was the third Gaza war since 2009.
In 2006, the second Lebanon war occurred, and in
2005 Israel evacuated Gaza after the Second Intifada
that began in 2000. In that year, Israel withdrew from
Lebanon, where its army stayed after its war against the
Palestinians in Lebanon, which began in 1982, and which
since the Second Lebanon War of 2006 has been called
“The First Lebanon War”. During 1987–93, this war was
accompanied by what has been termed, since the Second
Intifada, “The First Intifada”.
Is this list complete? The bloodshed that began
after Likud came to power in 1977 covers seven wars, or
maybe six or eight, with intensive civil involvement and a
frightening civilian death rate and other heavy costs, mainly
in Palestine and Lebanon, but also in Israel. In contrast,
the three wars in the three Israeli decades preceding the
Likud’s rule, those of 1956, 1967, and 1973, together lasted
for 31 days and were fought by armies, with hardly any civil
involvement, certainly not on the Israeli side.
From a political theory perspective, this revolution of
almost daily civilian suffering in the Jewish-Palestinian
conflict, is best explained by the triumph of the
“proprietary” interpretation of the idea of Israel and
Zionism after Likud, led by Menachem Begin, came to
power in 1977. This interpretation views Zionism as the
physical realization of the Jews’ proprietary right over the
Land of Israel, a right they have enjoyed since antiquity
by virtue of being there first and/or by virtue of Biblical
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promise. According to the proprietary interpretation of
Zionism, this right never lapsed, despite the physical
separation between the Jews and their land.
In contrast, the “egalitarian” interpretation of
Zionism is anchored in three pillars: in the equal right to
national self-determination; in the strong reasons Jews had
to realize that right in Palestine (and not over Palestine)
because they as well as non-Jews identify it as their
national birthplace; and in the necessity created by the
persecution of the Jews as a justification for realizing their
self-determination in Palestine, even though it was mainly
Arab (and not very densely populated) at the relevant time
(between the 1890s and the 1940s).
Until the Six Day War, Zionism could, despite the
serious atrocities committed in 1948, along with the 1949–
67 borders, be justified by the egalitarian interpretation.
But since the mid-1970s, Zionism and Israel’s subsequent
expansion into the Palestinian territories, can be justified
only by the proprietary interpretation: an interpretation
that is central to the Israeli educational system, and which
is the major motivation of Israeli politicians, either because
they believe in it or because espousing it attracts electoral
support.
Since no decent person can morally accept this
interpretation, and since the Palestinians cannot accept
it existentially and as a matter of self-respect, Israel and
Zionism are doomed to a hopeless future unless they
adopt the egalitarian interpretation of the Zionist idea.
The last Gaza war was just the latest in the list provided
above, embodying this moral and existential truth. It was
crueller than the previous war but the next will probably
be even crueller. — JQ
Chaim Gans is a professor of legal and political theory at Tel Aviv
University and a senior research fellow at the Hartman’s institute
in Jerusalem. His book A Political Theory for the Jewish People:
Three Zionisms and Post-Zionism, will be published in 2015
by Oxford University Press.
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Like most people, I was horrified by the devastation of the
recent Gaza war. But I cannot say I was surprised. I have
been closely engaged with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
on both sides, for nigh on fifty years, and feel a strong
affinity towards both peoples. If I have learned anything,
it is that peace is dependent on the imperatives of mutual
acceptance and equality. As long as either of these fiercely
proud peoples dominates the other, there will be conflict.
In a Jewish Quarterly article in the summer of
1977, following Likud’s first election victory in Israel, I
proffered the following thought: “Once the remaining
hope of Palestinian self-rule is finally extinguished, the
West Bank is likely to embark on a permanent rebellion—
mostly simmering and periodically erupting…. When the
fire starts to ignite, next month or next year, let no-one
register astonishment....”
It took another ten years for the first intifada in the
West Bank and Gaza to erupt (to the astonishment of
myopic Israeli policy makers). Further eruptions have
periodically marked the landscape ever since, and
doubtless will continue to do so until both peoples
are finally free to exercise their self-determination in
neighbouring, interlinked, states.
Occupation brutalizes the occupier as well as
the occupied. It breeds enmity and produces other
deleterious effects. Hamas, founded in 1987, is a product
of the occupation. Like Israel, it stands accused of war
crimes, but were it to be eradicated, something else—
possibly a lot worse—would take its place.
For over 47 years, vibrantly democratic Israel has
ruled most undemocratically—by military fiat—over
millions of people. This, and the intensive bombardment
by a technologically advanced state of an impoverished,
entrapped people, would never be tolerated by the
custodians of Jewish values if they were perpetrated by any
other country. Israel’s misguided policies have been very
damaging. Apart from the death and destruction delivered
on Gaza, they have generated new waves of hatred against
the Jewish state and global calls for its isolation. They have
fanned anti-Jewish sentiment in other countries, and
fostered deep divisions within the Jewish world.
If the Israeli government is not prepared, of its own
volition, to end its blockade of Gaza and suffocation of
the West Bank, the international community would be
entitled to challenge it to decide definitively, by a firm
date, whether its rule over the Palestinians is or is not
an occupation. Until now, it has argued both sides of the
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Dr Tony Klug is a veteran Middle East analyst and a special
advisor to the Oxford Research Group.

Sari Nusseibeh
The paradox of force
The main lesson to be drawn from the recent Gaza battles is
that no ground-breaking lesson can be learnt by the parties
at all: rather than concluding that Israel’s failure to achieve
its desired political goals by use of force proves that force is
not the right medium for resolving the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict, Hamas’s use of force proved, on the contrary, that
it is by means of force that Palestinians can thwart Israeli
political designs.
This contradictory conclusion (that it is force that
works and that force doesn’t work after all) leaves both
sides in the grip of their traditional deadlock: neither side
can now conclude that non-violence (or a rational process
of fair negotiations) is a better alternative.
Therefore, both sides will dig in their heels, seeking
‘better’ ways to use violence. This means that the existing
trajectory defining their situation will simply continue
along the same lines. Among other things, what this means
is that political positions on both sides will continue to
harden, making a two-state resolution less realistic and
therefore much harder to achieve, and equally much less
attractive as a desirable option.
At some point, halfway ‘containment’ or ‘side-step’
measures as temporary arrangements may be resorted
to (e.g., transitional state, larger Jordanian/Egyptian
roles, etc.). Needless to say, while such measures
can buy time, the major issue—never far beneath the
surface—will resurface whether dramatically or in some
other manner. But by now it will have become totally
irresolvable, except through a radical transformation
of the basic parameters of the game, as determined by
the subjective attitudes of both sides: such a radical
transformation will involve seeing that neither can
Israel remain as conceived, nor can Palestine come to
be as it is now being planned. Both the Jewish and the
Palestinian Arab states (real or imagined) will have to
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Tony Klug
Time to end the
ambiguity

case, enabling it to cherry-pick the Geneva Convention.
If it is an occupation, its—supposedly provisional—
custodianship should be brought to a swift end. If it is
not an occupation, there is no justification for denying
equal rights to everyone who is subject to Israeli rule.
After nearly half a century, it is surely past time to end
the ambiguity before it really is too late for a genuine
two-state deal and, to halt Israel’s suicidal slide towards
a home-grown version of apartheid. — JQ

give way for a political amalgam embracing different
ethnic, religious and political concerns.
This conclusion, though now apparent for all
rational people to see, will not unfortunately appear on
the radar-screen of either side anytime soon, thereby
making its inevitable outcome (given the trajectory
already alluded to) even more likely! Paradoxically—
given Gaza—whenever it will eventually become realized,
this will most likely only happen through ‘force-free’ and
‘enlightened’ negotiations. — JQ
Sari Nusseibeh is President of Al-Quds University.
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Gilbert Kahn
Deteriorating IsraelUS relations
After the military and humanitarian assessments are
completed, the military and geopolitical analyses of
the 2014 war in Gaza will point most clearly to Israel’s
successful deployment of the Iron Dome defensive
shield. This system, created by Israel and developed by
the U.S., gave remarkable protection for large portions
of the Israeli population which might have suffered
significant casualties without its being in place. Despite
the inaccurate firing of most of the rocket shelling from
Gaza, those attacks would have necessitated significantly
more aggressive responses from the IDF, which in turn
would have escalated dramatically the number of innocent
Arab casualties in Gaza.
Iron Dome’s success alone demonstrated once again
the importance and mutual benefit that the tactical and
strategic U.S.-Israel military relationship continues to
produce. As a result, it is greatly troubling that the Gaza
war appears to have intensified and heighted political
tensions between Prime Minister Netanyahu and the
Obama Administration. While the rhetoric that passed
between the two countries during the war was sometimes
intemperate, their personal dislike has now reached a new
level of antipathy that may well be affecting the U.S.-Israel
relationship. Given Israel’s need for diplomatic and strategic
support in the region and around the world—especially
regarding the future efforts to control Iranian nuclear
weapons development—it now seems that after Gaza, U.S.Israel relations have reverted to a level of childish namecalling, which does not bode well for Israeli efforts to gain
American support for their call for heightened sanctions
against Iran should the November deadline for Iranian
compliance with the P5+1 demands not be met.
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It would appear that in light of the dramatic and
growing escalation of the American-led effort to degrade
and destroy the Islamic State, U.S. policy-makers may
well now see their needs to deal with Iran in a much
more complicated light than does Israel. While Israel
and the United States, like all friends, can disagree on
policy directives in addressing future strategies, Prime
Minister Netanyahu ought to be much more nuanced in
how he manages his side of the U.S.-Israel equation, given
American considerations, Israeli existential concerns, and
both side’s geopolitical needs.
The consequence of the Gaza War has been to
exacerbate their differences. The Gaza War underscored
Israel’s growing international isolation and its need to
repair its relationship with its only true friend in the world.
If Israeli leadership persists in permitting petty domestic
political jockeying to drive its foreign and security policy,
there will undoubtedly be a further push back from the
U.S. in its relationship with Israel. — JQ
Dr. Gilbert N. Kahn is a professor of political science at Kean
University in Union, New Jersey.

Zvi Leshem
A time of unity and
solidarity
Speaking in a synagogue in my hometown of Efrat in
late August, I discussed the month of Elul as the annual
preparatory period for the High Holidays, and as the
month of teshuva. Rav Kook wrote in his book, Orot
HaTeshuva, that in order for Torah insights to be true, they
must take into account the big events of the world at that
time. In a similar vein, with the summer winding down, I
reminded the congregants that operation Protective Edge
had taken place largely during the three weeks mourning
period for the destruction of the Temples, and had come
to an end a few days earlier, on the eve of the month
of Elul. Therefore, in addition to our personal spiritual
reckoning, it behooves us to also seriously contemplate
the summer’s dramatic events with an eye to uncovering
the Divine message for us, and what we can apply to our
own faith and service. The following words are my first
attempt to do just that.
Our sages teach us that whereas the First Temple
was destroyed because of severe ritual sins, the Second
Temple was destroyed because of baseless hatred among
the Jewish People. Since the Third Temple has yet to be
built, our main mission is to root out this hatred, replacing
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prayer is that the love and unity felt during the summer
will continue to grow and be strengthened, helping us to
finally overcome the curse of baseless hatred and usher
in the era of world redemption and peace. — JQ
Rabbi Dr. Zvi Leshem made Aliya in 1979. He directs the
Gershom Scholem Collection at the National Library of Israel.

Adam Levick
Inside the Zionist
womb
February
It was on the Shabbat following the death of my motherin-law, Fraida Malcha bat Baruch, and one month into my
wife’s pregnancy, that I first became aware of our baby’s
presence in my life. An otherworldly shiver pulsated
through my body only hours before (I would only later
learn) doctors detected another heavenly beat: the
miraculous rhythm of her tiny little heart.
July
We just heard what sounded like thunder (or maybe the
roar of an approaching jet), but which turned out to be two
defensive missiles, which, as we saw them directly above
our home late at night, appeared as two shooting stars
before gently disappearing into that good night, and onto
their successful interception of a rocket fired at our city.
The Red Alert sirens only then began to wail, sending my
wife, me, the baby in her womb (and a reluctant cat) into
our personal bomb shelter—well within the 90 seconds we
are allotted. Huddled with my family, as the civil defense
sirens continued to wail, we heard a few quick booms
in rapid succession, presumably our nation’s missiles
knocking down two Qassams in mid air.
September
At four in the afternoon, two days after the Jewish New
Year, little Aliza (‘joy’ in Hebrew) was born: the first nativeborn Israeli in either family. Due to the immense skills
of the prenatal staff, she survived the traumatic last few
minutes of labor when her heart rate began to drop.
Due to the competence of our citizens’ army, its
dedication and vigilance, Aliza Ma’ayan Levick survived
Hamas.
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it with love, unity and solidarity. It is no secret that in
Israel, political and religious infighting are still serious
problems not yet resolved. Have the events of this past
summer brought us closer to our goal?
From the time when the three teenagers were
kidnapped in June, there was an unprecedented feeling of
unity throughout the country. The feeling that they were
“our boys”, and the tremendous outpouring of prayer and
goodwill to their families was dramatic and sustained.
When, eighteen days later, their bodies were discovered,
the three families sitting shiva were inundated by
thousands of visitors representing all sectors of Israeli
society, including the Arab sector. In the aftermath of the
retaliatory murder of the Arab teen, “party lines” were
again crossed as the murder was roundly condemned by
the parents of the Jewish victims, and Jews travelled to
comfort his family as well.
Similarly, during “Protective Edge”, not only was
the Jewish population united behind the war effort, but
once again we were witness to dramatic outpouring
of love and solidarity. There was mass attendance at
military funerals, especially those of “lone soldiers”
(without family in Israel), at which tens of thousands
of people participated, declaring the need to banish the
expression “lone soldier” from the lexicon. Similarly,
hospitals were filled with citizens coming to visit
wounded soldiers, often strangers, bringing so many
gifts their rooms overflowed with packages. Throughout
the county, people collected food and clothing for
soldiers, and volunteers delivered them to the front.
Residents of the embattled South were welcomed
with free hospitality throughout the country, and their
children were entertained in ad hoc summer camps.
Meanwhile, residents of the North travelled south
in order to do their shopping in border towns whose
economy had been devastated by the war.
Lastly, I would note that during the war itself,
several meetings, including a joint 17th of Tammuz/
Ramadan break-fast, and a summer camp for children
took place between “settlers” and Palestinians in the
area of Gush Etzion, where we live—not far from the
place where the three boys had been kidnapped and
murdered, setting off the summer’s violent trajectory.
The stated goal of these activities, about which I remain
personally conflicted, is to create peace on the ground
between neighbors, regardless of what is happening
in the political sphere. For, in truth, the settlers and
the Palestinians do live together in a state of daily
(and usually peaceful) coexistence. As one of the Arab
participants said, “These are the people that I need to
make peace with, not the Tel Aviv leftists who sit in
coffee houses discussing peace.” This, too, is an attempt
to break down hatred.
The Hasidic tradition understands the period
before the fast of Tisha B'Av as a spiritual replay of the
historic themes of exile and destruction. After that time,
the focus shifts to the upcoming High Holidays, which
herald rebirth and redemption. My fervent hope and

After centuries of relying on the benevolence of others,
we can now protect ourselves by ourselves. Israel protects
the Jews, including our tiny, precious little sabra. — JQ
Adam Levick is the managing editor of CiF Watch, an affiliate
of Committee for Accuracy in Middle East Reporting in
America (CAMERA).

Fiona Wright
Hope in refusal

R E F L EC T I O N S O N T H E G A Z A C O N F L I C T

On the second day of the attacks on Gaza this summer,
I travelled with Israeli friends from Tel Aviv to the South
Hebron Hills region of the West Bank. The drive there
was long—accompanied by our growing frustration at the
radio news and the frequent interruption of alerts about
sirens warning of rocket attacks across the country—and
we stopped at a kibbutz in the south to pick up two fellow
passengers, Erella and Ehud. For most weeks during the
past decade, the pair has been visiting Palestinians they
consider their friends in the South Hebron Hills, as part of
the activities of a small circle of activists called the “Villages
Group”. I had come to know them while doing research
about radical left-wing Israeli activism, the kind that since
the collapse of the peace process has continued to protest
against the occupation and seek political partnership with
Palestinians. We arrived at Erella’s home to find her angry
and despondent about the situation. “I won’t go to the
shelter when the siren sounds,” she said, “I’m not moving.”
Refusing to be part of what she considered the collective
hysteria and persistent misinformation that served to justify
the killings, Erella had come to associate the sound of the
sirens with injustice and complicity.
We left the kibbutz to continue our journey, spending
the day being offered tea in the homes of Palestinian
friends, despite the fact that they were fasting for Ramadan,
and talking with them about school, marriages, and other
village gossip. Breaking fast in the Bedouin village of Um
el Kheir, we sat late into the night together appreciating
the quiet. Such hospitality is often remarked upon by
these Israeli activists, who remind themselves not to take
it for granted that Palestinians living in the occupied West
Bank should invite Israeli activists into their homes, but
on that day it was even more poignant. It threw into sharp
relief the ethics and politics of friendship that the Villages
Group holds as core values, alongside the asymmetry and
potential for paternalism that are never far from view. It is a
friendship based on refusal—refusal to be separate, refusal
to be enemies, and refusal to believe things have to be this
way. In this sense, the group speaks of something broader
in Israeli radical activism: its attempt to refuse the ways
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in which the friendships and other relationships possible
between Palestinians and Jewish Israelis are determined
by state violence and colonial politics, even as the latter
have already defined and delimited these relationships in
ways almost impossible to overcome.
And here I come to the question of hope. There was not
much of it around this summer amongst Israeli activists—
or, if there had been hope, it was desperate and tired at best.
Yet, if refusal is the shape that tired hope takes, it merits our
attention and support. Perhaps it is obvious that resistance
always entails refusal, but refusal was not obvious in Israel
this summer, and for that reason its possibility may inspire
cautious hope. — JQ
Fiona Wright teaches Social Anthropology at the University
of Cambridge, and has recently completed a PhD on the ethics
and politics of Jewish Israeli left-wing activism.

Leonie Fleischmann
Alternative voices,
alternative paths
The recent Gaza crisis began almost predictably: a
bonfire just waiting for the necessary spark to set it alight.
Unfortunately, the response from individuals, particularly
in the diaspora communities, also followed in a predictable
manner, with both sides retreating to state narratives, to
particularistic, zero-sum fears. Social media was awash
with war-mongering voices; ‘pro-Israel’ supporters
arguing that ‘the only way to secure the future of Israel
was to destroy Hamas, which may unfortunately lead to
the destruction of the entire population of Gaza, but it’s
the only way to defend ourselves and anyway, Hamas
uses human shields.’ The polarisation between the ‘proIsrael’ and ‘pro-Palestinian’ camps deepened, and even
the voices of normally fairly liberal individuals became
extreme and violent.
The decline of the Israeli peace movement has been
well documented since the 2nd Intifada, with the prevailing
realities and events inevitably and understandably leading
to an ingrained sense of fear and mistrust of the other side.
However, amongst this decline has been the rise of what
some may call radical voices—though I prefer to see these
as alternative voices who look for an alternative path, a
path that sees the other as a human being, one who has
been caught up in the same terrible situation and governed
by the same uncompromising authorities. A number of
such groups emerged following the 2005 Israeli unilateral
disengagement from Gaza and the election of Hamas.
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Leonie Fleischmann is a Ph.D. Candidate in the Department of
International Politics, City University London; her dissertation
discusses the transformation of Israeli peace activism.

market—are treated as criminal activities, punishable,
in some instances, by death. In these obscene spaces,
innocent human beings, most of them children, are being
impoverished and killed, all with the acquiescence and
support of too many in the Jewish community.
Gaza’s punishment did not begin in the summer of
2014, and it will not end there. For nearly half a century,
Palestinians have been deliberately targeted, and a
crime against them has been committed. More than
anything, this crime is found in the daily and unrelenting
assault on their way of life, their human rights and
their dignity. Whether you deliberately shoot a human
being through the heart with a bullet or deprive him of a
home, livelihood and the means to care for his children,
you are saying to that human being he has no right to
exist. In this way, Gaza speaks to the unnaturalness
of our own condition as Jews, to our inability to live a
life without barriers. For in Gaza we seek remedy and
consolation in the ruin of another people. It is ironic,
then, that our own salvation now lies in Gaza’s. And
no degree of separation, disavowal or denial can ever
change that. — JQ
Sara Roy is a senior research scholar at the Center for Middle
Eastern Studies, Harvard University. Her reflection was drawn
from the new Introduction to the third edition of her book, The
Gaza Strip: The Political Economy of De-development
(Institute for Palestine Studies, forthcoming).

Sara Roy
Ghada Karmi
Gaza’s and the Jewish The inevitability of
future are intertwined resistance
During Israel’s assault on Gaza in December
2008-January 2009 known as Operation Cast Lead,
Israeli soldiers gouged a Star of David into Gaza’s land,
an image captured by satellite, but not widely known.
No doubt this act was meant to convey the presence
and power of the Jewish state over the destiny of
others. This power is one of humiliation, deprivation
and destruction, a power that demands reflection but
instead has brought celebration.
In the context of Gaza, the Star of David is a
disfigurement, a symbol of the pain we have so willingly
inflicted on others and also on ourselves. Palestinians in
Gaza live in a zone of non-existence, where engaging in
normal everyday acts of living and working—going to
school, visiting neighbours, traveling abroad, planting a
tree, growing vegetables and selling products in a nearby
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After a frenetic few weeks, in which Gaza was at the centre
of news on a daily basis, it has now vanished from the
headlines, as if its problems have been solved. Nothing
could be further from the truth. I was in Jordan throughout
the Gaza war and witnessed the enormous concern and
compassion for their plight felt by the whole country.
Watching the scenes of destruction on my TV screen,
I felt no surprise at Israel's attack, only its ferocity. Among
the many Israeli assaults on Gaza, this was the most
severe. What did surprise me, however, was the ready
acceptance amongst western governments of Israel’s
protests that it was only acting in self-defence against a
terrorist organisation like Hamas. The Western public did
not share this tolerance towards Israel and demonstrated
in support of Gaza. No one among them bought the Israeli
story, nor should anyone else.
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These include: the Coalition against the Siege and War
in Gaza, founded in 2005, made up of around 25 left-wing
Israeli organisations; Other Voice, founded in 2009 to
connect Israelis in the south with Gazans to try to bring
awareness for the need to reach a non-violent end to the
conflict; and the Jews and Arabs Refuse to be Enemies
Campaign, launched to call for a cease-fire in the most
recent round of violence.
While their voices are few in number, and their
ideas may be too unconventional for the majority of
Israelis and diaspora ‘pro-Israelis’ to stomach right now,
their assessments of the conflict, their transformed
understandings of the situation, their attempts to alleviate
the suffering of the Palestinians, and the fear of Israelis,
are important to listen to. Rather than automatically and
unquestionably retreating to particularistic narratives,
we should listen to these groups, the origins of which
include those who built relationships with the Palestinian
Liberation Organisation when it was illegal, enabling the
foundations for a political peace process. If we in the
diaspora, who do not face the realities of those in Israel
and Palestine, are willing to listen to what these alternative
groups have to say, we could help promote a non-violent
way out of the conflict. — JQ
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The causes of the war in Gaza are not hard to find.
Israel occupied Gaza in 1967, built settlements on its
best land and turned a previously agricultural people
into low-wage labourers in Israel. In withdrawing from
Gaza in 2005, Israel only evacuated its settlements and
deployed its army outside Gaza, instead of inside. While
that seemed a good thing on the face of it, Israel insisted
on keeping control of Gaza's crossings, as well as its air
and sea-space. In 2007, Israel went on to impose a stifling
siege on Gaza that has remained in place to this day.
This, then, is the background to the conflict from
which movements like Hamas have emerged. Despite the
propaganda, they are in essence resistance organisations
fighting against Israel's control of their borders and its
unrelenting siege. No one can be surprised that a people
so subjugated will revolt. All Israel's assaults on Gaza have
been designed to bomb them back into submission. It hasn't
worked and never will, because a people that has suffered
so much war and privation feels it has nothing to lose by
resisting, and something to gain by attacking its tormentor.
If Hamas goes, there well be another to take its place.
Israel's huge army and weapons arsenal unleashed on
Gaza, ostensibly against Hamas' home-made rockets and
its few missiles, is no contest. It is the epitome of asymmetric
warfare where Israel has the upper hand. If it were serious
about wanting peace, as opposed to pacification, it would
treat the people of Gaza with respect, lift the siege, allow
them freedom of movement and normal trade. Only in this
way will Hamas and similar organisations stop fighting and
vanish into peaceful civilian life.
What are the chances this will happen and that we will
not be facing another war on Gaza soon? I am not hopeful.
Despite all the killing and destruction, Israel has not lifted
the siege and it's business as usual for Gaza's miserable
inhabitants. So long as the world tolerates this, there can
be no change. — JQ
Ghada Karmi is a Palestinian academic at the University
of Exeter and author of Married to Another man: Israel's
Dilemma in Palestine (Pluto Press 2007).

Karl Sabbagh
Conflict without end
I was in Israel when the attacks on Gaza were launched,
and it was with some weariness that I saw the same
misleading justifications for the attacks presented to the
Israeli public and the world. The precursory event—the
random, irrelevant and unjustified murders by Israel of
Palestinians who had nothing to do with the deaths of
the three settlers—was never mentioned, even though it
72

was the trigger for the Hamas rocket attacks, which Israel
used to justify its far more heinous onslaught on Gaza.
There was, however, a new factor during and after the
latest Gaza conflict, a factor that should give the current
Israel government pause for thought. The international
upwelling of anti-Israel feeling as a result of the
disproportionate death tolls suffered by the two sides was—
predictably—labeled antisemitism. But Israel itself has
caused the blurring that it condemns between criticism of
the actions of Israel the nation, and of the Jews as a people,
by its ever more strident insistence that the Palestinians
and others recognize Israel as ‘the Jewish state.’ How can
it insist on being seen as the Jewish state, then complain
when its actions are sometimes described as Jewish rather
than Israeli? When the Soviet Union existed and people
condemned ‘the Russians’ for invading Hungary, no one
said this was a racist remark against people of ethnic Russian
origin. They understood perfectly the interchangeability of
those terms, just as Israel knows full well that when people
march in protest against its continuing oppression of the
Palestinians, few of them are card-carrying, blood-libelshouting, Protocols-of-Zion waving antisemites.
The only hopes I have ever held for improvement in
the situation have been diminished by the recent conflict,
not enhanced, because they show the sad inability of Israel
to learn from the past and do what is clearly necessary
for a more secure future. As a Palestinian, I have found it
galling to see the efforts Israel has made to seek an apology
from modern Germany for the actions of a former German
government against the Jews, without accepting any
responsibility on behalf of earlier generations of Israelis
and Zionists—some of whom are still alive—for what they
did to the Palestinians. The only way forward is for Israel
to accept that an injustice was done to the Palestinians,
to apologise for it, and to open discussions about how to
rectify its consequences. Until Israel has a government that
understands this simple truth, there will be no peace, only
cycles of violence until kingdom come. — JQ
Karl Sabbagh is a British-Palestinian writer.

David Feldman
Antisemitism in
dangerous times
These are dangerous times. According to Natan
Sharansky, we are witnessing “the beginning of the
end of Jewish history in Europe.” Mick Davis, Chair of
the Jewish Leadership Council, asserts that in Britain,
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This is perilous ground for Jews to take. Here is
territory on which antisemitism has flourished in the
past and might again. It need not be so. Yachad notably
managed to square its Zionism with humanitarian
activism in the wake of Operation Protective Edge.
Equally significant, alarmist hyperbole may be less
representative of Jewry than we are encouraged to believe.
The best survey evidence, from the Fundamental Rights
Agency and Institute for Jewish Policy Research JPR,
demonstrates that British Jews are profoundly divided
over what constitutes antisemitism, and how severe it is.
It is possible that opinion has shifted since 2012, when the
survey was taken. Nevertheless, its findings powerfully
suggest there is a reservoir of opinion among British Jews
that is not being heard; and in that there is cause for both
hope and concern. — JQ
Professor David Feldman is the Director of the Pears Institute
for the Study of Antisemitism.

Jeremy Schonfield
Explore common
ground
It was a sad summer. Almost everyone I met commented
how awful London must be, with its ‘antisemitism
and the Muslim takeover.’ I pointed out that ten times
almost zero British antisemitism is still very little, and
that Muslims number under 3 million, so are barely
overtaking the 64 million Britons. The assertion that
Muhammad was the most common boy’s name in
Britain last year turns out to be the case—officially,
unadmitted—in Israel. It was clearly my interlocutors
who felt surrounded, and were citing these ‘facts’ out
of panic-induced projection.
European opposition to Israel, I felt it helpful to
explain, was based on what the media showed them
of civilian suffering in Gaza, rather than a dislike of
Jews. The Israeli media, with the possible exception of
Ha’aretz, chose to minimize that suffering, or to blame
it on Hamas for using civilians as human shields. I
asked why, since Hamas clearly benefits from civilian
casualties, does Israel provide them with so many; and
what people actually feel about 1,700 dead bystanders,
20,000 destroyed homes and 500,000 homeless? I was
told that Israel had the right to defend herself, and was
asked what would Britain do if, etc, etc.
I agreed that many diaspora Jews feel embattled, but
suggested that this is the price of unquestioning support
73

R E F L EC T I O N S O N T H E G A Z A C O N F L I C T

for the for the first time since their readmission under
Cromwell, “Jews at their family dinner tables, when
they gather to pray and learn, are beginning to wonder
whether they are valued as citizens and can securely think
of Britain as their natural home.” A pop-up Campaign
Against Antisemitism mobilised more than 4,000 Jews
to a rally in the centre of London. Sensationally, the
Jewish Chronicle claimed that 63% of British Jews have
questioned their future in the UK.
It is, of course, the widespread condemnation of Israel
this summer, which provokes these intimations of disaster.
The notable spike in antisemitic incidents reported by
the Community Security Trust offers some support to
communal Cassandras; so too do the offensive comments
on the streets and in electronic media that liken Israel’s
actions in Gaza to Nazi persecution and genocide, or
suggest that ‘Hitler was right’. All this is deplorable. Yet
dire assessments of the beleaguered condition of British
Jews are preposterous. The notion we are living through
British Jewry’s darkest hour, or anything near it, has no
basis in historical fact. The Jewish Chronicle ‘survey’ was
flawed beyond redemption; its ‘conclusions’ are worthless.
Yet, the discomfort among Jews is genuine and
widespread. The core of the problem lies in the volume
of negative attention Israel receives, while other states that
exact harm on civilian populations appear to get off lightly.
Israel, for so long the darling of the social democratic left,
is now the object of its exasperation and fury. Antisemitism
provides a ready explanation for this state of affairs. The
accusation of double standards is now produced time and
again, as if it were a slam dunk for Israel’s supporters: proof
that antisemitism is on the rise and the root cause of the
disproportionate criticism directed at Israel’s policies.
We should think again. There are many reasons why
Israel is singled out. In some cases, doubtless, enmity for
Jews lies at the heart of it. But there are a host of other
reasons. The geopolitical and religious significance of
the land is part of the explanation. But so too is sympathy
for the Palestinians in an asymmetric conflict. Most
significant, perhaps, is Israel’s claim to be a liberal and
democratic state, which means that it is held to different
standards than its neighbours. Whether these are good
reasons or bad, they are not antisemitic; they do not
originate in an animus directed at Jews.
Yet these are dangerous times. The risk was brought
sharply into focus by the ruckus that followed publication
in the Jewish Chronicle of the Disaster Emergency
Committee advertisement making an appeal for an “unmet
humanitarian need” in Gaza. Despite the newspaper’s
carefully worded statement, the clear impression left
by its apology is that British Jews stepped aside from a
humanitarian appeal. The interests of Jews and of Israel
are placed on one side; suffering humanity is on the other.
The perception of widespread antisemitism, the idea that
influential sections of British society are rejecting Jews,
was here answered by many Jews turning in on themselves.
They appeared to embrace the opposition between the
interests of Jews and those of humanity at large.
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for Israel. Accepting the Israeli claim to represent world
Jewry means we can be blamed for Israeli policies, even
if we do not vote in Israeli elections. If we did, other
questions might be asked, such as whether Jewish
yearning for the land outweighs Palestinian claims, or
whether past occupancy gives right to sovereignty. If it
did, Scandinavians might now rule York. It is true that
some Palestinians deny Jewish links to Israel. But there
are also Jews who deny Palestinian links to the land. The
national movements, then, mirror each other.
I even dared to suggest that Israel has been
emboldened by American support, and that this rests
partly on the USA’s almost unmentionable treatment of
her own natives. How, I asked, does this resonate with
the powerful second- or third-generation post-Holocaust
feelings of most Israelis?
There will eventually be talks, I argued, perhaps
even with Hamas. In the meantime, Israel has the
technological edge, and therefore need not bomb her way
out of trouble. Bombing did not persuade the inhabitants
of Hamburg and London to surrender, or to like their
enemies more. If drones were used to prove that rockets
are being fired from hospitals or schools, Israel could
win the argument without shelling civilians. Listening
devices could locate tunnels without invading. If one day,
rockets cannot be blocked, Israel will need the sympathy
she lost this summer.
To survive, Israel must come to terms with her
neighbours and explore common ground. What Israelis
and Palestinians share most may be failed dreams, a sense
of hurt and injustice, and a lack of recognition. The Parents
Circle – Bereaved Families Forum, a joint PalestinianIsraeli organization of over 600 families, is one group
that enables people to mourn together. Others must also
make a start. — JQ
Dr. Jeremy Schonfield is Research Fellow at the Oxford Centre
for Hebrew and Jewish Studies, and John Rayner Reader in
Liturgy at Leo Baeck College, London.

Francesca Klug
Speaking out for
human rights
When the bombs started landing on Gaza last July, I was
deep into writing about the origins of the international
human rights movement for my forthcoming book,
A Magna Carta for Humanity: Homing in on Human
Rights. My research took me back to the darkest days of
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World War Two, when a host of NGOs, academics and
lawyers, many of them Jewish refugees, campaigned
for what must have seemed like an absurdly utopian
vision: an international Bill of Rights to apply to
everyone, everywhere. Until then, states were wholly
unaccountable for the miseries they inflicted on their own
citizens. But when the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR) was adopted in 1948, it placed humanity
over citizenship, and made the suffering of others the
business of all.
I was deeply moved when I first learnt the details
of this story 25 years ago. Here was a Charter for all
humankind, which was drafted to address the lessons
of the Holocaust. But last July, as the bombardment of
Gaza intensified, it struck me that the attempted Nazi
genocide not only drove Jewish support for universalism,
but in many cases, for the establishment of the Israeli
state. Not necessarily seen as incompatible at the time, six
decades on the Israeli government refutes all criticisms
that emanate from the same international legal standards
that developed directly out of Jewish oppression. When
Israeli human rights groups protest against the occupation
of Palestinian lands, or the blockade of Gaza, they are
frequently accused of betrayal. Yet they are applying the
same ethical framework, which arose from that darkest
of periods as “a common standard” for “all peoples and
all nations,” just as the UDHR requires. That is the whole
point of universalism!
When the UN Human Rights Commissioner,
Navi Pillay, declared that Israel’s offensive—which
killed 1,462 civilians, of whom 495 were children—
raised “concerns about respect for the principles of
distinction, proportionality and precautions in attack,”
she was not being selective. She also criticised Hamas,
although clearly unable to inflict comparable damage,
for “indiscriminate attacks” that “endanger the lives
of civilians in Israel.” But her point was that this could
not possibly justify the deaths of so many defenseless
Palestinians who had nowhere else to go.
“All these dead and maimed civilians should weigh
heavily on all our consciences,” the Commissioner said.
They certainly do on mine. Not despite the fact that I
am Jewish, but because of it. I am not responsible for
what the Israeli government does in my name, but I am
responsible for speaking out about it.
Like many others brought up in a Jewish family, I was
told stories of lives hanging in the balance, dependent
on whether people protested or pretended not to see; not
just during the Second World War, but in the centuries
of persecution that preceded it. Even if this made no
difference to the outcome, I understood that ‘speaking
out’ provides solace and solidarity. That is the central
message of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
All the rest is commentary. — JQ
Francesca Klug is a Professorial Research Fellow at the Centre
for the Study of Human Rights, LSE. She has been involved in
human rights campaigns all her adult life.
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During the violent July-to-August 2014 Gaza crisis, there
was so much to assimilate: death and destruction, mass
civilian displacement and trauma, and greatly heightened
inter-communal tensions. Deeper questions—raised
by, for example, Hamas’s political isolation, Israel’s
continued de facto occupation of Gaza, the false military
equivalence drawn between Hamas and the IDF, and the
link between Israel’s offensive and the spike in antisemitic
manifestations in Europe—were put to one side.
Even to suggest that the immediate events could not
be understood without context, analysis and explanation,
was to attract palpably false charges of condoning the
demonization of Israel and excusing Hamas’s terrorism. In
the aftermath, we can muse about hope until the cows come
home. But without understanding, hope is an irrelevance.
Hope won’t change four aspects of the stark reality we are
faced with now that the guns have fallen silent.
Israel proved itself unwilling to see itself as others
do. For the political and spiritual leaders of the ‘Jewish’
state, the Jewish tradition of self-criticism is dead. There
is but one truth: the IDF is the most moral army in the
world. A “hollow statement,” wrote Avrum Burg. “The
army is nothing but a weapon in the hands of the political
leadership [whose] policy is absolutely immoral.” The
Jewish ethical standard for a moral army—Pikuach
Hanefesh, the biblical insistence on prioritizing the
preservation of human life above all else—was not met.
All we do is justified, Netanyahu told the world at the UN,
because Hamas is ISIS and both are Nazis—a shameless
exploitation of the Holocaust.
We Jews don’t want to know the truth. Confronted
with violent anti-Arab racism in Israel, anti-left incitement
by Jewish neo-Nazi gangs and labelling human rights
organizations ‘traitors’, we turn away or look for excuses.
How convenient, then, that we can always wave the magic
wand of antisemitism. The tragedy is that antisemitism in
Europe is indeed serious, but labelling as antisemites all
who demonstrated against Israel’s offensive, or comparing
Europe in August 2014 to Kristallnacht in 1938, trivialises
Jew-hatred and makes combating it harder.
Jews are more polarised than ever. The conflicted
Jewish middle is being hollowed out. Dissenting voices
are stronger, but still far from constituting a critical
mass. The solidarity-with-Israel-at-all-costs right is
more entrenched, embattled and aggressively defensive.
Its grassroots challenge to Jewish leaders for neither
defending Israel more vigorously nor tackling Muslim
antisemitism, has rattled the community’s dominant
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institutions. By reinforcing rather than calming fears,
they have lost control of the communal narrative.
Many of us know rabbis who were appalled by
Israel’s actions, but their public response was woefully
inadequate. Why? Has Judaism itself become corrupted?
In a world where Jewish ethno-nationalism and religious
messianism have forged an unholy alliance, and strictly
orthodox rabbis find biblical justification for antiPalestinian racism, this would not be surprising. Senior
rabbinic voices so often sound like Israeli government
spokespersons. Any spiritual leader showing prophetic
courage would be called a self-hating Jew. — JQ
Antony Lerman, a former Director of the Institute for Jewish
Policy Research, is the author of The Making and Unmaking
of a Zionist: A Personal and Political Journey (2012).

Philippe Sands
Condemnation and
silence
The summer has offered numerous challenges.
The upshot:
a Jew is not required to condone all actions of Israel,
a Muslim is not required to condone all actions of Hamas,
to condemn certain actions of Israel is not to be
antisemitic,
to condemn certain actions of Hamas is not to be antiislamic,
to condemn the actions of one is not to condone the
actions of the other,
to condemn the actions of both is not to embrace
equivalence,
to remain silent is the easier path,
to resist the tribal instinct (and the pressures in favour
of silence) is more difficult.
Has my perspective changed across the summer? No.
Reinforced? Yes.
Avoid tribalism, be independent. Don’t run with any
lawless crowd. Condemn actions you believe to be wrong.
Do not remain silent.
Is hope warranted? Always. There’s a crack in everything,
that’s how the light gets in. — JQ
Philippe Sands is professor of law at University College London
and a practising barrister.
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978574 © Keith Kahn-Harris 2014
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Anthony Lerman
The need for
prophetic courage

The Only Two State Solution Left?
The Gaza conflict exposed once again the difficulty in making
peace in Israel-Palestine. Are there alternatives to muchdiscussed one or two state solutions? Mathias Mossberg and
Mark LeVine present a “Parallel States” model for resolving the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict
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It’s commonplace to claim today that the peace process
between Israelis and Palestinians has not made progress
for a long time. Prospects for a breakthrough remain bleak.
A solution acceptable to both sides is not in sight. Israel
continues to strengthen its presence in the West Bank. Has
the time run out for a traditional two-state solution, with
two countries side-by-side sharing the territory between
the Mediterranean and the Jordan River?
The Facts and the Future
The simple reality is that a one-state solution is
not acceptable to Israelis. A two-state solution that
could satisfy both sides is not in the cards. Are there
any alternatives? Is there a way to create a new kind of
two-state structure that could meet some of the basic
demands and desires from both sides? Could a concept
with two parallel state structures, both covering the whole
territory, be a way to open up the discussion?
These are the basic questions the Parallel States
Project proposed in the eight years since a group of
Palestinian, Israeli, and international scholars, policymakers and stakeholders began meeting to explore
how a vision with two Parallel States structures, one
Israeli and one Palestinian, could be developed that
would extend the jurisdiction of both to citizens living
in the whole area between the Mediterranean and the
Jordan River.
The conflict between Israelis and Palestinians is like
few other conflicts that stubbornly focus on control of
territory. Developments have, in many ways, gone too
far to permit a reasonable territorial division. Physical
and political obstacles are growing. The web of Israeli
roads and settlements on the West Bank is settling as
a geological sediment atop the existing Palestinian
society, and the Israeli “matrix of control” is slowly
making substantial, sustainable development impossible.
In Gaza, economic and social conditions remain
miserable. Palestinians in Israel, although citizens, suffer
discrimination in various ways.
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Israel controls almost all the territory and has so far
not been willing to part with what Palestinians regard
as the minimum necessary to enable the creation of a
territorially viable state. Demographic developments will
soon make Palestinians a majority in the whole area. A
situation with a minority controlling 80% of the territory
and suppressing the majority of the population is not a
sustainable solution.
The present paradigm of dividing the land
geographically has not worked in spite of 30 years of
relentless efforts, numerous plans, and endless talks
(or talks about talks) involving the parties, the US, the
EU, and large parts of the international community.
And there are solid reasons why this is not working,
reasons that stretch back more than a century, to
the interaction between early Zionist immigrants
from Eastern Europe and the indigenous Palestinian
population—which led to a zero-sum economic, and
soon thereafter, territorial conflict.
Half a dozen wars and an almost fifty-year
occupation later, there is today increasingly little
territory left to divide. Even if there were, the necessary
political will has not been mobilized, particularly on
the stronger side, Israel. A two-state solution seems
no longer in the cards. A one-state solution most likely
never was. It is time, then, for a re-think. If the land
cannot be shared by geographical division, can it be
shared in some other way? Is there another vision that
can provide hope?
Our team thus asked: Can one imagine a scenario in
which a new type of two-state solution—one Israeli state
and one Palestinian state, each covering the whole area,
and with political and civil rights to all—is developed from
existing political, economic and physical structures? Such
a scenario would mean a decoupling of the exclusive
link between state and territory. Two-state structures
parallel, or are “superimposed”, upon each other, and
would cover the whole area between the Mediterranean
and the Jordan River.
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The conflict between Israelis and Palestinians is
generally regarded as territorial, and therefore the key
issues are said to be territory and borders, Jerusalem,
settlements and refugees. Defining the conflict in these
terms has not yielded progress. A search for an end to
the conflict must go back to the beginning.
Basic fears, concerns, and aspirations of the two
sides must be addressed. Exploring these is likely to
indicate different perspectives and concerns from
Israelis and Palestinians, but this should also reveal some
fundamental elements common to both.
For Israelis, security is a sine qua non, and of
existential character. The quest for security was at the
basis of the establishment of the State of Israel, and the
Jewish State satisfies the fundamental Jewish/Israeli
need for Jews to be in charge of their own destiny, to have
a secure place on Earth, and protect their own identity.
Closely linked to the Jewish identity is the Jewish people’s
specific attachment to the Holy Land.
For Palestinians, the defining issue is not security
as much as it is the loss of the land—in itself a key
security issue, which is linked to existential fears of
ultimate loss of identity. Palestinians feel a physical
threat wherever they are, be it in Israel, the occupied
territories, in camps, neighbouring states, or in the
diaspora. Palestinians also have a need for dignity,
equality and justice, in particular the issue of return
and full recognition of the right to return.
In contrast to Israelis, many Palestinians never had
statehood as a primary objective, even if this appeared
to be the case for several decades, particularly for the
leadership of the PLO. Palestinian nationalism and the
drive for a nation-state found institutional expression in
the PLO in the late 1960s. As the peace process waned,
the notion of statehood has been receding for many
Palestinians. They wish to get rid of Israeli occupation,
but not necessarily to divide the land. End of occupation,
and implementation of justice, remain central, along with
attachment to the land.

‘Regardless of the chosen
approach, two separate
”heartlands”, each responding
to population concentrations,
would most likely be formed,
building on present realities.’
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For both sides, the basic issues are security, identity
and access to the land. Most other issues can be covered
by these headings. To have a chance to succeed, the
quest for peace must begin by imagining ways to ensure
mutually satisfactory solutions to these issues.
Instead of dividing ownership of the land
horizontally into two different sovereignties, ownership
could be divided vertically into different functions, and
the exclusive link between statehood and territory
could thus be opened up. Such an idea not only makes
increasing sense in a globalized world where markets,
as much as militaries, are a dominant force.
Sovereignty divisible
In the world outside the Middle East, control of
territory no longer means what it used to. Sovereignty
as we used to understand it is a thing of the past.
The concept of sovereignty has eroded under
the pressure of globalization. The impact of universal
principles and structures suggest new dimensions in how
states relate to each other and to their citizens. The role
of borders is no longer the same. People and goods can
still be largely kept out—or in—but borders no longer
protect against ideas, modern communications systems,
or modern weapons systems.
International law and principles have been
perforating national boundaries, and transnational
structures limit the legislative space of national
political bodies. External influence is also increasing
on all levels.
The nation-state as we know it is no longer
the undisputed final product of the international
system. History might not have come to an end, but
the Westphalian era very well may. In the future,
the nation-state might be regarded as a historical
parenthesis, stretching from the mid-17th century to
our present times.
The erosion of sovereign political authority has
affected both external and internal aspects of sovereignty.
In both cases, sovereign space has been ceded to
actors other than nation-states, such as international
institutions, transnational companies, and even private
citizens and other non-state actors.
As a result, the indivisibility of sovereignty is starting
to undergo scrutiny. The norm of indivisibility has,
throughout history, served as a veil, hiding real power
relations. In reality, sovereignty has always been divisible,
and the exercise of political authority often derived from
several sources, both external and internal.
With sovereignty eroded and divisible, the exclusive
and previously sacrosanct link between sovereignty and
territory has begun to fade. In other words, sovereignty’s
function as political authority is divided into (on the one
hand) authority over the citizens, and (on the other)
authority over the territory. Until now, these two have
been inextricably linked. But if you were to sever this
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Back to basics

exclusive link between sovereignty and territory, it
is possible to imagine political authority over a given
territory that can be exercised by two actors, while at
the same time those same actors separately exercise
authority over their respective citizens. Thereby the
mutual link of loyalty between state and citizen can be
retained, and thus the legitimacy of the state in relation
to its citizens. The territory, on the other hand, becomes
“objectified”, and therefore the object of common
administration.
Parallel States:
a provocation against conventional wisdom
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In a Parallel States structure, sovereignty/political
authority over the territory could be shared between
the two states, with a number of state functions being
exercised separately, and a number of functions in
common. State sovereignty could be primarily linked
with the individual, and only in a secondary way with
territory. Citizens of both states could be free to move
and settle in the whole area, and internal physical barriers
could be lifted.
Obviously, it is difficult to imagine two states
existing in parallel on the same piece of land. To think
in these terms is a provocation against conventional
wisdom and against international law. There is no direct
precedent in history. Two states covering the same piece
of land is something else—the states as such would have
to be of a different character than the modern state as
we know it.
The basic question is how two parallel sets of political
bodies could exist side-by-side and cooperate on the
same territory. Such a structure would require a clear
division of powers between the two states, combined with
a form of permanent bilateral negotiation mechanism to
solve issues of different kinds.
The states could retain their national symbols, have
separate political bodies, each responsible to its own
electorate, and retain a high degree of independence
both in internal and international matters. But this
independence would have to be curbed by mutual regard
for the other in a reciprocal manner.
There could be two Heads of State, two Governments,
two Parliaments, and two administrations. Foreign Affairs
is an area in which one could imagine two separate policies,
with each state having its own foreign representation.
Naturally, a certain degree of coordination would have
to take place in matters of common interest.
There would have to be clear limitations on the
authority that each state could exercise over the territory.
Many state institutions could retain a “normal” character,
but the scope of their power would have to be modified,
and take into account the power of the other Parallel
State structure.
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The Sine Qua Non of Security
Security and defence would be of paramount
importance. This poses particularly vital questions, given
that security is a basic need for each side. The challenge
will be to craft a common Israeli-Palestinian security
strategy, and outline how Israelis and Palestinians could
cooperate and ultimately join forces in a common security
system, covering external borders while maintaining
internal order.
Already today, there are elements of an internal
security structure that contains separate institutions and
security forces, but also a high degree of coordination. In
fact, this process has already happened under Oslo—it
remains one of its few accomplishments. Palestinians,
in particular the Palestinian Authority but also, in good
measure, Hamas, have become the subcontractors of
Israel's security, ensuring the security situation remain
manageable even as the occupation continues without
end. Needless to say, Israel has done little, if anything, to
improve the security of the vast majority of Palestinians.
Regional structure and ”heartlands”
A Parallel States structure can be combined with a
decentralised regional and/or local structure, a division
into regions and/or local counties and some kind of
joint—or separate—provision of services at the municipal
level. There are a number of different ways to approach
these issues. Some form of administrative division into
smaller units is necessary in any state structure.
Regardless of the chosen approach, two separate
”heartlands”, each responding to population
concentrations, would most likely be formed, building
on present realities. One can imagine a scenario with
a Jewish heartland around the coastal plains, and
particularly the area around greater Tel Aviv. Likewise,
a Palestinian heartland could exist in areas around
Ramallah and other cities in the West Bank, as well as
in Gaza. Jerusalem, on the other hand, is a special case
that would require its own approach.

‘A lesson of Oslo was that
no sustainable economic
development was possible
without a stable political
environment, and a resolution
of basic political issues.’
Jewish Quarterly — Autumn / Winter 2014

The question as to who should belong to which state
could be addressed either by nationality, by choice, or by
some combination of the two. A basic principle should
naturally be the choice of the individual. The ArabPalestinian citizens of present day Israel are a special
case. They would most likely fear to be deprived of their
current privileged position relative to the Palestinians
in the occupied territories. Dual citizenship might be
one possibility.
Given a regional division in counties, a free individual
choice could be combined with giving counties the right
to choose which state to belong to, based on a majority
vote in each county. At the same time, a citizen should
be free to choose and belong to another state than the
one chosen by the county.
Economic structure
In spite of all their differences, the Israeli economy
and the Palestinian economy can be said to constitute one
macro-economy. There are both institutional and real links
between the nodes of this system. The integration, that
many have imagined, has not taken place; nevertheless,
elements of an economic union are present. There is an
external customs envelope, a common currency, and the
remains of a joint labour market—however, with great
obstacles, such as to the flow of goods.
A lesson of Oslo was that no sustainable economic
development was possible without a stable political
environment, and a resolution of basic political issues.
This lesson was to a certain extent repeated the last few
years. The odds are that concepts such as Netanyahu’s
”economic peace” will have a similar fate.
A Parallel States structure could build upon the
remaining elements of economic cooperation, but
also on the basic principles of a free flow of goods
and people between the different parts of the macroeconomy. The aim would be a real integration between
the Israeli and Palestinian economies, building upon
their complementarities. This is a stark change from the
Oslo-era relationship, in which agreements such as the
1994 Paris Protocols literally wrote in continued Israeli
economic dominance, by declaring that neither side could
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develop new industries that would strategically challenge
the other. This dynamic was merely the continuation of
decades of de-development under occupation, and a
skewed competition under British rule before that.
An on-going risk today in any new political
arrangement would be to cement present inequalities,
as did Oslo. Palestinian development needs would have to
be addressed in a realistic and comprehensive way. Only
if Israeli economic supremacy is balanced with massive
international support to Palestinian development, can
there be long-term prospects for a viable and sustainable
joint Israeli-Palestinian economy. Should this be realised,
prospects for economic development in a joint economy
under a Parallel States structure could be more promising
than under a division in a traditional two-state structure.
Legal integration and Harmonization
Legal pluralism is nothing new. Two or more legal
systems have existed side-by-side in several countries
and regions throughout history. Medieval Europe is one
example, with the Catholic church, princes and fiefdoms,
the Guild system and other entities each exercising
jurisdiction over their subjects regardless of location.
The Ottoman millet system had Muslim, Christian and
Jewish jurisdictions existing side-by-side. Also, in the
Middle East, civil legislation has often followed religion,
and parallel jurisdictions are a fact of life.
In a Parallel States structure, each state could in
principle have jurisdiction over its own citizens. This would
probably be rather uncontroversial in areas of Jewish and
Palestinian concentrations, e.g. in the ”heartlands” likely
to develop. In other areas, border areas between the two
communities, in mixed areas, as well as in Jerusalem, a
certain element of “extraterritorial” jurisdiction could
be envisaged. A large part of the jurisdiction will have to
be joint or at least harmonized. Each side could keep its
court system, but a system of mixed courts may have to
be developed, to take care of clashes of jurisdiction and
other conflicts likely to arise.
All of this is complicated, but hardly impossible, to
solve given historical precedents and similar situations
in other parts of the world.
Jerusalem—one city
Jerusalem is a special case—in a Parallel States
scenario, as well as any other type of scenario. Jerusalem
as a political and religious symbol requires a carefully
crafted system of government that takes into account the
interests of the two sides, the three religions, and all other
elements that together make up the city’s unique character.
A system of parallel jurisdiction seems particularly suited
to satisfy the needs of both Palestinians and Jews, and
maybe Jerusalem can be seen as a microcosm that can
serve as a laboratory for a Parallel States structure.
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T H E O N LY T WO STAT E S O LU T I O N L E F T ?

‘It is clear that a Parallel
States structure requires a
lot of confidence between the
two sides maybe more so than
other scenarios. ’

Neither a renewed division of Jerusalem, nor the
continued domination of one side over the other, can
be a recipe for a sustainable long-term solution. The
two communities will in all likelihood have to be given
a more equal say in the running of their city, and a more
equal space to live and work there. A Parallel States
scenario could provide them with the institutional
structure to live together to organize the limited
space in the interests of both communities and other
stakeholders.
There is nothing in a Parallel States structure
preventing both states to have Jerusalem as their capital.
The Israeli side already has its main political institutions
in Jerusalem, and many previous proposals for a two-state
solution have also contained provisions for Jerusalem as
the Palestinian capital.
Opportunities and challenges with a
Parallel States structure

M AT H I A S M O S S B E RG A N D M A R K L E V I N E

A Parallel States structure could meet both
Palestinian and Israeli aspirations to live and work in the
whole area that was once Mandate Palestine. Moreover,
it could allow for an independent Palestinian state, and
also for the Israeli state to be both Jewish and democratic
at the same time.
Such a structure could bring an end to Israeli military
occupation and open up for free movement of people over
the whole area, thus addressing as a matter of principle
both the issue of right of return and of settlements, two
of the most intractable elements in the conflict.
Most importantly, the vision of Parallel States
could provide a way to bring an end to conflict, and
thus alleviate past and current grievances, as well as
reduce the potential for future friction and violence.
Incentives on both sides to resort to violence could
be significantly reduced, and a new regional political
situation, to say nothing of a new strategic geopolitical
reality, would be likely to emerge, most probably of a
less confrontational character.
Of course, a Parallel States structure would also
contain a number of problems and challenges, not least
in the security sphere. Among these are how to balance
security forces, how to organise internal security,
immigration and border controls. An international
involvement would most likely be called for.
It is clear that a Parallel States structure requires a
lot of confidence between the two sides—maybe more
so than other scenarios. The two peoples would have
to live close together with different systems to regulate
their lives and protect them. But any other scenario
also implies living close together, and thus requires a
lot of confidence.
It is equally clear that at present there is an almost
total lack of confidence between the sides. This may call
for a period of interim measures. Some kind of longterm interim agreement, armistice or other, might be
80

required to provide the time and space for creating
confidence and developing more specific ideas of how
to organize the future. But a vision going beyond short
and medium-term arrangements will most certainly
have to be developed to provide the necessary political
energy in order to proceed.
Parallel States as an alternative or a compliment
to a traditional territorially-based
two-state solution?
The basic rationale behind the Parallel States project
is, to a large extent, the lack of progress in the current
peace process. This does not mean, however, that the
project necessarily has to be seen as challenging the
course of this process, to the extent that this is moving
at all. Even if it is difficult to imagine, let us suppose that
there would be progress towards a territorial solution,
with two states next to each other. Would this not make
alternative thinking redundant?
The argument that a separation needs to precede
any form of later integration is a strong one, and one
that cannot be dismissed lightly. Many Palestinians feel
they need to have their total independence first, before
starting to discuss other forms of living together with
their neighbours.
And it may be that a separation is a necessary
first step in any process that can move forward. But
separation in itself does not solve all problems, and
does leave a number of the main issues unresolved,
first and foremost that of refugees. Thus, the prospects
that a separation as such, regardless along which lines,
will lead to an end to the conflict, must be regarded
as slim. Add to this the question of Gaza, and the
links between the different parts of the Palestinian
community, and the picture becomes even more bleak,
to say nothing of the situation of the Palestinians living
in Israel. It is difficult indeed to see how a territorial
division can contain a vision for all these components
for a better future.
And this is where the notion of Parallel States
comes in as a vision that could provide hope, also as
a complement to the present peace process, since it is
built upon the inevitable need to find a modus vivendi
between the two peoples, and a way for them to live
together, something that many people on both sides
know they will have to do some day, maybe sooner
rather than later. Ultimately, such an arrangement
can be envisioned not just for Israel and Palestine, but
other regions of the world, such as Kashmir, Cyprus,
Tibet, or the Eastern Ukraine, in which competing
ethno-territorial movements create such a high price
for the imposition of unitary sovereignties that people
are ultimately willing to risk out-of-the-box, and still
somewhat untested, concepts to avoid a future of
unending enmity, oppression, and violence. — JQ
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978575 © Mathias Mossberg and Mark LeVine 2014

Jewish Quarterly — Autumn / Winter 2014

DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978573 © Sigalit Landau 2014

Poem by Seymour Mayne

Perfume
Let's lobby God.
Keep the angels out of it
and their union leaders.
Don't let the devils out
of the basement.
Just find out God's
working hours
and confront the Divine
on His/Her way home.
Enough with destruction,
war, and suffering.
Let the world continue
to flower all year long
and let death be the perfume
that dispels vanity
and diseased power.

SEYMOUR MAYNE

Seymour Mayne is the author, editor,
or translator of more than sixty books.
His latest collections include bilingual
editions of his word sonnets, Reflejos:
Sonetos de una palabra, published in
Spanish, Ricochet: Word Sonnets/ Sonnets
d’un mot, rendered into French, and
Auspicious Calligraphy: Word Sonnets/
Caligrafoman ie: Sonete într-un cuvânt,
translated into Romanian. Cusp: Word
Sonnets, published in 2014, marks fifty
years since his first collection of poetry
was published in Montreal. He teaches at
the University of Ottawa, Canada.
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978586 © Seymour Mayne 2014
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Poem by Alan Wall

Safed
I stepped into the synagogue in Safed
one late afternoon that summer.
Air crystalline with sun-held dust.
Zohar’s Book of Splendour
accompanied me
inscribed in quirky Aramaic in my head
penned there by Moses de Léon
cappo ti tutti cappi
of the Kabbalah.
I was alone and knew it.
Only as my eyes widened
free from the deafening nimbus outside
did I see him
crouched in the corner.
A tiny ancient scholar
left over from the Middle Ages
in his yarmulka.
Lips moved
kissing each word of the Torah
together with each blessed silence.
So I swallowed the dust
Safed had started feeding me
as an angel might swallow a book.
As a salamander swallows fire.

ALAN WALL

Alan Wall is a novelist, poet and essay
writer. He is Contributing Editor of The
Fortnightly Review where his work appears
regularly. He teaches at Chester University.
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978591 © Alan Wall 2014
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The 18th UK Jewish
Film Festival
VARIOUS VENUES, 6-23RD NOVEMBER 2014

T

Review by Noga Applebaum

he 18th UK Jewish Film Festival has
had its share of controversy. What
boycotters and demonstrators failed
to see is that Jewish identity, while
intrinsically connected to Israel, is not
exclusively defined by it, and being
Jewish is not the same as being Israeli.
The festival revealed a rich tapestry of
Jewish culture and the multiple ways
in which Jewish identity is interpreted
and explored, as well as a marked
difference between the way it is
defined inside and outside Israel.
The Shabbat table, a familiar setting for
many Jews, made an appearance in several
films, highlighting a shared experience, but
also exposing differences in tone and meaning.
For the Halimi family in doco-drama 24 Days
(dir: Alexandre Arcady) the Shabbat table
represents a moment of calm and unity before
their life is shattered. It serves to remind the
viewer what the French police refused to
admit - Ilan Halimi was abducted and tortured
because he was a Jew. In American director
Justin Kelly’s short The Seder, the sense of
togetherness also prevails, as despite initial
anxieties, it is during this traditional family
gathering that son Leo chooses to introduce
his partner publicly and celebrate the freedom
to be who he is – gay and Jewish.
This image of the Shabbat table as a place
of togetherness is subverted in Israeli films,
where it becomes a façade behind which lurk
loss, isolation and disconnection. Unlike Leo,
in the short Barely in Love (dir: Nadav Mishali)
gay protagonist Yotam has to deflect questions
fired at him around the table as he struggles to
reconcile his sexuality with his religion. Religion
is also a source of tension in Magic Men (dirs:
Erez Tadmor and Guy Nattiv). In a revealing
scene, atheist holocaust survivor Avraham
Kafinas eats pork while his estranged Haredi
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‘This image of
the Shabbat
table as a place
of togetherness
is subverted
in Israeli
films, where
it becomes a
façade behind
which lurk loss,
isolation and
disconnection’

MAKING A
JEWISH
SCENE
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son is making Kiddush. In Magic Men fractured
identities and relationships do venture towards
a place of reconciliation and healing, but things
are far darker in the hard hitting Youth (dir: Tom
Shoval). While the family sits together, tucking
into food and making small talk, the father
ignores his growing debts and his two sons are
holding a girl hostage in the dark cellar below.
This scene encapsulates the crisis at the heart
of Israeli middle class, bankrupt financially
and ideologically and bereft of empathy. The
Shabbat table here is a space of make-believe, all
that remains as the two brothers construct their
identity from American action movies in a futile
attempt to ward off impending disaster.
In contrast to the moral vacuum presented in
Youth, the documentary The Internet’s Own Boy
(dir: Brian Knappenberger) celebrates a beacon
of Jewish liberal values. The film is a tribute to
Aaron Swartz, an American ‘hacktivist’ and
leading internet developer, who killed himself
at the age of 26 after being hounded by the FBI.
Swartz campaigned for unrestricted access to
public and academic information, and against
laws which threatened to stifle free speech on the
web. While American secular Jewish identity in
this film is intertwined with progressive ideals,
the rom-com We’ll Never Have Paris (dirs: Simon
Helberg Jocelyn Towne) shows it through the
familiar tropes used by comedians such as Woody
Allen, Jerry Seinfeld and Larry David. The hero is
a hypochondriac, insecure schlimazel who always
manages to put his foot in it, yet is still pursued
by a gorgeous shiksa. Against these depictions,
a more fractured identity emerges from the
documentary film Unorthodox. Anna Wexler
follows three questioning American teenagers
sent by their orthodox families on a gap year
to yeshiva in Jerusalem. Like many of Wexler’s
own friends, the three ‘re-connect’ with their
Jewishness only by leaving the US and interacting
with two places that are perceived here as the
shaping foundations of Jewish identity – Israel
and Auschwitz.
For Wexler’s teenagers Israel signifies
freedom, first literally as they party all night
in Ben Yehuda Street, and later as the site of
personal and religious awakening. However,
in Israeli films the country can be an oppressive
environment, from which young people long
to escape. In the aptly titled Anywhere Else (dir:
Ester Amrami), Israeli identity is defined through
loss and combat, encapsulated by the backdrop
of Yom Hazikaron and Yom Hatzmaut. Bereaved
by the holocaust and the war, Noa’s family is
plagued by personal rifts, driving Noa to seek a
new life in Berlin. A short visit back home in the
company of her German boyfriend shows how
futile this escape really is.
Third generation relationships are also
explored in the German-produced film, Hanna’s
Journey (dir: Julia von Heinz). Although the film
is channelled through a non-Jewish German
young woman who reluctantly travels to Israel,
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The Shabbat table in Youth

her romantic interest, the Israeli Itai, like Noa,
escapes from the burden of his brother’s death
to find a new freedom in Berlin. The holocaust
is a back stage spectre in the life of young
Israelis in these films, the subject of morbid
jokes or inter-generational silences but never
directly tackled. The number of European
films shown in the festival that engage with the
Holocaust as a central theme seem to suggest
that Jewish identity is constructed differently
in Europe. Claude Lanzmann’s The Last of the
Unjust adds another layer to the filmmaker’s
tireless effort to comprehend and document
the Holocaust, while Marie-Castille MentionSchaar’s Once in a Lifetime explores its legacy,
as a group of French inner city youth are
transformed through their encounter with this
harrowing chapter of Jewish history.
So where does British Jewish cinema fit in?
Tellingly, the only Jewish-themed films from
the UK screened at this year’s festival were a
collection of shorts, all of them past and present
winners of The Pears Short Film Fund established
by Jewish Film UK, which almost single-handedly
keeps Jewish British cinema alive. The 2014
winners are markedly different. Samuel-613 (dir:
Billy Lumby) is set in Stamford Hill and includes
some Yiddish dialogue. Its protagonist, a young
Haredi man, is in the midst of an identity crisis,
as he lives a secular fantasy through engagement
with social networking sites while still living in his
parents’ observant home. The almost obligatory
Shabbat table scene simmers with tension that
erupts as Samuel storms from the room in a
shower of obscenities. The conflict is never fully
resolved, but Haredi Jewish identity is presented
in the film as something that cannot be shaken
off or escaped from. The Divorce (dirs: David and
Danny Scheinmann) is a more light-hearted affair
as a couple is instructed by their Rabbi to throw a
‘divorce party’. Being Jewish is associated with a
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strong sense of community, mutual support, and
responsibility, but - as viewed through the eyes of
the only non-Jews at the party - not that much fun.
UKJFF is ‘an apolitical cultural festival’, said
founder and executive director Judy Ironside
in response to the well–documented proposed
boycott by the Tricycle. Yet, as the festival
includes the work of film makers from Israel,
the conflict in the Middle East is bound to be
present. Recent offerings show that Israeli identity
is very much defined in relation to Palestinian
identity. Feature film Bethlehem (dir: Yuval Adler)
and documentary The Green Prince (dir: Nadav
Schirman) both focus on the microcosm – the
relationship between two individuals on different
sides of the conflict. In the sleek thriller Bethlehem
Razi, a secret service officer, develops a close
relationship with his teenaged ‘source’, and
boundaries are crossed and blurred as he is torn
between national and personal agendas. The film
refrains from making an overt political statement,
which is a political statement in itself. Real life is
no less gripping as a similar relationship unfolds
in The Green Prince, though the outcome is more
optimistic – seeing oneself in the other is the way
forward, but it does have a price tag. In the surreal
Self-Made (dir: Shira Geffen) this intertwined
identity is played off to the extreme as two women
- an Israeli and a Palestinian - swap places, but
nobody seems to notice the change.
The Jewish Film festival is an index of sorts
when it comes to assessing how contemporary
Jews from different countries and backgrounds
view themselves and their culture. Entering
the cinema meant accepting a complexity that
black and white placards never could. — JQ

‘The number
of European
films shown in
the festival that
engage with
the Holocaust
as a central
theme seem to
suggest that
Jewish identity
is constructed
differently in
Europe.’

Noga Applebaum is a lecturer in Children's
Literature and Creative Writing, and is a member
of the UKJFF programming committee.
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OUTLAW JEWS

Nathan Abrams and
Daniella Friel welcome
unconventional TV Jews
in Sons of Anarchy

I

n Ha’aretz in 2013, Ruta Kupfer argued that,
“Again and again, TV shows acclaimed for
their nuance and character development
rely on a two-dimensional depiction of Jews.
Breaking Bad, The Wire, Orange is the New Black:
Jewish stereotypes, without the guilt.”
After watching six seasons of Sons of
Anarchy – a violent, yet poignant Hamletesque drama about a gunrunning Californian
biker gang – a very different conclusion can
be reached. The most striking thing about this
particular series, in contrast to many others
of its kind, is the complete absence of cardboard
cut-out Jewish characters with wholly stereotypical
traits. Sons of Anarchy is remarkable for including
Jews where one might least expect to find them.
Created, directed and produced by Kurt Sutter,
Sons of Anarchy follows — over seven seasons
(hinting at some Judaic inspiration), the final one
of which is about to air — the lives of the close-knit
biker gang SAMCRO, short for Sons of Anarchy
Motorcycle Club Redwood Original. Based in the
fictional town of Charming in Central California,
SAMCRO’s semi-legal existence is predicated on
running guns — with the occasional disastrous
foray into drugs — as well as a series of legitimate
businesses including a motor repairs workshop, an
adult film studio, and a high-class brothel.
Co-operating with local law enforcement to
keep Charming free of crime, SAMCRO stays one
step ahead of the federal agencies in the pursuit
of its own profits. However, given the nature of its
businesses, as is to be expected, the club comes
into contact with a host of adversaries, including
morally ambiguous federal agents, ambitious
Assistant District Attorneys, corrupt businessmen,
Chinese gangsters, the IRA, neo-Nazis, rival biker
gangs (which themselves are often demarcated on
racial lines) and so forth.
At the head of the Redwood table, and the
heart of the show, sits club president Clay Morrow
(played by the very Jewish Ron Perlman). His
conflicted stepson Jackson “Jax” Teller (played
by British-born actor Charlie Hunnam) is
vice president and son of the late co-founder
(with Morrow) of SAMCRO, John Teller. After
discovering some of his father’s old effects, Jax
begins questioning the destiny of SAMCRO and
his role within it, setting in motion the downward
spiral of turmoil that ravages the club.

TELEVISION

‘Sons of
Anarchy is
remarkable
for including
Jews where
one might
least expect
to find them’
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So, what is it about this formidable, leatherclad, small-town tribe that makes it such an
unlikely location to find Jewish characters?
Charming (population: 14,679; motto ‘Our
Name Says It All’) is certainly not the typical
urban/e setting of New York or Los Angeles,
and their sitcoms and dramas. Sons of Anarchy
is a world away from the likes of Friends, Curb
Your Enthusiasm and Seinfeld, which have
inhabited our screens for years. This is a place
in which you would expect Jews to not fit in, not
to pass. Indeed, SAMCRO is a tribe bound by
membership. They have a strict code that they
honour, and they are bonded by a covenant to
help their 'brothers'. Often, though, in typical
biblical fashion, this covenant is broken and with
fatal consequences. Thus, the appearance and
inclusion of a whole plethora of Jewish characters
is unquestionably striking.
At the show’s centre, we find at least two longrunning, influential Jewish characters, as well as
a bounty of other peripheral characters. The first
of these is the “mother” of SAMCRO herself,
Gemma Teller-Morrow (played by Katey Sagal
who is of Ukrainian Jewish descent). In episode
three of series one, Gemma’s Jewishness is first
identified during an unsettling, though oddly
moving interaction with Ernest Darby (Mitch
Pileggi), leader of a local Neo-Nazi gang, the
NORDICS. While their interaction is fleeting, it
becomes apparent despite their provocation, that
these two characters not only know one another
well, but have an underlying level of tolerance
for one another, despite their patent differences,
epitomised by the swastika tattoo emblazoned
across Darby’s neck. It is even insinuated that the
pair may have had some romantic connection in
earlier years.
Up until this point in the show, there is very little
explicit indication that Gemma is Jewish. Indeed,
there is very little thereafter either. However,
Gemma embodies the new breed of character,
which can be described as the 'tough Jewess who
sweats'. This is a new type of female — such as
Shoshanna in Quentin Tarantino’s Inglourious
Basterds (2009) — who resists the Jewish American
Princess/Mother stereotype because she kicks ass
in the service of herself and her family. In a later
episode, Gemma is brutally raped by two members
of the Neo-Nazi gang in an attempt to rouse Clay
into retaliation. During the scene in which Gemma
is attacked, the camera focuses largely on the
swastika tattoo on her attacker’s throat. Gemma,
being a determined and fiercely independent
woman, decides not to tell anybody about her
assault, thus undermining and ultimately undoing
her attackers' plans for gang warfare.
As the wife of Clay Morrow, the former wife
of John Teller and mother of Jax, Gemma fulfils
her role as the matriarchal head of this highly
unorthodox 'family'. To adopt club parlance,
Gemma is the 'Chief Old Lady', mother and
counsel to every member of this motley crew.
Manipulating, calculating and orchestrating things
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from behind the scenes, she doesn’t resemble
the stereotypical image of the Jewish mother one
might expect, though her staunch and unyielding
sense of family values is reiterated over and over
throughout the show.
The second explicitly Jewish character is
Robert “Bobby” Munson (Mark Boone Junior). He
wears a prominent Chai necklace, and in his spare
time he moonlights as an Elvis impersonator who
plays Bar Mitzvahs, earning him the nickname
“Bobby Elvis”. Rabbinic-looking and portly, he
superficially resembles Topol’s Tevye, but he is
closer in spirit to Walter Sobchak in the Coen
brothers’ The Big Lebowski (1998). In stereotypical
fashion, Bobby is SAMCRO’s treasurer, overseeing
the club’s finances and records. When the club
buys the adult film company, Cara Cara, Bobby is
sent in to help out with the books, conjoining two
professions in which Jews have had a long history
— pornography and accounting.
Interestingly, though Bobby’s Jewishness is
explicit in this sense, no other verbal or cultural
allusions are ever made. Bobby is completely
assimilated into SAMCRO; he is a long-standing
member (who later becomes vice president) and
is characterised as being extremely tough, often
brutal. Thus his Jewishness is never evoked as
being a barrier to membership or promotion in a
gang that you simply do not expect Jews to run.
In contrast, much is made of the black origins of
another club member Juan Carlos “Juice” Ortiz
(Theo Rossi). Juice goes to great lengths to conceal
his ethnicity, eventually gunning down a fellow
club member who threatens to reveal him. Juice
believes that if the club finds out that he has a
black father, then his membership and even his
life will be in peril. We can calculate, then, that
by the club’s code, Jews are 'kosher' where blacks
seemingly are not. In this context, it is certainly
ironic that, when explicit Jewishness is invoked, it
is by Juice who, when asked if he speaks Spanish,
ripostes: “I’m a Puerto Rican from Queens! I speak
better Yiddish!”
Further, a number of orbital Jewish characters
and Jewish actors pepper Sons of Anarchy
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throughout. In addition to Perlman and Sagal
is Maggie Siff, whose father is Jewish. Siff plays
Dr. Tara Knowles, Jax’s high school sweetheart,
who returns to Charming to escape the unwanted affections of Joshua Kohn (Jay Karnes),
an unhinged, obsessive federal agent who tracks
Tara down and attempts to rape her. While Kohn’s
Jewishness is nowhere identified, both of his
names suggest his ethnicity. Lumpy Feldstein
(Michael Fairman) is a Holocaust survivor and
close friend of SAMCRO. As the owner of a local
boxing club, he links Jews to their history of prizefighting and boxing promotion. He is respected
in Charming even by Darby, who refuses to beat
him up when asked to do so by an anonymous
buyer who wants to buy his club. He looks at
Darby’s swastika tattoo on his chest and his own
concentration camp number on his arm and tells
Darby he can’t make many friends with that kind
of hate on his chest.
So, why are there Jewish characters in Sons
of Anarchy, and why is their presence in an
American drama significant? The biker gangs
in Sons of Anarchy are clearly demarcated along
racial lines: there are the Mexican “Mayans”, the
African-American “Niners”, and the Neo-Nazi
“NORDICS”, all of whom are made of members
who belong exclusively to those ethnic groups.
SAMCRO provides the exception to this rule.
Perhaps in order for our protagonists to appear
more sympathetic, SAMCRO has to appear
somewhat more multicultural. Including the one
excluded minority here — in this case, Jews — was
a way of achieving this. Additionally, the inclusion
of Jews in a place where they seemingly don’t
belong goes some way toward stretching Jewish
televisual stereotypes beyond the Larry Davids
and the Jerry Seinfelds, to encompass something
broader, more textured, even outlaw. — JQ

‘The inclusion
of Jews in a
place where
they seemingly
don’t belong
goes some way
to stretching
Jewish
televisual
stereotypes
beyond the
Larry Davids
and the Jerry
Seinfelds, to
encompass
something
broader,
more textured,
even outlaw.’

Danielle Friel received her MA in English Literature
from the University of Birmingham.
Nathan Abrams is Professor of Film Studies at
Bangor University.
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B O O KS

In what is intended to
be a regular feature,
we invite a writer to
read a book they felt
they should have read
already. Here, Will Self
reads Flann O’Brien’s
The Third Policeman
( first published in 1967).

I

t’s strange knowing more about a writer
than you do about what he has written—
stranger still to know more about at least a
couple of the books he has published than a
cursory reading of them might afford. This
second statement needs to be qualified: in
asserting that it’s possible to know more of
book by reading about it than by actually
reading it, it may seem that I’m trespassing
into that odd area of enquiry occupied
by none other than de Selby himself,
the peculiar éminence grise—natural
philosopher, psychologist, ballistician—whose
enquiries into the nature of the world form the
footnotes, and the queered epistemic backdrop
to The Third Policeman.
So, let me explain: The Third Policeman is
my kind of a book—heedless of the supposed
dictates of literary naturalism or realism,
steeped in Joycean word-play, penned by a
dipsomaniacal Irish civil servant in the late
1930s, and sentenced to oblivion during his
lifetime, only to be resurrected after his death
and become a sort of off-beat minor classic.
I must have heard of The Third Policeman when I
was at university in the early 1980s — I certainly
remember essaying O’Brien’s first novel, At Swim
Two Birds, but giving up on it due to my jejune
inability to cope with its modernist inflections.
From then until now, being in the literary line
of work myself, I must’ve heard numerous
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references to the book in conversation and
writing, so many and so various that about a
decade ago, I read the Wikipedia entry on it, and
the entry on its pseudonymous author. (O’Brien’s
real name was Brian O’Nolan, his novels and
the satirical newspaper columns he published in
the Irish Times and elsewhere appeared under
various noms de plume due to the strict apolitical
character of the Irish civil service during
this period.)
I must also, at some point or other, have
read the beginning of the novel—say the
first two or three chapters—all of which is by
way of saying that I was under the distinct
impression that I had read it all, until, that
is, I was asked by the editor of the Jewish
Quarterly to write about a book I hadn’t read,
but which it might well be assumed I had, and
The Third Policeman popped straight into my
head. All of this is in keeping with the world
the book itself describes: a topsy-turvy realm
at least superficially rooted in the realities of
Irish rural life—turf cutting, stout-drinking,
bicycle riding—yet possessed of a turbulent
imaginative hypocaust from which mephitic
imaginings come bubbling up.
The plot, such as it is, is relatively
straightforward: The unnamed narrator grows
up on a farm, he goes away and studies the works
of the aforementioned de Selby; his parents die,
he returns to the farm and runs it—along with
a small pub he has also inherited—with a hired
man called John Divney. Divney conceives of
a plot to kill a local man called Mathers who is
rumoured to be wealthy, and the narrator joins
him in the enterprise, his motivation being to
obtain the necessary finance to publish his own
scholarly work on de Selby.
The murder committed, Divney flees the
scene with Mathers’s cashbox. For the next
three years, once he has located Divney,
the narrator sticks close to him in order to
ascertain the whereabouts of the money.
Eventually, Divney instructs the narrator
to go to Mathers’s house where the cashbox
is concealed under the floorboards. The
narrator does this, but as he puts his hand
on the cashbox, there is a peculiar—indeed
ineffable—transformation: he sees the dead
man sitting in the far corner of the room, and
after a weird conversation with him, he flees
the house and goes in search of the policemen
of the title. What then ensues is a complete
bouleversement: the policemen turn out to be
a wildly eccentric lot, chiefly concerned with
bicycles, and their propensity to become mixed
up—at the subatomic level—with the substance
of their riders. Besides their bizarre barracks,
where Policeman McCruiskeen spends his
time fashioning evermore infinitesimal
seaman’s chests, he and his superior, Sergeant
Pluck, are also responsible for the overseeing
of ‘eternity’, a subterranean realm where
their ministrations control the release and
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distribution of ‘omnium’, the primary essence
of all reality.
This is, of necessity, a rough précis of a text
that shifts impulsively from the outright ludic and
surreal to the considered and heartfelt within the
space of a single clause. I have not the space to
divagate on the significance of the narrator being
one-legged, nor on all the twists and turns of the
narrative; one which—without wanting to spoil the
ending for those who really haven’t read it—bears
strong affinities with Sunset Boulevard, and a film
made by Alan Parker in
the 1980s called Jacob’s
Ladder. What I can say is
that The Third Policeman
is such an idiosyncratic
and remarkable novel it
single-bookedly performs
the same service for
O’Brien as Kafka’s entire
oeuvre did for JorgeLuis Borges. Borges’s
fragment, Kafka and his
Precursors, advances the
argument that when a
writer of Kafka’s stature
appears, his works, in
all their singularity,
retrospectively create a
series of precursors, by
establishing affinities
between these other
writers’ works that had
not heretofore been
noticed.
The applicability
of Borges’s schema
to the case of O’Brien
becomes all the more obvious when one
realises that one of his precursors—or, at any
rate, contemporaries—is Borges himself: both
writers share an interest in arcana, whether
spurious or not; both writers are entranced
by the notion of fragmentary as much as
the formal in literary composition; and both
are driven to excavate the psychological
consequences of a belief in philosophical
idealism, as exemplified by the works of Bishop
Berkeley. Like Borges, O’Brien is obsessed by
the Eleatic paradoxes—not just their formal and
mathematical aspects, but their applicability
to the subjective. It gets stranger still—because
if Borges is drawn into O’Brien’s orbit by
The Third Policeman, so is Kafka himself,
for there are marked stylistic resemblances
between the two writers, in particular the
very unforced naturalism with which they
describe the wilfully unnatural. I could locate
other precursors as well—Henry Green’s The
Green Child also bears a strong resemblance,
as do the micro-fiction of the Russian writer
Daniil Kharms—but I think these will suffice to
establish that, in my estimation, O’Brien was a
writer of very great stature indeed.
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Analysis of The Third Policeman has, over the
years, tended to focus on the vexed question
of whether it is a Modernist text indebted to
Joycean experimentation, or a postmodern
one heralding the post-war innovations of the
Oulipo group and Donald Barthelme. This is
no surprise: critics, as a breed, having wasted
their young lives in fusty libraries (or nowadays
in front of glowing screens), are driven by the
desire for professional closure to categorise
rather than assay texts; for them, no book is
worth considering sui
generis, it must always
be seen as an outgrowth
of the great canonical
tree. Fortunately, I
am not constrained in
this way, which is just
as well, because apart
from ‘creating’ its own
precursors—an act of
omnium-like power —
The Third Policeman
stands alone in his heavy,
squeaking boots. The
real experimentation of
O’Brien’s novel lies not
in its copious footnotes,
which describe the
fatuous experiments
and foolish theories of
de Selby (among other
crazy solecisms, he
believes that darkness
is really a form of
pollution, and that
sleep, rather than being
a continuous period
of unconsciousness, is in fact a succession of
ephemeral ‘fits’), but in its language. O’Brien
writes the most beautiful descriptive passages,
often concerned with natural scenes—clouds,
sky, wind, rain, fields, etc.—or with the
epiphanies nature can produce in the human
psyche; yet all of it is rendered meticulously in
prose that, word-for-word, is utterly unheimlich.
The German term for the uncanny seems
right here, because the unnamed narrator of
The Third Policeman is at home nowhere—
indeed, it is his orphaned condition of
homelessness that provides the uneven
existential bedrock of the novel, reminding
its reader that (in the words of Oscar Wilde’s
memorable epigram) “Life is a dream that
keeps me from sleeping.” Did I enjoy The Third
Policeman? Well, yes, in a way—although there
was something a little bit chore-like in having to
read a text that, as I think I’ve already explained,
I was convinced I’d read already. — JQ
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Review by Giulia Miller

ome books evoke the feeling of a
party you wish you’d been to. Sasha
Abramsky’s colourful and immensely
readable memoir is one of those.
The House of Twenty Thousand
Books lovingly chronicles the life
of Abramsky’s two grandparents,
Chimen and Miriam (Mimi), and
that of their extraordinary home at
5 Hillway—an address repeated so
reverentially in the book, it acquires
an almost mystical aura. The fact
that Abramsky structures his memoir around the
house’s architecture, moving chronologically from
room to room—a trajectory that begins joyfully in
the Master Bedroom, Hallway and Kitchen, and
ends with inevitable sadness in the Front Room
(Chimen’s “retreat from the pain of his waking
hours”)—attests to this sensation. Blending
together Marxist and Jewish history, personal
anecdotes, tantalizing descriptions of food
and, most importantly, an account of Chimen’s
extraordinary collection of books, Abramsky’s
memoir leads the reader right into the heart of 5
Hillway, its inhabitants and its visitors.
At first glance, The House of Twenty Thousand
Books seems like a radical departure for Sasha
Abramsky, journalist and author of several books
on poverty, crime, and politics, including American
Furies: Crime, Punishment, Vengeance in the Age of
Mass Imprisonment (2008), Inside Obama’s Brain
(2009), and Breadline USA: the Hidden Scandal
of American Hunger and How to Fix It (2009).
However, it later becomes apparent that there is a
clear correlation between these works and Mimi
and Chimen’s own desire to understand the causes
of social injustice and inequality, and thereby
end them. It is also clear that Chimen’s desire
to comprehend the interrelationship between
the larger forces of history and individual fate is
in some way continued in his grandson’s social
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writings, which place great emphasis on personal
histories and case studies as markers of external
events. In this sense, The House of Twenty Thousand
Books is more ambitious, because as a memoir,
there is a constant tension between the author’s
emotional recollections of his grandparents and his
need to accurately place them within a local and
Jewish historical context. The project is made even
more complex because it is not only organised
architecturally, according to the rooms at 5 Hillway,
but also intellectually, according to the books and
ideas contained in these rooms.
One of the opening questions posed in The
House of Twenty Thousand Books is: who is allowed
to write a memoir? An answer is given in the form
of a quote by the nineteenth-century Russian
radical writer Alexander Herzen:
“In order to write one’s reminiscences it
is not all necessary to be a great man, nor a
notorious criminal, nor a celebrated artist,
nor a statesman—it is quite enough to be
simply a human being, to have something to
tell, and not merely to desire to tell it but at
least have some little ability to do so.”
Chimen Abramsky, although a celebrated
scholar and academic, believed he didn’t have the
talent to write his own memoir; yet it is evident
from The House of Twenty Thousand Books that he
certainly had a great story to tell. It is thanks to his
grandson that we are able to read about it and also
be privy to the intimate world of the Abramsky
family—conversations, arguments, celebrations,
holidays, and so on—as remembered by Sasha.
Chimen was born in Minsk in 1916, just
before the start of the Russian Revolution, a
period of great poverty and deprivation. In 1929,
when he was thirteen years old, his father, the
world-renowned Rabbi Yehezkel Abramsky, was
arrested by the Soviet government for religious
activity and sentenced to five years hard labour in
Siberia. After two torturous years, Yehezkel was
released and allowed to move to London; Chimen
followed shortly after with his mother and
brother. It was here that he became interested in
left-wing politics, gradually aligning himself with
Communism and moving away, though uneasily,
from his ultra-Orthodox heritage.
During the mid-1930s, Chimen travelled from
England by boat and plane to Palestine to begin
a degree at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.
His studies were interrupted by the Second World
War, and he returned to London where he and
Mimi set up a Jewish bookshop in the East End
called Shapiro, Valentine & Co. It was during this
period that Chimen began his lifelong collection
of thousands and thousands of rare books and
manuscripts. Also during this period, both he and
Mimi threw themselves into the Marxist cause,
becoming passionate and active members of the
Communist Party and its Jewish Committee.
The fact that Chimen espoused the Communist
regime so fervently, in spite of his own father’s
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horrendous experiences at the hands of the Soviets,
is a central issue of contention in Abramsky’s
memoir. More crucially, Chimen continued to
support Communism even after the numerous
horrors of the Stalinist regime were publicly
exposed and universally recognized. Abramsky
writes about this with great poignancy, and
describes his shock upon finding his grandfather’s
obituary to Stalin published in May 1953 under the
pseudonym C. Allen:
“I want to grab C. Allen by
the throat and punch him. I
want to shout at him for being
a damn fool. I want to scream
that he’s sullied my memory
of my grandfather. But C.
Allen is nowhere to be found.”
Although Mimi left
the Party in 1956, Chimen
remained a member until
1958. Once he left, he
distanced himself from
left-wing politics, at first
embracing Zionism, then
Liberalism. During the
1960s, almost twenty years
after his thwarted degree
at the Hebrew University,
he began an illustrious
and successful career as a
lecturer, then professor at
the Department of Hebrew
and Jewish Studies at University College London.
He travelled widely, giving papers and lectures,
and wrote prolifically on Jewish history. He also
became a rare Jewish manuscripts expert at
Sotheby’s, where his encyclopaedic knowledge
and photographic memory astounded colleagues.
All the while Chimen bought, sold and collected
books, resulting in a collection of between 15
and 20,000 volumes. More staggering than the
number is the quality of these works; a committed
bibliophile, Chimen possessed a library of socialist
literature and Judaica to rival the British Library,
including a first edition of Spinoza’s 1677 Opera
Posthuma, and a Bomberg Hebrew Bible printed in
Venice in 1521.
There is a curious paradox running through
Chimen’s biography, and this is the preciousness
with which he guarded his library. For almost 20
years, he was a staunch and unswerving Marxist,
and yet his prize possessions, treasures such
as Karl Marx’s membership card of the First
International, original colour images from the
1870 Franco-Prussian war, volumes annotated
by Lenin, or unpublished letters by Turgenev,
remained under lock and key, only shared with a
lucky few. One item, a rare illuminated manuscript
Haggadah, “complete with marble endpapers,”
was even stored in a bank vault for several
years. The fact that these works, which had such
tremendous value as historical documents, were
so thoroughly inaccessible is very odd. Even odder
is the damp and unsuitable conditions in which
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most of them were stubbornly kept, avowing to
an almost fetishist relationship whereby
possession supersedes all other considerations.
It is, of course, these oddities that make
Chimen Abramsky so interesting; equally
fascinating is his wife Mimi, who enjoyed a
prestigious career as head of the Psychiatric Social
Work Department at the Royal Free Hospital, and
who collected (and fed) people in the same way
that Chimen collected books.
Indeed, the sections that
describe Mimi’s hospitality,
cooking, and guests are
some of the most enjoyable
in the book. Unlike Chimen,
who was rather annoyingly
only interested in “the
intellectually agile, witty
and cultured,” Mimi was
warm and welcoming to
everyone, and in addition
to the academic luminaries
that visited and dined at
Hillway—Isaiah Berlin,
Eric Hobsbawm, and Salo
Baron, to name but a few—
were a vivid succession
of personalities from all
walks of life. One of the
most memorable of these,
an eccentric French dentist
and tennis fanatic named
Rose Uren, became very attached to Chimen and
Mimi’s grandchildren. We read that one day when
their grandson Rob brought home a girlfriend,
Rose grabbed her, took out a dentist’s magnifying
glass and declared: “Leh-t me see your tee-th!”
The House of Twenty Thousand Books is chock
full of humorous anecdotes and stories that
make it a page-turner. They are supplemented
by a generous selection of black-and-white
photographs of the Abramsky family. The most
arresting is a sizeable elegant portrait of Chimen
as a dapper student in Jerusalem dating from the
1930s. This is contrasted with a much smaller
photo on the same page that shows Chimen as
a teenager in Moscow in comparatively scruffy
overalls and cap. The expression in both photos
would be identical were it not for the barely
discernible smile in the former.
The memoir concludes with the death of
both Chimen and Mimi, and the gloomy process
of clearing out their uninhabited home. It is
testament to Sasha Abramsky’s writing that the
reader, by the end, realises she has unwittingly
become attached to both the couple and to 5
Hillway, and keenly mourns their loss. — JQ
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Mannequin Girl
by Ellen Litman
NORTON, 2014

T

Review by Harriet Murav

hese two novels of recent Russian
Jewish life, one set in America, and
the other in the former Soviet Union,
share a few common themes. Both
Yelena Akhtiorskaya and Ellen Litman
are interested in the twists and turns of
Russian-Jewish identity. Both touch on
recent history, and both convey to the
English-language audience some of
the specific, and by now almost exotic,
features of the Soviet experience.
Beyond these similarities, the two
works differ widely in style, scope, and audience.
Mannequin Girl is a coming-of-age story firmly set
in the tradition of the realist novel, whereas Panic
in a Suitcase is a satire, with all the exuberance of
language and far-fetched adventures associated
with that genre.
The title character of Litman’s Mannequin Girl
is Kat Knopman. Just about to start first grade,
she is diagnosed with scoliosis and enrols in a
special school for similarly afflicted children.
A leading specialist promises Kat she can be
cured and grow up to be a model—hence the
title of the novel. Special schools for children
with disabilities, you see, were part of the Soviet
educational system, and their quality varied
widely. The children boarded at the school
during the week and visited their parents on the
weekends. Both in the Soviet and post-Soviet era,
however, very little accommodation for people
with disabilities was in evidenced in Moscow or
St. Petersburg. Mannequin Girl is based on the
author’s own experience, and Litman said in a
recent interview, her own school was better than
her portrait of it suggests.
The isolation of children with disabilities could
lead to difficulties in integration with their peers
and even their own families, but in Litman’s novel,
the school is a place where Kat learns to develop
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her own sense of self, thus helping her grow. The
closed-off setting of the novel allows Litman
to develop her heroine’s character against the
backdrop of conflicts with other children, more or
less separate from the outside world.
The book’s focus is on the travails and joys of
girlhood and adolescence. Kat begins the novel
wanting to be exceptional—and thus please
her parents—and ends it wanting to be like
everyone else, and (most importantly) not like her
parents—especially her mother. Her mother and
father, Anechka and Misha (both teachers), are
bohemians, but not dissidents, with aspirations to
belong in the world of high culture.
Jewishness, however, plays little part in the
identity and self-consciousness of Litman’s
characters, even though Kat becomes aware
that being Jewish is a marker of difference. This
feature of Kat’s upbringing reflects that of many
Soviet Jews, for whom Jewish history and Judaism
had no particular resonance.
It is interesting to compare this aspect of
Litman’s novel with other work set in the same
time period. Other authors, including Russian
Jewish writers still living and writing in Russian
add more emotional and historical weight to the
issue of Jewish identity. Alexander Melikhov’s
Ispoved’ odnogo evreia (“Confession of a Jew”), Iurii
Karabchievskii’s Life of Alexander Zil’ber (written
in the mid-70s and published in Russia in 1991),
and Dina Rubina’s stories imbue their protagonists’
moment of discovery with a mix of emotions and
images of the past. These include, for example,
the experience of World War II, life under German
occupation, life in Central Asia during evacuation,
and the years of the Doctors’ Plot. These events
typically had a long afterlife in Soviet Jewish
families. The past played a central role in family
lore, and what was not communicated publically
occupied a central place in conversations around
the kitchen table. Littman’s novel skirts around
these issues. Not only does the entire theme of
Jewishness have little impact on her characters’
lives, the grownups seem to have few memories of
either the Soviet or the Soviet Jewish experience.
Litman alludes to significant events of the
late-Soviet period, referring specifically to the
Nagorno-Karabakh war, and the new wave of
antisemitism, sparked by the rise of the nationalist
group Pamiat’—but these events also have little
actual impact on her characters. The focus, then,
remains on the conflicting emotions and desires of
the young protagonist.
Akhtiorskaya’s Panic in a Suitcase centres on
the life of a Russian-Jewish immigrant family
in Brighton Beach: parents Robert and Esther
Nasmertov, and their children; Pasha, an
intellectual and published poet, who stubbornly
remains in Odessa; Marina, unhappily married to
Levik; and Frida, the youngest daughter, whose
parents steer her to a career in medicine, while she
discovers her interest in, of all things, literature—
but with a twist (I will refrain from spoiling the
ending). Esther has made a brilliant career of
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keeping her family going both in Russia and New
York. Her stock of knowledge and lore about how to
live daily life is enormous; she is, above all, devoted
to the lives and health of her family members.
Akhtiorskaya captures this particular skill,
perhaps a trait of (Jewish) mothers everywhere,
but especially well-developed in formerly Soviet
and Jewish mothers: “she was equipped with a
top-of the-line primal-mother tool kit, with which
she could produce a week’s worth
of means from iron shavings,
lint, and may be a wilted head
of cabbage.” Anyone who has
seen such mothers in action
knows how powerful, and yet also
overwhelming, they can be. The
novel begins with a bit of irony, the
family bulwark, Esther, has been
diagnosed with cancer, setting off
a family’s crisis and a visit from the
family genius, the poet, Pasha.
This is a work that belongs
to the literature of immigration,
familiar to American audiences
from such examples as Sergei
Dovlatov’s The Suitcase (which
the title explicitly references),
Gary Shteyngart’s The Russian
Debutante’s Handbook, David
Bezmogis’s The Free World, and
Liudmila Ulitskaya’s Veselye
pokhorony (The Funeral Party),
originally written in Russian.
Like Gary Shteyngart and
Sergei Dovlatov, Akhtiorskaya
is a satirist. Her exuberant
language conjures a bizarre but
recognizable world of Russian
Jewish life on both sides of
the Atlantic: in New York and
Odessa. Unlike Shteyngart,
the focus is not so much on the
peculiarities of American life as
it is on Russian Jewish life and
Russian Jewish émigré life.
I use the word “Jewish,” but as in Litman’s
novel, the particular feel of Russian Jewish life in
Panic in a Suitcase is the emphasis on high culture
and canonical Russian literature. This form of
identification presents a striking contrast between
American Jewish life and identity, with its focus on
the synagogue, the Holocaust, and Israel. Pasha,
the darling of the family, has converted to Russian
Orthodoxy, a point that Akhtiorskaya delivers
with an especially satiric barb: “he received the
Eucharist like a crying toddler receives a pacifier.
At last spiritually content.” A significant number
of Russian Jews converted to Russian Orthodoxy
in the late Soviet period; some converted back to
Judaism. The perception that Judaism is devoid
of this mysterious and entrancing quality of
‘spirituality’ reveals the extent to which any form
of Jewish identification was marginalized in the
Soviet era, let alone knowledge of Jewish history
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or thought. It is ironic that at the beginning of
the 20th century, prominent Jewish intellectuals
lamented that ordinary Jews were too cut off
from everyday life and too absorbed in study and
spirituality to make the necessary progress toward
full participation in society.
Both novels reserve special attention for the
figure of the wunderkind, shielded from the
slings and arrows of daily life by loving family
members—and who consequently
never grows up. In Panic in a
Suitcase, this figure is Pasha, and
in Mannequin Girl, it is really
both the parents, but especially
the mother—perhaps she might
more accurately be described as
a prima donna. The wunderkind
is a tool of survival in a hostile
environment, and a familiar
figure from earlier Russian Jewish
authors. Isaac Babel’s story “You
Must Know Everything” is an
example: the little boy overloaded
by the demand from his family
that he “know everything.” The
Soviet era Russian intelligentsia
relied on knowledge of, and
love for, Russian literary culture
as a form of sustenance and
an armour against the normal
indignities and hardships of
daily life. Those who lacked
this knowledge, but managed
nonetheless to survive and even
live comfortably, especially in
difficult times of transition, were
called “new Russians.” Many
families had at least one “new
Russian” among their members.
As far as the broader Russian
Jewish experience is concerned,
the historian Yuri Slezkine traces
the successful integration of
former shtetl Jews into the higher
regions of the Soviet labour force
by means of their transformation into “Pushkin
Jews.” Both Litman and Akhtiorskaya reflect
critically on this transformation. The heroine
of Mannequin Girl comes to reject her parents’
worship of high culture. And Pasha’s romp through
the transplanted highbrow culture in New York is
by turns hilarious and depressing. Near the end of
the novel, the focus shifts from Pasha to his little
sister Frida, who travels to Odessa both for a family
visit and to look after the family’s property—their
dacha. Frida learns while in Russia that Pasha’s
moment in the sun is over. Akhtiorskaya and
Litman are just beginning theirs. — JQ
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THE FIRST
HEBREW
NOVEL?

Cecil Bloom explores the
claims for Joseph Perle's
Megalle Temirin

I

n his definitive book on Abraham Mapu
(1808-1867), the late David Patterson stated
that Mapu's Ahavat Zion (Lover of Zion) – a
historical romance published in 1853 and set
in ancient Israel at the time of the prophet
Isaiah – was the very first novel to be written
in the Hebrew language.
Ahavat Zion has been acclaimed by
its readers to the extent that it has been
reprinted more than 16 times. The novel took
Mapu many years to complete, but when he
did, it was recognised as a tender story of
ancient Israel set in the golden age of Judea during
the reigns of Kings Ahaz and Hezekiah, painting
a realistic and beautiful portrait of the Holy Land
– remarkable for a man who lived all his life in a
ghetto. Mapu's description of village life in Judea,
where people cultivated the soil, and pilgrims
were fervent in their love of Jerusalem, inspired
his readers and helped substantially to create a
growing longing for Zion.
But was Patterson really correct in claiming
this work to be the first novel written in modern
Hebrew? After all, there has been much
controversy on this subject, and a case can be
made for Joseph Perle (1773-1839) as being the first
Hebrew novelist of modern times. Perle's Megalle
Temirin (Revealer of Secrets) was written in 1819,
many years earlier than Mapu's novel, and its story
is quite a different one. Patterson did describe
Perl's works as being satire in ‘quasi-novel’ form,
giving him credit for showing Mapu the technique
of storytelling.
Mapu's designation as the first to introduce
the novel into Modern Hebrew literature is
supported by a number of literary critics. Megalle
Temirin was perceived as a work influenced by
18th Century satirical stories written in the form
of letters, although a foremost Israeli critic Baruch
Kurzweil praised Megalle Temirin as "one of the
most brilliant and profound works composed at
the dawn of our modern literature". The influential
critic Meyer Waxman described Megalle Temirin
as a "quasi-novel" that reads like a "sensational

FICTION

‘A remarkable
work full
of ridicule,
Megalle
Temirin was
very popular
with maskilim
(enlightened
people) in
Eastern Europe,
dealing with
the intrigues
that took place
in Hassidic
circles.’
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novel" and he viewed Perle as the first satirist to
attempt to depict the life of the Jews of Galicia and
especially the Hassidism in a ludicrous way. Israel
Davidson's Parody in Jewish Literature is believed
to be the first to refer to Megalle Temirin as a novel
"in spite of the fact that it lacks the element of Love
and the form normally given to books of fiction."
However, he also called it a satire. But the issue
then seemed to have been completely resolved
when Patterson changed his view after becoming
editor of the series of Modern Hebrew Classics
published by Westview Press, Oxford and Boulder
Colorado. Megalle Temirin was one of the novels
that were initially published and the frontispiece of
its 1997 English translation describes it as "the first
Hebrew novel".
Megalle Temirin appeared in Vienna in 1819.
A remarkable work full of ridicule, it was very
popular with maskilim (enlightened people) in
Eastern Europe, dealing with what Perle described
as the intrigues that took place in Hassidic circles.
The Hassidic movement, the brainchild of R.
Israel ben Eliezer (The Baal Shem Tov), was a
great religious revivalist movement founded in
Eastern Galicia in the middle of the 18th Century.
Within 100 years, it became an important religious
force amongst Eastern European Jewry. The Baal
Shem Tov’s philosophy was that the heart was
more important than the brain as far as devotion
was concerned. The movement was noted for
its intense religious ecstasy. It developed further
when a new type of Hassidic leader emerged,
a rebbe or a tzaddik (a saintly man), who was
worshipped by his flock as a supremely righteous
man. The movement was soon opposed by the
traditionalists led by R. Elijah ben Solomon, the
Vilna Gaon (Head of the Talmudic Academy),
who condemned the doctrines of the Baal Shem
Tov and his disciples and who endeavoured to
have the masses return to traditional religious
behaviour. The Vilna Gaon’s supporters, called
Mitnagdim, challenged the Hassidim vigorously.
And then came the Haskalah (enlightenment)
movement that tried to direct people along what
was perceived as rational grounds. At this point,
the Hassidim and the Mitnagdim tended to close
ranks against the modern trend.
Megalle Temirin has an interesting history.
Perle, the son of a wealthy merchant, was born
in Tarnopol in Galicia. An ardent supporter of
Hassidism in his youth, following encouragement
from his mitnaged father, he broke away to
become a maskil and a relentless opponent of the
movement. He founded the first modern school
in Poland for Jewish children, and he was the
first maskil to challenge Hassidism publicly. He
attacked it by writing a Yiddish tract entitled On
the Nature of the Hassidic Sect in the hope that it
would encourage the Austrian Government to ban
the movement; instead, the tract itself was banned.
He then hit on the bright idea of making this tract
the focus of the plot of a novel as if it had already
been published. The novel was deliberately
written in Hebrew, and Perle modelled it on a 16th
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Century Latin work entitled Epistolae Obscurorum
Virorum (The Letters of Obscure Men). Consisting
of a series of letters between clergymen, the
work was written in an effort to demonstrate
Roman Catholic hypocrisy, and as an attack on
the Dominican Order of monks. There are many
similarities between the Latin work and Perle’s
with both denouncing the principles and standards
of those claiming to uphold genuine and sincere
religious convictions.
Letters were often used in Hassidic circles for
communication purposes, and this epistolary form
became common in Hebrew fiction from Mapu
onwards. Perle’s book clearly meets the definition
of a novel, as there is a distinctive narrative
revealed through what is purported to be actual
letters written mainly by followers of two fictional
rebbes, the Zaliner and the Dishpoler. The Zaliner
was, in fact, modelled on R. Schneur Zalman, the
founder of Chabad/Lubavitch. The letters deal
with machinations and intrigues that took place
at Hassidic courts, the struggle for power and the
love of money; these letters are acrimonious and
reveal a great deal of hostility between the two
courts. Perle’s formula was so successful that his
subterfuge took in readers who were treated to his
vicious attack on Hassidism for their hypocrisy,
greed, ignorance, and fanaticism. The basis of
this attack takes the form of 151 letters written in
Hassidic (or rabbinic) language, supposedly by
some 26 different writers. A large number of these
letters form the correspondence between the
Zaliner rebbe’s secretary, a crafty, unprincipled,
cunning and alcoholic schemer (who would
do anything to promote his rebbe’s interests),
and a fellow Hassid of similar disposition. The
one maskil in the novel who is portrayed as
generous and honest with modern liberal views
is detested by the Hassidim. He is on good terms
with the cultured Polish prince of Kripen who is
unjustifiably accused of being associated with a
harlot and presented by the author as being fair in
the manner in which he treats Jews. The prince,
you see, is familiar with what Hassidism stands
for. Perle adds another character to ensure no
significant points are missed – a fictional editor of
the letters, Ovadye ben Psakhye, whose mission is
to strengthen people’s faith in the tzaddikim using
a device commonly used elsewhere in epistolary
fiction: footnotes – used by Ovadya to endorse
certain points. This device was Perle's means for
providing additional parody.
The basic plot of Megalle Temirin is that the
Hassidim are searching frantically for a secular
work, the bukh, which describes them as a wicked
and deceitful sect. On the other hand, the Polish
masters think highly of it and want to protect
its safety and this becomes the vehicle for Perle
to propagate his views on Hassidism. The bukh
turns out to be Perle’s unpublished tract, and
the many letters allow him to make fun of the
Hassidic movement ,which is accused of all sorts
of nefarious dealings. The novel is remarkable
for the way sexual matters are handled, and little
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is held back from the reader. Freyda Reb Isaac can
claim to be the first Jewess of easy virtue in modern
Hebrew literature. Her predicaments are used by
the Hassidim to further their cause. At one stage,
there is an attempt to have her marry the rebbi’s
son because it is conjectured that, through her
assumed relationship with the Prince, this would
help the Hassidim. One series of letters deals with
a non-Jewish woman who becomes pregnant by a
hassid. After much thought, she is removed from
the village, put into Jewish-type clothing and told
to pretend to be dumb so as not to be recognised as
a non-Jew. Isaac Bashevis Singer’s great novel The
Slave has a similar plot which suggests he might
have taken his inspiration from Perle.
Kurzweil has described the novel as a
Hebrew book without equal until Mendele
Mokher Seforim (better known for his Yiddish
work) began his career in the Hebrew language.
Perle unquestionably introduced a new class of
mockery into Hebrew, and he was smart in the
way he introduced the hassidic writings of R.
Nahman of Bratslav. It was done as a means of
adding to his thesis that the principles expounded
by Hassidism were not Judaic, and therefore did
not come from a positive Jewish group. The rebbe
was their God, not the Almighty.
Despite its complicated plots and antediluvian
language that made it difficult to read, Megalle
Temirin was widely read in its day. Some 20 years
after it was published, a close friend of Perle’s,
Solomon Judah Rapoport, wrote, “There was
not a Hebrew booklover in the whole of Central
and Eastern Europe who had not read it and had
rejoiced.” He claimed that many Hassidim were
frightened of being seen in public for fear of being
accused of being one of the novel’s characters.
He did, however, concede (as did Perle) that the
book did not effect the demise of Hassidism –
rather the reverse, and that the movement had
“multiplied prodigiously and had swarmed like
the frogs of Egypt.” It is said that Hassidim danced
wildly on Perle’s grave soon after his death.
Perle himself wrote a sequel to Megalle
Temirin in 1825, a satire on the conduct and ethics
of Polish Jews, which was intended to deal with
his readers’ reaction to his earlier work. Bohen
Tzaddik (The Test of the Righteous) is narrated
through Ovadye. By means of a cabbalastic
formula, Ovadye makes himself invisible, and his
aim is to discover a thoroughly honest man that
he can find not among the Hassidim, the rabbis,
the tzaddikim or even the or even the maskilim,
but rather in a pious farmer from Southern
Russia. Ovadye then becomes an opponent of
Hassidism. This reinforces Perle’s vision that a
good, solid, and sincere hard workingman really
held the future for Jewry. — JQ
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CULTURE
AND THE
GREAT WAR
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By Yaakov Wise
ed fangs have torn his face
God’s blood is shed.
He mourns from his lone place
His children dead.'
Isaac Rosenberg, 1914

WAR

The Western world rightly
commemorates this year as the
centennial of the start of the
‘Great War’ of 1914-1918—“the
war to end all wars.” What is sure
to be overlooked is the devastating effect the
war had on the Jews of Eastern and Central
Europe, then the heart and soul of Am Yisrael,
the people of Israel. Now overshadowed by the
events of 1933-1945, we often forget that the
destruction of European Jewry and its 2,000
years-old culture and civilisation began on
Shabbat Tisha B’Av 5674, 1st August 1914.
The Nazi Holocaust merely completed
the work that the Kaiser, the Tsar, and the
Emperor of Austria-Hungary between them
had begun. The Jewish communities and
brilliant Jewish individuals destroyed in the
war were never rebuilt or replaced. We, the
survivors of the most terrible century in the
history of the world, can only weep and mourn
their loss.
On 1st August 1914, four days after AustriaHungary declared war on Serbia, two more
great European powers, Russia and Germany,
declared war on each other. The same day,
France ordered a general mobilization. The
so-called ‘Great War’ that ensued would
be one of unprecedented destruction and
loss of life, resulting in the deaths of some
20 million soldiers and civilians, and the
physical devastation of much of the European
continent. At least 50,000 Jews would fight
for Britain and its Empire, and over 120,000
for Germany and Austria-Hungary on the
other side. Tens of thousands of Russian and
French Jews would also serve, and be killed,
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Siegfried Sassoon in 1915

as eventually would many young Jewish men
from the United States.
For the most part, the people of Europe
greeted the outbreak of war with jubilation.
The great majority of people, within
governments and outside, assumed their
country would be victorious within months,
and could not envision the possibility
of a longer conflict. By the end of 1914,
however, well over a million soldiers of
various nationalities had been killed on the
battlefields of Europe, and there was no final
victory in sight for either the Allies or the
Central Powers.
On the Western Front, the battle line that
stretched across northern France and Belgium,
combatants settled down in the trenches for a
terrible war of attrition, which would continue,
in Europe and other corners of the world, for
the next four years. War was Germany’s reply
to Britain’s request that she should respect the
neutrality of Belgium, whose territories we were
bound in honour and by treaty obligations to
maintain inviolate.
British schoolchildren who study World
War One are naturally taught about the terrible
trench warfare on the Western Front and the
war at sea between Britain and Germany.
But for the Jews of Continental Europe, the
fighting on the Eastern Front, between Tsarist
Russia and the German and Austro-Hungarian
Empires, took place largely in the heartland of
East European Jewry, in areas with a combined
Jewish population of more than four million.
From the autumn of 1914 to winter 1915,
Russian forces advanced deep into Austrian
Galicia and Bukovina, only to be expelled six
months later following a German-Austrian
counter-attack.
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Lovis Corinth's 1918 portrait of
Hermann Struck

Inspired by the 1916 Russian victories,
Romania entered the war on the Allied side
in August of that year, attacking AustroHungarian forces in Transylvania. The
Central Powers repulsed this invasion, and by
December 1916, their troops occupied most of
Romania. In July 1917, the Russian provisional
government, installed following the overthrow
of Tsar Nicholas II the previous March, tried to
extend its hold over Galicia even further. This
new Russian advance, halted by Germany on
10th July, was followed by a German counteroffensive. By October, German forces pushed
Russian troops out of virtually all occupied
Austrian territory, and took control of Russian
territories as far east as Latvia.
This movement of armies back and forth
across the main areas of Jewish settlement
over a four-year period disrupted the lives
of all the region’s inhabitants. For Jews,
however, the disruption was compounded
by wide-spread uncertainty concerning
their sympathies in the conflict, sympathies
that were in fact subject to many competing
pressures whose relative degree of influence
shifted constantly during the course of
the war. The tsarist Russian government
in particular profoundly suspected Jewish
loyalties. Although the onset of fighting
witnessed not only an outpouring of patriotic
statements in the local Jewish press, and the
enlistment of nearly 400,000 Jews in the
Tsar’s armed forces (of whom some 80,000
served at the front during the 1914–1915
campaigns), Jews were quickly charged
with treachery by some military leaders and
right-wing politicians. On the other side, the
Kaiser, Wilhelm II (a self-absorbed grandson
of Queen Victoria), was equally suspicious of
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Self-portrait of Isaac Rosenberg in 1915

‘his Jews’, even though many of them became
highly decorated veterans.
Despite the war, many Jewish writers,
artists, novelists, poets, actors and musicians
continued to create great works; some about the
war itself, and some, like the Russian master
Boris Pasternak, completely ignoring it. A few,
like the painter Marc Chagall (née Moishe
Shisgal), briefly referred to the war in a few
works and then reverted to creative surrealism
and modern abstractionism. In contrast, the
German painter Hermann Struck served with
gallantry, was awarded the Iron Cross first class,
and was promoted to officer for bravery. In 1917,
he became the referent for Jewish affairs in the
German Eastern Front High Command. Struck
emigrated to Palestine in 1922, taught at Bezalel
Academy, and helped establish the Tel Aviv
Museum of Art.
Others, like the Czech-German authors
Franz Kafka and Max Brod, were exempt from
military service on medical grounds, and
continued their work. Still, others escaped to
America or Palestine to avoid being drafted.
The Hebrew-language Habimah theatre was
actually founded during the war in Moscow,
where it gave its first performances. Soon
after the 1917 revolution, Chagall was made
a Regional Commissar for Art by Lenin, and
founded one of Russia’s greatest art schools
before leaving for his final exile in the west in
the early 1920s.
In Britain, one of the most famous poets of
the war is Siegfried Loraine Sassoon (1886-1967).
The son of a Jewish father (a scion of the famous
Bagdad and Bombay merchants sometimes
known as the ‘Rothschilds of the East’) and a
Catholic mother, Sassoon was born in Kent and
educated at Marlborough, and Clare College,

‘At least 50,000
Jews would
fight for
Britain and its
Empire, and
over 120,000
for Germany
and AustriaHungary on the
other side’
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Cambridge. He volunteered in August 1914.
Disillusion set in slowly. Indeed he was the only
English disillusioned First World War poet who
made an effort to be politically effective.
As a captain in the Royal Welsh Fusiliers,
Sassoon met and became a friend of the
poet Robert Graves. He became wildly
angry at the death of one of his friends and
fought recklessly, unintentionally winning
the Military Cross. He was wounded in the
shoulder and later accidentally shot in the
head by one of his own men. Exotic in the
past, the Sassoons were now simply rich
Jews—or, at least, this is how Sassoon felt his
friend Robert Graves saw him. He himself
had internalised enough conventional English
antisemitism to describe his private income as
“Semitic sovereigns,” and to remark on “awful
conversations in Pullman carriages” by “Jew
profiteers” in his war diaries. Furthermore, he
was keen to distance himself during the war
from the “awful Jews” in England, those who
were the objects of Western antisemitism.
In Sassoon’s war diaries, one finds entries
that clearly contras Jewish money with Christian
spirituality:
Lieutenant X is a nasty, cheap thing.
A cheap-gilt Jew.
Why are such Jews born, when the soul of
Jesus was so beautiful?
He saw the flowers and the stars; but they
see only greasy banknotes.
In his “Letter to Robert Graves” we find the
following short refrain:
Yes, you can touch my Banker when you
need him.
Why keep a Jewish friend unless you bleed
him?

WAR

At the other end of the social scale were
the poet and artist Isaac Rosenberg and the
painter Mark (née Marks) Gertler. Rosenberg
(1890-1918) was born of poor immigrant
parents in Bristol, educated in London’s East
End and at the Slade School of Art after he
earned enough from winning art competitions
while training to be a glass engraver. Finding
little work for such ‘luxuries’ and having
no other income he volunteered and “took
the king’s shilling” in October 1915. Private
Rosenberg served with the 11th Battalion of
The King’s Own Royal Lancaster Regiment.
In June 1916, he was sent with his battalion
to serve on the Western Front in France. He
continued to write poetry while serving in the
trenches. Having just finished night patrol, he
was killed at dawn on 1st April 1918. His war
poetry was increasingly admired and was later
warmly praised by Sassoon.
Indeed, Rosenberg’s war poetry was highly
influential in leading the Royal British Legion to
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adopt the red poppy as a symbol of the war and
the immense human sacrifice it had demanded:
I snatched two poppies
From the parapet’s ledge,
Two bright red poppies
That winked on the ledge.
Behind my ear
I stuck one through,
One blood red poppy
Mark Gertler (1891-1939) was born in
Spitalfields, the youngest child of Polish
immigrants. From an early age, Gertler showed
signs of a great talent for drawing. On leaving
school in 1906, he enrolled in art classes at
Regent Street Polytechnic. Unfortunately,
due to his family’s poverty, he was forced to
drop out after a year. In 1908, Gertler was
placed third in a national art competition.
This inspired him to apply for a scholarship
from the Jewish Education Aid Society, and
subsequently enrol at the Slade School of Art.
In 1916, as the Great War dragged on, Gertler
ended the relationship with his patron Edward
Marsh due to his pacifism and conscientious
objection (a senior civil servant, Marsh was
private secretary to Winston Churchill, then
the 1st Lord of the Admiralty, and patron to
some of the war poets including Sassoon).
His major war painting, "Merry-Go-Round",
was created in the midst of the war and was
described by D. H. Lawrence as “the best
modern picture I have ever seen.”
On the other side of the battle lines were
several excellent German-Jewish war poets.
The most famous of these is Alfred Lichtenstein
(1889-1914). He was born in Berlin into a
middle class assimilated family, and entered
law school, but made sure he had time for his
first love, writing. He linked his university thesis
to literature, concentrating on laws concerning
theatrical production. The war began before
he had completed his year of military service.
His regiment (the Second Bavarian Infantry)
was immediately sent to the Western Front.
He was wounded in the attack on the Somme
on 24th September 1914 (fighting against my
grandfather Jacob Wise and his younger brother
Reuben, who was killed the following month
aged 19), and died of his wounds a few days
later at the age of 25.
These Jewish writers, poets, painters,
and their fellow creative artists in architecture,
music, the theatre, and the early cinema,
were in the forefront of modernism. Many
were killed, some were mentally or physically
damaged, others forced into exile in pre-state
Palestine or America. The centre of Jewish
creativity and culture was forever lost on
the continent of Europe. It would move to
the bi-polar locales of Israel and the USA.
Let us remember what once was but will
never be again.
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Mark Gertler Merry-Go-Round

PRAYER BEFORE BATTLE
Alfred Lichtenstein, 1914
The troops are singing fervently, each for
himself:
God, protect me from misfortune,
Father, Son and Holy Spirit,
That no grenades strike me,
That the bastards, our enemies,
Do not catch me, do not shoot me,
That I don't die like a dog
For the dear fatherland.
Look, I would like to go on living,
Milk cows, bang girls
And beat the bastard, Sepp,
Get drunk often
Until my blessed death.

Jewish Quarterly — Autumn / Winter 2014

Look, I eagerly and gladly recite
Seven rosaries daily,
If you, God, in your grace
Would kill my friend Huber or Meier,
And not me.
But if the worst should come,
Let me not be too badly wounded.
Send me a slight leg wound,
A small injury to the arm,
So that I may return as a hero,
With a story to tell.
Dr Yaakov Wise, a free-lance historian, journalist
and broadcaster, is a Research Fellow in the
Centre for Jewish Studies at the University of
Manchester specialising in the history of Jewish
orthodoxy in the 19th and 20th centuries.
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Review by Erica Brown

ART

e all remember the scene in
Annie Hall when Alvy Singer
(Woody Allen) complains to
his friend Rob (Tony Roberts)
that he feels singled out for
being Jewish. “You know I
was having lunch with some
guys from NBC, so I said,
‘Did you eat yet or what?’
And Tom Christie said, ‘No,
JEW?’ Not ‘Did you?’…JEW
eat? JEW? You get it? JEW
eat?” This has been called the Jew-eat syndrome,
representing the paranoia (or sensitivity) that
Jews feel when supposedly confronted by what
they regard as antisemitism in comments made
by non-Jews. Goyim. Gentiles. Non-MOTs. Oy.
The dormant hatred that can be read into
virtually anything is one of the ugliest features
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of the pernicious way that persecution seeps
into the way we begin to interpret reality in
light of our history. It is an uncomfortable
projection that needs greater attention. Some
of that attention is offered in Neil Levi’s
comprehensive and provocative book Modernist
Form and the Myth of Jewification.
Until I saw the cover of Neil Levi’s book,
I had no idea that “Jewification” was a real
word. It certainly got picked up in spellcheck.
But after I read just a few pages of Levi’s
book, I knew exactly what he meant. The
word, strange and twisted as it seems, is an
apt way to describe a modern phenomenon
that seems to defy description. Levi argues
that “both aesthetic modernism and modern
antisemitism seek formal solutions to the
problem of how to render intelligible the
experience of modernity, and that the figure
of the Jew is made to personify [his italics]
otherwise unrepresentable, disorienting
experiences that enter a condition of chronic
crisis in modernity.” Levi contends that many
modern and avant-garde works of art neither
by Jews nor about Jews can still be interpreted
as Jewish, given the way they were conceived
and the projections put upon them by those
who conceive them and those who 'appreciate'
them. Thus, we arrive at the Judaization of
art or its Jewification. Levi posits that “the
antisemitic interpretation of modernist form”
should be included in the study of European
modernism generally.
Only when we acknowledge that such a
Jewification process exists, can we proceed to
study the distinctive features and worldview
that preoccupy the mindset of such artists and
ask questions and mine answers that would
otherwise have defied articulation:
The notion of Judaization allows us to
think about some of the more distinctive
features that the antisemitic imagination
attributes to the Jew – immense actual
power that works invisibly and through
others – in relation to what is most
distinctive about European aesthetic
modernism, namely, the preoccupation
with the question of form and its
relationship to history. For too long we
have avoided examining the role of the
antisemitic fantasy of Judaization in the
interpretation and creation of modernist
form: it is time to start.
In the book, Levi gives us a starting
point and the opening language for a more
systematic study. The question is why has such
an articulation not appeared before this? To
answer that, Levi examines modern wrestling
with antisemitism (he uses the unconventional
small “s” in the term, a suggestive way of
diminishing it) generally. Levi’s antisemite is
not only a reality but also a fantasy, a container
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that holds and displays our own primal anxieties
and fears.
Perhaps talking about the antisemites’ way of
creating and interpreting art validates it, and this
fear of validation shuts down discussion before it
even begins. Levi clarifies: “We tend to conflate
categorization with evaluation, interpretation
with consecration, tend to assume that we write
about these texts because they are good.” We
write about them because they exist. We are
not justifying their existence. Yet this anxiety,
profound and real, has strangulated conversation
around the subject.
In addition to the worry of validation, Levi
adds the concern of projection:
The expulsive structure of projection
deserves emphasis: because I project onto
you what I expel from within myself, I must
in turn expel you from the space I control,
since I cannot stand to see the rejected
quality in you any more than I can stand to
see it in myself.
Projection creates a disturbing and ultimately
dysfunctional way of understanding art and
experience, particularly when both are viewed
retroactively. The literary scholar Michael Andre
Bernstein has a term for this that Levi utilizes:
“To backshadow is to insist that the catastrophic
future was predictable to those to whom it had
not yet happened and to condemn those who did
not foresee the future as epistemologically and
morally inadequate.” In light of the Second World
War, in light of Auschwitz, we can too readily look
back and read into art what it never meant to say.
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Particularly interesting is Levi’s chapter on
the Nazi exhibition of ‘Degenerate Art’, an antimodernist show at the Munich Archeological
Institute that traveled throughout the Reich until
1941. It was based on 600 pieces of modernist
and avant-garde works that were removed from
German museums and were to be displayed
for the German volk before being destroyed.
These works by the likes of Modigliani, Picasso,
Emil Nolde and others were displayed near
photographs that showed “grossly deformed
and disfigured” individuals, ostensibly Jews,
to make the influence of Jews on these artists
undeniable. The disfigurement in the painting,
which was regarded as a sick misrepresentation
of art, merely captures the actual physical form
of deformed Jews.
Levi does not limit his informative scan to
canvas. He also looks at musicians like Wagner
on the use of Yiddish and the Jewish corruption
of host languages and “Judaic” readings of
modern non-Jewish writers like Joyce and
Beckett. He questions the fantasy of Judaizing
these writers, their oeuvre and the need it serves,
using art in the broadest sense, and not only the
plastic arts. This broad study may have benefited
from a summative chapter or analysis to bookend
the framing provided by the introduction. With
so much information and paradigm-shifting
suggestions, it would have been helpful to
understand Levi’s charge to the reader. Perhaps,
in modernist fashion, there was no charge other
than the one to stop avoiding an examination
of the “antisemitic fantasy of Judaization in the
interpretation and creation of modernist form”.
Beyond his book, how would Levi like to see this
study advance?
Monica Bohm-Duchen, in Art and the Second
World War, takes upon herself a more global
task than Levi in an arena that she, too, believes
is a neglected area of study. She claims that
very few scholars have turned their attention
to the “visual culture” produced by art of the
Second World War for an understanding of
the 20th and 21st century, even though no one
doubts the significance of the war in shaping
modern life. She claims that many books
examine the art of Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy
and Stalinist Russia, but few focus primarily
on the war years themselves, and how artists
interpreted the events they were experiencing.
Very little, she contends, has been published
in English on “wartime cultural production in
China and Japan,” for instance.
As part of this magnificent collection of
images that grace virtually every page following
her introduction, she also includes a rich
bibliography and chronology of key events at the
back to help the reader locate himself or herself
in time and place. She divides the chapters into
“Art in Democracies” with separate chapters
on Great Britain, the Commonwealth and the
USA, French art of the period, art under Russian
dictators and Italian Fascists, the Nazis and the
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‘We may not be
able to stomach
the intake of
the eyes, but
these two books
have a very
compelling,
underlying
contention:
we can never
understand the
true impact of
war without
seeing it’

Japanese; and then, of course, she has a chapter
covering Holocaust art.
She begins her study in an intriguing place by
covering the art of a separate war, the Spanish
Civil War of 1936-9, which she posits was the
harbinger, in many ways, of the Second World
War. If there was some question about this as
a starting place, the stunning and disturbing
artwork in that chapter should prove to the
reader that it was a wise decision. Javier Bueno’s
“The Fighter of Madrid” is a stab at the heart.
Done in an iconographic style, Bueno paints a
barefoot soldier in
Catholic martyr’s
clothing. At a
quick glance, an
onlooker sees a
religious figure
until carefully
noting the small
bloody head on
top of a monk-like
body. Looking
for the stigmata
on his large right
hand, we almost
miss the fact that
his left hand holds
a gun tightly.
Bohm-Duchen
writes that this
war changed
the visuality of
all modern war
because the
portable Leica
camera made
photographing
war on location
a new, modern
possibility.
This war, which “inspired” one of the
most iconic works of war art of the past
century, Picasso’s “Guernica”, was not only a
commentary on war, it was also an invitation for
artists to paint what they saw and felt about the
devastation and calamity that surrounded them.
Picasso spoke to the American Artists’ Congress
in 1937 and made this invitation explicit: “artists
who live and work with spiritual values cannot
and should not remain indifferent to a conflict
in which the highest values of humanity and
civilization are at risk.” In that one sentence,
the artist sweeps away Old Master paintings
of pastoral biblical scenes or 19th century
portraiture or the flowers, bridges and boating
parties of the Impressionists, and demands that
artists use their gifts to hold up an anguished
mirror to violence.
Levi’s book and Bohm-Duchen’s are, in
many ways, for different audiences. BohmDuchen writes that her aim is “to be scholarly
yet accessible, analytical and thoughtprovoking rather than factually exhaustive.”
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Levi makes no such claim, and it is challenging
even for the initiated to follow him at times.
Bohm-Duchen also uses another device that
makes her words jump off the page so the
reader can become a critic: the artwork itself.
This is a book about war art. The images speak.
Sometimes they scream. Yet, this coffee table
size book deceives the reader into privileging
the image over the text when the text itself is so
compelling. And it creates another challenge
for Levi: the enigma of writing about imagery
while including very few images. Even the cover
image is of very
poor resolution.
Naturally,
academic books
have generally
small print runs
and are costly,
but surely a 288page art book
almost twice the
size with dozens
of high quality
reproductions
would be more
expensive.
Here’s the rub.
On Amazon in
the USA, Levi’s
book discounted
will run a reader
$46.25. BohmDuchen’s is
$35.40. The
consideration to
include visual
imagery is not a
matter of mere
expense. It is
fundamental to appreciating the argument that
each scholar is making.
In a closing chapter on Japanese art, BohmDuchen includes a request made in the 1970s by
a Japanese national broadcasting corporation
for citizens to submit pictures of the atom bomb
that they had created. They received over 2,000
drawings and paintings. The English art critic John
Berger saw some of these images and concluded
that his interest in them was not as an art critic
because, “One does not musically analyse
screams.” He looked at them until he arrived at
a conclusion: “These were images of hell.” We
may not be able to stomach the intake of the eyes,
but these two books have a very compelling,
underlying contention: we can never understand
the true impact of war without seeing it. — JQ
Dr Erica Brown is an educator and writer. Her most
recent books are Happier Endings: A Meditation
on Life and Death (Simon and Schuster) and
Leadership in the Wilderness: Authority and
Anxiety in the Book of Numbers (OU/Koren).
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978601 © Erica Brown 2014
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Women’s Confessional
Comics
Edited by Sarah Lightman
MCFARLAND, 2014 £ 39.504
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By Sarah Lightman
re there really any Jewish
women comics artists?” asked a
participant at Limmud in 2012.
“Are there really enough Jewish
women comic artists to make an
exhibition?” asked a student at Old
Dominion University, Virginia. I
could have been any one of these
voices back in 2009, before I
read Michael Kaminer’s article
“Graphic Confessions of Jewish
Women: Exposing Themselves
Through Pictures and Raw Personal Stories” in
The Jewish Daily Forward.
Michael Kaminer had noticed a trend of
women with Jewish-sounding names selling their
autobiographical comics at MOCCA (Museum of
Comic and Cartoon Art) in New York, and wrote
about this phenomenon. Back in London, I was
an art school postgraduate, curating exhibitions
but feeling very isolated with regards to my own
artistic practice, which was an on-going text/
image autobiography, The Book of Sarah. I was
delighted to find there were other Jewish women
working on similar projects. I suggested in an
email what any curator would, that Michael and
I develop an exhibition from his article. And the
rest, as they say is history — or better still in this
case, art herstory.
And here, art history really is the problem.
Look around today at the major galleries and
collections, the art articles your read, the reviews
in art magazines. You can’t fail to recognise
there still is not an equal distribution of attention
and representation for female artists, when
compared with their male counterparts. Just
imagine how much worse it was for women
artists working in previous generations? And
so, I envisioned Graphic Details as a feminist
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CELEBRATING THE
CONFESSIONAL

curatorial project aimed at making a difference
to the public profile of Jewish women comic
artists. And it has.
As a touring exhibition, there have been
numerous reviews and audiences of thousands,
from when it opened at The Cartoon Art
Museum, San Francisco (2010); then the
Koffler Center of the Arts, Toronto (2011);
Yeshiva University Museum, New York (20112012); Washington DC Jewish Community
Center (2012); Oregon Jewish Museum,
Portland (2012-2013); Florida Jewish Museum,
(2013-2014); and most recently Space Station
Sixty-Five, London (2014).
I also devised, with Michael Kaminer
and the hosting institutions, an extensive
public engagement programme including
two symposiums, one in NYC and one in
London, numerous panel discussion, guided
tours, comics workshops, an 8-page catalogue
published by our sponsor The Jewish Daily
Forward, and now a book I have edited,
Graphic Details: Jewish Women’s Confessional
Comics in Essays and Interviews (McFarland)
— the first book to focus on Jewish women
and comics, with over 300 pages and full
colour illustrations. With essays from
academics, artists and enthusiasts, as well as
interviews with artists in the exhibition, this
collection serves as an archive, reference and
springboard for any future research on Jewish
women and comics.
So, what should you expect when you walk
through the doors of Space Station Sixty-Five in
London, or open the pages of the book? You’ll
see a world where women’s artistic talent and
autobiographical stories are celebrated in all
their domestic, traumatic, funny, fabulous,
universal glory.
There’s DiDi Glitz dragging Diane
Noomin, unkempt and unwilling, to the front
of her comic, forced to open up about her
four miscarriages. You’ll see Laurie Sandell’s
popping pills in the bath. Miss Lasko-Gross in
a café, where she poops and can’t flush. Miss
Lasko-Gross also sits through a Friday night
dinner that drags on and on, silenced but
unrepentant. Ariel Schrag ingratiates herself
with Hassidic real estate brokers, desperate to
feel like one of The Chosen. Sharon Rudahl’s
first marriage falls apart. Sarah Glidden
struggles with Israel’s complex history.
Miriam Katin breaks up with her Sephardi
soldier boyfriend. Vanessa Davis and her
friend are overheard by a Hassid in a sex shop
in New York.
“I do have a quibble,” notes Rachael House,
co-Director of Space Station Sixty-Five. “That
title. Confessional Comics by Jewish Women,
‘confessional’ sounds to me as if they are
admitting to some wrongdoings. This can
hardly be the case; these women are doing
everything right.” — JQ
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Sarah Lightman is an artist and curator, researching
a PhD in Autobiographical Comics and Trauma at
the University of Glasgow. She co-founded and codirects Laydeez do Comics, the UK's foremost comics
forum with branches worldwide. Her graphic novel
The Book of Sarah will be published by Myriad
Editions in 2016. Her website is sarahlightman.com

The Jewish Quarterly has been granted permission
to reprint on the following pages two of the comics
from the exhibition: “Toys in Babeland” by
Vanessa Davis and “The Chosen” by Areil Schrag
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978593 © Sarah Lightman 2014
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Adrian Ghenie: Golems
PACE GALLERY LONDON, JUNE-JULY 2014
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Review by Rachel Garfield
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‘Darwin’s face
literally becomes
an obliteration
of the man, a
defacement
as well as a
metaphor for the
distortions and
misunderstanding
of the man’s
work.’
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t first glance, Adrian Ghenie’s
exhibition Golems is in the
Expressionist tradition: painterly
portraits are worked and overworked
with forthright and unashamed
pleasure at the rich surface. This
is not a Greenbergian formalist
at work, and the paint isn’t about
the conceit of the structure and
surface. This work, rather, can be
read in the tradition of, say RB
Kitaj, demonstrating an interplay
between the play of paint through colour and
composition that equally foregrounds concerns
for existential questions on the nature of the
subject in History. Ghenie does not hide his
interest in play and chance
as being equal drivers in the
construction of the paintings,
alongside his more transparent
and deeply held interest in key
and transformative figures of
modernity. It is in this binary
tension that his strategy,
although different in form, is
akin to his heroes, the Dadaists,
in practice.
There are many influences
at play, however, and the
work also brings to mind
artists such as Francis Bacon
or George Grosz, and it is
revealing of the artist’s love of
the painterly surface that he
admires Howard Hodgkin. The
more one looks, however, the
more Ghenie’s work reveals
its difference from these precursors, oscillating
between a range of devices, such as humour
and montage, that give rise to multivalent and
ambivalent meanings in a contemporary way.
This is seen right up front, in the title of the
show: Golems obviously references the Jewish
folklore of a being created out of dust by invoking
Hebrew words (‘truth’ to bring it into being and
‘death’ to bring it back to dust). There are many
tales of Golems, particularly from the Ashkenazi
tradition, the most famous being the Golem

of Prague who was made to protect the Jewish
people from antisemitic attack.
The title also references a key German
Expressionist film from 1915, directed by Paul
Wegener and Henrik Galeen, where the Golem
became a jealous murderer. However, even evoking
this latter Golem would also now be a significant
nod to a kind of schlock horror of nostalgic humour
in the obsolete technology that created this vision
in film. This is the kind of layered metaphor that
Ghenie’s work evokes again and again—both in
its deflationary use of filmic references, and in his
on-going preoccupation with the ideologues of
twentieth century European history.
Charles Darwin is the key theme in this
exhibition at the PACE gallery, although he may
not seem to be the monster one would expect
from the title of the show. What is represented
here, however, is the ambivalence of the figure of
Darwin. In his lifetime, Darwin was both subject
to ridicule and praise; his work was also widely
and tendentiously misrepresented. To some, it
seemed to support the Eugenicist argument of
his cousin Francis Galton or of Marie Stopes,
who, for example, started her birth control clinics
specifically to curb working class over-breeding.
Ghenie’s portraits might also be referencing
Darwin’s key place in Zygmunt Bauman’s
arguments regarding the direct relationship
between the drive for taxonomy within modernity
and the Holocaust. It is the seriousness of such
a claim that makes the deflationary moments
in his paintings all the more
contemporary.
While the portraits are in
classic poses, Ghenie focuses
on Darwin’s disabilities for
their painterly possibilities: his
nervous vomiting sickness and
the acute facial eczema. The
effect of this preoccupation
is to distort and disfigure the
subject with painterly smears
and stipples from the wet-onwet mixing on the surface of
the canvas (just one example
is Charles Darwin as a Young
Man, 2014). So, in this way,
Darwin’s face literally becomes
an obliteration of the man,
a defacement as well as a
metaphor for the distortions
and misunderstanding of the
man’s work. Paradoxically, the obliteration also
foregrounds the beauty of the paint work, how for
the artist the subject is also merely an excuse to
paint and express in paint what cannot be said in
any other way.
An interesting exemplar in the show is Charles
Darwin at the age of 75, showing an old man in the
centre of a swirling mass of paint. The autumnal
colours are, of course, a metaphor for the man
in his twilight years, and the swirling painterly
forms are also the windy day in Autumn—yet the
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man looks lost in the large expanse of frenetic
paint, as if his life’s work is beyond him, as if
it has stirred up the world in a storm that goes
beyond his garden and the canvas. He is sitting
on a plastic chair, an anachronism from a later
age, incorporating a future that Darwin will not
know. Importantly, this is one of the devices of
embodiment (as well as deflation) that makes the
work all the more intriguing—as if, through that
chair, the viewer can imagine her/himself in the
painting. The contemporary viewer knows what
it’s like to sit in that ubiquitous plastic chair and
to wear the Nike trainers Darwin is wearing in
Darwin and the Satyr (2014).
To drive home “our” responsibility to history,
the artist himself embodies the Darwin figure
in Self-portrait as Charles Darwin (2014). In this
painting, the head is seen side on. The face here
is not obliterated, the profile clear, looking down
in humility to the swirling paint marks behind his
head, looking into the abyss, contemplating: a
Romantic gesture.
In the second space, adjacent to the room
of paintings, the exhibition incorporates a
meticulously built room interpreted from
Rembrandt’s Philosopher in Meditation (1632).
The visual (and literal) quietness of the room
contrasts with the painterly swirls outside in
the other room and takes us to an earlier age
at the beginning of the Modern moment. The
room brings to life a two-dimensional image,
in other words making an illusion real, yet
Ghenie has removed life (the figure) at the
centre of the original Rembrandt painting,
the figure who is so important to the reading
of that painting: modernity is marked by the
centrality of the subject.
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Is this lack suggesting that the promises of
modernity are hollow? Does the contemporary
viewer embody or complete the promise of
that earlier moment in entering the room and
becoming the philosopher? The room has no
subject save the viewer, who enters and becomes
the philosopher musing on the impact of history.
In this room Ghenie hands the responsibility
of history to the viewer and thus requires
contemplation of the future. While the room
completes the circle and the conceit of the
exhibition in an intellectually satisfying way,
somehow the lack of coherence of the paintings,
their gaps, elisions and deflations, are more
convincing and ultimately more thought provoking
than the overall conceptual device of completion
that the inclusion of the room represents. — JQ

‘Ghenie has
removed life
(the figure) at
the centre of
the original
Rembrandt
painting, the
figure who is so
important to
the reading of
that painting:
modernity is
marked by the
centrality of
the subject.’

Dr Rachel Garfield is an artist and Associate Professor
in Fine Art at the University of Reading. Garfield
makes videos and writes about art,publishing and
exhibiting widely.
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978607 © Rachel Garfield 2014
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COMMUNITY?
British Jewry since
Emancipation
by Geoffrey Alderman
BUCKINGHAM: UNIVERSITY OF BUCKINGHAM
PRESS, 2014
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Review by Todd M. Endelman

eoffrey Alderman is well
known as a communal gadfly.
In his no-holds-barred Jewish
Chronicle column, he regularly
skewers pillars of the communal
establishment, including the
Board of Deputies, the Jewish
Leadership Council, and the chief
rabbinate, and exposes infighting
and occasional skulduggery that
others would prefer to keep out of
the limelight.
The liveliness of Alderman’s journalism
is found as well in his work as an academic
historian. His books and articles on the
history of British Jewry exhibit the same
spirit of independence and originality. Their
freedom from the dry-as-dust stodginess that
characterizes so much academic writing is
laudable, as is their persistent willingness to
court controversy.
Alderman’s most recent book is no
exception. As its title indicates, British Jewry
since Emancipation surveys the history of the
community from the mid-nineteenth century,
when Parliament removed various legal
disabilities affecting Jews, to the present. It is a
richly detailed and engaging account, but is not
for the most part a new, freshly written account.
With the exception of the final chapter (“A New
Order?”), which covers events between 1990
and the present, it largely reproduces the text of
his earlier history, Modern British Jewry, which
Oxford University Press first published in 1992.
As befits a scholar whose particular focus
has been political history, the central theme
in Modern British Jewry is the question of who
exercises power within the community, along
with the related question of who is authorized
to speak for the community on public issues.
A superficial reading of Anglo-Jewish history
would suggest that these questions are easily
answered: the Chief Rabbi has been its
ecclesiastical head, and the Board of Deputies
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‘As befits a
scholar whose
particular
focus
has been
political history,
the central
theme
in Modern
British Jewry
is the question
of who
exercises power
within the
community’
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its secular, or political, head. As Alderman
demonstrates, this tidy explanation does not
begin to do justice to the complexity of the
historical record. For example, the Board
of Deputies has never represented the full
spectrum of religious and socio-economic
interests within the community. During Moses
Montefiore’s reign as president, from 1835 to
1874, the Board excluded members of Reform
congregations—largely at the insistence of
Montefiore, a fierce opponent of religious
innovation. More recently, in 1971, the
Union of Orthodox Hebrew Congregations,
an alliance of Hasidic and other right-wing,
strictly orthodox synagogues, withdrew from
the Board when it accorded recognition to
the religious leadership of the Liberal wing
of Judaism. Thus, for the last forty years, the
fastest growing segment of Anglo-Jewry has
not participated in the body that, in theory,
represents the views of the community to the
government and the public at large. Moreover,
as Alderman explains in his concluding
chapter, the emergence of two rival bodies,
the Community Security Trust in 1994 and the
Jewish Leadership Council in 2003, has further
undermined the Board’s role as the chief
defence agency for Anglo-Jewry.
Alderman’s account is particularly
illuminating when it takes up the growth of the
haredi (sectarian, strictly orthodox) population.
While the origins of right-wing orthodoxy
in England can be traced back to the lateVictorian period, it is only in recent decades
that it has become a force to be reckoned with
in Anglo-Jewry. At the end of World War Two,
the learned consensus was that Old World
orthodoxy was demographically and spiritually
finished, a victim of both modernity and the
Holocaust. For example, in surveying the state
of Anglo-Jewry in 1953, the geneticist Redcliffe
Salaman, an otherwise acute observer of
the evolution of the community, noted that
the Hasidim were inconsequential in AngloJewish life and that this was unlikely to change.
Alderman shows how the fortunes of strict
orthodoxy experienced a radical reversal in the
last half century. In 2010, the haredim, who do
not recognize the authority of the chief rabbi,
were 11% of all synagogue members in Britain;
the non-Orthodox (Masorti, Reform, and
Liberal), 31%; and the centrist Orthodox (those
recognizing the authority of the chief rabbi),
55%. Strict Orthodoxy’s 11% share, however,
does not tell the full story. More significant is
its potential for future growth due to its high
birthrate. In 2011, 30% of Jewish children under
age five were from haredi homes. This suggests
that the current chief rabbi, Ephraim Mirvis,
as well as those who follow him, will enjoy the
support of an even smaller percentage of the
community than his predecessor, Jonathan
Sacks. It also suggests that a larger share of the
community will be hostile to secular education
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and, very likely, in need of relief, whether from
the state or Jewish charities.
Alderman’s concern with the internal politics
of Anglo-Jewry is a hallmark of his account and
one of its great strengths. Like most AngloJewish historians of his generation (as well
as of the succeeding generation), he regards
religious and social disharmony as defining
features of the community’s history. One only
has to compare his rendering of this history with
Cecil Roth’s History of the Jews in Britain, which
first appeared in 1941, and Vivian Lipman’s A
History of the Jews in Britain since 1858, which
appeared posthumously in 1990, to appreciate
the sea change that has occurred in the writing
of Anglo-Jewish history in recent decades.
In Roth and Lipman’s
work, intra-communal
strife is a muted theme.
In Alderman’s retelling
of the same history,
conflict—between
immigrants and the
native-born, Zionists and
anti-Zionists, Reform
and Orthodox, centrist
Orthodox and sectarian
Orthodox—looms large.
There is a downside,
however, to Alderman’s
emphasis on the
splintering of British
Jewry. Inevitably,
historians make choices
about what they will
include or stress and
what they will omit or
treat only passingly. By
according a central place
to the numerous rifts
that have split British
Jewry into hostile camps,
Alderman downplays
other, equally critical, issues. For example, he
has little to say about the changing character
of Jewish identity, shifts in religious practice,
and the nature of Jewish integration into British
society, all of which facilitated a distinctive
feature of Anglo-Jewry since the end of World
War II—its demographic decline. (The high
haredi birth rate may be stemming this; it is
still too early to be certain). The size of the
community (admittedly, no easy matter to
estimate) fell from about 400,000 to about
250,000 in the half-century after the war.
Was this a novel phenomenon, or were drift,
disaffiliation, and defection always features
of Anglo-Jewish history, their demographic
consequences hidden from view (and offset) by
immigration from Central and Eastern Europe,
at least until recent decades? In addition, one
wants to know what characteristics of British
social structure and political culture promoted
such widespread leakage. Why did so many

Jewish Quarterly — Autumn / Winter 2014

Jews in Britain cease to identify actively with
communal institutions in this period? Were
they in flight from a stigmatized Jewishness, or
simply indifferent to religion and ethnicity, thus
poised to enjoy the embrace of circles outside
the communal fold, who were increasingly
willing to welcome them into their midst? Was
there a specifically British dimension to this
story of demographic decline?
The last question raises another, even
broader issue. Jewish history has always
unfolded on a transnational stage. Long before
academic historians began to question the
fruitfulness of using the nation-state as the
basic building block to give structure to their
work, Jewish historians were, of necessity,
casting their net widely
and thinking beyond
the nation-state. The
topics that occupied
them—emancipation,
acculturation,
integration, economic
and social mobility,
communal governance
and welfare, and
responses to
antisemitism—cut across
and spilled over national
borders. Not surprisingly,
they frequently asked
how and why these
processes differed from
one state to another.
Why, for example, did
Jewish social integration
proceed more smoothly,
with less resistance,
in England than in
Germany? Questions
like these highlight
both what was common
in the modern Jewish
experience across Europe and what was
peculiar to this or that country. Indeed, the only
way of knowing what is exceptional (that is,
peculiarly British) about the history of Jews in
Britain is to set it alongside the histories of other
Jewish communities. This kind of comparative
perspective is largely absent in Alderman’s
account. As a consequence, the reader is
left wondering whether the story he tells is a
parochial one, with little or no significance
for Jewish history or even British history in
general, or whether it is something less insular
that merits the interest of those who are not
communal insiders. — JQ
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historians began
to question the
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nation-state
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building block
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work, Jewish
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Todd M. Endelman is Professor Emeritus of History
and Judaic Studies at the University of Michigan.
His most recent book is Leaving the Jewish Fold:
Conversion and Radical Assimilation in Modern
Jewish History (Princeton University Press).
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All Together Different:
Yiddish Socialists, Garment
Workers, and the Labor
Roots of Multiculturalism
by Daniel Katz
NEW YORK UNIVERSITY PRESS, 2011
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Review by Marvin S. Zuckerman

aniel Katz’ excellent book deals
with the role of the International
Ladies Garment Workers’
Union (ILGWU) in promoting
multiculturalism within its union
and in America.
The ILGWU grew to be a
large, rich, and powerful union,
influential not only within the
garment industry, but in the broader
American political world as well.
Founded in 1900, it increased
in size and influence with the New Deal in the
1930s, reaching a membership of over 450,000
by 1965. Its numbers and power declined starting
in the 1970s, with the movement of garment
manufacturing overseas. Its original members
and leaders were primarily Yiddish-speaking,
Eastern European Jews. There were also many
Italian, and later, a smaller but growing number of
African-American and Spanish-speaking workers.
Daniel Katz’s thesis is that (1) the masses of
East European Jewish immigrants coming to
America in great waves between 1881 and 1920
carried with them a revolutionary, socialist
viewpoint; (2) this “Yiddish Socialist” viewpoint
included a new pride in their own Yiddish
language and culture, along with the idea that a
new social-democratic society could exist as a
federation of different cultures and ethnicities
(rather than having them all disappear into
a “melting pot”); (3) these ideas underlay
the formation of the great garment workers’
unions in New York, creating a new form of
“social unionism”; (4) and, finally, the roots of
modern American “multiculturalism” can be
traced back to these Yiddish socialists in the NY
garment workers’ unions.
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‘Although the
term ‘social
unionism’ has
come into
vogue relatively
recently, for the
Yiddish
socialists in
the garment
workers’
unions in New
York, it was an
idea they
brought with
them from
overseas, one
that was
developed,
starting in
1897, with the
formation
of the Jewish
Labor Bund.’
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Although the term ‘social unionism’ has
come into vogue relatively recently, for the
Yiddish socialists in the garment workers’
unions in New York, it was an idea they
brought with them from overseas, one that was
developed, starting in 1897, with the formation
of the Jewish Labor Bund.
The Bund believed Jews should fight for
civil rights and cultural autonomy, alongside
other ethnic groups within the Russian empire,
struggling for the same rights.
The Bund worked to not only organize
unions, self-defence militias, summer camps for
youth, and a sanatorium for the undernourished
and sickly children of the Jewish slums in the
cities of Poland, but also to gain respect for the
East European Jewish folk language, Yiddish,
and its thousand-year old culture — which at
the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th
centuries was blossoming and developing
alongside the modern secular cultures of
Europe. This attitude toward their own folk
culture moved them to the kind of “mutual
culturalism” Katz speaks about as prominent
in the ILGWU — a respect for, and fostering of,
the unique cultures of all the various peoples
working in the garment factories. In the form
of classes in Spanish, Italian, etc., language and
culture, and, of course, Yiddish, they created
Katz’s “mutual culturalism” in the ILGWU,
rather than imposing conformity to one culture.
These same Bundists, playing a large
role in forming the ILGWU, created “social
unionism” in the union, writes Katz, because
of this Bundist worldview. In other words,
not just creating ‘bread and butter’ unionism,
but fostering education, culture, recreation,
contributing to the larger community, and
promoting political activism with a view to
creating a new and better society.
Here, in his own words are David Dubinsky’s
(President of the ILGWU from 1932–1966 and a
Bundist from Lodz, Poland) thoughts relevant to
the ‘social unionism’ of the ILGWU (from David
Dubinsky: A Life with Labor by David Dubinsky
and A.H.Raskin, Simon & Schuster, 1977):
To me, wages and hours are only the
beginning of a union’s duty to its members….
The worker does not live exclusively in the
shop. He is part of the larger community,
and so the union must be part of that larger
community, making its own contribution
to the welfare of the community and also
broadening opportunities for effective
participation and enjoyment by its members.
In his book, Katz also makes clear the ILGWU’s
social unionism was pioneered primarily by
revolutionary, Yiddish Socialist women, this also
originating in large part from the Bund:
Bundist men also welcomed women
into their ranks, promising a vision of
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gender equality…. Women as well as men
were encouraged to organize strikes and
boycotts, to publish, to speak, to march, and
to conspire to overthrow the czarist state.
Katz gives many examples of the very
significant role of women in the social
unionism of the garment workers’ union; most
prominent among them, the energetic and
feisty female labour organizer, Fannia Cohn,
its Educational Director who was for a time
the only woman VP and member of the union’s
General Executive
Board, its ruling body.
Katz also introduces
a new term in his
discussion of the social
unionism of the ILGWU:
mutual culturalism. He
attributes this feature of
the ILGWU also to the
ideology of the Bund/
Yiddish socialism. Here is
how he describes it:
Inspired by
Yiddish Socialism
[i.e., the Bund], Jewish
intellectuals labored
to recover and elevate
their own Yiddish
culture and envisioned
a class-based revolution
in which all workers
would be rooted in
venerated ethnic folk
culture…. The clearest expression of this
form of multiculturalism in the United
States, which I call mutual culturalism, can
be seen in a movement of union building in
the ILGWU that began in the first decade
of the twentieth century, climaxed in the
1930’s, and had a far-reaching influence on
American social and political culture (p.5).
The above is really at the heart of Katz’s
book. The rest of the book is devoted to
examples and the history of the social unionism
instituted in the ILGWU, and specifically
in Local 22, under the leadership of Charles
(“Sascha”) Zimmerman, pictured on the cover
surrounded by garment workers in various
ethnic costumes.
I have my doubts about the last part of the
last sentence in the quote from Katz above. I am
full of admiration of the “mutual culturalism”
of the ILGWU and Dressmakers Local 22 as
described by Katz, but I wonder if there is
sufficient evidence to say that it “had a farreaching influence on American social and
political culture.” I would like to believe it is so,
and I am even willing to take his word for it. The
roots are certainly to be found in the ILGWU,
but did a tree sprout from those roots?
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In 1937, the ILGWU mounted a musical
on its Labor Stage on 39th Street and Sixth
Avenue in Manhattan near Broadway. Called
Pins and Needles, it featured performers,
members of the union, who, working in
garment factories during the day, rehearsed
and performed at night. It was a huge success
and drew rave reviews from NY Times drama
critic, Brooks Atkinson. Audiences flocked to
the performances. It is this musical that Katz
points to as the beginning and the symbol of
the decline of multi-culturalism in the union.
The musical was aimed
at a broad American
audience and presented
itself in terms of the
majority culture.
There are a couple
of trivial mistakes: Katz
refers to the “maskalim”
instead of the “maskilim”
of the Haskalah. He also
says the ILGWU owned
NY radio station WEVD.
It did not. It belonged
originally to the Socialist
Party. When it no longer
could afford it, the Forverts
bought it in 1932 and ran
it for many years. The
ILGWU did, however,
at one point own a radio
station: it was called
WFDR-FM, broadcasting
from 1949 to 1952.
Katz displays a great
depth of research and knowledge, as evidenced
by his extensive bibliography and notes. There
is, unfortunately, an absence of any Yiddishlanguage sources, which is a pity. There are
histories of the union in Yiddish; much of the
minutes of important union meetings are in
Yiddish; the ILGWU had a Yiddish newspaper,
and there are many, many articles in the Yiddish
Forverts about the union. The Workmen’s Circle
minutes and the Bund archives are also in Yiddish.
Katz seems, nevertheless, to have done an
excellent job researching and understanding
the union and its multicultural path without
the benefit of these Yiddish sources. His
book is an admirable work of scholarship,
well written, well annotated, and with many
photographs providing visual evidence of the
genuine multiculturalism and pioneering social
unionism of the ILGWU. — JQ
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POSTZIONISM’S
POSTMORTEM
The Idea of Israel:
A History of Power and
Knowledge
by Ilan Pappé
VERSO BOOKS 2014

I

Review by David Goldberg
sIlan Pappé is one of the so-called ‘new’
or ‘post-Zionist’ school of historians and
sociologists who came to controversial
prominence in Israel in the 1980s and ‘90s.
It is journalism’s fondness for labels that
dubbed them collectively in the first place,
because, as with the Angry Young Men of
British theatre, they had little in common
individually, apart from shared methodology
and being the beneficiaries of recently
declassified governmental records. They soon
went their separate ways or – as the promise
of the Oslo Accords gave way to dashed hopes
and the shock of the Second Intafada – subsumed
under the "neo-Zionist" reaction. Pappé himself,
a scholar at Haifa University during those years,
received death threats and left Israel in 2007 for
his current post as Professor of History at the
University of Exeter.
His purpose in this book is to chart the
pendulum swings over the last 30 years between
‘classical’, ‘post-Zionist’ and ‘neo-Zionist’
versions of Israel’s history since 1948. He
acknowledges that however one chooses to
describe, analyse and present Israel, the result is
bound to be subjective and relativist; he makes
clear which side he is on: “…the idea of Israel
symbolises for an ever-growing number of people
oppression, dispossession, colonisation and
ethnic cleansing, while, on the other hand, an
ever-diminishing number of people string the
same ideas and events into a story of redemption,
heroism and historical justice.”
Pappé begins by casting a beady eye over
classical Zionism’s partiality for myth over fact
in a section titled “The Scholarly and Fictional
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‘This is an angry,
polemical,
eloquent,
and often
mordantly
witty book, an
ave atque vale
to a dwindling
band of
brothers’
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Idea of Israel.” He tells a story that he claims is
66.5% true—it is so delicious that one wishes it
were totally so. There has always been scholarly
dispute about how visible and uninterrupted
was a Jewish presence in what we like to call our
‘historic homeland’ between the destruction of
the Second Temple in 70 CE and the aliyah of
the first Zionist pioneers, in 1882. In 1937, two
weeks before the arrival of the Peel Commission
(tasked with finding a solution to the ArabJewish conflict in Palestine), David Ben-Gurion,
leader of the Yishuv, approached Ben-Zion
Dinur, the doyen of early Zionist historians,
and asked whether the respected scholar could
produce some research to prove Jews had lived
continuously in the region since the Roman
exile. (It was long before Joan Peters could gull
the credulous with her best-selling, plagiarised
farrago From Time Immemorial.) Dinur replied
that he probably could, but the task involved
many periods and different ranges of expertise,
and would take a decade or so to complete. “You
don’t understand,” said Ben-Gurion. “The Peel
Commission arrives in two weeks’ time. Reach
your conclusion by then and afterwards you can
take a whole decade to prove it!”
This is an angry, polemical, eloquent, and
often mordantly witty book, an ave atque vale
to a dwindling band of brothers, with perceived
forerunners, such as Israel Shahak, lauded perhaps
more than they deserved, old scores settled
with erstwhile comrades like Benny Morris, and
special disdain reserved for yorim u’vochim—
“shooting and crying” liberal Zionists like Ari
Shavit, who presented the forced dispossession
and continuing subjugation of the indigenous
Palestinian population as a tragic necessity
inflicted on Israel by existential Jewish insecurity
after the Holocaust, and the obdurate hatred of
neighbouring Arabs. As Golda Meir was quoted as
saying at a 1969 London press conference: “We
will never forgive the Arabs for what they forced us
to do to them.”
I can empathise with the author’s sense of
grievance about having been a prophet without
honour until belatedly vindicated. It can’t have
been pleasant for him to be dubbed a traitor by
Shabtai Teveth, Ben-Gurion’s biographer, or called
Israel’s Lord Haw-Haw in a newspaper article.
My far more modest comparable experience was
that in the 1980s I was regularly slated (always in
tandem with Gerald Kaufman MP, whom I had
never met) by one of the Jewish Chronicle’s more
rabid columnists—the Melanie Phillips of his day—
as a self-hating, Arab-loving Jew, for daring to be
critical of Israeli policy in the West Bank and Gaza.
Small beer against Pappé’s death threats, but many
in Anglo-Jewry shared the columnist’s opinion and
told me so.
After the Oslo Accords had been signed and
then-President Arafat paid an official visit to
London, I was one of the first British Jews invited
to meet him. Optimism was in the air, with excited
talk of joint ventures, business opportunities, and
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implementing the vision of Shimon Peres for a
Common Market of the Middle East. It caused
me wry amusement that many of the self-same
people who had previously joined in slanging
me—including one entrepreneur who had written
to me saying he wished he “had the power” to
stop me from publishing my views—now sidled
up to ask if I could put them in touch with the PLO
representative here. It took all of my well broughtup good manners not to tell them precisely where
they could shove their requests for an introduction.
So Pappé can be forgiven for enjoying his dish
eaten cold. His uncompromising rebuttal of the
foundation myths on which Israeli historiography
had been based earned him widespread
vilification and scant praise. He caustically quotes
the words of Netanel Lorch, a secular historian, in
The Edge of the Sword, for many years the standard
text in Israel for teaching about the birth of the
state in 1948: “Israel’s victory in the war was a
miracle performed by divine authority, by a God
who has not deserted his people in their hour of
need. In a generation that saw the destruction
of the magnificent civilisation in Europe, God
has comforted his people…. In front of our
eyes, the huge miracle of Israel’s redemption is
recurring. We are witnessing the huge victories
of Israel’s army…. The spirit of the Hasmoneans
is reawakening. We have occupied every piece of
the Holy Land.”
That was the official Zionist version. From
destruction to renaissance in one fell swoop,
thanks to the divine master plan—with between
500-750,000 Palestinians (the figure has always
varied according to Israeli, Arab, or UN sources)
unfortunately uprooted in the process—to
facilitate the redemption. As French philosopher
and Middle East scholar Ernest Renan pointed
out long ago, national memories are constituted
as much by forgetting as by remembering. But
lifting the embargo on previously secret official
records furnished the new historians with
ample ammunition to charge that there was no
evidence for the widely-peddled myth that the
Arab high command in the 1948 war had ordered
the Palestinians to vacate their homes, and in
fact their ‘voluntary’ flight had been actively
encouraged from on high (by the Israeli cabinet,
that is, not by God). Given the proper context,
Chaim Weizmann’s assertion at the time that
the vast refugee exodus had been a “miraculous
simplification” of the task of absorbing
Holocaust survivors and new immigrants
from Arab countries, comes over as a piece of
breathtaking cynicism.
The next myth to be debunked by the new
historians was that in 1948, a heavily outnumbered
Israel-David defeated the Arab-Goliath intent on
strangling the fledgling state at birth. The pioneer
for first unearthing the inconvenient reality was
Simha Flapan, co-founder with Martin Buber, of
the liberal New Outlook journal and a wonderful
man whom I was privileged to know. His book,
The Birth of Israel: Myths and Realities, published
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posthumously in 1987, makes clear that apart
from the first weeks of the war, Israeli forces were
always more numerous and better-armed than
their disorganised and squabbling adversaries.
Pappé writes of Flapan: “The work of those who
followed him was in many ways an attempt to
sustain his research through the use of newly
available material.”
Post-Zionism flourished not only in
the academic schools of history, but also
in newspapers, television, cinema, theatre
and literature, which were “able to convey
marginalisation (of Mizrachi Jews or Palestinian
Israelis) and exclusion in a far more powerful
way than is offered by the cool heads of
historiography.” But its heyday was short-lived
and always contentious, punctuated by fears
over implementing Oslo,
Prime Minister Rabin’s
assassination in 1995, a move
to the right by the Israeli
electorate and government,
and the strident militancy of
the settler movement. The
Second Intifada, in September
2000, wrote finis to a brief,
exhilarating interlude of open
debate, frank reappraisal
of Zionist shibboleths, and
readiness to hear the voice of
the ‘Other’.
Pappé sees himself as
providing what he calls “postZionism’s post-mortem.” But
he is still sufficiently energised
to summarise and scathingly
dismiss the reactionary neoZionism that has replaced
it. Its unifying premise is
that criticism of Israel is merely international
antisemitism under another name, with the goal
of de-legitimising the Jewish state. Pappé dubs
it “this new Elders of Anti-Zion conspiracy,” a
witticism to place alongside his earlier analysis
of classical Zionism’s response to the accusation
that it was a colonialist movement. Israeli
historiography preferred to characterise the
project in Palestine as colonisation without
colonialism, and even invented a Hebrew
neologism to rebut the charge: Colonisatoring.
Or, as Pappé sums up: “Think of it as decaf or
diet colonialism.”
His conclusion is bleak for a vision of the future
shared for better or for worse, he says, by post- and
neo-Zionists alike: “of life in a pariah state that
maintains an apartheid regime.”
One does not have to agree with all of Pappé’s
judgements to fear that such a scenario is already
unfolding before our eyes. — JQ

B O O KS

‘Pappé sees
himself as
providing
what he calls
“post-Zionism’s
post-mortem.”
But he is still
sufficiently
energised to
summarise
and scathingly
dismiss the
reactionary
neo-Zionism
that has
replaced it’

David J. Goldberg is Emeritus Rabbi of The Liberal
Jewish Synagogue, London. His most recent book is
The Story of the Jews (Andre Deutsch, 2014).
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‘One is
reminded
how rare it is
to find books
like Vintage
Glamour
anymore’

HOW
GREAT
GRANDMA
LOOKED
Vintage Glamour in
London’s East End:
Photos by Boris Bennett
Curated by Michael
Greisman
HOXTON MINI PRESS, 2014

V

Review by Michael Berkowitz

PHOTOGRAPHY

intage Glamour in London’s East
End is a lavishly illustrated,
exquisitely produced volume.
It centres on the work of Boris
Bennet (1900-85), “considered
the doyen of Jewish studio
portrait photographers, famed
for bringing Hollywood glamour
to an impoverished area of
east London. His studio on
the Whitechapel Road was the
fashionable location for wedding
couples and families in the 1930s and 40s.”
Its cover is spectacular, with a vintage print
reproduction superimposed on rich black cloth
with a gold-inlaid title and decoration. It has
a terrific feel. One is reminded how rare it is
to find books like Vintage Glamour anymore.
Clearly, the Hoxton Mini Press is ardently
committed to this diminishing art.
In contrast to the “vintage” look and
presumptions of the book, the press has only
recently been established. Founded in 2013 by
Martin Usborne and Ann Waldvogel, it is “an
independent publisher making collectable art
books about East London.” With unabashed
local pride, Usborne and Waldvogel proclaim,
“Hackney and its surroundings are the city’s
most exciting and vibrant areas.” (According
to their website, the book is sold out. Perhaps
this not surprising, as its pre-order cost was
£25.00, a great bargain.) With Hackney as
its centre of gravity, the press should be
encouraged to explore other Jewish subjects.
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The book mainly comprises high-quality
reproductions of wedding photographs and
portraits with short captions. On the grand
spectrum, it is much more a coffee-table
book than a scholarly offering. But it has the
potential to be used and valued by scholars
for its presentation of highly idealized and
stylized versions of how London Jews wished
themselves to be seen and remembered.
Michael Greisman is honest about the
detachment of the pictures from the actual
lives of its subjects: “The glamour seen in
these images is in stark contrast to the reality
of living conditions in London’s East End at
that time. A wedding photograph taken by
Boris was aspirational, suggesting hope for a
brighter future.”
Greisman, the curator, and actor Steven
Berkoff (Berkowitz, as he was known in the time
of Boris) each provide introductions of three
paragraphs. Rachel Kolsky's, “Blue Badge Tour
Guide and author of Jewish London (2012),”
vividly sketches the social context in a page and
a half, and Michael Bennett, Boris’s son, devotes
under two pages to Boris himself, a capsule of a
distinguished personality and career. Edwina
Ehrman, Curator of Textiles and Fashion at the
Victoria and Albert Museum, in a short essay
on “Cinema, Fashion and Hope in London’s
East End,” mainly seeks to contextualize the
clothing appearing in the photographs. In sum,
there is more to look at than to read, and most
of its audience, one would assume, is mainly
concerned with the pictures.
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There is no doubt this book will elicit the
greatest enthusiasm from descendants of the
couples and individuals selected for inclusion.
“Vintage” seems a vague conglomeration
of old and cherished. What exactly does
“glamour” mean? A crucial concept is
expressly avoided: all of the photographs are
expertly but nevertheless highly retouched.
A number of them are “coloured” or “tinted”.
A large share of the discourse in photography,
from the mid-19th century onwards, revolved
around the retouching of portraits and staging
to produce specific effects—often to smooth
over what might be seen as irregularities in
appearance. Manipulation of the picture,
especially of the negative, was especially
derided—despite the fact that this had been
practiced almost since the inception of
photography. In Britain, this criticism was
famously articulated by P. H. Emerson (18561936), but taken up most forcefully in Europe
and the United States by Alfred Stieglitz (18641946). A predecessor of Boris, H. W. Barnett
(1862-1934) railed against what he regarded as
the convention of heavy-handed retouching
in English photographic portraiture, which
especially made women seem more uniform.
But even if brides are, by their very nature,
beautiful and beaming, could all of them be
equally flawless? Although there is no reason
to suspect any of the girls and women in the
volume were in such a situation, the Boris
studio was known for having expertise in
having a ‘bump’ disappear. Leaving aside the
uncomfortable problem of a pregnant Jewish
bride: could everyone have been so free of
warts, scars, and pimples? One of the few
hints of imperfection allowed to remain, of a
wedding couple on page 16, reveals a slight gap
between the two front teeth of the bride. In my
mind, she’s the most beautiful of the bunch.
The book is gorgeous. It displays, however,
a single layer of perception, with only one
juxtaposition of a scene of “Crispin Street
near Commercial Street and Whitchapel
Road” recalling the gritty reality beyond the
studio. Interestingly, we are not informed
about the photographer. Similarly, there are
no attributions of the book’s photographs to
the individuals working for Boris. He could
not have taken all of them himself, and at
times he worked from multiple premises. We
learn, sadly, very little about the (evolving)
photography or the photographers.
There are a number of other important
historical considerations left unmentioned.
There were, in fact, large numbers of Jews
active as photographers before, during, and
after the reign of Boris. Boris, although he was
clearly the people’s choice among the East
End Jews. He certainly faced competition.
Most of his fellow Jewish photographers,
however, wished to appeal to Jews and
non-Jews. After all, Jews at their height only
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comprised a tiny sliver of London. It was
typical for the wedding pictures of even the
royals to be taken by Jews—at the Court of
St James, and all over Europe until the Nazi
takeover and World War Two. One of the
Duke of Edinburgh’s close friends was the
photographer known as “Baron”—Sterling
Henry Nahum, who was warmly welcomed in
the family circle.
There were other outstanding
photographers, including portraitists,
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among London’s Jews. A refugee from Nazi
Vienna, Wolf Suschitzy has been active for
decades even into the 21st century, and his
children have distinguished themselves in
cinematography. Wolf 's sister, Edith TudorHart (1908-1973), has been examined as an
important photographer dedicated to social
realism and political activism (most recently
in the exhibition “Im Schatten der Diktaur”, at
the Wien Museum). Yet she too made a living,
in no small part, from a portrait studio.
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‘A wedding
photograph
taken by
Boris was
aspirational,
suggesting hope
for a brighter
future.’

‘the task of
Vintage
Glamour is
to remember
and enjoy: to
ooh and ahh
and kvell over
how fabulous
great-greatgrandmother
looked, the stuff
of dreams’
Perhaps even more important than these
Jews who shot photographs and established
studios, however, were those who moved
photography in new directions, such as
Nahum Luboshez (1869-1925), a pioneer of
radiography, Stefan Lorant (1901-1997), who
revolutionized Britain’s pictorial press, and
especially Helmut Gernsheim (1913-1995), the
country’s foundational collector and historian
of photography, who himself was a pathbreaking architectural photographer.
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But the task of Vintage Glamour is to remember
and enjoy: to ooh and ahh and kvell over how
fabulous great-great-grandmother looked, the
stuff of dreams. — JQ
Michael Berkowitz is Professor of modern Jewish
history at University College London; his most
recent book is Jews and Photography in Britain
(University of Texas Press, forthcoming).
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978608 © Michael Berkowitx 2014
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‘Passow ...asked
the question:
“Can you belong
without
surrendering
part of your
identity?”
According to
Passow, the
answer was an
emphatic ‘yes’.’

YES, JEWS
BELONG IN
SCOTLAND
(FOR THE
TIME BEING)
Scots Jews: Identity,
Belonging and the Future
by Judah Passow
BLOOMSBURY, 2014

F

Review by J. David Simons
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ollowing on from his well-received
portrait of Anglo-Jewry in No Place
Like Home (Bloomsbury 2011),
acclaimed photo-journalist Judah
Passow has now pointed his camera
lens northwards toward the Jewish
communities of Scotland. The
resultant photographic narrative in
Passow’s trademark black-and-white
style is celebrated in both a touring
exhibition as well as in this published
collection of around 90 photographs.
Speaking recently at an exhibition of print
versions of his photographs at Ayrshire’s
Maclaurin Gallery in the heart of Robert Burns’
country, Passow told the audience how he had
set out to explore the way people expressed
both their Scottish identity and Jewish culture.
He had asked the question: “Can you belong
without surrendering part of your identity?”
According to Passow, the answer was an
emphatic ‘yes’.
Passow spent two years travelling around
Scotland in order to arrive at the answer to his
question. In many instances, he stayed with
the person he was photographing. As someone
who was born in Israel, grew up in America,
and now lives in London, Passow no doubt has
his own take on the concept of identity—an
emotional and cultural experience he could
share with his subjects, building up their trust,
until they were ready to be photographed. The
result is that nothing seems staged; everything
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about his work appears natural and authentic.
The photographs are also allowed to speak for
themselves throughout the book, the images
telling their own stories without any added text,
save some very short descriptions that come at
the very end.
As far as I am aware, there is not one
‘indigenous’ person highlighted in any of the
photographs in this book. It is only Jews with
other Jews, never with non-Jews. Curiously,
there is very little sense of place either. While
Passow’s travels took him beyond the larger
Jewish communities of Glasgow and Edinburgh,
to St. Andrews, Aberdeen, Lochgilphead and
even as far as the Shetlands, only with very
few exceptions does the landscape figure in
any of his photographs. As a result, many of
these images could have been taken in any one
of Scotland’s towns and cities. It is therefore
through the host country’s cultural symbols,
rather than its geographical presence, that
Scotland makes herself felt.
Passow certainly captures the great sense of
joy, vibrancy, humour and comfort with which
the Jews have embraced these symbols. There
is the Jewish wedding guest with his kippa and
his kilt, the piping in of the kosher haggis on
Burns’ night, the Jewish golfer out on the green,
a father and his two sons watching the football
at Celtic Park.
The images are perhaps at their most
poignant when Jewish identity impinges on a
Scottish background, such as the distiller with
his kippa against a backdrop of whisky barrels,
or the Orthodox rabbi visiting the dairy to
check that the milk process is properly kosher.
I was particularly moved by the Highland
woman leading her flock of sheep back into the
farmyard for the evening, the light fading in
the gloaming, a Star of David glinting from a
chain against her dark sweater. Or the menorah,
standing alone in the window of a Highland
home. These photographs reminded me that
even for some secular Jews living in isolated
rural communities, total assimilation is still
resisted, the desire to cling on to the old Jewish
symbols still retained.
In his portrayal of the traditional
ceremonies—the wedding, the bar mitzvah,
the funeral, the celebration of festivals such
as Passover and Purim—Passow shows Jewish
communities comfortable in their own skin, at
ease with their rituals and their surroundings.
The image of the local rabbi stepping out of
his car, which bears the sign on its roof “Eat
Kosher Always,” describes a people not afraid to
express its views and identity in public.
Since Passow always shoots in black and
white, his photographs consistently provide
shades of contrast that work well when the
intention is to portray two different cultures.
These tones also evoke a Hassidic element
in his work, echoes of the dark medieval garb
of the Orthodox, the black and white of the
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tallithim, the charcoal blocks of the tephillim.
However, when I think of Scotland in terms of
colour, I see the various patterns of the tartans,
the blue and white of the Saltire, the yellow and
red of the lion rampant. With the absence of
these and other colours, Passow’s photographs
appear to be very much about Jews imposing
themselves on Scotland, rather than the other
way around.
Also present in this
collection is a sense of
humour. There is the
chassan being tossed
in the air, having to
push down the front
of his kilt in case the
truth of what a Scottish
bridegroom wears
under his costume is
discovered. There is
the photograph of a
woman, still wearing
her Purim costume of a
horse’s head, stopping
off on her way home to
buy ice cream. Or the
contrasting expressions
on the faces of the
harassed assistant at
the Jewish deli, and her unhurried customer
five minutes before closing time on a Friday
afternoon.
But don’t be deluded into a false sense of
superficiality by Passow’s photographs. As
evidenced by his highly acclaimed coverage
of 25 years of the Israel-Palestinian conflict in
his photographic collection, Shattered Dreams,
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Passow doesn’t simply capture a scene; there
is much metaphor contained therein as well.
However, what the meaning of that metaphor
might be is very much subjective, each viewer
bringing his or her own interpretation to what
might be hidden behind his images.
As denoted in the title of the book, Passow’s
photographs are also meant to represent a sense
of what the future holds for Scotland’s Jews. The
timing of his project
was perfect, in that
the whole question of
not just Jewish identity
but also Scottish
identity has been up
for grabs in the build
up to, and aftermath,
of Scotland’s
independence
referendum.
Michael Mail, in
his introduction to the
book, writes that at a
time when the Jewish
community’s future is
being much debated, it
is clear what side of the
debate Passow is on. I
am not sure I can guess
that outcome myself from these photographs. Yes,
I see a record of a joyous and vibrant community
in his work, but does that mean Passow favours
the status quo, or does he see a vitality and
confidence that would have developed even
further in an independent Scotland?
Before his post-referendum resignation
Alex Salmond certainly tried to position the

‘Passow’s
photographs
appear to be
very much
about Jews
imposing
themselves
on Scotland,
rather than
the other
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125

B O O KS

Scottish National Party as a civic national
party embracing all of the people of Scotland
regardless of origin. This is a move away
from the party’s roots in more ethnic-based
nationalism embedded in Scottish history and
heritage. While this shift might sit slightly
more comfortably with the Jewish community,
most Jews (given their history) have generally
been suspicious of any kind of nationalism,
especially when expressed in blue face paint,

PHOTOGRAPHY

‘I came across
very few
Jews were are
prepared to
vote ‘Yes’ in the
Referendum,
preferring to
stick with the
status
quo, and
perhaps the
security in
numbers of
belonging
to a wider
UK Jewish
community.’
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anti-English rhetoric, and swirling banners.
As a consequence, I came across very few
Jews were are prepared to vote ‘Yes’ in the
Referendum, preferring to stick with the status
quo, and perhaps the security in numbers of
belonging to a wider UK Jewish community.
After all, Jews in Scotland only represent
around 0.11% of the population, while in
England that figure is almost five times higher.
Passow appears to reflect this reluctance to
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embrace the independence agenda in one of
his photographs taken in a Glasgow synagogue,
where a young girl from the local Brownies
troop is seen holding a Scottish flag—albeit
exhibiting it shyly, and without any degree of
nationalistic fervour.
The Scottish Jewish community’s sense of
security has also been threatened of late with
some of Scotland’s responses to the crisis in
Gaza. One such action was the flying of the
Palestinian flag from Glasgow’s city chambers
as well as from other municipal buildings
throughout Scotland. That move has turned
out to be a divisive one. While the flag-flying
was meant to be a symbol of solidarity with
the people of Gaza, which has garnered much
support, it has also served to create a lot of
divisions among Scotland’s general public.
I have come across many angry comments in
the Scottish press that are not only pro- or antiIsrael, but also anti-Muslim and against what
is perceived by some as the Islamification of
Glasgow city council.
Another cause for concern arose during
August’s famous Fringe Festival in Edinburgh,
when the Israeli Incubator theatre company
was unable to stage performances of its hiphop opera because the authorities were
unable to guarantee public safety in the
wake of anti-Israel demonstrations. The
protestors claimed that Incubator was acting
as an ambassador for Israel and its military
operations in Gaza because it had received
funding from Israel’s Ministry of Culture.
As a result of the demonstrations, the theatre
company had to abandon its Edinburgh run
at a huge financial loss.
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Glasgow’s Jewish community decided to take
matters into its own hands, inviting Incubator
to stage two performances during one evening
at its Maccabi community centre. Both the
Community Security Trust and the local police
were in attendance, although no incident or
protests occurred. At very short notice, around
three hundred people came to see the two
performances. Although Incubator put on a
great show, the audience was in no mood for
the exuberance and vitality displayed in many
of Passow’s photographs. This was not only an
act of solidarity with Israel, but it was also an act
of defiance against certain elements of Scottish
society that I had never witnessed before. After the
performance, I spoke to one of the actors who said
he was shocked by his Edinburgh experience and
he was “just glad he had an Israel to go back to.”
I suspect the impact of recent national and
international events may have caused a slight
(and hopefully temporary) wobble in confidence
for Scotland’s Jews, but I doubt whether it has
reached the stage when they feel they are glad to
have an Israel to go back to. One has only to revisit
Passow’s wonderful images to be reminded of how
comfortable Jews feel with their Jewish identity
within their Scottish homeland, a relationship that
I believe is strong and robust enough to endure.
Perhaps that is the future Passow is referring to in
the title for this collection. — JQ

‘I suspect the
impact of
recent national
and
international
events may
have caused a
slight (and
hopefully
temporary)
wobble in
confidence for
Scotland’s Jews,
but I doubt
whether it has
reached the
stage when
they feel
they are glad to
have an Israel
to go back to.’

J. David Simons is the author of four novels, two of
which are based in the Jewish community in Glasgow.
His latest book, The Land Agent, is set in Palestine in
the 1920s and is due to be published by Saraband in
October 2014.
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978605 © J. David Simons 2014
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BRIEF NEWS
Jewish Museum
The Exhibition: “Designing the 20th Century:
Life and Work of Abram Games” curated by
Elizabeth Selby, runs until the beginning of
January 2015 to celebrate the centenary of
the birth of Abram Games (1914-1996)
Details of events from the Museum: Jewish
Museum, Raymond Burton House, Albert
Street, London NW1 7NB; for booking
on-line: admin@jewishmuseum.org.uk;
Tel: 0207-284 7384

CURRENT CONTENTS:
RECENT ARTICLES OF
JEWISH INTEREST AND
SIGNIFICANCE

Gwent local history No. 115, 2014
Harold Pollins, Newbridge and District
Jewish Community
Jewish journal of sociolog y, 56,
Nos. 1-2, 2014
Ilan Zvi Baron, The Jewish Question
in the 21st Century: An Unanswered
Question? Exploring the Jewish
Question in Literature and Politics
Robert D. Fine, Two faces of
universalism: Jewish emancipation
and the Jewish question
Fiona Wright, The Question of Others:
Reflections on Anthropology and the
‘Jewish Question’
Roni Berger, Leaving an Insular
Community: The Case of Ultra
Orthodox Jews
Mark Tolts, For Him London was a
Fruitful Transitory Stop: The Migrant’s
Destiny of Miron Kantorowicz
Obituary: Professor Sigbert Prais
1928-2014
London review of books, August 21, 2014
Nathan Thrall, Hamas’s Chances
London review of books, September 25, 2014
Frances Stonor Saunders, The Writer
and the Valet [: on the ‘Zhivago’ story]
London review of books, October 9, 2014
Nathan Thrall, Liberal Zionism:
Feeling good about feeling bad [:
Review: Shavit: My promised land]
New York review of books, August 14, 2014
Jonathan Freedland, The Liberal Zionists
New York review of books, September 25, 2014

128

Assaf Sharon, Failure in Gaza
New York review of books, October 9, 2014
Nathan Thrall, Israel & the US: the
delusions of our diplomacy
Shemot, 22, No. 3 August, 2014
Harold Pollins, Jewish Soldiers in
World War I
Transactions of the T.E. Lawrence Society,
XXIII (2013/14) No. 2, March 1914
Cecil Bloom, “The enigma of S.A.”
[=Sara Aaronsohn]
Bibliography
The newsletter aims to record new books
and publications that appear to be of
substantial interest, and which have been
brought to our attention. The listings are
neither an endorsement nor a review. The
majority of books should be available at
Jewish and general bookshops. The prices
are retail and do not include postage or
handling charges, and are as accurate as
possible at the time of going to press. Items
are described where possible from copy or,
more usually, from entries derived from
national bibliographic and other listings.
Where the editors have reason to believe
that an item may be considered antagonistic
to Jewry and to Israel, the entry is marked by
an *. Items marked + are paperback reprints
of items previously published in hard-back.

BIOGRAPHY AND
AUTOBIOGRAPHY

Confessions of a Serial Biographer.
New and expanded edition
Michael Freedland
London: Vllentine Mitchell, 2014.
ISBN £ 352pp
The house of twenty thousand books
Sasha Abramsky
London: Halban Publishers, 2014
ISBN 9781905559640
£15 336pp
The impossible exile: Stefan Zweig at
the end of the world
George Prochnik
London: Other Press, 2014.
ISBN 9781590516126
£13.50 368pp
Israel Isidor Mattuck, architect of
Liberal Judaism
Pam Fox
London: Vallentine Mitchell, 2014.
ISBN 9780853038788
£45.90 350pp
Service and scandal: the life and times
of an immigrant Jewish clergyman
Daniel Appleby
London: Old Montague Press, 2014.
ISBN 9780992796709
£14.95 210pp)
My life in travel: letters to my three
grandsons
Anthony S. Travis

XLibris Corporation, 2013.
ISBN 9781483627229
220pp
A Semite: a memoir of Algeria
Denis Giénoun; translated from the French by
Ann and William Smock. With a foreword by
Judith Butler
New York: Columbia University Press, 2014
ISBN 9780231164023
£24 176pp)
Walter Benjamin: a critical life
Howard Eiland
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 2014
ISBN 9780674051867
£21 704pp

CURRENT AFFAIRS
AND SOCIOLOGICAL

How I stopped being a Jew
Shlomo Shand
London: Verso, 2014
ISBN 9781781686140
£9.99 112pp
(Translated from the Hebrew, published:
Kinneret Zamora Pavilion, 2013)
Scots Jews: identity, belonging and
the future
Judah Passow
London: Bloomsbury Continuum, 2014
ISBN 9781472906175
£17 192pp
Uncivil war : the Israel conflict in the
Jewish community
Keith Kahn-Harris
London: David Paul, 2014
ISBN 9780992667306
£24.85 220pp; £10 (pbk)
Unlearning with Hannah Arend
Marie Luise Knott
Translated by David Dollenmayer
London: Granta Books, 2014
ISBN 9781783781119
£16.99 192pp

GENERAL ARTS:
BIBLIOGRAPHY AND
REFERENCE, MUSIC

Abram Games: design
Naomi Games and Brian Webb
Antique Collectors Club, 2013
ISBN 9781851496778
£8.75 96pp

Pevsner: The complete broadcast
talks: architecture and art on radio and
television, 1945-1977
edited by Stephen Games
Ashgate, 2014
ISBN 9781409461975
£90 598pp

Jewish Quarterly — Autumn / Winter 2014

My grandfather’s gallery
Anne Sinclair
London: Profile Books, 2014
ISBN 9781781251010
£15.99 288pp

Simon Schama
London: Ecco Press, 2014
ISBN 9780062339577
£30 512pp

The Talmud : a biography
Harry Freedman
London: Bloomsbury Continuum, 2014
ISBN 9781472905949
£17 256pp

The Archaeology of Anglo-Jewry in
England and Wales 1656–c.1880
Kenneth Marks
ArchaeoPress, 2014
ISBN 9781905739769
£35 453pp

Eichmann before Jerusalem: the
unexamined life of a mass murderer
Bettina Stangneth. Translated by Ruth Martin
New York: Knopf, 2014
ISBN 9780307959676
£25 608 pp

HOLOCAUST STUDIES

Will, freedom, and destiny
Akiva Tatz
New York: Menucha Publishers, 2014
ISBN 9781614651994
£25 206pp

The business of identity : Jews, Muslims,
and economic life in medieval Egypt
Phillip I. Ackerman-Lieberman
Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2013
ISBN 9780804785471
£39.50 464pp (Stanford Studies in Jewish
History and Culture)

Four thousand lives: the rescue of
German Jewish men to Britain in 1939
Clare Ungerson
London: The History Press, 2014
ISBN 9780752497938
£15 208pp

Enchantress: a novel of Rav Hisda’s
daughter
Maggie Anton
London: Plume Books, 2014
ISBN 9780452298224
£11.99 (pbk) 376pp

The greatest escape: how one French
community saved thousands of lives
from the Nazis : a good place to hide
Peter Grose
London: Nicholas Brearley, 2014
ISBN 9781857886269
£13.99 352pp

Gwendolen: a novel
Diana Souhami
London: Quercus, 2014
ISBN 9781782063520
£16.99 304pp

HISTORY

A child of Christian blood: murder and
conspiracy in Tsarist Russia : the Beilis
blood libel
Edmund Levin
New York: Schocken Books, 2014
ISBN 9780805242997
£18 400pp
The golden age shtetl: a new history of
Jewish life in East Europe
Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014
ISBN 9780691160740
£13.50 448pp
The Jews of Cornwall
Keith Pearce
Wellington: Halsgrove, 2014
ISBN 9780857042224
£27 688pp
A lesson in tolerance: Hillel House at the
Perse School, Cambridge, 1904-1948
Derek Taylor
Cambridge: The Perse School, 2014
ISBN £ pp
Loyal sons: Jewish soldiers in the
German Army in the Great War
Peter C. Appelbaum
London: Vallentine Mitchell, 2014
ISBN 9780853039488
£45 390pp
Medieval Jews and the Christian past:
Jewish historical consciousness in
Spain and Southern France
Ram Ben-Shalom. Translated from Hebrew
by Chaya Naor
Oxford: Littman Library, 2014
ISBN 9781904113904
£39.50 432pp
The story of the Jews
David Goldberg
London: André Deutsch, 2014
ISBN 9780233003948
£33.50
The story of the Jews. Volume 2:
When words fail: 1492-present

JUDAISM

LITERATURE

In the courtyard of the kabbalist
Ruchama King Feuerman
New York: NYRB Classics, 2014
ISBN 9781590178140
£8.99 (pbk) 208pp

Assisted dying - rabbinic responses
edited by Jonathan Romain
London: Movement for Reform Judaism,
2014 £9.99 pp

J: a novel
Howard Jacobson
London: Jonathan Cape, 2014
ISBN 978-0224101974
£11 336pp

Changing the immutable: how
Orthodox Judaism rewrites its history
Marc B. Shapiro
Oxford: Littman Library, 2014
ISBN 9781904113607
£35 256pp

A replacement life
Boris Fishman
London: HarperCollins, 2014
ISBN 9780062287878
£12.99 336pp

Collected essays, Volume 2
Haym Soloveitchik
Oxford: Littman Library, 2014
ISBN 9781904113980
£35 368pp

The zone of interest: a novel
Martin Amis
London: Jonathan Cape, 2014
ISBN 9780224099745
£12 320ppp

Death in Jewish life: burial and
mourning customs among Jews of
Europe and nearby communities
edited by Stefan C. Reif, Andreas Lehnardt,
Avriel Bar-Levav, Berlin, De Gruyter
Studia Judaica, 78 , 2014
ISBN 9783110338614
£119.95 400pp
Morasha Kehillat Yaakov: essays in honour
of Chief Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks
Edited by Michael Pollak and Shmuel Simons
Jerusalem: Koren Publishers, 2014
ISBN 9781592643905
£25 388pp [Editions in Hebrew and English]
Reading Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah
David Gillis
Oxford: Littman Library, 2014
ISBN 9781906764067
£35 448pp

MIDDLE EAST STUDIES

The search for détente: Israel and
Palestine 2012-2014
Neville Teller
London: Matador, 2014
ISBN 9781783065929
£11.50 (pbk) 320pp
This is a selection of recent releases.
All listings and information for Jewish Book
News & Reviews should be sent to:
info@jewishquarterly.org
JQ Readers can obtain all books reviewed,
or listed in Jewish Book News & Reviews from
Joseph’s Bookstore.
email: info@josephsbookstore.com
tel: +44 (0)20 8731 7575 | fax: +44 (0)20 8731 6699
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978613 © Stephen Massil 2014

Jewish Quarterly — Autumn / Winter 2014

129

Poem by Sue Rose

Yahrzeit
The candles on her cake diminish her age
exchanging six for sixty, a lit frame
to form a star of David, linking the pulses
of light. She presides over these radiances
—the way her own mother used to stand
at dinner, a welcome in her weaving hands,
greeting the dusk with joyful cadences—
then blows out the little sticks of flame.
Still bright, on the side, like a glass half full
of milk, stands the candle she has lit to mark
her mother's death. It's been another year.
This flame, pushing shadows up the wall,
will last the night, burn until the new dark,
keeping some light alive, despite our fear.

SUE ROSE

Sue Rose is a literary translator living
in Kent. She is the author of three
poetry collections: From the Dark Room
(Cinnamon Press, 2011), Heart Archives
(in which “Yahrzeit” first appeared,
published by Hercules Editions, Feb,
2014) and The Cost of Keys (forthcoming,
Cinnamon Press, Nov, 2014).
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978589 © Sue Rose 2014
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LEO BAECK COLLEGE
Leo Baeck College is a leading institution of Jewish progressive
scholarship and learning that is open to all. It offers challenging
academic and vocational studies in an individual, friendly and
supportive environment. Its mission includes the training of rabbis
and educators for the 21st century, enabling interfaith dialogue and
nurturing adult Jewish learning.
For over five decades, the College community has been a beacon of
hope and renewal for Progressive Judaism.

Rabbinic training
Academic degrees and awards
The College is unique in offering degrees
which combine Hebrew and Jewish Studies
from graduate to postgraduate level. It also
offers a postgraduate degree in Jewish
Education. Future plans include the
development of an MA in Sacred Music.

Outstanding library collection
One of the gems of the College is its
outstanding Judaica collection housed in its
Library. With over 60,000 volumes, it is an
important resource for those studying in this
field in Europe.

Students spend five years at the College
training for the rabbinate. The depth,
breadth and intensity of the programme
reflect the need for rabbis to be able to
respond to today’s many challenges.

Lehrhaus – the home of
Jewish adult learning
The College’s faculty share their passion for
their subjects with adult learners at the
College’s newly launched Lehrhaus.

We hope that you too can find a course that motivates
you to join us and become a part of our ever-growing
family. Get in touch to find out more!

Leo Baeck College, The Sternberg Centre, 80 East End Road, London N3 2SY
Tel: 020 8349 5620 | www.lbc.ac.uk | info@lbc.ac.uk

Poem by Sharon H. Nelson
Midrash For Irving Layton’s 85th Birthday
Celebration, Centaur Theatre, March 1997
in this unroyal kingdom a child knows
all poets are dead or they're Englishmen
Irving Layton, "Poetic Fame"
And who cares anyway
whether or not the Messiah is a Galitzianer?

Ahoy, or Oi, Layton, you Old Hebrew,
you who as a younger man addressed himself, repeatedly, to Death,
that fine fellow to whom we think of less and less to say, as we age,
who cannot separate the spirit from the flesh.
The rabbis promise in their arcane books
that when the Messiah comes,
the dead will rise to dance with us;
so the Jews insist on burial
with all parts present and accounted for:
if we do not have all our bits and pieces,
how will we stand up to dance
when the Messiah will have come?
The Messiah? The Messiah? Layton roars:
You won't allow immortality of the soul
but you're invoking the Messiah? That's illogical!

The Messiah hungers to come into this world, into the flesh,
to be greeted, not by priests and theologians,
but just like you, Israel Lazarovitch,
by a plate of good soup and a nicely roasted chicken.
And then, what does the Messiah want? Layton asks, humouring me.
Why, just like you, Irving Layton,
the Messiah hungers for life's celebration,
to dance a freilach to the music of klezmorim.
If there *is* Eternal Life,
it is in the hearts of those by whom we're loved,
a savour on the tongue when they speak of us,
a scent in the imagination's nose,
like the smell of your lover's hair or your grandmother's clothes,
or the taste of a wonderful poem in our mouths.
And when the Messiah will have come, and all will dance,
you, whose voice has been, by turns,
fierce, and argumentative, and lyrical, will sing,
untrammelled by the need for argument,
a celebration of the flesh
that breathes and dances in your texts,
for which there never will be silencing.
Notes:

As the rabbis say and you and I repeat:
the Messiah will come only after he is no longer necessary.
In the meantime, priests and theologians tell us
we should aim for spiritual perfection, to get to Heaven.

Originally titled “A Theolog y of Matter; On Last Looking Into Layton’s
Carpet”, the poem responds to Layton’s oeuvre, in particular the poems
collected in A Red Carpet for the Sun, as well as to works for or about
Layton, and recalls some lively conversations.

But we do not yearn for Eternity
any more than the Messiah yearns for Eternity;
like an anxious actor waiting in the wings,
the Messiah has already had a bellyful of Eternity.

The second epigraph, “And who cares anyway whether or not the
Messiah is a Galitzianer?” is a playful misquotation of two lines from
Leonard Cohen’s wonderful homage to Layton, “Last Dance At The
Four Penny”.

SHARON H. NELSON

Sharon H. Nelson is a Montreal poet and
essayist who has never been a student,
a protégé, or a paramour of Irving Layton.
Her 10 books include Sayings of My Fathers
(Menard, 1972), The Work of Our Hands
(Muses, 1992), and This Flesh, These Words
(Ekstasis 2002).
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978592 © Sharon H. Nelson 2014
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Moise Safra (right) with his
brother Joseph

Moise Safra
Banker, businessman and
philanthopist
5 April 1934 -15 June, 2014
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A Mizrachi banking dynast and a
generous philanthropist, Moise
Yacoub Safra, who has died in São
Paulo aged 79, was still making
mega-deals as recently as 2013. In
2012, he paid almost £500m for the
giant Plantation Place office block in
London’s Fenchurch Street; in 2013,
he bought a 40% stake in Manhattan’s
50-storey General Motors Building.
Safra was the third of four sons born
to Jacob Safra. The family began its
path to riches in the 19th century by
trading in silver and gold, exchanging
currency, and financing camel
caravans and sea voyages throughout
the Ottoman Empire.
Jacob opened a Beirut bank in the
early 1900s, and Moise was born in
Aleppo, Syria, in 1935. Following antiJewish riots in Lebanon, the family
left for Brazil in 1952, where they set
up the Safra Group. Eldest brother
Edmond headed the latter until he
died from arson at his Monte Carlo
flat in 1999. Moise ran industrial
businesses in the Cayman Islands,
France, the Bahamas, and Uruguay,
while the Group expanded into cattle
ranching, cellulose pulp, mobile
phones, and wealth management.
Israeli purchases include First
International Bank in 1990, and
Cellcom Israel in 1994. The brothers
became Brazil’s second wealthiest
family, and were obliged to travel
by helicopter to avoid kidnappers.
In 2006, Moise sold his halfownership of Safra Group to his
younger brother Joseph, while he
pursued private financial interests.
Discreet and religiously observant,
Moise advocated better relations
between Sephardim and Ashkenazim,
funded healthcare and education for

the needy, and sponsored a Harvard
University economics professorship.
His community centre for New York’s
Sephardi community will open
this year in the Upper East Side. Safra
is survived by his wife, the former
Chella Cohen, three sons
and two daughters.

Rachel Pinter
Educator

23 January 1947 - 13 March 2014
Rachel Pinter, who has died aged
67, hardly looked like a typical
revolutionary. Yet, as the moving
force behind Yesodey Hatorah,
she transformed a small and insular
Stamford Hill girls’ school into one
of the most successful educational
institutions in Britain.
Rachel, born in Paris in 1947
to Rabbi Moishe Yakov and Miriam
Beck, was the oldest of seven children,
and the only girl. Both her parents
had lost their previous spouses in
the Holocaust. The family moved to
Brooklyn in 1949, and Rachel grew up
in a financially modest yet spiritually
vibrant Hassidic milieu in Brooklyn.
While teaching at modern orthodox
schools, she developed a passion
for giving girls the best possible
secular education. In 1971, Rachel
married Rabbi Avraham Pinter of
Stamford Hill. The couple soon moved
to Israel, where she taught both poor
immigrant children and wealthier
students at a seminary.
After moving to London in 1975,
Rachel took a post at Yesodey Hatorah,
and made academic achievement as
much a priority for girls as religious
knowledge and ethics. Rachel became
head of the senior girls’ school in 1986,
when it had 200 students. Today,
Yesodey is Europe’s largest strictly
orthodox school. Ofsted praised her
for insisting that even non-academic
pupils take as many GCSEs as possible
so as to reach their full potential.
Pinter was much loved by
colleagues and former pupils,
and saw teaching as a sacred mission
rather than a career. She was proud to
join Tony Blair in opening Yesodey’s
new £13 million state-funded building
in 2006. One year later, the school
was rated “outstanding in all areas”,
and she received an OBE in 2008.
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Rachel Pinter, who died of cancer, is
survived by Avraham and their seven
married children, four of whom are
also teachers.

Dan Jacobson
Writer

FAREWELL

7 March 1929 - 12 June 2014
A master of fiction and reportage,
Dan Jacobson, who has died aged
85, was also a much-loved tutor who
combined generosity of spirit with
dedication to the highest literary
standards. Throughout his life, he
wrestled with the three poles of his
identity: his native South Africa, a
cauldron of racial complexities; his
conflicted yet ultimately comforting
Jewish identity; and his adopted land
of Britain, the “mother country”
seeking its own identity in a postcolonial world.
Jacobson was born to Lithuanian
and Latvian parents in 1920 in
Kimberley, South Africa’s alreadydeclining diamond capital. His 1998
memoir Heshel’s Kingdom described
how his mother, Liebe Melamed, fled
Lithuania and married the owner of
Kimberley’s butter factory, leaving
behind a family that perished in the
Holocaust. Dan matriculated from
a faux-English grammar school,
and won a top degree in English at
the University of Witwatersrand in
1949. He spent a year in London,
only to be fired from a Jewish school
for teaching that the universe was
billions of years old—experiences
captured in his novel, The Wonder
Worker (1973).
Back in South Africa, he
contributed short fiction for
American magazines, and in 1954
he returned, newly-married, to
London with his wife, Margaret
Pye. More than a decade later,
after a year’s residence in Stanford,
USA, his prolific fiction writing
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culminated in the gargantuan The
Beginners (1966). In one classic short
story, “The Zeide and the Zulu”, he
teased out the injustices of apartheid
through the bond formed by two
‘outsiders’, an old Litvak and an
African servant. He later broached
religious topics, such as “The Rape
of Tamar” (1970) and experimental
Kafkaesque works, like “The
Confessions of Josef Baisz” (1977).
Weary of surviving on bursaries
and journalism, in the mid-1970s,
he gratefully took up a post at
University College London under
the late Karl Miller. While a
demanding teacher, he also
championed outstanding students,
such as Anthony Julius, whose tome
on TS Eliot and anti-Semitism was
published in 1995, thanks in large
part to Jacobson’s efforts.
In 1982, Jacobson, a disciple of
Leavis and friend of AS Byatt, wrote
a peon to that ‘greatest of novels’, the
Bible, The Story of Stories: The Chosen
People and Its God (1982).
He became a UCL professor in
1986, retiring in 1994, yet continued
writing challenging books with
humour and imagination. Examples
include “The Electronic Elephant”,
a travelogue of South Africa past
and present, and a novella that
imagined a Europe where Jews
were the majority and Christians
the minority. Notwithstanding his
melancholic evocation of the dark
“pit of the future”, Dan Jacobson,
who is survived by Margaret, three
children and five grandchildren, was
loved as the finest joke-spinner in
the UCL literature department—and
revered as an inspiration to many.

Sheila Shulman
Rabbi, educator
18 October 1936 – 25 October 2014
With the death of Rabbi Sheila
Shulman, British Jewry has lost a
remarkable pioneering rabbi and
educator. Born in New York, her
early academic studies were in the
field of English and Comparative
literature. Moving to the UK, she
became engaged with radical
feminist circles, worked part-time
as a teacher and editor, and helped
establish the Onlywomen Press.

In 1984, moved by what she
described as a ‘metaphysical
itch’, she approached Leo Baeck
College to undertake rabbinic
studies, challenging the College
to accept her as a ‘lesbian radical
feminist’. After much internal
debate, the College agreed and
helped support her integration
into progressive Jewish society.
An outstanding student, she was
ordained in 1989. Though she
found part-time work at Finchley
Reform Synagogue, encouraged
by Rabbi Lionel Blue and with the
help of friends drawn largely from
the women’s movement, she also
established the new synagogue Beit
Klal Yisrael (BKY), the name chosen
for its inclusivity as an independent
congregation for people who did not
fit comfortably into the organised
Jewish community. Part of her
success can be measured in the six
members of BKY who went on to
become rabbis.
From 1990, she taught a variety
of courses at Leo Baeck College
in the area of modern Jewish
thought, gaining the reputation
as a challenging, supportive and
much loved teacher. Her writings
appeared regularly in Manna and
European Judaism, and a collection
of her sermons was published as
Watching for the Morning: Selected
Sermons, 2007.
As a teacher, she brought an acute
intellectual curiosity and a broadbased experience to her studies
of contemporary Jewish thinkers
whose work, she pointed out, has an
implicit or explicit ‘existential’, and/
or God-haunted charge. "Theirs are
our texts, and they are our teachers,
not, ever, instead of Biblical and
Rabbinic literature, but alongside
of, in loving struggle with, and with
eternal gratitude to, the texts of our
(historical) past. We badly need a
fierce and intimate engagement with
these, our texts and our teachers,
now and into the future". i
During her final illness, she was
surrounded by friends and students,
a tribute to the love she gave and
received as a unique ‘rav umora’,
rabbi and teacher in Israel.
Compiled by Jonathan Magonet
i

‘Reading Whole’, European Judaism, Volume 45
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Yitzhak Hofi
Soldier, spy
25 January 1927 - 15 September 2014
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Nadine Gordimer
Novelist
20 November 1923 - 13 July 2014
Few writers anatomised the blight
that apartheid wrought on everyday
lives as unsparingly as Nadine
Gordimer, was has died aged 90.
Lauded both for her short stories
and novels, she became the first
South African to win the Nobel
Prize for Literature in 1991. “Her
magnificent epic writing,” ran the
citation, “captures the heaven

and hell of individuals through
[whom] the whole historical process
is crystallised.”
Gordimer was born to secular
Jewish parents in Springs, Transvaal
(now Gauteng) in 1923. Her mother
hailed from London; her father,
a jeweller, from Latvia. At 15, she
published her first children’s short
story. Her collection, Face to Face,
came out in 1948. Three years later,
the New Yorker ran the first of
many stories by her, and in 1953
she wrote “The Lying Days”.
Fourteen other novels followed,
including The Conservationist
in 1974, which heralded a more
abstract modernist approach.
Twice married, to Gerald Gavron
and Reinhold Cassirer, Gordimer
became a social rarity: a well-heeled
white woman who defied the ‘colour
bar’ and socialised with black
writers and activists. After the 1960
Sharpeville massacre, she became
more radical, a metamorphosis
reflected in her literary output.
She befriended Nelson Mandela
and edited his famous “I am
prepared to die” speech delivered
at his 1962 treason trial.
Gordimer redoubled her efforts
to promote persecuted writers
when Pretoria banned her novel
The Late Bourgeois World in 1976.
She was particularly proud to
defend 26 arrested dissidents in
1986. After 1994, she depicted a
nation awakening from apartheid,
while still reprising themes of
love, betrayal, guilt and injustice.
Gordimer, the subject of dozens
of critiques and several biographies,
had her critics. Some mistook her
curt diction and economic prose
for coldness. Others felt she had
stereotyped Jewish characters in
earlier work, or was a faux-Marxist
‘Comrade Madam’ guilty of double
standards. In fact, she decried
Pretoria’s ANC rulers for renewing
censorship, neglecting healthcare
and fostering a “culture of
corruption and wild materialism.”
Meanwhile, her writing endures
for anyone fascinated by the
human condition.
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Yitzhak Hofi, one of the Mossad’s
most effective directors, has died
aged 87. He co-ordinated Operation
Entebbe and paved Israel’s path to
peace with Egypt. He also wooed the
Phalangist Christian militia, a strategy
that ultimately mired the Israel
Defence Forces in Lebanon from 1982
until 2000.
Hofi was born in Tel Aviv under
the Mandate, joined the Haganah in
1944, fought in the Palmach during
the War of Independence, and
climbed the IDF ranks after 1948.
As head of IDF Northern Command
during the 1973 Yom Kippur War,
he cannily held and then repelled a
determined Syrian assault on
the Golan.
In 1974, he became interim IDF
chief of staff; a few months later,
Israel’s new Prime Minister Yitzhak
Rabin appointed him director
of Mossad. Hofi had warned
about Arab troop movements
before the near-debacle of
October 1973—a warning other
generals and politicians rashly
ignored. Moreover, Mossad was
still smarting over the July 1973
incident in Lillehammer, Norway,
where operatives shot an innocent
Moroccan waiter instead of an
intended Black September target.
Determined to prevent future
mishaps, Hofi often supervised
agency “hits” on the spot. In 1976,
he helped devise the daring Israeli
raid on Entebbe in Uganda that

rescued 103 hijacked Air France
passengers. A year later, he turned
his African expertise to secretly
spiriting Ethiopian Jews to Israel.
He also exploited his Moroccan
ties to organise the secret Rabat
meeting, which paved the way for
the 1979 Israeli/Egyptian treaty.
Hofi and Ariel Sharon often
clashed during their overlapping
military careers—after August
1981, Hofi came to resent
Israel’s new defence minister for
encroaching on Mossad terrain
and demanding all-out war in
Lebanon. He also publicly criticised
Prime Minister Menachem Begin
for risking national security by
ordering the 1981 attack on Iraq’s
Osirak nuclear plant.
For eight years after retiring in
1982, he served as director of the
Israel Electric Corporation. In 1992,
Hofi co-founded the short-lived Atid
(Future) Party, which endorsed a
“sovereign Palestinian entity” in the
territories. Presumably, he has taken
his deepest secrets to the grave.

Dannie Abse
Poet, novelist, playwright, doctor

columnist for the Ham and High, he loved to escape London
for his South Wales cottage, which housed a publishing firm,
Seren Books. Abse enchanted audiences with his a mellifluous
voice and easy personality, from readings at jazz clubs during
the heady 1960s, to radio broadcasts well into the 21st century.
His works hum with a gentle if sceptical humanity, latterly
focusing on love, loss, loneliness, identity and “this exile called
old age.” Three children and three grandchildren survive him.

22 September 1923 - 28 September 2014
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A note from Anthony Rudolf, poet and veteran JQ
contributor:

The much loved Jewish writer and doctor, Dannie Abse,
who has died aged 91, moved millions with his poetry as
few others could. Over seven decades, he wrote 26 volumes
and 16 collections of poems, edited another 13, and penned
five novels and several plays. “The veteran flier can still sing
and swoop,” said one reviewer of his 2013 collection, the
whimsical Speak, Old Parrot. A final volume, Ask the Moon,
will be published in late 2014.
Somehow, Abse also managed a full time career as
a physician, retiring from 30 years as a chest doctor in
1989. Medical motifs infuse his verse, both ribald and
serious, as in the collection White Coat, Purple Coat (1989),
or the poems “Lunch with a Pathologist” and “Carnal
Knowledge”. Coping with tragedy was another theme, the
more so after his adored wife and soulmate, the art historian
Joan Abse, died in a car crash in 2005.
Dannie Abse, CBE, was born in Cardiff to parents of
Russian and German Jewish backgrounds. His father, Rudolf
Abse, was an unsuccessful cinema owner who inspired his
offspring with discussions of Marx and Freud. Dannie’s elder
brothers both achieved fame, Leo as a reformist Labour MP,
and Wilfred as an eminent psychiatrist. The Spanish Civil
War inspired some of Dannie’s earliest teenage verse. He also
excelled at sport at his Catholic school in Cardiff and later
when studying medicine at Kings College and Westminster
Hospital. He remained a lifelong Cardiff City FC fan.
In 1948, aged 26, Abse published his first collection,
Every Green Thing. Seven years later came his acclaimed
semi-autobiographical Ash on a Young Man’s Sleeve. By then,
Abse had shed romanticism, inspired by fellow Welshman
Dylan Thomas, in favour of the sparser tones of Auden and
Eliot. Above all, he found his own conversational, comic, and
sometimes radical, voice. He championed the marginalised
and lampooned official callousness, yet equally rejected
empty political gestures and literary esotericism. As he
versified, “[W]here’s the avant-garde when the procession/
runs continuously in a closed circle?”
Though nonreligious, Abse often referenced Jewish
themes, cherished Yiddish folklore, and fought antisemitism.
In the 1940s, he left Wales for Belsize Park, where he
hobnobbed with refugee German and Austrian Jewish
intellectuals and bohemians. In the 1950s, he was an RAF
medic before settling in Golders Green, whose suburban
delights and follies he described in an eponymous volume. A
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On learning that Dannie had died, the editor of the Jewish
Quarterly asked me to select a poem by him the poet from the
archive of the Jewish Quarterly. One of them was published in
very first issue of the JQ.
I typed Dannie's surname into the search box of the PDF of
my recent memoir, Silent Conversations: A Reader's Life in
order to remind myself what I had written about him. Before
finally reaching the page, I kept being directed to the word
"absence" and "absent"...
Poem on my Birthday By Dannie Abse
(First published in Jewish Quarterly issue 1, 1953)
Perhaps you never came and I never arrived.
Yet I have lived twenty-six Septembers
of forgotten voices, and still the sun paces down,
melting over the black chimneyed town,
leaving a grief of yellow feathers in a cloud,
preparation for the first star's unwarranted shining.
Soon the loud dead will awake again into the dark
and the footstep in the street of my heart
inherit another enemy. So quick,
let me return through the year's hoop backward
into the arena of twenty-six wounds
split on the calendared sawdust,
to Time when it was not at all
but for the chalk on the blackboard,
and my lost initials crying in the desk.
Quick let me depart from the clock that never
goes back unless I intrepidly tum it,
back to that small Jewish boy applauding
the comer-street heroes, a tree with a lamp-post in it,
and a red pillar-box post back my tears' arrival;
and later, my appointments with rare wonder
kicking the flames back into the ashes of the mind,
and later a whole catalogue of kisses
from fast-giggling Gwen and hymn-singing Sharn
into the Welsh houses smelling
of wet mackintoshes and camphor.
But more than these let me remember,
nor forget the jewries of the futureless,
now that the moon like a white-faced clown
steps over the black chimneyed town
leaving a grief of silver feathers in a doud.
Yes let me recall mostly the unexpected
meetings with miracles, with every crime
a question because of themwith Time it is not at all but for such memories,
to return here twenty-six years new,
to forgive no-one lest they know what they do,
and I arrived, and you, the clock, forever coming.
DOI: 10.1080/0449010X.2014.978612 © Lawrence Joffe 2014
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