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Preface 

 

 

This is the second collection of essays on topics in Jewish thought by British doctoral students. 

As with the first volume, the collection is intended to stimulate critical thinking on the 

relationship between the Jewish world and the wider culture. The book is now associated with a 

seminar group, also for Jewish postgraduates, meeting regularly in London. It is to be hoped that 

the ‘New Voices’ project will become the focus of a sustained engagement with the problematics 

of Judaism in the contemporary world. 

 

Many thanks go to: those who donated funds for the publication of this and the previous volume; 

Robert Rabinowitz for setting the project up in the first place and his continued advice; Limmud 

for their continued help and support; Jonathan Webber for contributing a provocative and 

interesting foreword to the volume; Rabbi Deborah Myers-Weinstein for her help in design and 

other matters; Helen Simpson for her patient and diligent proofreading and copy-editing; and all 

those who contributed to this volume. The extract from Franz Kafka’s ‘The Burrow’ is reprinted 

by kind permission of Vintage Publishers. 
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Foreword 

 

 

Inventing traditions is a difficult business, even at the best of times. The Jewish immigrants who 

came to these shores at the end of the last century found themselves being encouraged by the 

established Jewish communal institutions of Victorian England to reinvent themselves as 

Englishmen of the Jewish faith. As a long-term project, the idea proved to be not quite so 

straightforward as it sounded. Some of these immigrants looked for ways to resist the process, 

others readily succumbed, but whatever standpoint they eventually came to adopt, most of them 

experienced difficulties in transmitting their respective new cultural identities to the next 

generation; much was lost or garbled in the transmission. Maybe this was no bad thing. A 

hundred years on, in a British environment now preaching multiculturalism and the intrinsic 

value of authentic ethnic identity, being Jewish now poses quite new challenges, particularly for 

those who – because of faulty transmission, among many other reasons – consider themselves on 

the margin of the established, traditional community. What is this ‘community’ in fact? The old 

Victorian model can scarcely be said to fit today’s circumstances; new approaches to tradition are 

called for. But reinventing some newly defined sense of pride in one’s Jewishness, or at least a 

willingness to assert some form of belonging, implies the ability both to question the received 

wisdom and also to reformulate it in new modes. In one sense, then, there is nothing especially 

novel about today’s latest inventions – neither the stirrings of doubt about the nature of the 

Jewish religious and cultural inheritance, nor the reaching out for new kinds of knowledge, the 

desire to refashion Jewish identity. Each generation must perforce send off its young to test the 

waters, without any guarantee of their finding dry land. But certainly the twentieth century has 

stretched the Jewish sociological imagination to its very limit 



Maybe, for the ordinary Jew in the street, life can go on without any need to stop and reflect 

on the details and consequences of how times have changed. And those who feel themselves 

secure in established forms of Orthodoxy would in any case feel little need even to 

acknowledge the existence of social and intellectual change, let alone use up their energies 

adjusting to it. Hence the ‘new voices’ represented in this book may well derive from a 

certain loneliness, especially if in practice their ideas fail to be taken up in some significant 

dialogue with more conventional styles of Jewish self-expression. 

That would be a great pity. It is unquestionably instructive – if not, indeed, 

a privilege – to have the opportunity here to peer into the world-view of the next generation 

of Jewish intellectuals in Britain, as provided by this eloquent group of graduate research 

students. They are ahead of their time – by a long way – but such an achievement has come 

out of their deep sense of engagement with the present. What emerges from their work is a 

startlingly different picture of today’s Jewish world from the one that is normally visible, so 

to speak, to the naked eye. The five essays in this book represent highly creative attempts to 

deal with the prob 

lematics of contemporary diaspora Jewish identity, including the need to deepen an 

understanding of new trends in Israeli society. Some of the material will probably be new to 

many readers. But – perhaps just because of the exceptionally wide range of Jewish cultural 

experience that they collectively draw upon and consider – it is more than a sense of 

engagement: there is a definite sense of excitement in the encounter. In some cases the 

familiar is examined from the perspective of the unfamiliar, with brilliant and memorable 

results. Those searching for unambiguous conclusions or unequivocal signposts for the future 

will, however, be disappointed. For in this new, postmodern discourse, it is the multiple 

readings, the awareness of simultaneities, the fundamental intertextuality of reality, that is 

important. 

All this makes up for what one author calls the ‘weightlessness of identity’ 

– the unfortunate experience of so many disappearing Jews. Earlier this century it was 

conventional to believe in a ‘straight-line theory’ of Jewish assimilation – the pessimism of a 

unilinear view of modern Jewish history that Jews settling into a comfortable trajectory of 

embourgeoisement would, slowly but surely, disappear into the wider world, leaving behind 

only the strictly Orthodox as quaint relics of an otherwise forgotten past. Nowadays we know 

better: quite apart from those who have self-consciously turned back as ba’alei teshuvah, the 

trend today is unmistakably towards increasingly hybrid, intertextual forms of cultural self-

identification. Jews are learning how to read themselves in more than one way. The 

widespread concern with memory means that tradition can live on in more nuanced forms and 

more unexpected contexts than would previously have been thought possible. Classical texts 

– even detailed halachic texts – can be summoned up by those ostensibly preoccupied with 

readings in modern political thought or psychoanalysis, and indeed the two types of text can 

be read off as commentaries of each other. 

This book shows how all this can be done. It makes no pretence of 

mapping out in detail what some are beginning to call ‘Jewish culture’, i.e., the accessing and 

the performance of Jewishness through film, music, art, theatre, literature, adult education 

courses, etc. Nor does it pontificate on the form these performances should take. On the 

contrary, it has sensibly avoided polemic and instead offers the reader extended case studies 

for careful study and contemplation – for example, the particularly useful discussion of how 

Jewish museums are developing themselves into meeting-places where the past can be made 

inspirational and, thereby, transformative. Indeed, it is this interactive resacralization of trad-

ition, bringing so-called ‘assimilated’ Jews back into dialogue with their heritage, that marks 

out the postmodern project as worthy of serious attention. 

Keith Harris and his colleagues are to be congratulated for bringing these 



New Voices to the wider public. There are, once again, no final answers, no definitive 

certainties that should characterise a book like this. But at least no one who reads it carefully 

will come away with a simple response to the simplistic question of whether the twentieth 

century has been good for the Jews of England or bad for the Jews of England. There is 

much, much more awaiting us yonder. 

 

 

Dr Jonathan Webber 



An Orphaned Land? 

Israel and the Global Extreme Metal Scene 

 

Keith Harris 

 

 

‘Israel’ and ‘Zionism’ are concepts that emerged out of late- nineteenth- and early-twentieth-

century nationalist struggles in Europe. Such struggles focused on the right to self-governing, 

bounded territories and came to fruition in the post-World War I and II settlements that 

treated each ‘nation’ as deserving of a bounded ‘homeland’. Yet the end of the twentieth 

century is a very different age from its start. While nationalist struggles are no less severe 

than they were a century ago, they take place against a background of increasingly rapid 

processes of globalisation. Global ‘flows’ of capital and symbolic and other goods are no 

respecter of national boundaries (Lash and Urry 1994). They do not make the nation-state an 

irrelevance, but they undermine the idea that a state can be a bounded, self-sufficient, 

coherent entity. 

Advocates of ‘Israel’ and ‘Zionism’ have struggled to deal with such 

developments. Aspects of industrialised societies that are taken for granted elsewhere, such as 

the increased heterogeneity of society, the greater importance of leisure and the importance of 

‘youth’ as a category, are rendered highly problematic within Israel. There is a lingering 

yearning in many quarters for a homogeneous, strong, yet isolated Israel. This is even more 

the case in the diaspora, where Zionist organisations often present idealised visions of Israel 

that barely recognise the chaotic realities of an increasingly globalised Israel. Inside or 

outside Israel, it is common to demand of Israel a kind of isolation from processes of 

(post)modernisation, that we would not expect from other states.  

In this essay I want to challenge such visions of Israel by looking at a 

marginal youth ‘scene’ within Israeli society that would appear to go against everything 

‘Israel’ stands for. I want to argue that, however oppositional and alienated from the Zionist 

project it may seem, it is rather at the cutting edge of redefining what ‘Israel’ means in a 

rapidly changing, globalised world. The apparently conflictual identities it produces are in 

fact vital to the healthy functioning of Israeli society.  

 

The Israeli Extreme Metal Scene1 

 

The scene in question is the Israeli Extreme Metal music scene. ‘Extreme Metal’ refers to a 

cluster of genres including Death Metal, Black (Satanic) Metal and Doom Metal. It is distinct 

from but closely related to the well-known genre of Heavy Metal (Walser 1993). Heavy 

Metal was particularly popular in the 1980s and was dominated by Anglo-American bands. In 

contrast, Extreme Metal is far less popular and is produced, consumed and discussed within 

highly decentralised global networks of cultural reproduction sometimes known as the 

‘underground’. Through the underground, bands and fans from countries outside the 

traditional Anglo-American ‘core’ of the recording industry have participated in the 

development of Extreme Metal music, including places as diverse as Chile and Malaysia. 

Local scenes such as the Israeli scene exist quasi-autonomously within the global scene. 

Extreme Metal has been played in Israel since the mid-1980s. The number 

of fans and musicians in the country has always been small – about 2000–3000 at its peak in 

 
1
The research for this paper was done as part of my PhD research into the sociology of the 

global Extreme Metal scene. I spent a month in Israel conducting interviews with scene 

members throughout the country.  The research was partly funded by the University of London 

Central Research Fund. Thanks also go to Dr Motti Regev for providing research support. 



the early 1990s. It has been most popular in Tel Aviv and surrounding areas and as in other 

countries the scene is dominated by men, particularly men below the age of military service. 

Ethnically, Ashkenazi and Sephardi appear to be equally well represented and there are also 

Russian members of the scene. A number of bands have released demos and CDs that have 

been circulated throughout the global scene. Particularly noteworthy are Salem, who have 

released three CDs on a German label, each selling several thousand worldwide, and 

Orphaned Land who have sold upwards of 50,000 of their two albums on a French label. 

There have also been Extreme Metal clubs, record labels, distribution services and concerts 

within Israel. The scene in Israel has become less popular in recent years with a ‘hard core’ of 

a few hundred people producing and consuming Extreme Metal 

Extreme Metal is a marginal, minority taste in all parts of the world, but in 

Israel it is more marginalised than in many other places. The Israeli scene is constricted by a 

series of difficult pressures.  There are few media or other outlets for Extreme Metal music 

and there is a high degree of attrition from the scene. It is common for scene members to 

cease involvement during military service. There is also considerable movement towards 

other, more prestigious youth cultures such as ‘trance’ music (Fox 1998). The scene also 

suffers on occasions from ‘moral panic’ exposés in the media. There have been a number of 

articles and TV programmes accusing scene members of Satanism, fascism and animal abuse.  

There are also pressures on the scene from outside Israel. In the 1990s with 

the increased popularity of Black Metal,2 racism has become a problem that affects the access 

of Israeli bands to the global scene. Racism generally manifests itself in low-level but 

unpleasant incidents such as occasional hate mail. By far the most serious incident was in 

1991 when Zeev Tannenboim, the lead singer of Salem, was sent a letter bomb, intercepted 

by the Israeli police, which was thought to have been sent by the notorious Norwegian Black 

Metal musician and Nazi, Varg Vikernes. Some underground labels, particularly in Germany 

and Eastern Europe have also shown reluctance to deal with Israeli bands, labels and 

distributors.  

 
2Black Metal is a distinct musical style involving overt Satanic imagery. A number of 

prominent Black Metal musicians have made fascist and racist statements (Moynihan and 

Soderlind 1998), although this is by no means an inevitable and essential part of the musical 

culture. 



 

The Discursive Production of Marginality 

 

The Israeli Extreme Metal scene is undoubtedly a marginal and esoteric phenomenon. It is 

this marginality that makes the scene such a useful case study in examining the place of Israel 

within global culture. Israeli scene members are confronted with a double marginality – they 

are marginal to Israeli popular culture and marginal to the global scene itself. To participate in 

the Israeli Extreme Metal scene is to continually confront this marginality. Location within 

Israel is a constant topic in the talk of Israeli scene members; indeed, it is almost an 

obsession. I shall outline some of the discursive and musical ‘strategies’ used within the 

scene to construct relations to Israel, ‘Jewishness’ and ‘Israeliness’.  

In centring this essay on the discussion of strategies I am avoiding a 

number of analytical pitfalls. As we shall see, interview talk and other texts produced by 

Israeli scene members can be highly negative about Israel and Judaism. When reading such 

statements it would be easy to come away with a set of depressing conclusions about Israeli 

society. This would assume that such talk is revealing of coherent and unambiguous 

‘attitudes’ and ‘identities’. Yet recent sociological approaches to talk and text have pioneered 

more creative and nuanced methods of approaching this sort of data in less ‘essentialist’ 

ways. Studies of ‘discourse’ have shown how talk and texts are social constructions that 

achieve certain discursive ends, rather than transparent routes into essential attitudes and 

identities (Potter 1996, Potter and Wetherell 1987, Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1995). What 

seem to be purely negative statements may be artful social accomplishments producing 

certain intended or unintended effects. Moreover, instead of being a coherent and static entity, 

‘identity’ is produced, often in contradictory ways, within the flow of text and interaction. My 

use of the term ‘strategies’ emphasizes the strategic character of talk and text produced across 

a number of media.  

In the following pages I outline the strategies of ‘antagonism’, ‘refusal’, 

‘nationalism’, ‘syncretism’ and ‘acceptance’. None of the strategies excludes the use of any 

other, as members oscillate between them in different ways, often shifting from one to 

another in the same sentence. Contradiction is an inevitable part of any discourse (Potter, 

ibid.). No one is irrevocably committed to any one strategy. Rather, strategies are used for 

particular reasons at particular times and spaces. For better or for worse then, the following 

strategies represent some of the ways in which Israeli scene members discursively produce 

their relationship to a difficult domestic and global context. 

 

Antagonism 

 

When I met one Israeli Black Metal musician at a Metal club, some of his first words to me 

were ‘I hate this fucking country’. Such emphatic and unprompted statements are common in 

the Israeli scene: ‘I don’t like it here . . . everything from the government to society it sucks, I 

don’t give Israel like fifty years more’ (interview, 2 March 1998). 

The reasons given for this antagonism are generally inchoate. The 

dominance of the religious right is sometimes mentioned, as is the more diffuse reason of ‘the 

people here’. But much of the antagonism focuses on the weakness of Israeli Metal, which is 

seen as reason enough to hate Israel. The scene is often seen as fickle and dominated by 

‘trends’: 

 

. . . people in Israel they just jump on trends, I don’t know, there was a 

punk thing in Israel like in the . . . late eighties . . . the early nineties and 



then the Metal scene started and then er they progressed to trance, I don’t 

know how it happened [interview, 21 March 1998]. 

 

Complaints about ‘trends’ are commonplace throughout the global scene, but whereas in 

other countries these complaints are directed at the global scene in more general terms, in 

Israel they are directed at the Israeli scene in particular and the Israeli scene is seen to be an 

index of the country itself. 

For those from outside the Jewish majority, antagonism to Israel takes on a 

slightly different twist. In my interview with one Russian band there was derision at Israeli 

Black Metal bands who ape the lyrical preoccupations with nature of Scandinavian Black 

Metal: ‘. . . what the fuck is this? You never in your life saw the snow, I saw it I’m from 

Russia’ (interview, 19 March 1998). 

Antagonism should not necessarily be seen as a totally negative response to 

Israel. Rather it is one way in which scene members may seek to assert their credibility to act 

within the global Extreme Metal scene. ‘Israel’ is seen to be in opposition to this. Through 

entering the scene, members may live empowered, creative lives. Moreover, for some bands 

this antagonism can in fact be a highly creative artistic resource, such as with the band 

Melechesh. Melechesh are a Black Metal band from Jerusalem and Bethlehem whose 

members are of Armenian/Syrian/Turkish Christian descent. The band claim descent from the 

Assyrian/Mesopotamian ‘race’ and draw on this as a resource. The inlay of their CD As 

Jerusalem Burns . . . Al’Intisar states: ‘Through these compositions we stab the flag of hell in 

the heart of god, Jerusalem where we reside, blasphemously with pride.’  

Melechesh take a subversive delight at being a Black Metal band in 

Jerusalem. They have discovered their own ‘haunts’ within the city and regularly hang out at 

a particular ancient graveyard near the centre of town. Perhaps fittingly, they rehearse in a 

converted bomb shelter within the central Independence Park. The members speak to each 

other in English because of their diverse ethnic origins; only one of them speaks Hebrew to 

any degree of fluency and one of them barely speaks it at all. They continuously ridicule 

Israelis, making fun of, for example, their poor command of English and strong accent. 

Through such strategies, antagonism towards Israel becomes empowering for those on the 

extreme fringes of society. 

 

Refusal 

 

A strategy related to antagonism is refusal of ‘Israeliness’. Whereas antagonism can be a 

productive resource to draw on in making Extreme Metal in Israel, refusal is a far more 

negative strategy, which treats ‘Israel’ as intolerably opposed to participation within the 

global Extreme Metal scene.  

When asked if Melechesh feel part of the Israeli scene, the vocalist replied, 

‘We’re not part of it we just play gigs cos we live here’. Many ‘Israeli’ bands also seek to 

deny any kind of link to their country, to make their location entirely contingent and 

negotiable. One Black Metal musician exemplified this attitude as part of his explanation of 

how he refused military service: ‘I told them that I don’t want to, bring my life for three years 

of misery, support something, that don’t support me’ (interview, 4 March 1998). 

Later in that interview his band mate said: 

 

I remember you know when Rabin’s dead, you know when he died, all my 

family all the people in [name of home town] cry cry cry I don’t care so he 

died so what . . . I don’t care who run this country [ibid.]. 



 

To refuse to accept a connection with Israel often leads scene members to refuse to accept a 

connection with Judaism. A common statement is ‘I’m not really Jewish I’m an atheist’ 

(interview, 5 March 1998). Jewish law gives no choice in the matter of who is a Jew – a Jew 

is someone with a Jewish mother. By asserting that ‘atheist’ is in opposition to ‘Jew’, this 

interviewee paradoxically affirmed a Christian conception of religion based on a voluntary 

belief in God. But only through this strategy can the taint of Judaism be refused. 

Refusal may involve scene members drawing on aesthetic resources that jar 

strikingly with the Israeli context. For example, the Black Metal band Azazel have recorded a 

song called ‘Return to the Viking Land’. This sort of theme is typical among Scandinavian 

Black Metallers, many of whom consider their music to be a ‘true’ reflection of their pagan 

Nordic pasts. Some Israeli bands have been photographed wearing T-shirts for the Black 

Metal band Burzum, who have become notorious for racism, fascism and anti-Semitism. 

Whilst this does not necessarily imply an identification with anti-Semitism, some of the more 

extreme Israeli Black Metallers I met did seem to suggest that they could interact with 

foreign anti-Semites, as they agreed with them to an extent. Statements such as ‘you know 

they [the Jews] invented Christianity, they got it from Judaism, Judaism is the main problem 

on this earth in the world’ (interview, 4 March 1998) are by no means uncommon. There is 

some naivety in this approach as, while many Israelis try to treat Judaism/Israeliness as 

something that can be refused entirely, most anti-Semites treat Judaism in the same way that 

Jewish law does – as permanent and undeniable. Yet this strategy does provide a method of 

self-preservation within a global scene in which being Israeli is problematic within certain 

sectors.  

Refusal often goes hand in hand with an envy of other countries, and 

particularly the Metal scenes in other countries: 

 

It’s very very very frustrating . . . you put more than a European band into 

what you are doing and you get a lot less response . . . it’s like we’re stuck 

in the edge of the world [interview, 26 February 1998]. 

 

Unsurprisingly, some Israeli scene members dream of moving to other countries to play 

Metal, often resulting in idealised views of Metal in other countries: 

 

After that [leaving the army] I’m going to move over to Tel Aviv, start 

working, save some money and then, leave for London years like, five 

years of, heh straightahead Metal stuff you know . . . just doing what I 

wanted to do [interview, 21 March 1998]. 

 

Nationalism 

 

In part, refusal and antagonism are the results of Extreme Metal bands in the 1990s making 

increased use of discourses of nationhood and race. Another response to this development is 

to attempt to turn these discourse to one’s own ends and to take a nationalistic pride in 

location in Israel.  

This can simply be a defensive strategy. One example of this is the Black 

Metal band Bishop Of Hexen who caused controversy within the global scene when they 

challenged what they saw as an anti-Semitic review of their 1996 demo ‘Ancient Hymns of 

Legends and Lore’ in the prominent Norwegian fanzine Nordic Vision. In an interview in 

another Norwegian fanzine, Mimes Brunn, vocalist Balzamon explained fully his position on 



being an Israeli act: 

 

Let me explain a few things to all the Nazi, vegetable brain motherfuckers 

out there. We Israelis are children and grandchildren of the Jewish 

survivors who came here after the Holocaust in World War II and who built 

the foundations of our beautiful country. One of the most amazing things 

that happened here is the fact that we have become (in only 50 years) one 

of the strongest, most modern countries in the world. The country is exactly 

like a small version of the United States and what you see on your local TV 

news is not Israel itself but the occupied territories and those damn 

religious settlers. Most of all Israel is a secular country (something most of 

you don’t know) and a democratic country. The religious community here 

is a minority and the fact that we are descendants of the noble Jewish race 

doesn’t mean we are born into a religious heritage . . . There is absolutely 

no connection between race and heritage and one’s ability to create 

professional, high standard music [Mimes Brunn: Storm Frå Vest, no page 

number]. 

 

This response attempts to give ‘the noble Jewish race’ legitimacy within Black Metal 

discourse through reclaiming it from the taint of religion. Responses as emphatic as this are 

very rare from Israeli bands. Indeed, a number of Israelis have criticised Bishop of Hexen for 

their insecurity and suggested that it would be better just to live with the racism. The strategy 

of nationalism is most commonly used by bands who draw on Jewish and biblical heritages 

and histories. I shall deal with Orphaned Land, who have used Jewish imagery most fully, in 

the next section. Salem’s 1994 album Kaddish was one of the first to engage seriously with 

Jewish history and is loosely themed on the Holocaust. It includes a version of the World War 

II partisan song ‘Es Brent’, ‘Ha’ayara Bo’eret’ (‘The Town is Burning’) sung in Hebrew, for 

which a video was shown on Holocaust Day on Israeli television.  

But it is mostly Black Metal bands who have used Jewish and biblical 

imagery, even though they are also more likely to use refusal and antagonism.  The band 

Azazel is named after a traditional Jewish demon. Bishop Of Hexen’s CD Archives of an 

Enchanted Philosophy draws on stories of Jewish witches. Grimoire’s CD A Requiem for the 

Light contains two songs written in Hebrew ‘due to the love we share for the Hebrew 

Language, and also due to the fact that this song gains more of its power through our native 

language’, as the sleevenotes put it. In interviews, Israeli Black Metallers who were often 

very vocal in their antagonism towards ‘Israel’ and their refusal of membership within it, 

expressed interest and pride in other aspects of Judaism that are more amenable to inclusion 

within Black Metal discourse, such as Kabbalah, demonology and Jewish solidarity in the 

Holocaust. However, implacable opposition and anger towards contemporary Israel tends to 

deter many from exploring these themes further. Thus, while spaces have opened within 

Extreme Metal for the expression of nationalism, this strategy has generally been used 

tentatively and often defensively. The exception is of course Melechesh, who have gone so 

far as to found an organization, The Order of Mesopotamia, to spread ideas about their 

heritage with a journal to discuss Mesopotamian history and occult ideas. It is easier for 

Melechesh to use nationalism than any other Israeli bands, because  in expressing their form 

of nationalism they express opposition to Israel.  

 

Syncretism 

 



An increasingly common musical strategy within Extreme Metal in the last decade has been 

syncretism, the incorporation into Extreme Metal of musical material from diverse sources. 

Orphaned Land have made the most sustained attempts at this. The band are all from North 

African and Middle Eastern Sephardi backgrounds and at least one member is an observant 

Jew. They were originally called Resurrection but in early 1992 they changed their name. 

Guitarist Yossi Sassi explained the idea behind the name: 

 

. . . we’re orphans to the world cos, we’re stuck in between we’re like the, 

the piece of of cheese or something in the middle of the sandwich...we’re 

kind of in the middle between Europe and erm, and Asia we’re the closest 

thing Asia can offer to Europe, and were the farthest thing Europe says it 

can belong to [interview, 15 March 1998]. 

 

Sassi went on to construct Israel as a space of cultural exchange and turbulence: 

 

. . . if you went to Jerusalem . . . you’d see that Arabs and Christians and er 

also er of course Israelis live together you know and there’s an interaction 

between them daily . . . if this exist in real life, why not have the same in 

music? [ibid.] 

 

What this strategy leads to is a construction of Israel not as a bounded, homogeneous ‘Jewish 

state’ but as a space in which different traditions can interact. Both Orphaned Land albums 

develop a musical syncretism that cannot simply be described as Jewish. The title of the first 

album, Sahara invokes an image that is polymorphously ‘oriental’. The first track ‘The 

Sahara’s Storm’ contains, along with lyrics written by band members, words from the Halel 

and also from the Koran. The opening verse indeed comes over as more ‘Islamic’ than 

Jewish: 

 

I call the mighty prophet 

Taint my sword with blood 

Help in my holy Jihad 

As I tear, kill and maim 

All is done in your name 

 

The lyrics complement an extremely ‘technical’ Death/Doom Metal backing that makes 

frequent use of the Oud and percussion instruments. The lyrics throughout the album are 

linked by a preoccupation with emotion, God and the elements, as unstoppable and linked 

forces. As it says on the final track ‘Orphaned Land. The Storm Still Rages Inside . . .’: 

 

The rain keeps on falling 

Filling the dried land 

It drinks the purity of life 

The land starts to grow 

It must be a sign – a message from God’s hand 

Like tears from the sky 

Water begins to flow 

 

For a Metal album, the most striking track is ‘Aldiar Al Mukadisa. The Holy Land of Israel’. 

This uses words from the Halel and the biblical book of Tehilim, is performed by the band 



and other musicians and also uses a synagogue choir, Oud and other traditional instruments 

and percussion as well as a small amount of synthesiser and guitar. But even tracks that do 

not contain non-Metal instruments contain riffs structured according to non- 

European scales. To develop this, Yossi Sassi has had to experiment with complex string-

bending techniques to accommodate quarter-tones. 

The second album, El Norra Alila, is more explicitly religious than the 

first. The inlay sleeve boldly proclaims, ‘We dedicate this album to our Father in heaven’, 

and the lyrics deal with more explicitly spiritual themes, for example in the first song, ‘Find 

Yourself, Discover God’. The album also contains more ‘traditional’ instrumentation, with a 

large number of guest musicians. ‘Shir HaMa’alot’ is a traditional tune, performed in one 

take, with no overdubs or adornments, by Yossi Sassi’s father together with a violinist and 

Oud player. The Islamic element is noticeably smaller, with only an occasional mention of 

Allah and what appears to be a sample of the call to prayer on the final track, ‘Shir 

NaShirim’.  

Of course, both albums are unambiguously Metal albums, with practically 

every track dominated by guitars and musical styles familiar from hundreds of bands 

throughout the world.  They also draw in a limited way on other cultures; for example, 

images of the Buddha and inscriptions in Latin appear on ‘El Norra Alila’. It could be argued 

that the band are simply western oriented musical dilettantes, with an interest in ‘exotic’ 

culture that is little more than  superficial imperialist ‘orientalism’ (Said 1995). Certainly, 

despite selling more CDs than any other Israeli act, they are less popular in their own country 

than many other bands as, by Yossi Sassi’s own admission, they have made more of an effort 

to become established in foreign markets: 

 

. . . from the beginning we always wanted we we always er tried to get out, 

we didn’t make any effort in the local market too much [interview, 15 

March 1998]. 

 

However, the music the band incorporate into their sound is the music the members grew up 

listening to in their families, and indeed members and friends of their families have played on 

their albums.  For the most part, the band have made a sincere attempt to tackle the difficult 

task of incorporating oriental styles into Metal. They have tried to treat dual location in Israel 

and the Extreme Metal scene not as contradictory but as a rich source of musical ideas. Nor 

should we ignore the bravery of their project within a scene in which positive images of 

religion, let alone Middle Eastern religion, are almost unknown.  

A very different kind of syncretism has been explored by Melechesh, who 

have incorporated Middle Eastern-style drumbeats, played on a standard drumkit, into their 

music. This style of drumming is unprecedented in Metal. They have also experimented, like 

Orphaned Land, with Middle Eastern-sounding guitar riffs. The band have a dream of a 

‘Legion of Mesopotamia’ – a movement of bands from throughout the region all playing 

(Black) Metal using the special drumbeat. This is a dream of a kind of syncretism that will 

develop a new centre of Black Metal, distinct from the Northern European preoccupations 

that dominate it at the moment, that will unite Metallers from currently warring Middle 

Eastern countries in opposition to what they see as religious domination in the region.  

As yet, syncretism is a strategy used extensively by only two bands. It 

requires a deep commitment to combining seemingly irreconcilable heritages within an 

environment that may be very suspicious of such attempts. But the artistic dividends from 

such a project are great, and it is striking that Orphaned Land are the most globally successful 

Israeli Extreme Metal act in terms of sales. 



 

Engagement 

 

Involvement in Extreme Metal is difficult in most parts of the world. The most common 

mode of relating to one’s ‘host ‘ nation is what I call ‘engagement’ – the simple acceptance 

that this is one’s home and any attempt to act within the scene must engage with it in its own 

terms. Paradoxically, for the most part engagement means ‘not noticing’ Israel and not 

building it up into a massive obstruction. The strategy of engagement involves a commitment 

to accept the difficulties involved in interacting within the global scene from an Israeli 

standpoint. By accepting location within Israel but not ignoring it, the global scene becomes 

less threatening and also less idealised. For the committed scene member, this approach may 

pay the highest dividends. For example, one Israeli scene member and musician who is very 

involved in the global scene has developed close ties with many prominent scene members 

around the world. Strikingly, these include several Norwegian Black Metallers who have 

been associated with racist comments in the past. There are a number of similar examples 

where supposedly racist scene members have become friendly with Israeli scene members. 

Such friendly relations can be developed through not pushing one’s Israeli identity to the 

forefront while not denying it either. Within the global Extreme Metal scene there is a clear 

consensus that one’s identity as a Metaller transcends anything else but nationality is still 

important and cannot be denied and ignored. The engagement strategy is generally the most 

successful way of pulling off this balancing act. 

This strategy also allows for the lyrical use of Israeli themes in less 

emotionally charged ways than the other strategies. A number of bands have had lyrics on 

Israeli themes. One song on the new Salem album talks about a helicopter crash in which a 

large number of Israeli soldiers were killed. An older song ‘Children Don’t Fight’ is a protest 

song about the Middle East conflict. The song ‘Garden Of Memories’ from Betrayer’s EP My 

Twisted Symphony deals with the assassination of Yitzhak Rabin, and the lyricist of the song 

even corresponded with Leah Rabin for a time. Protest songs, however angry, are not 

necessarily based on the refusal or hatred of Israel, but involve an engagement with its 

policies. 

The turn to the strategy of engagement often comes with age and 

experience in the wider world: 

 

. . . understand you talk with the small chi children . . . they didn’t know 

what it is er, what is what is they expect outside they think that everything 

is nice and beautiful, you’ve got er er kid in England eh, a small one do 

you want to leave er England and go to another place for sure, you’ve got a 

band it’s shit place if you talking a person in Germany eh you want to leave 

Germany go to another place yes for sure, but this is the best place to be 

here for me [interview, 9 March 1998]. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Extreme Metal scene represents a side of Israel that is totally unknown to most Israelis as 

well as diaspora Jews. For the most part it appears to be highly antagonistic to most Zionist 

representations of what Israeli culture should be. Yet the Israeli Extreme Metal scene 

represents a highly creative attempt to deal with the problematics of contemporary Israeli 

identity. Through all the diverse strategies I have looked at, one thing stands out: to its 

participants, being in Israel matters. During interviews carried out in Sweden and England, 



nationhood was hardly ever mentioned as an important factor in the structure of these scenes 

– location was simply accepted. In contrast, location in Israel appears to be difficult to forget. 

Israelis who are attracted to Extreme Metal are attracted for the same complex, individual 

reasons as elsewhere in the world, which cannot simply be explained by reference to their 

location in Israel. However, Israeli scene members who wish to participate in global Extreme 

Metal practice do not have the option of not confronting location in Israel. This is due to a 

number of factors. As we have seen, there is hostility in some quarters of the Extreme Metal 

scene to Israeli Metal. In addition, Israel’s marginal geographic position means that foreign 

bands find it difficult to tour in the country. Israel’s unstable political situation also makes it 

difficult for Israelis to participate in Extreme Metal, most significantly because of military 

service, which removes young men from the scene during the three years that are generally 

most productive for Extreme Metallers. 

But the sheer passion of many of the strategies discussed above suggests 

that the preoccupation with location in Israel is not simply a reaction to the practical 

difficulties of being an Extreme Metaller in Israel. There appears to be a very real anxiety 

about the relationship of the scene to ‘Israel’ as a hegemonic, Zionist concept. The myths and 

discourses that constitute ‘Israel’ appear to be incompatible with the desire to participate in 

global, non-Jewish culture. Moreover, the Zionist state-building process, founded on an idea 

of ‘youth’ as pioneers and defenders of the state, does not seem to have room for oppositional 

youth subculture. In the UK, subcultures such as punks and mods were once seen as worrying 

and threatening (Hall and Jefferson 1976), yet they are now generally accepted as important 

aspects of British cultural history, and music scenes are lauded by the British prime minister 

as constituting part of ‘Cool Britannia’! In Israel, however, recent controversies over the 

Eurovision song contest, trance music and the Miss World winner suggest a far less 

comfortable accommodation with mass-mediated popular culture, let alone global youth 

subculture. 

Hegemonic discourses make it difficult for scene members to construct 

themselves both as Israelis and as global Extreme Metal scene members. The strategies 

outlined above represent some of the ways in which scene members negotiate the resulting 

tensions and anxieties. It is precisely this difficult process of negotiation that makes the 

Israeli Extreme Metal scene an important cultural component of Israeli society. However 

alienated Israeli scene members may appear, in constantly confronting their location in Israel 

they are far more engaged with the complex position of Israel in a globalised world than 

those who are more culturally integrated into dominant Israeli culture. The Israeli Extreme 

Metal scene produces constantly questioning and ‘reflexive’ identities (Lash 1994), 

stimulating challenging and creative cultural practices that respond to the changing global 

and domestic environment.  

The fact that the practices that scene members come up with can be 

antagonistic towards Israel is not evidence of a breakdown of the Zionist project, so much as 

a reformulation and questioning of that project. That said, some elements of the cultural work 

done within the Israeli scene are more positive than others. The more extreme uses of the 

refusal and antagonism strategies are worrying in some ways and some scene members use 

these strategies to the exclusion of almost all others. This suggests a desperation to escape 

Israel, both discursively and geographically, together with an inability to reconstruct or 

engage with Israel in other ways. A certain element of refusal and antagonism is important for 

the vitality of the scene and as an iconoclastic challenge to Zionism (Melechesh are a good 

example of this), but a heavier reliance on these strategies leads only to nihilism and 

unhappiness. A number of scene members have emigrated for this reason. The syncretism, 

acceptance and nationalism strategies therefore seem to take scene members in a more 



positive direction. All the strategies I have described engage with Israel in different ways, but 

these three show a willingness to rework Israeli and Jewish cultural material in new ways. 

Orphaned Land and Melechesh are the best examples of this kind of practice. They have 

produced new cultural fusions that force us to question some of our assumptions about Israel 

and the Middle East.  

It is this questioning of assumptions that marginal cultures such as the 

Israeli Extreme Metal scene do best. In highlighting this particular scene, I am suggesting that 

marginality should not mean obscurity. It is important for Israel to look to those at its fringes 

in the search for new types of cultural practice in its second fifty years. 



Alex Gordon 
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From Ambivalence to Contradiction: 

Postmodernity, Time and American-Jewish 

Identity3 

 

Alex Gordon 

 

 

Propelled by a seemingly irresistible anxiety, the desire to define identity has been a key 

component of the Jewish condition since Abraham demolished his father’s idols.4 This 

Promethean act has been repeatedly invoked by commentators as a galvanising force for 

Jewish self-development through the ages. The desire to ‘smash the idols’ has not diminished 

with time. Challenging accepted dogma through the process of the dialectic has perhaps been 

Judaism’s great contribution to Western culture. The twentieth century has witnessed the 

decline of this contribution through two separate destructive processes. The events of the 

Holocaust are self-evident, while the effect of assimilation has maintained a stranglehold over 

the world’s Jewish communities with devastating results. To remark that the American Jewish 

community has become consumed with the consequences of assimilation and the evolving 

nature of its community, is perhaps to understate the nature of the current crisis. Certainly the 

publishing trade has become one of the main beneficiaries, as the cornucopia of literature 

attests. It has become the mark of the Jewish academic to add his/her own interpretation to 

the plethora of analytic texts on the subject of the America

 
3This essay specifies American Jewry, not because the type of identity specified herein is 

exclusive to that country, but because it is found there in its most advanced form. 
4While not appearing in the Hebrew Bible, the story of Abraham destroying the stone idols in 

his father’s house in recognition of the sovereignty of the One G—d appears in the Midrash 

(oral tradition) Genesis/Bereshit – Midrash Rabbah. 



 

Jewish community and its anxieties concerning assimilation and identity. The either/or debate 

tends to be one of the defining features of these texts. This concerns the nature of emerging 

identity after the great migrations of the last fin de siècle. Faced with a stark choice – either to 

remain committed to faith and community or to embrace the secular world and attempt 

wholesale assimilation – the immigrant Jews established this conflict as one of modernity’s 

defining patterns. The current fin de siècle, however, poses a new challenge which forces us 

to ‘smash the idols’ of modernity, in particular the either/or proposition. 

In this essay I shall argue that the modernist ‘either/or’ has been superseded 

by a postmodern American-Jewish identity which is situated in a temporal mode. I shall 

further argue that this leads away from the tortured recognition of ambivalence towards the 

embracing of contradiction and the resulting complex identity arising from such a position. It 

is worth noting, as David Cesarani suggests, that generalised comments on identity are 

problematic and can ‘promote a false impression of homogeneity, shared values and accepted 

sources of authority for a social collectivity in which none of these things are actually 

obtained’ (Cesarani 1992, p. 14). Nevertheless, the continued debates about identity recognise 

a crisis, and, while I would in no way suggest that its observations have blanket application 

for the American-Jewish community, I would endorse the view that the ideas presented herein 

analyse, and focus on, a section of the community often unintentionally neglected by social 

commentators, who prefer to examine the classic strata of American Jewry – the 

religious/communal divisions of the Orthodox, Conservative, Reform and Reconstructionist 

movements. This section is composed of those who do not necessarily fall neatly into any of 

the above categories and exist outside any identifiable representative Jewish group, yet seek 

to maintain a position in relationship to the community, even if that means, at times, 

assuming an oppositional status.  

 

Assimilation and the ‘Straight Line’ 

 

Precise definitions regarding identity, then, appear problematic. So too the inevitable 

imprecision surrounding ‘assimilation’. Attempts at a universal definition have proved 

fruitless. Does the term refer to miscegenation, or exogamous marriage (commonly referred 

to as ‘intermarriage’)? Does it apply only on a cultural level? Is it appropriate to an individual 

or to a group as a whole? The issue is complicated further with the recognition that 

assimilation is often confused with acculturation. Herbert Gans has made a useful division 

between the two by suggesting that the former refers to inter-ethnic social relationships, 

including marriage, while the latter ‘is concerned with the giving up of the ethnic culture in 

favour of mainstream American culture’ (Gans 1974, p. viii) but still retaining a high degree 

of ethnic social elitism. Despite Gans’s efforts to distinguish the two, ‘assimilation’ is the 

term most frequently used in conversation and criticism, even when ‘acculturation’ is more 

appropriate. In this essay, ‘assimilation’ will refer to both conditions. 

As a corollary to the confusion surrounding the term, for much of this 

century American-Jewish sociologists have been content to analyse the ethnic and religious 

stratification of the community and offer generalised diagnoses rather than prescriptive 

polemics, while writers and critics have, at times, made somewhat bolder state 

ments. One of the most significant commentaries emerging from the latter group came from 

the British playwright Israel Zangwill. In his 1908 play The Melting Pot he saw America 

reducing ethnic particularities and blending its immigrant peoples into an homogenous core:  

 

America is God’s Crucible, the great Melting-Pot where all the races of 

Europe are melting and re-forming! Here you stand, good folk, think I, 



 

when I see them at Ellis Island, here you stand in your fifty languages and 

histories, and your fifty blood hatreds and rivalries. But you won’t be long 

like that, brothers, for these are the fires of God you’ve come to . . . A fig 

for your feuds and vendettas! Germans and Frenchmen, Irishmen, 

Englishmen, Jews and Russians – into the Crucible with you all. God is 

making the American [Zangwill 1914, p. 29]. 

 

The origins of the term can be traced in some of the writing of the early republic. In 1782, the 

wealthy landowner St John de Crèvecoeur observed that in America ‘all nations are melted 

into a new race of men’, while Ralph Waldo Emerson noted that America would ‘construct a 

new race, a new religion, a new state, a new literature . . . [like that] which came out of the 

smelting pot of the Dark Ages’.5 It was Zangwill’s play, however, that planted the term firmly 

in the twentieth century’s sociological lexicon. Fifty-two years later, Will Herberg trumpeted 

the idea of an Americanised identity in which the secular priorities of a nationalist creed 

outweigh the demands made by particularist ethnicities. The second generation, the 

American-born and -bred children of immigrants, retained a loose affiliation with the ethnic 

group without a commitment to the religious principles. Indeed, the American socio-political 

structure was very much in line with the sentiments of the three main religious creeds, 

identified by Herberg as Protestantism, Catholicism and Judaism. All three adhered to a belief 

in the ‘fatherhood of God, the brotherhood of man and the dignity of the individual human 

being’ (Herberg 1960, p. 39). For Herberg, the third generation readily abandoned an 

attachment to their ethnic communities, in favour of ‘a triple melting-pot’6 (Herberg 1960, p. 

33) in which the religious component overtook the social aspects of communal identity. The 

American ‘way of life’ was to be achieved through the abandonment of ethnic distinctions 

and adherence to one of the three compatible religions, ensuring that the third generation 

became fully fledged Americans, not ethnic minorities outside the mainstream. Herberg has 

been much criticised by other commentators for his faith in a religious revival, particularly 

since the statistics do not support his theory. Herbert Gans, for instance, provided three 

reasons for the failure of the ‘triple melting-pot’ thesis: ‘first, religious observance has 

become less important . . . second, the taboo on religious intermarriage has weakened 

considerably . . . and third, religious denominationalism still plays an important social role’ 

(Gans 1974, p. viii). 

Nevertheless, the position he articulates – that of incremental dilution – has 

been in the ascendant among sociologists for much of the twentieth century. The theory most 

frequently proposed is of a straight line of assimilation from the immigrant first generation to 

the third and now fourth generation, with each generation increasingly losing its ethnic 

identity, eventually reaching a point where there is no connection between the ethnic group 

and the individual. Indeed, Arthur Hertzberg contends that ’the third generation in the open 

society . . . erodes out of Judaism at a rate of one in three’ (Hertzberg 1981, p. 48).  

The most vigorous presentation of the concept of a ‘straight line’ comes 

from Neil Sandberg, the first commentator to use the term. He considers each immigrant 

generation in turn; the first maintaining ethnic and religious affiliation, the second trying and 

failing to live in both the ethnic world and the American environment, and the third seeking 

to escape such ambivalence by leaving the ethnic world altogether.7 This ‘straight line’ is thus 

a teleological premise, for it sees a linear process in which the difficulties of the either/or 

 
53 Both are quoted in Gleason 1964. 
6 Herberg adopts this term from Kennedy (1944), who introduced it. 
7The straight-line theory forms the basis of Sacks (1984), study of Anglo-Jewry and the 

importance of Jewish continuity by the Chief Rabbi. 



 

debate reach a natural conclusion – the abandonment of ethnic affiliation entirely and the 

complete absorption into an American mainstream. Ironically, this vision is in keeping with 

the teleological tradition of Judaism, which foresees a natural conclusion to mankind’s 

dilemmas with the eventual arrival of the Messiah and the resulting redemption. That 

redemption is a future tense filled with positive possibilities, yet the ‘straight line’, from the 

perspective of Jewish and other ethnic- 

survivalist social critics, is a future tense filled with negative probabilities. This binary 

conflict has dominated the consciousness of diaspora communities for much of the twentieth 

century. 

Some of the more recent studies, though, agree that there is a significant 

distance between the sociological research and the lived experience of American-Jewish 

identity. Sara Berschtel and Allen Graubard aknowledge that ‘this gap between the traditional 

image and reality does not mean, however, that assimilation is not the proper designation for 

the unaffiliated – only that the traditional ‘either/or’ construction does not capture the 

contemporary nature of either assimilation or identification today’ (Berschtel and Graubard 

1993, p. 43). Charles Silberman states that ‘straight line theory provides an inadequate guide 

to the effects of acculturation and assimilation; generation by generation changes in religious 

and ethnic behavior turn out to be non-linear and offsetting’ (Silberman 1983, p. xiv); while 

Seymour Martin Lipset and Earl Raab recognise that ‘research projects have been multiplied . 

. . to find the social engineering that will fix the problem. But for the most part, the problem 

is beyond social engineering, it is rooted in the dynamics of American society’ (Lipset and 

Raab 1995, p. 199). Those ‘dynamics’ concern the move from modernity to postmodernity 

and form the focus of this essay. 

In a poll published by the Los Angeles Times in April 1998, ‘43% of 

American Jews said that Jews should try to assimilate as much as possible into American 

society, 41% said Jews should try to maintain themselves as a distinctive group within 

American society. Sixteen percent remain uncertain’ (Abrahamson and Pasternak 1998). It 

becomes obvious that the majority of America’s Jews know where they stand in relation to 

the either/or debate. It is to the final group, however, the 16 per cent who lie outside the usual 

sociological observations, that the above statements must surely relate. Their admission of 

‘uncertainty’ is at the heart of Lipset and Raab’s contention that ‘the problem . . . is rooted in 

the dynamics of American society’, for uncertainty is one of the foundations of postmodernity 

and indeed of the Jewish dialectic tradition and thus, by extension, of the postmodern Jewish 

condition, as this study will seek to prove. It is appropriate to return briefly to the ‘either/or’ 

construction within a modernist context before moving on to understand fully the position of 

the postmodern ‘neither/nor’ that appears to represent the identity of a significant proportion 

of American Jews. 

 

Modernity, Ambivalence and the Jew 

 

At either end of the separatist/integrationist spectrum, the goal of reducing identity to a single 

motivating force, provided the model for American-Jewish life during the last fin de siècle 

and the pre-World War II era. The inability to achieve either position satisfactorily, has 

stigmatised the community since the start of the widespread immigration during this period. 

Ambivalence became the Zeitgeist. For Zygmunt Bauman, such ambivalence is intrinsically 

linked, albeit in a negative sense, to the project of modernity. He sees the duality of the 

individual as a direct result of the enlightenment and its persistent drive towards a monist 

philosophy. Every effort to achieve a singular identity inevitably produces an alternative 

position which must, by its very nature, constantly challenge the original. In his central thesis, 



 

Modernity and Ambivalence, Bauman articulates the struggle against duality as a ‘fight of 

determination against ambiguity, of semantic precision against ambivalence, of transparency 

against obscurity, clarity against fuzziness’ (Bauman 1991, pp. 6–7). The need for clarity 

pushed Jews towards a modernity insistent upon the necessity of absolute choice. Forced 

beyond the either/or dichotomy, the modern Jew attempted a paradigm shift away from ethnic 

particularism to absorption into the host culture. 

Bauman identifies the German-Jewish community of the late nineteenth 

century as the quintessence of modern Jewry and offers a ‘case study’ of their assimilation 

pattern. The primary aim of this assimilation was the refutation of the either/or conundrum 

through the imposition of choice. Modernity forced Jews to choose between a separatist 

retreat and an integrationist assault. Yet the reluctance of their hosts to accept them, 

forestalled those Jews who embraced assimilation. For those Jews willing yet unable to 

assimilate, the struggle to integrate became an end in itself, moving them away from their 

origins without bringing them closer to their attempted destination of inclusivist modernity. 

Stranded between two irreconcilable points, modern Jews – those willingly subjected to the 

effects of Enlightenment emancipation and the Haskalah – became acculturated rather than 

assimilated and were forced as a group to remain among themselves, outsiders within a 

community of outsiders. In a letter to Max Brod, Franz Kafka presents a stark image of the 

position in which many Jews found themselves: ‘their hind legs were still mired in their 

fathers’ Jewishness and their thrashing forelegs found no new ground’ (Kafka 1964, p. 34). It 

was this acute balancing act that led many Jews to the realisation that ambivalence, love and 

hate in equal amounts for the host culture, was synonymous with modernity and vice versa. 

Bauman highlights the protagonists in Kafka’s novels as exemplars of 

assimilationist insecurity. Their lack of name or one beyond a single letter, often a ‘K’, 

suggests their hybrid identity. Kafka’s characters inhabit a world where their own identities 

are hidden behind a desire to conform. They have invented themselves with fragments 

collected from the lives of others, and learn to their cost the consequences of the denial of the 

self. Exaggerated metaphors, they aptly symbolise the ‘condition of the modern Jew’ and the 

difficult circumstances that he or she faced in the pursuit of assimilation and a single identity. 

It is therefore paradoxical that the Enlightenment drive towards the reduction of difference, 

and the endorsement of doctrinaire secular conformity, led many Jews attempting such a 

move inexorably towards an ambiguity of the self – the internal anxiety wrought by an 

inability to find comfort in either the world of their Jewish ancestors or their modern host 

culture. Unable to make a choice between these two poles in the hope of clarity, Jews found 

themselves locked in binary equivocation. 

 

Postmodernity, Plurality and the ‘Schizoid’ 

 

Equivocation, though, is also endemic to the tradition from which Modern Jews were 

departing. The exegetic, or interpretative, facility is paramount to the study of texts such as 

the Torah through the Talmud and most particularly the Midrash, with its unique method of 

textual analysis. This method (which also carries the name of ‘Midrash’, so that text and 

method are inter-dependent and inseparable) allows the text to remain constantly open to 

revision. Never static or ‘finished’ but always in an interpretative continuum, Midrash is 

‘seen to affirm the integrity of the authority of the text, even while fragmenting it and sowing 

it endlessly’ (Hartman and Budick 1986, p. xiii). The flux of interpretation is thus the very 

core of these works and at the heart of the Jewish literary–religious process and therefore an 

important part of Jewish identity. The ever-evolving, dialectically re-invented personality 

accords with tradition and leads to the privileging of plurality. This inevitably conflicts with 



 

the dogma of modernity and its search for an unequivocal answer to the chaos of the human 

condition. Yet it is just such chaos that typifies a psyche unable to acquire the socio- 

cultural tailoring demanded by a modernity that also denies it access. The search for a solitary 

state must precipitate an ontological crisis that acts like subsidence on the modernist 

monolith.  

Postmodernity, however, recognises the futility of attempting a unitary 

position and employs that historical conflict as one of its supporting structures. The 

postmodern raises uncertainty onto a pedestal and lays claim to an abundance of truths. With 

no absolutes, or what Jean-François Lyotard described as ‘grand narratives’ (Lyotard 1979),8 

remaining against which to measure these truths, the choice between them becomes a 

subjective process. In this scenario objectivity becomes an anachronism. The recognition of 

plurality then becomes an epistemological rationalisation. This coheres with a Jewish literary 

perspective and leads to the conclusion that there is an indirect connection between 

postmodernity and Jewish cultural praxis. Jacques Derrida explores this proposition and 

acknowledges the necessity for continued interpretation, recognising that the absence of 

certainty produces a void which symbolises the postmodern Jewish predicament: ‘I am 

Jewish in saying: the Jew is the other who has no essence, who has nothing of his own or 

whose own essence is not to have one’ (Derrida 1986, p. 338). He thus provides a link to 

Kafka’s nameless characters who are defined by their inability to self-define, but also moves 

the debate beyond them. According to Derrida, the plurality of meanings must render the 

individual incapable of any form of political, moral, religious or philosophical attachment. 

Plurality removes the possibility of ‘essence’, where ‘essence’ is recognised as a sustained 

commitment to a single principle. 

As Juliet Steyn acknowledges, though ‘plurality, a recognition of the 

otherness of the self as well as others, is essential to human consciousness and creativity’ 

(Steyn 1997, p. 3). Despite the historical precedents for this ‘otherness of the self’ – as 

encapsulated by the either/or binary – its postmodern attachment to an unending plurality 

raises the alarm for contemporary Jewry. It is to this crucial position that we must turn, for 

within its boundaries lies the radical transformation from Messianic time, the telos of 

Modernity, to Midrashic time that symbolises the postmodern Jew. Derrida and Fredric 

Jameson force a confrontation between these two positions in their seminal critiques. As will 

be shown, they both suggest (although with different emphases) that postmodernity initiated a 

new understanding of time in relationship to identity: where once the development of the 

individual was progressive (Messianic time), now it is digressive (Midrashic time). 

Freud referred to the ego’s dual nature, which is destined to undermine the 

self because ‘there exists a faculty that incessantly watches, criticises and compares and in 

this way is set against the other part of the ego’ (Freud 1953, p. 153). The idea of two forces 

at work within the one psyche has allied psychoanalysis to the either/or predicament of the 

Modern Jew. Postmodernity has ‘raised the ante’ by positing the idea of multiple ‘others’ at 

work within the psyche. Derrida locates the origins of this multiple ‘otherness’ within 

language.9 He concentrates on the differential between Signifiers (words) and the Signified 

 
8In this ground-breaking work, he used this phrase in reference to the ideological and 

philosophical traditions of Western culture, both pre- and post- 

Enlightenment.  These ‘grand narratives’ collapsed as the events of the Holocaust and the 

anarchic spiral of capitalist culture since the end of the war undermined their authority and 

legitimacy. 
9In Contributions to Analytical Psychology (1928), Jung posited the idea of multiple 

archetypes of the ‘collective unconscious’ which he was able to identify through their 

reappearance in the dream state. His project acknowledged the impossibility of understanding 

the unconscious, it merely stated the importance of observing it. The postmodern position, as 



 

(meanings) and notices that ‘it is vain to try and master a text because the perpetual 

interweaving of texts and meanings is beyond our control’ (Harvey 1990, pp. 50–51). As a 

result he prioritises the mosaic or fragmented structure of postmodern discourse and 

recognises that this inevitably leads to the production of ‘a signification which could be 

neither univocal or stable’ (Foster 1985, p. 142). The effect of multiple signification or 

meanings is therefore a reduced control by an authorial voice, whether sacred or secular in 

origin, as well as the curtailing of a specific mythology. This fragmentation ‘breaks the 

linearity of the discourse and leads necessarily to a double reading: that of the fragment 

perceived in relation to its text of origin; that of the fragment as incorporated into a new 

whole, a different totality’ (ibid.). For Derrida, this ‘different totality’ becomes part of the 

mass of ‘different totalities’ struggling with and against one another in a futile attempt to gain 

precedence, yet perceived as an intersecting and indeed inter-textual organism. For the Jew, 

then, Derrida’s ideas represent a shattering of the traditional univocal Messianic ideal in 

favour of incorporating the Midrashic method into an understanding of the self. This 

approach is certainly pragmatic, signalling the replacement of one ideology by another; 

fragmentation for unification. 

Fredric Jameson responds to Derrida’s interpretative pluralism but radically 

departs from his thesis over the precise nature of the new fragmentation and the context of the 

‘different totality’. Indeed, Jameson goes further than Derrida, insisting on a more nihilistic 

episteme. He agrees with Derrida in rejecting an ontological holism, but rejects the notion of 

an alternative, fragmented holistic condition because ‘it is now no longer a matter of the 

break-up of some pre-existing older organic totality, but rather the emergence of the multiple 

in new and unexpected ways’ (Jameson 1991, p. 372). For Jameson, Derrida’s concept of 

multiple postmodernity is a ‘totalising’ force of its own – prag 

matism assuming the dogmatic position previously occupied by monism. He suggests that 

this symbolises an inability to excise completely the effect of Enlightenment ideology. We 

have become reliant upon the need for a single truth and cannot remove ourselves from this 

reliance, even constructing a false singularity from a set of intersecting fragments. Instead, 

Jameson defines the ‘new and unexpected’ development of multiplicity as a ‘reality pluralism 

– a co-existence . . . of unrelated fuzzy sets and semi 

autonomous subsystems whose overlap is perceptually maintained’ (ibid.). Nowhere is this 

more devastatingly evident than in the interplay of capital on the free-floating financial 

markets. It is the effect that this radical pluralism has upon the psyche that removes 

postmodernity from modernity in a more complete manner, for where the psyche responded 

to modern either/or ambivalence with paranoia and alienation-anxiety vis Kafka, the 

postmodern response has been schizoid. The ‘schizoid’ is not the internally created clinical 

illness, but rather a product of the fragmented social environment and therefore an external 

condition. 

Jameson ties this schizophrenia to an understanding of language and time. 

He follows Lacan’s broader interpretation of the condition, in stating that the schizoid 

challenges the continuity of the sentence and the progress of time. The multiplicity of 

signifiers and signifieds disrupts the clarity of a sentence. Thus, the ability to distinguish its 

linear progress – beginning, middle, end – and, hence, the possibility of meaningful 

communication are both removed. This linguistic chaos has a similar effect upon personality. 

If an understanding of personal identity relies upon the control of rational discourse, a 

 
exemplified by Derrida’s discussion of the collapse of language and its effect on the psyche, 

suggests a move towards a ‘collective conscious’ about the decay of the psyche. It is this 

consciousness, the ability to witness the effects of conflicting multiple and relative forces in 

social environments, that underpins postmodernity. 



 

collapse of this discourse must precipitate a fracture of the psyche. The ability to distinguish 

past, present and future represents the concrete experience of the self and the ‘everyday’. The 

schizoid pattern of ‘unrelated signifiers’ undermines this routine teleological self-command 

structure and condemns the individual to a continuous present from which neither the past nor 

the future can escape. Jameson thus forces us away from what he sees as Derrida’s 

complacency. For him, the ‘schizoid’ is too destructive to speak of in terms of a ‘replacement 

ideology’. This experience allows us to relate the nature of schizoid fragmentation to the 

absolute plurality of Midrashic interpretation and confirm the relationship between 

postmodernity and Jewish identity. Certainly the concept of a continuous present is resonant 

with the Midrashic text, which always remains in this tense because of the constant 

possibilities of new and different interpretation. If we recognise this link, the traditional 

Jewish pursuit of Messianic time becomes an impossibility. Jewish identity enters into a new 

alliance with the temporal that denies such a traditional telos and adds a further postmodern 

element. 

 

Walter Benjamin, ‘Now-time’ and Revisited Conflicts 

 

This alliance recalls the comments on time offered by the German social critic Walter 

Benjamin in his Theses on the Philosophy of History. For Benjamin, the continuous present, 

or ‘time of the now’ (Jetztzeit) (Benjamin 1992, p. 253), is crucially tied to a past whose 

influence prevails. He gives as an example the adoption by Robespierre of ancient Rome in 

his attempts to reinforce revolutionary principles. For Benjamin it was not simply a case of 

Robespierre’s ability to capture the past and reconstruct it in the present; rather it was that 

Rome ‘was charged with the time of the now which he blasted out of the continuum of 

history’ (ibid., p. 253) and which ‘was shot through with chips of Messianic time’ (ibid., p. 

255). Benjamin had earlier signposted the breakdown of the linear process in The Work of Art 

in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, in which he handed to the moving image 

responsibility for capturing and freezing a moment of celluloid which then lacks ‘its presence 

in time and space’ (ibid., p. 214). In the Theses he continued examining the dislocation of 

linearity, which upheld the notion of progressive development. Benjamin distinguished this 

process which he called ‘historicism’ from its alternative which he named ‘historical 

materialism’. This new system was to ‘bring together shards and fragments of experience into 

a constellation Benjamin called the “monad” that froze or stalled the dialectic into a 

momentary and unique vision’ (Harootunian 1996, pp. 65–6). 

This vision was given specific representation by the figure of the ‘angelus 

novus’, the angel of history, an image taken from a painting by Paul Klee. The angel, which 

faces the viewer, has its wings outstretched and Benjamin envisages it being pushed into the 

future, facing backwards, by the devastation of the past or the ‘storm . . . we call progress’ 

(Benjamin 1992, p. 249) which is isolated in a single catastrophic moment rather than in a 

historically progressive series of events. The angel ‘would like to stay, awaken the dead and 

make whole what has been smashed’ (ibid.), but is unable to close its wing and is propelled 

irresistibly forward, surveying the damage in its wake. This allegorical image gives historical 

materialism its ‘force and complexity’ (Osborne 1994, p. 86). The complexity is com-

pounded, however, in the insistence that historical materialism must ‘seize hold of a memory 

as it flashes up at a moment of danger’ (Benjamin 1992, p. 247). Here Benjamin invokes the 

image of man remembering instances in his past which cause particular discomfort. The 

memory is involuntary; it arrives without conscious resistance and is subject to repetition. 

Now-time is not purely a revolutionary expedient, as Robespierre would have it, but a 

dangerous challenge to ‘both the content of the tradition and its receivers’ (ibid.). 



 

This reading demands a reconfiguration of Benjamin’s ‘Angel’ so that it is 

no longer seen as being blown forward by the ‘storm of progress’ but remains suspended in 

one place in time, constantly battered instead by the storm of unresolved conflict. It can in 

fact do nothing but stay in its appointed chronological place and consistently fail in its 

attempt to ‘make whole what has been smashed’. This latter refers to the contradiction that 

lies at the heart of the postmodern Jew, for, as Gershom Scholem puts it, ‘everything 

unredeemed has according to its nature a fragmentary character’ (Scholem in Smith 1988, p. 

84). Now-time ‘is as transient, and hence incomplete, as any other present’ (Osborne 1994, p. 

89). Despite the presence of the ‘chips of Messianic time’, they do not add up to a salvatory 

whole and the gaps between them are too significant to provide absolute redemption. The Jew 

is thus unable to resolve the clash of randomised forces and repeatedly revisits the sight of his 

internal conflict in a futile attempt at resolution. Benjamin emphasises the importance of 

memory to Jewish custom when stating that ‘the Torah and the prayers instruct them in 

remembrance’ (Benjamin 1992, p. 255). This traumatic cycle locks the Jew into an 

undeniable present. It is possible to recognise the seeds of Jameson’s schizoid present in 

historical materialism and with this cognition a picture emerges in which Jews are compelled, 

both by Midrashic tradition and by the pluralistic demands of postmodernity, to remember 

and then constantly interpret those memories. 

 

 

Post-Colonialism, Hybridity and the ‘Third Space’ 

 

Post-colonial thought adopts these tropes, embracing Benjamin’s Jetztzeit, but transplants it 

to a new location and adds further interruption to the angelus novus’s journey. The post-

colonial examines the nature of the diasporic experiences of traditionally marginalised races, 

peoples and communities and promotes ‘revisions around issues of cultural difference, social 

authority and political discrimination’ (Bhabha 1994, p. 171). For Homi Bhabha, the primary 

responsibility of the post-colonial critic lies in the reinterpretation of misunderstood and 

misrepresented national histories through the adjustment of the traditional relationship 

between social environment and time in favour of a more developed understanding of the 

two. The ‘traditional relationship’ criticised here refers to the colonial position of 

Enlightenment linearity (the monist telos), which by its very nature excluded ethnic groups. 

The post-colonial shatters this elitism, arguing on behalf of a, now familiar, reconstructed 

temporality. This reconstruction must be placed in the foreground of a series of ‘borderline’ 

disputes between ‘difference and identity, past and present, inside and outside, inclusion and 

exclusion’ (ibid., p. 1). The typical polar negotiating positions of these colonial sites have 

been displaced by the radical transformations of the post-colonial landscape. These now 

overlapping and unresolvable sites of interstitial conflict, bring into focus the near 

impossibility of assigning consistent ontological patterns within the diasporic communities. 

Indeed, the antagonistic exchange of competing ontologies becomes the only consistent 

behaviour – a further version of Derrida’s pragmatic ‘totality’. This paradox leads to the 

destabilising of collective understanding gained through the historical receipt of oppression 

and discrimination and the privileging of increasingly hybrid forms of cultural self-

identification. 

Bhabha draws on a vision of this hybridity supplied by Renée Green in her 

architectural exhibition which analysed constructions of race and the self (ibid., p. 3). The 

image neatly engages with the internal disputes of the postmodern Jew already highlighted. 

Green used the spaces of the home as a metaphor for the interplay of power between racial 

groups or competing parts of the individual. In this scenario, the attic and basement represent 



 

two distinct and polarised locations of mutual or self-definition. Bhabha’s attention falls on 

the use of the stairwell ‘as liminal space, in-between the designations of identity’ (ibid., p. 4). 

The staircase has been the historical site of transition, up and down which the exchange 

between traditionally negotiated locations of cultural and colonial definition has taken place. 

For Bhabha, however, the stairwell most accurately represents the post-colonial condition. It 

acts as a temporal ‘border post’ at which all of the colonial contrapuntal arguments come to 

rest and as such it ‘prevents identities at either end … from settling into primordial polarities 

and … opens up the possibility of a cultural hybridity that entertains difference without an 

assumed or imposed hierarchy’ (ibid.). In order for diasporic communities to transcend their 

colonially oppressed status, hybridity must be accepted as the new social identity. The 

stairwell must supersede the staircase. Any attempts, though, to transcend or move ‘beyond’ 

an imposed hierarchy are ‘unknowable, unrepresentable without a return to the “present” 

which, in the process of repetition, becomes disjunct and displaced’ (ibid.). Thus the 

stairwell, acting as the ‘present’, becomes a site of constant temporal interruption and 

revisitation. 

We are now back in familiar territory, as Benjamin’s ‘Jetztzeit’ and the 

Midrashic ‘continuous present’ are transformed into Bhabha’s ‘Beyond’. The ‘Beyond’ 

becomes ‘an encounter with “newness” that is not part of the continuum of past and present . 

. . it renews the past refiguring it as a contingent “in-between” space, that innovates and 

interrupts the performance of the present’ (ibid., p. 7). For Bhabha, this ‘newness’ is found in 

the work of the, somewhat ubiquitous, Fredric Jameson. Guiding us through the now 

established maze of Jameson’s linguistic criticism and its associations with a ‘schizoid 

present’, Bhabha centres on his idea of the ‘third space’ as representative of the ‘new’ global 

reality of the in-between and the constant present. The area occupied by the stairwell is ‘in-

between’ colonial polarities. For Jameson, however, there is a significant difficulty in 

perceptibly capturing the ‘in- 

between’. This lack of tangible precision in locating the absolute site of the interstitial is 

symptomatic of the collapse of signifiers and is linked to the temporal disintegration of the 

‘schizoid present’. Bhabha does point out the paradoxical nature of Jameson’s argument, for 

if one cannot perceive the ‘in-between’ how is it possible to assert that it is linked to a 

disintegrative narrative? In answering his own question, Bhabha quotes Jameson’s idea of a 

transcendent decoder of sensory perception, which he calls a ‘prosthetic sensorium’, that 

allows the individual to grasp the disparate nature of post-colonial interstices. This 

transcendent perception does allow for the acceptance of a ‘third space’, occupied by the 

diasporic, that owes its existence to a temporal interruption and a cultural hybridity. By 

expanding his argument into the post-colonial, Jameson adds the demographic to the 

linguistic and temporal in his list of concepts subject to schizoid decay. 

Edward Said offers a similar conviction regarding the post- 

colonial, insisting that ‘we can now no longer afford conceptions of history that stress linear 

development’ (Said 1994, p. 384). He, like Bhabha, points to the hybrid as the emergent form 

of diasporic discourse and concludes that this hybridity is formed by often contradictory or 

‘contestatory forces . . . whose material is the disparate, but intertwined and independent and 

above all overlapping streams of historical experience’ (ibid., p. 378). The antagonism felt by 

indigenous populations towards diaspora com munities must increasingly wither as the latter 

assume a pre-eminent global status. This newly acquired position is built on unstable 

foundations, however, for the ascendant figure is the one ‘between domains, between forms, 

between homes and between languages’ (ibid., p. 403). 

 

Cultural Pluralism and ‘Neo-Tribes’ 



 

 

For American Jewry the implications of post-colonialism are clear. As the boundaries 

between communities shatter, the notion of identity itself becomes increasingly problematic. 

The ‘American Jew’ has moved even beyond that inconclusive, yet narrow, definition. He or 

she is more than the sum of his or her parts, yet defies absolute description. One fact must 

appear clear, though, absolutism is a redundant concept for the percentage who remain 

‘uncertain’. This lack of definition is in keeping with the demands of the postmodern age and 

of Midrashic time for a heterogeneous approach. 

There has been some recognition of cultural heterogeneity by key Jewish 

thinkers prior to current theory. Two prewar commentators on American Jewry, writing in the 

Twenties and Thirties, did recognise such a move beyond the opposing positions of ethnic 

entrenchment on the one hand and radical assimilation on the other. Hayim Greenberg posited 

‘transnationalism’, while Horace Kallen, totally rejecting the ‘melting-pot’ ideology, identi-

fied ‘cultural pluralism’, both of which invoked the Declaration of Independence and its 

guarantee of the right to be different as protectors of an extant inter- and intra-community 

democratic contract. For Kallen, in particular, the main principle was the ‘merging but not the 

fusing’ (Cohen 1998, p. 40) of America’s constituent parts. Both in their time were posited as 

panaceas for the conflict within the American-Jewish identity. Both recognised the futility of 

assumed homogeneity. However, the particular strain of contemporary American-Jewish 

identity analysed here goes further than those articulated by either Greenberg or Kallen, for it 

has become subject to the spell of postmodernity. 

As a response to this predicament, there has of late been a burgeoning 

movement towards the reclamation of the absolutist position by the descendants of those who 

took the first steps away from their heritage. Max Silverman has posited a rise in ‘neo- 

tribes’; a resurgence among the secular disenchanted of ‘aggressive, differentialist, up-front 

forms of Jewish particularism’ (Silverman 1998, p. 203). The effects of Chabad Lubavitch, 

Aish Hatorah, Ohr Sameach and other Teshuvah organisations can be seen across the urban 

United States and in many European cities. The long- 

term success of this conservative resuscitation remains to be seen, yet its very existence 

further destabilises the proponents of the ‘straight line’ of assimilation. Certainly such forces 

have received exposure and critical coverage. Their mission is, by its very nature, both public 

and prolific and demands and receives attention. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The forces documented in this essay are elusive, operate on a subtle level and as a result 

receive far less coverage than these ‘neo-tribes’. Nevertheless, their presence is felt – even if 

not widely reported – and I hope to go some way to amending that situation. Their story is 

told in the move from modernity to postmodernity, which has been both dynamic and 

traumatic and brought about a schism between Messianic teleology and Midrashic 

epistemology. It has seen the successful escape from the monist shackle, only to witness the 

psychosis of pluralism. The significant yet subtle shift away from ambivalence has led to an 

equally unsatisfactory though irresistible contradiction. 

Where ambivalence suggests an emotional attachment – the assimilating 

Jew viewing the secular state with equal amounts of love and hatred – contradiction assumes 

a more intimate psychological locus. The contradictory Jew argues on behalf of a culture 

which elevates opposition, and thus, where the postmodern removes all boundaries to 

admission recognising difference as paramount, the contradictory Jew becomes his own 

opposition and engagement with the secular state is curtailed. What in modernity was an 



 

argument with a supposed answer becomes in postmodernity an argument without an answer 

and in its place comes the knowledge of uncertainty, and the seduction of relativism. 

Yet, as has been shown, it is in the nature of Jewish culture to expand the 

commentary. The privileging of a singular philosophy is the path of the Enlightenment and 

contrary to the Jewish interpretative tradition. It is thus in the age of postmodernity – the 

embrace of pluralistic interpretations – that Jewish identity reaches a moment of absolute 

synchrony with the secular. Multiplicity, and the contradictions it brings, defines the age we 

inhabit and becomes the defining element of many ‘uncertain’ Jewish identities. There is a 

suspicion of any one philosophy, and therefore attempts at maintaining or ‘continuing’ that 

one system must appear contrary to the new synchronisation of postmodern discourse with 

Midrashic hermeneutic methodology. According to both Derrida and Jameson, the constant 

flux has plunged some contemporary Jews into a temporal stasis, a Sartrean waiting room in 

which they are locked ‘In Camera’, constantly revisiting the site of their unresolved internal 

conflicts. These heterogeneous conflicts shatter the Jewish psyche and leave it stranded in a 

constant present. The past is represented by the sheer mass of possible signifiers which 

encourage a contradictory identity in which these multiple forces vie for selection without 

ever being prioritised or collated in a rational manner. The Jewish psyche typically suffers 

from an over-exertion of the ruminative faculty. 

The collusion and inter-fusion of ontological pluralism, interrupted and 

revisited temporality and multiplicitous hybrid demography has contributed to the dramatic 

restructuring of American-Jewish identity. The twentieth century which was introduced by an 

either/or absolutism thus culminates in a neither/nor pragmatism which insists on the 

compulsive discomfort of the Subject who cannot but abnegate the possibility of solution. 

The modernist adjustment, identified by Ferdinand Tönnies, from Gemeinschaft (community) 

to Gesellschaft (urban society) in the first quarter of the twentieth century (Tönnies, 1955), 

has resulted in a postmodern Zwischenmensch (in-between person) in the last quarter of the 

century. This ‘in-between person’ provides an uncomfortable model for the contemporary 

Jew. The Zwischen mensch undermines Judaism’s traditional telos, challenging the predicted 

Messianic conflict resolution. This person is increasingly the spokesperson of those who 

refuse to submit to particularist views and for whom there is no validity in a single 

philosophy. The plurality of meanings leads to a parodying of the idea of ‘meaning’ itself and 

thus single-issue projects inevitably become victim to postmodern pastiche. To attach oneself 

to the idea of a solution to contradiction is not only absurd but impossible to the 

Zwischenmensch for, as with ‘meaning’, the word ‘solution’ must be placed in inverted 

commas as an act of ironic detachment. Unable to move beyond his contradiction, he cannot 

conceive of a world other than the one he inhabits and efforts to convince him of a 

teleological alternative are consequently greeted not with derision, but rather with a vague 

and wholly dismissive ennui.
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Ghetto Radicalism: The Jewish East End10 

 

Ben Gidley 

 

‘. . . an underground tradition says that our lives depend 

on hearing the voices of the dead’ (Boyarin 1992, p. 82) 

 

Nowadays, many people take the word ‘Jewish’ to imply ‘middle-class’. In 1980, Raphael 

Samuel wrote that ‘Jewish history in Britain, in so far as it exists, is heavily institutional in bias, 

and entirely celebratory in tone, recording the progress of the “community” in terms of political 

status and professional and commercial success’ (White 1980, p. x). A handful of historians,11 

including Jerry White, Henry Srebrnik, Anna Kershen, Sharman Kadish, Julia Bush and, above 

all, William Fishman, have tried to tell our history in a different way: in terms of the everyday 

struggles of the people of the ghetto. 

Following in this tradition, this essay is about the political culture that 

flourished in the Jewish East End in the last decades of the nineteenth century and the first 

decades of the twentieth. It will examine four moments: (1) the early formation of the ghetto’s 

alternative public sphere; (2) the strike wave of 1889 and its aftermath and (3) World War I, the 

two high points of this world; and (4) the interwar Communist Party-dominated period when this 

world was beginning to disintegrate. 

I shall attempt to answer two questions. First, there is a political or communal 

question. As Jews, we are used to acting as armed camps facing each other across trenches – 

divided along lines of religion and secularism, Zionism and anti-Zionism – rather than engaging 

in dialogue in safe and open spaces. Was there something about the radical culture of the ghetto, 

and its vernacular, democratic, egalitarian spirit, that we can learn from today, as a diverse and 

divided Jewish community? Were there spaces in the ghetto that brought together people of 

different perspectives – and indeed people from other communities – into a shared but open 

public sphere of the sort we need to nurture today?

 
10I should like to dedicate this paper to the memory of my grandfather, Myron Gordon; in many 

ways, its writing was a conversation with him. 
11Their books are the main sources for the historical information here. 



 

Second, there is a question about Jewishness. How can we respond to the lived 

problem of identity and assimilation? Alex Gordon, in this volume, looks at the modernist 

dilemma of assimilation, its either/or, straight-line logic. While he examines the emergence of a 

postmodern response to this dilemma, I shall examine a comparable response from a century ago. 

The modernist age was dominated by pinned-down, absolute identities: Briton or Jew, loyalty to 

this country or that one, to Israel or the United Kingdom, the place of birth or the place of 

settlement. The Jewish radicals of the East End refused these either/or choices and the straight-

line teleology of assimilation; instead, like postmodernists, they practised an identity that was 

open and questioning rather than closed and final. But unlike postmodernists – who experience a 

sort of weightlessness of identity, a floating, dislocated, detached, uncertain and even 

schizophrenic sense of themselves – the Jewish radicals practised an identity that was rooted in 

the space of the ghetto, that was at home there. 

 

The Formation of the Ghetto 

 

In Victorian and Edwardian London, the either/or logic of assimilation was represented most 

clearly by the established native-born Jewish elite of the West End. Dominated by a handful of 

wealthy families (like the Rothschilds, Montefiores and Mocattas), this group was known as ‘the 

Cousinhood’. These people thought of themselves as ‘English citizens of the Jewish faith’. The 

arrival in large numbers of Jews from the East threatened native Anglo-Jewry’s sense of itself as 

British. Consequently, they made every effort to re-make their arriving co-religionists into 

English people as quickly as possible. They consistently tried to get the ghetto to dissolve itself 

into English society at large and throw off its old-fashioned, particularistic and peculiar rituals, 

its debased jargon, Yiddish, and, above all, its radical politics. To this end, the Cousinhood 

pursued a variety of strategies: coercion, bribery, charity, repatriation and even support for anti-

immigration and pro-deportation policies. 

But there was another face to assimilationism. In the early 1870s, a short-lived 

union of Lithuanian tailors in Whitechapel was formed by Lewis or Louis Smith, a Pole who had 

fled after the Polish uprising of 1863 and come to London via the Paris Commune. Smith soon 

left for New York, where he became a labour leader. This set the pattern for the early phase of 

intellectual leadership in the London Jewish left, a profoundly internationalist, peripatetic and 

cosmopolitan leadership. Their itinerancy, their repeated (sometimes enforced, sometimes 

chosen) exiles within the diaspora had two consequences. On the one hand, it meant they rapidly 

circulated new ideas and forms of struggle across the diaspora. On the other, it meant they had a 

tenuous relationship with the ghetto. 

This trend continued with Aaron Lieberman. Lieberman had been involved in 

the Narodnik movement in Lithuania. The Narodniks (Populists) believed in ‘going to the 

people’. Most of the many Jewish Narodniks interpreted this injunction as their ethnic Russian 

comrades did: an orientation to the Russian peasantry. Lieberman was part of a small group in 

Vilna who went instead to the Jewish masses (cf. Levin 1976, pp. 40–43). In 1876, after fleeing 

the Tsarist police, he formed the Hebrew Socialist Union at Gun Street in Spitalfields. For a short 

while, the Union organized three hundred Jewish tailors. The Union activists were known as the 

‘brille’ (meaning ‘spectacles’, a jibe at their intellectualism) by the tailors, and their final 

meeting developed into a riot over religion at which Lieberman’s own spectacles were smashed 

and the police had to restore order.  



 

It is significant that the riot was over religion. Middle-class Eastern European 

Jews who came to London as revolutionaries, fleeing the prisons of the Tsars, saw themselves as 

a hyper-internationalist wing of the world socialist movement, rather than as the revolutionary 

wing of the Jewish people. In fact, they were so deeply anti-clerical, secular, atheist and anti-

nationalist that they firmly rejected any Jewish identity. Mostly, coming from educated strata, 

they were not Yiddish-speakers either. ‘This sublime silence of affinity,’ wrote Rosa Luxemburg 

to a friend, ‘where so many cries are lost, it burns in my bosom so strongly that there can be no 

special little corner in my heart for the ghetto: I feel myself at home in the wide world, 

everywhere there are clouds, birds and trees’ (quoted in Traverso 1994, p. v). Aaron Lieberman 

wrote in one letter, ‘I am an internationalist who knows only men and classes – no more!’ and in 

another, ‘I hate Judaism, just as I hate all other Nationalities . . . I love only the oppressed 

masses’ (quoted in Fishman 1975, p. 101, n. 6). In other words, the socialists had a similar 

either/or logic to the assimilationists: international proletariat or Jews. Like the assimilationists, 

they had a straight-line view of history: a vision of history as progress. This vision sees the future 

of the Jews as belonging alongside that of the proletariat – and the ‘problem’ of the Jews as 

disappearing with the coming of the socialist millennium. As such, these early Jewish socialists 

represented what Zionists were later to call ‘red assimilationism’, a left-wing variation on the 

Cousinhood’s assimilationism. 

In this early period, then, there was a sharp divergence between the utopian 

politics of these middle class exiles and the politics of the emerging ghetto world. The politics of 

the ghetto were based on the struggle for immediate social needs through networks of mutual aid. 

1880 marked the start of mass immigration from the Pale to England as pogroms grew fiercer 

and more frequent. 

Straight away the immigrants set about building the institutions they needed to 

adapt to their new world. In 1884, a Society of Jewish Socialists was started. From this grew the 

International Workers’ Educational Club, based at 40 Berner Street, just off Commercial Road. 

The Berner Street Club, as it came to be known, was to form the model for the Jewish working-

class organizations that, taken together, constituted the institutional infrastructure of this 

proletarian public sphere. It was a meeting-place for every shade of radical Jewish immigrant, as 

well as some like-minded gentiles. In addition to these secular political spaces, there was a 

religious socialist movement practising a sort of Jewish liberation theology in the East End. Its 

roots were in the self-governing communities of the old country, which immediately set the immi 

grants against the idea of a ‘Chief Rabbinate’. Hermann Adler, then occupying that position, 

seemed of doubtful orthodoxy and ‘the cold formalism and cathedral-like structures’ of the 

United Synagogue felt wrong. 

On strictly religious grounds, these immigrants rejected United Synagogue 

orthodoxy and its chief proponent, Adler; on class grounds they were minded to condemn the 

United Synagogue and the Board of Guardians as institutions fashioned by Jewish capitalists and 

exploiters for whom Adler appeared to act as chief spokesman and apologist. 

This antagonism led to the chevrot, the noisy, informal, Yiddish-speaking 

synagogues of the East End (Alderman 1983, pp. 51–2; 1992, p. 176). 

Trade unions and friendly societies were also formed, in particular the Jewish 

Tailors’ Union of 1883 – ‘a clear signal that intra-ethnic class war was in the making in the 

Jewish East End’ (Alderman 1992, pp. 180–81). The Anglo-Jewish elite, led by Samuel Montagu 

MP, tried to head this war off by sponsoring non- 



 

socialist friendly societies and trade unions, but with little success. The elite also organised the 

Federation of Synagogues in 1887 to bring the unruly chevrot under their tutelage. These efforts 

at incorporation were combined with more heavy-handed tactics, such as an attempt to bribe 

workers on Arbeiter Fraint (the radical Yiddish paper) to sabotage its production. Despite these 

efforts, the momentum of the Jewish trade-union movement was, for the moment, unstoppable. 

As well as these formal mutual aid networks, each street or block of buildings 

constituted an informal one. White’s account of Rothschild Buildings underlines this point. ‘At 

Rothschild we were like one family,’ says one of his informants. White (1980, pp. 81–3) uses 

phrases like ‘a protective society’, ‘a complex support system of mutual aid . . . deepened and 

perpetuated by kinship’, yet open, able to take new people in at times of crisis. The struggle over 

housing drew upon and strengthened this mutualism: ‘eviction was thwarted by solidarity among 

neighbours’. The street itself was another focus for this culture of mutualism, a place where men 

and women, Jews and non-Jews, could come together. 

 

 

Besides its economic importance, [Brick] Lane was in many ways the social 

nucleus of the wider Jewish community. ‘The beloved Lane,’ as Zangwill 

called it, had wonderful charisma, with its colour, bustle, laughter, the voices 

of dispute and greeting, all in the universal language of the Jewish working 

class. It helped unite the Jewish East End, for in the Lane shopped women 

from Cable Street, as well as Spitalfields and Whitechapel . . . The Lane, the 

Flower and Dean Street neighbourhood... produced a unifying adhesive, built 

of and for the community, drawing people ever closer to it [White 1980, p. 

119]. 

 

It is important to stress that even less formal sector, that of the boxing clubs, gambling dens 

(spielers), cafés and Yiddish theatres. First, this was an arena for the creation of a pan-Yiddish 

culture from the myriad local cultures imported from the vast shtetl area. It was an arena where 

the mutual aid links established in forums like the chevrot and unions were strengthened and 

deepened. Moreover, it was an arena where Jews and non-Jews could come together informally 

to build together an East End cockney culture. 

This constituted, for the first time, a mass basis for Jewish proletarian politics 

and the beginnings of a locally based Jewish proletarian public sphere in the East End. Side by 

side with these plebeian cultural resources developed by the men and women of the ghetto, there 

was a still more elite political culture, a small milieu of highly politicized non-Yiddish-speaking 

intellectuals. These people started to provide the ideological resources the community needed for 

its later, more militant, cycles of struggle. Of this intellectual leadership, the most important 

figure was Morris Winchevsky. Like Smith and Lieberman before him, he was from a highly 

educated, cosmopolitan family in the old country. Like them, he eventually moved to New York. 

In between, from his arrival from Vilna in 1879 to his departure for America in 1894, he led a 

flowering of Yiddish socialist activity. On 25 July 1884, he founded the world’s first socialist 

newspaper in Yiddish, Der Polisher Yidl (The Polish Jew), with his friend Elijah Wolf 

Rabbinowitz. In 1885, as Rabbinowitz moved towards Zionism and accommodation with the 

establishment, Winchevsky, with a group of Spitalfields socialists and anarchists, went on to start 

the more radical Arbeiter Fraint (Worker’s Friend). Its first editor was Philip Krantz, who was 



 

taught Yiddish by Winchevsky. 

In 1886, the Berner Street Club took over Arbeiter Fraint’s running: the 

ghetto’s mutualist culture of adaptation and the intellectuals’ political culture were fused into the 

basis for a culture of resistance. At the same time, important links were made outside the ghetto. 

The lectures and talks that the Berner Street and other clubs put on were where Jewish manual 

workers first encountered British socialists like William Morris and H. M. Hyndman, the founder 

of the Social Democratic Federation (SDF). Jews were also active in the non-Jewish branches of 

the SDF, especially the Hackney and Shoreditch branch, whose members included many Jewish 

and non-Jewish Russian émigrés and which led a successful campaign, in 1909, to stop the Tsar 

visiting London. The Yiddish poets Joseph Leftwich and Isaac Rosenberg were members of this 

branch. William Morris’s Socialist League also gained strength in the ghetto. 

In this emerging alternative public space, the ghetto immigrants practised 

identities based on the logic of both/and rather than either/or. In Alderman’s words, for the East 

Enders ‘there was not merely no conflict between praying in a synagogue and then sitting in the 

same room to discuss socialist principles and organize industrial stoppages’ (1992, p.176). The 

immigrants were religious Jews and class-conscious workers, foreigners and cockneys. The 

assimilationists and Marxists wanted them to close down their identities (shed their shtetl 

particularities to become English citizens or universal proletarians); the East Enders instead 

opened up their identities. 

 

The 1889 Strike Wave and After 

 

1889 was a turning-point in the ghetto. A new type of leader sprang up, not from the privileged 

classes but from within the Yiddish-speaking Jewish masses. This was epitomised by Lewis 

Lyons, a British-born machinist. Lyons was an organic intellectual of the ghetto. He was born in 

1862 (Winchevsky, Krantz and Rabbinowitz had all been born in the 1850s) and his first 

language was Yiddish (rather than Russian or German as in the case of the previous generation). 

Along with Wolf Wess, of the Socialist League, he led a successful strike for a twelve-hour day 

in the garment industry. Manchester’s Jewish tailors struck too, also successfully, and in Leeds 

the Jewish tailors formed a union with the English gasworkers in a similar action. 

This wave of labour unrest cannot be seen as a purely Jewish phenomenon, 

however. It was part of a broader wave of militancy throughout the East End and the move 

towards the organisation of the unskilled working class – the phenomenon of ‘new unionism’. In 

1888, there was the ‘Matchgirls’ Strike’ (by the female workforce of the Bryant and May match 

factory in Bow). The gasworkers, led by Will Thorne and Eleanor Marx, organised themselves, 

and there were also dock strikes. The dockers’ leader, Ben Tillett, the matchgirls’ leader, Annie 

Besant, and the tailors’ leader, Lyons, all spoke at one another’s meetings. There were also links 

to the non-Jewish socialist parties; the tailors’ leaders were socialists, James MacDonald and 

Lyons in the SDF, Charles Mowbray and Wess in the SL. ‘These men provided the links that 

ensured that, at such an important juncture of labour history, the alien tailors of London did not 

operate in a vacuum’ (Kershen 1995, p. 138).  

In the years immediately after the strike, the tailors became increasingly 

militant and turned increasingly to more libertarian politics that stressed workers’ self-

management in the here and now. Yiddish-speaking worker-intellectuals developed a home- 

grown version of anarchism. The most important figure in this development was, ironically, a 



 

gentile. Rudolf Rocker was a charismatic yet unambitious German bookbinder, exiled first to 

Paris and then in 1895 to London, where he learnt Yiddish. He soon became a leading light in the 

Berner Street Club and, in 1898, took over the editorship of the Arbeiter Fraint. Around Rocker 

there formed an active group of militants such as Abraham Frumkin from Jerusalem (for a while 

the Arbeiter Fraint editor), Moses and Nastia Shapiro from Constantinople, and Millie Witkop 

from the Ukraine (she became Rocker’s ‘comrade in life’). Most of them, like Rocker himself, 

were born in the 1870s; most were garment workers. In 1906, these people (with the veteran 

anarchist-communist Kropotkin in attendance) started the Workers’ Friend Club, known, because 

of its location, as the Jubilee Street Club. It was a centre of trade-union struggle, socializing, 

debate and education along the lines of the earlier Berner Street Club. (Lenin was frequently seen 

quietly sipping hot tea there.) 

For the historian Judith Walkowitz, this was a period when ‘workingmen’ 

(such as the dockers) and ‘women of many classes’ (like the matchgirls and the middle-class 

women, such as Annie Besant, who were involved with them) came ‘to challenge the traditional 

privileges of elite male spectators and to assert their presence in the public domain’ (Walkowitz 

1992, p. 11). However, in the conception of an alternative public sphere I outlined at the start of 

this essay, I would stress instead that what was emerging, among the men and women of the East 

End, was a separate, proletarian public sphere. This sphere certainly involved ‘West End’ 

figures, such as Besant or Eleanor Marx, but it generated its own leadership from within.  

The West End Jews, led by Hermann Adler, the Chief Rabbi, and the politician 

Samuel Montagu, did not like the East Enders behaving like seditious aliens; they wanted to 

fashion them into loyal British citizens. Nor did they like the East Enders asserting their 

autonomy from West End tutelage. The ghetto immigrants, therefore, ‘had to contend with a 

special blend of lay and ecclesiastical opposition, at one time brutal and subtle’ (Alderman 1992, 

p. 184). The East End, then, had still not succeeded in breaking away from the bourgeois public 

sphere of the West End. That had to wait until World War I. 

 

World War I 

 

At the start of the war, the Anglo-Jewish establishment, the right-wing leadership of the socialist 

and labour movement and the middle-class leadership of the suffragettes were falling over each 

other to support the war effort and demonstrate their patriotic loyalty to the British state. Most 

East End Jews, however, found themselves in the category of ‘friendly alien’ (if they were born 

in Russia) or ‘enemy alien’ (if they were born in Germany). ‘Enemy aliens’ were interned, some 

in Alexandra Palace, some in concentration camps on places like the Isle of Man. ‘Friendly 

aliens’ were expected to join the British army, or return to Russia and join the army there. As 

many of the immigrants had come to Britain to flee the Tsar’s government or conscription into 

his army, these choices were not very appealing. To the immigrants, the whole idea of the war 

was unpleasant: they had no quarrel with the working-class men of Germany whom they would 

have to kill if they joined the army. A movement developed in the East End against the 

conscriptions, internments and deportations. It was a mass movement stretching beyond the 

Jewish ghetto, involving the dockers and other gentile East End workers, a working-class force 

within the feminist movement, and the left wing of the broader British socialist movement. 

Rocker’s Arbeiter Fraint, in particular, campaigned vigorously against war 

and Rocker was arrested and interned as an enemy alien. He was not alone: thousands of Eastern 



 

Europeans and Germans were rounded up. Xenophobic feelings on the part of the British 

population led to the persecution of the immigrants, who were seen as German spies and draft-

dodgers. In 1915, the East End was rocked by the ‘Lusitania riots’, race riots which targeted Jews 

and other aliens, and which united the ghetto as a community. The East End Jewish Trade Union 

Emergency Committee was formed in 1914 and then the Foreign Jews Protection Committee 

(FJPC) in 1916, despite the staunch opposition of the Anglo-Jewish establishment. The writer 

Israel Zangwill was among the FJPC’s members, along with socialists, anarchists and trade 

unionists. 

The two revolutions in Russia in 1917 gave this mass movement huge 

impetus, strengthening the connections between its different components. The Eastern European 

émigrés were particularly euphoric at the fall of the Tsar. The Bolsheviks’ decision to leave the 

war deepened their reluctance to participate in the militarist mood and strengthened their will to 

resist. However, British state persecution was stepped up a notch, with the backing of most of the 

media. Abraham Bezalel, the leader of the FJPC, was interned and deported to Romania. Many 

Russian Jews who refused to serve in the British army were deported too, and others went home 

to participate in the Russian Revolution. 

The Jewish East End had finally broken free of the West End leadership. The 

alliance with the local non-Jewish working class movement that had emerged in 1889 and the 

alliance with the broader socialist movement that had been developing since the 1880s both now 

bore fruit. It was also a testament to the radical openness of the ghetto’s public sphere, its ability 

to speak across ‘ethnic’ borders. 

 

Between the Wars 

 

After the war, the traditions of the ghetto were eclipsed by other traditions: the Zionist movement 

and the Communist Party. It was an exodus to Palestine that the Zionists preached, but it was an 

exodus to North London that they practised. In 1900, more than 80 per cent of London’s Jews 

lived in Stepney, Bethnal Green or Poplar. By 1920, only 46 per cent were still there. While these 

areas were solidly working-class, Stoke Newington and Hackney’s Jews were mainly middle-

class. Other destinations included Palmers Green, Chingford, Golders Green, Hendon and 

Finchley. 

Despite this bourgeoisification, what we can call the ‘Zionist classes’ were 

beginning to throw their weight behind the new Labour Party. Poale Zion affiliated to it in 1920, 

and in 1922 the first Jewish Labour MP was elected in East London. The Labour Party had 

successfully used Zionism to gain a foothold in the ghetto and the autonomous institutions of the 

ghetto began to be incorporated into the Labour bureaucracy. 

The ‘Jewish infatuation’ with the Communist Party from 1935 to 1955 

(Alderman 1992, p. 316) was in some ways the last stand of the East End Jewish proletarian 

public sphere. Yiddish cultural life, housing struggles and rag-trade union struggles continued, 

and anti-fascism became an urgent activity, but the mass material base was no longer there.12 The 

 
12Henry Srebrnik’s (1995) account of the period is extremely rich and well- researched; it is 

complemented by the autobiographical accounts of Phil Piratin and Joe Jacobs (both 1978). 

However, I would argue that Srebrnik overemphasizes the unity and closed borders of the Jewish 

radical world. Consequently, he underemphasizes the diversity and openness of the ghetto. In 

particular, he dwells on the antagonism between the Irish and Jews, arguing that the former were 



 

flight from the East End that characterised this period, argues White (1980, pp. 258–60), was 

paradoxically also characterised by ‘greater unity and more cohesive action’ among those left 

behind. The militarised conditions of the anti-fascist struggle led to what Negt and Kluge (1993, 

pp. 61–2) call the ‘camp mentality’: rigid discipline and unquestioning obedience, ‘exclusion, 

pseudopublicity, dictatorship of procedural rules’ counterproductive to a healthy proletarian 

public sphere. At the same time, ironically, the Communist leadership of the movement, under 

the banner of the Popular Front, dedicated more and more of their efforts to entering the official 

union bureaucracy and local-government machinery (peaking in Phil Piratin’s 1945 election as 

MP for Mile End) which sapped its autonomy. 

The Stalinist version of Marxism, with its ethnicity-blind story of progress, 

and its rival Zionism, the negation of Galut, combined to marginalize the diverse diaspora 

politics of the East End social movement. The 1936 Battle of Cable Street is rightly remembered 

in the political imaginaries of the left and the East End: Irish dockers stood side to side with 

Jewish socialists – and Orthodox Jews. The celebratory tone of this nostalgia, however, masks 

the tragedy of the death of the heterogeneous Jewish radical movement. Cable Street was not the 

East End’s greatest moment of glory; it was the last in a series of such moments, the others now 

just beyond nostalgia’s superficial glance. 

The Stalinists were, in some senses, a return to the ways of thinking of the 

Liebermans and Winchevskys and other classical socialists. Two important positions mark the 

Yiddish radicals of the Arbeiter Fraint out from those who preceded them and the Stalin 

ists who followed them. First, the Yiddish radicals criticised the universalism and teleology 

central to orthodox Marxism (the idea of inevitable progress towards the universal liberation of 

humanity). Second, they criticized the leftist ideology of ‘the worse, the better’ (the worse things 

get, the nearer we are to revolution). We can see a movement, from Lewis Smith, through 

Lieberman and Winchevsky, to Rocker: from a position that jam tomorrow is more important 

than bread today (and hence a view of the autonomous Yiddish industrial and cultural 

combinations of the ghetto as means to an end) to a real engagement with the ghetto’s social 

needs and desires. This movement was reversed under Stalinism. 

Closely linked to this was a shift in the way Yiddish language and culture and 

Jewish identity were viewed. With the development of a local pan-Yiddish culture in the East 

End ghetto, and a trans-national Yiddish literary and cultural world across Europe (and across the 

Atlantic), there was the basis for a new type of politics. Previous Jewish socialists and 

subsequent Stalinists saw Yiddish as a necessary evil for propagandizing the Jewish workers (just 

as the West End Anglo-Jewish leadership saw Yiddish as an embarrassing relic of the past). 

Rocker’s circle, in contrast, valued Yiddish language and culture in and for itself.  

Both the classical Jewish socialists and the West Enders (‘Englishmen of the 

Jewish faith’) equated Jewishness with ‘Judaism’ – and saw Judaism as an ‘ism’ much like 

Protestantism, a set of abstract beliefs rather than practices. The Arbeiter Frainters, in contrast, 

saw Yiddish culture – the everyday practices of the Jewish plebeiat – as at the heart of Jewish 

 
Mosley’s main power base; in fact, it was the solidly Irish areas (Shadwell, Wapping and St-

George-in-the-East) which resisted Mosley, and Irish dockers were in the anti-fascist vanguard at 

Cable Street. For more nuanced accounts, see Jacobs (1978, pp. 205–7, 257), Kushner (1993) and 

Fishman (1985, pp. 383–5). Finally, Srebrnik argues that it was only after 1929 that the social 

movement came into being fully; I believe that this was in fact the last gasp of a long-standing 

social movement. 



 

identity. I would suggest that this approach to identity has something that is worth holding on to 

today. Against versions of assimilationism that whitewash Jews, reducing Judaism to a set of 

beliefs, and against versions of ethnic absolutism that rely on blood lineage (and, increasingly, 

control of soil), the Yiddish radicals offer us a different conception: putting oral practices, textual 

practices, practices of remembrance and ritual practices – rather than blood or abstract beliefs – 

at the heart of our sense of ourselves as Jews. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Next to nothing remains of the ghetto I have described: the shadows where the mezuzot were 

fastened on the doors of shops now owned by Bengalis, the memories of a few old-timers, ghosts 

from a departed world. In this context, the politics of memory, remembrance and 

commemoration take on an urgency. As Boyarin (1992) writes of a different ghetto 

 

The desire of the Zionists to find a place where the Jews could stay put 

provides an ironic contrast to the steady decline of the Lower East Side as a 

Jewish neighbourhood, beginning in the 1920s. Of course the living 

conditions, as in any immigrant ghetto, were terrible and thus the usual and 

popular valuation of the neighbourhood’s depopulation by Jews as upward 

mobility seems so transparently obvious as not to require explanation. 

 

This leads to a picture of a natural evolution from immigrant misery toward ‘integration into the 

American system of mobile opportunity’ (ibid.), a mythic narrative of progress whose subtext is 

regrettable but necessary loss, a narrative which masks another history, that of patterns of 

domination central to capitalism. Nostalgia is not the opposite of this forgetting but a corollary of 

it. What has been lost is rendered in nostalgia as something that had to go sooner or later, an 

evolutionary end-point (something like, I suppose, the penny farthing or the quill pen) (Boyarin 

1992, pp. 3–7). Elsewhere Boyarin writes that ‘nostalgia fills, in a crude and opportunistic way, a 

need for an image of the past that can no longer be satisfied by older techniques of memory and 

transmission’ (1992, p. 49).13 

Nostalgia’s narrative of progress is shared by orthodox Zionism and orthodox 

Marxism. They view history as a linearity, with a point of origin and a final destination. Boyarin, 

developing ideas taken from Walter Benjamin, contrasts this to the idea of tradition embedded in 

Judaism, an idea that presupposes generations, and hence breaks, fractures. Tradition ‘takes the 

memory of the vanquished into account’ (1992, p. 135, n. 5). Although the tradition I have 

looked at appears dead, because of the deaths of those who carried it, the idea of tradition implies 

that it can emerge again, in a different time or place. Thus loss itself becomes a resource for 

hope. In this essay, I have tried to look at history from the perspective of loss and hope – that is, 

from an ethical perspective. Against histories that narrate progress up out of the ghetto, I hope I 

have given a glimpse of the sort of public culture that flourished in the East End. This culture is, 

I believe, a source of hope for us as a Jewish community and as a community among other 

communities.

 
13Similar points are made by Finkielkraut (1994, pp. 40–42), Yerushalmi (1989), Gilroy (1992) and 

Gordon (1999, pp. 287–8). See also Gordon in this volume on these sorts of teleological ways of 

thinking the past. 
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Jewish Museums and Jewish Renewal 

 

David Clark 

 

 

There has been a tremendous renewal of interest in Europe over the last two decades in 

Jewish history and culture. Indeed, there has been a veritable proliferation of Jewish 

museums: 49 European ones are listed in a recent publication (Bonilauri and Maugeri 1998) 

and there are also well over 60 in America (Seldin 1991). Various state agencies have 

encouraged the creation of Jewish museums, as a means of promoting tourism and 

maintaining architectural heritage in southern Europe, of promoting cultural understanding 

via the arts in France and Austria, or as reminders and commemoration of the Holocaust in 

Germany and Poland (Clark 1998). For a variety of reasons, Jewish museums tend to be 

focused far more on the past than on the present. Yet there is a debate concerning the extent to 

which they should also reflect the contemporary Jewish scene, both in Europe and elsewhere. 

A further issue is the extent to which they can be used to serve the needs of contemporary 

Jewish populations, rather than merely representing the past. 

The crucial issue is whether Jewish museums should simply be 

repositories for material culture from a past that is over and done with, or should seek to 

explore and promote continuities between the past and the present. This essay highlights 

some of the ways in which Jewish museums have sought to link up the past with the present 

and involve their audiences in reliving that past in the present. I shall suggest that Jewish 

museums can and should act as a catalyst for Jewish spiritual and cultural renewal, a renewed 

contact with Jewish heritage and tradition that emphasises both continuity with the past and at 

the same time enables contemporary Jews to find renewed meaning in such tradition. Indeed, 

there is a current revival of interest in all things ‘Jewish’, a search for ‘roots’ and an attempt 

to seek out a positive image of Judaism and Jewish culture, whether this be through cookery, 

song, klezmer music, fiction, film or art exhibitions.14 I shall focus mainly on the need for 

museums to adopt a broad range of approaches that will allow greater audience participation 

and interaction, thereby enabling and facilitating a process of identification with Jewish 

tradition and culture. 

 
14See, for instance, the discussion in recent papers such as Pinto 1996, Gruber 1996, 

Silverstone 1998 and Waterman 1999.  



 

 

Using Items from Museum Collections for Religious Worship 

 

In the traditional model of a museum, the collection of ‘authentic’ objects forms an essential 

element of what the museum has to offer. Such objects are displayed in glass cabinets, put on 

pedestals or hung on a wall, almost invariably to be seen but not touched. In the case of 

Jewish ritual objects, however, there is an additional dimension. These objects, or similar 

ones, have been and continue to be used for ceremonial function and, as a result, become 

infused with a certain aura and emotional attachment. Indeed, as Jennifer Marin writes, ‘The 

religious worship associated with certain objects invests them with a quality beyond the art or 

history they represent: they must be seen in a context of use and devotion’ (Marin 1994, p. 

33). 

Let us first examine, through a case study of the Jewish Museum in 

Prague, the issue of ‘use and devotion’ and the extent to which museum pieces can once 

again be used for religious ceremony. Although the museum was established in 1906, many 

of the treasures it now contains were gathered together during the Nazi occupation of 

Czechoslovakia, from 1939 to 1945, when Jewish property was systematically confiscated. 

Well over 100,000 artefacts, books and archive materials were taken from the 153 Jewish 

communities in Bohemia and Moravia, stored and catalogued at the museum (Altshuler and 

Cohn 1983). Immediately after the war, the museum was handed back to the Jewish 

community, or at least what was left of it. One of the tasks it faced was to return private 

property to its rightful owners. A second task was concerned with helping Jewish 

communities in the Czechoslovak Republic to re-establish themselves; to this end, a number 

of ritual objects, Torah arks, scrolls and mantles, prayer books and other items, were handed 

over to fifty-two Jewish communities in the Republic. All this changed, however, with the 

communist take-over of Czechoslovakia in 1948; in 1950 the Jewish Museum was officially 

handed over to the state and all loans to Jewish communities were halted.  

Ironically, it was under communist rule that the museum was able to make 

its best-known contribution to the revival of Jewish religious life. In 1964, under state 

direction, it decided to sell 1564 of its Torah scrolls. They were sent to the Westminster 

Synagogue, which took on the responsibility of repairing them and redis 

tributing them to needy Jewish congregations (Bernard 1988). Many of the scrolls found their 

way to the United States, where they were used in newly established synagogues, day schools 

and community centres. 

With the fall of communism in Czechoslovakia in 1989 and the handing 

back of the museum to the Jewish community in 1994, the issue of returning some of the 

ritual objects to devotional and ceremonial use could be raised once again. Nevertheless, the 

museum is extremely reluctant to relinquish any of the treasures or religious objects in its 

possession, even for use within the Jewish community. In an interview (reported in Clark 

1994) with Arno Parik, an employee of the museum, it became clear that the museum was not 

willing to lend any of its ritual objects to the newly emerging Jewish communities in the 

Czech Republic. Mr Parik suggested that loaning such items to Jewish communities in 

Poland and Hungary after World War II had been counter-productive. Jewish communities in 

those areas had dwindled, in some cases disappeared, and the ritual objects had likewise 

disappeared without trace. In this connection it should be noted that a number of Jewish 

museums in Italy have adopted a compromise solution. Some of the objects on display still 

belong to the local congregation and are actually used for religious worship on festival and 

ceremonial occasions (in Florence and Ferrara, for instance). 

 



 

Displaying Objects: The Issue of Resonance 

 

An issue related to that of the devotional use of items in museum collections is the emotional 

attachment often associated with such ritual objects, usually as a result of use within the 

context of synagogue, home or community. How best to convey the emotional significance of 

such objects? 

Many Jewish museums originally followed a model of display pioneered 

by Isaac Strauss in the nineteenth century, characterised by formal classification of objects 

and the selection of aesthetically pleasing examples of these objects for show and display ( 

Feldman 1994). Yet, while such displays highlight the aesthetic contribution made by Jewish 

decorative arts, they often fail to convey the element of use and devotion that Marin talks 

about. Hence, many Jewish museums are adopting a different approach to displaying such 

objects, one which seeks to convey a sense of family and communal involvement. 

This approach can be seen in the greater emphasis on thematic displays 

which seek to convey the ambience and milieu in which objects are actually used. Objects are 

now often grouped around a theme, such as festivals or the life cycle. Some may be placed on 

a table as if it were a Shabbat table, with a Shabbat lamp hanging above it, a white table-

cloth, kiddush cups, a flask for wine, a challah cloth, all carefully laid on the table. Nearby, 

there is a painting depicting a woman lighting Shabbat candles in the home. This display is in 

the Jewish Museum in London, but similar scenes are on show in a growing number of 

Jewish museums, with local variations. 

Such thematic displays set the scene and begin to convey some of the 

mood, atmosphere and context in which ritual objects are used. Perhaps this kind of thematic 

display attempts to evoke a resonance in the viewer. Stephen Greenblatt contrasts the awe and 

wonder that gazing upon a ‘valued’ object of art is supposed to engender with another feeling 

altogether, that of resonance. He writes, ‘By resonance I mean the power of the displayed 

object to reach out beyond its formal boundaries to a larger world, to evoke in the viewer the 

complex dynamic cultural forces from which it has emerged, and for which it may be taken 

by a viewer to stand’ (Greenblatt 1991, p. 42).  

Thematic displays can be used to convey a sense of what animates these 

objects, what brings them to life, namely the Jewish home and the Jewish community. But 

objects alone cannot adequately convey what is missing from the picture; the scene remains 

somewhat remote and aloof, dominated by objects and by the absence of people. People are 

needed to convey fully the emotional significance of what is on display. The visitors 

themselves are the first and most important people who are in a position to place the objects 

in a context of ‘use and devotion’.  

While a volunteer steward at the exhibition galleries at the Jewish 

Museum in London I often overheard remarks like ‘See this Hanukah lamp? It is exactly the 

same as the one grandma has’ and similar comments concerning objects used in the home. 

There is a joy of identification, association, and the wish to convey and hand down some of 

this emotional attachment and significance to the next generation. For Jews who have a clear 

memory of traditional family and religious life, seeing such ritual objects may bring back 

fond memories, and so it may be an occasion for re-affirming their own identity. For others it 

may be an occasion to seek to strengthen the Jewish identity of the next generation, by 

instilling in them an appreciation of their cultural and religious heritage. 

When I took a group of Israeli students to the Jewish Museum in London, 

one of them stood in front of a showcase displaying an opened Torah scroll and 

spontaneously began to chant the portion at which the scroll was open. A fellow student 

standing next to him was enthralled and virtually in tears. It reminded her, she said, of the 



 

times, when she was a child, her father (now dead) had taken her to synagogue where he had 

been the chazan; it reminded her of him leading the service and reading from the scroll. 

For those Jews who already have a firm commitment to their Jewish 

identity and have strong memories of participation in Jewish religious life, whether in the 

home or the synagogue, seeing these ritual objects displayed in a museum may be a positive 

experience. It may provide a sense of aesthetic appreciation as well as positive reinforcement 

of their identity. For non-affiliated Jews, however, especially those who have never been 

immersed in a practising Jewish home or congregation, the display of ritual objects is 

somewhat more problematic. Certainly they may be able to appreciate the aesthetic qualities 

and virtues of the objects, but how best to convey the sense of emotional attachment to such 

objects? 

 

Using Educational Services as an Inspirational Tool 

 

Educational services of Jewish museums are particularly well placed to develop programmes 

that can be used not only to inform but also to inspire. When directed at a Jewish audience, 

such programmes can contribute significantly to the process of Jewish renewal.  

The Centre for Education and Culture of the Jewish Museum in Prague 

was founded in 1996 in order to promote the museum’s educational programmes. The centre 

uses Prague and its surroundings as a setting to provide an interdisciplinary approach that 

includes music, theatre, legends, story-telling and multimedia presentations. The centre’s 

innovative programming creates an experience for the visitor that goes well beyond admiring 

exhibits in glass cabinets. The visitor is invited to explore specific sites associated with 

Jewish personalities who lived in Prague – the streets of the ghetto, the Alt-Neu Synagogue 

and the old cemetery, the Maharal associated with Rabbi Loe – and at the same time given 

extracts from Rabbi Loew’s work to read. Or else the visitor might be taken to Kafka’s 

birthplace and workplace, and given further background on the writer’s life and times, 

together with extracts from his work. Sites, sounds and written text are interwoven with 

stories, seminars and workshops, and provide a rich experience from which to draw 

inspiration. Resonance is induced not only by exhibiting certain objects, but also by 

immersing the visitor in an all-embracing atmosphere, linking historic sites with references to 

texts written by authors associated with that historic space.  

Another example of the uses of a museum’s educational services of a 

museum is London’s Museum of Jewish Life, now part of the Jewish Museum, London. It 

has a large collection of items from the everyday life of working-class and middle-class Jews. 

Items include the working-tools of Jews in the East End, membership cards of trade unions, 

notices of meetings of trade unions, of self-help groups and voluntary associations. There are 

also suitcases brought by newly arrived immigrants or refugees to this country, and some of 

their clothing and personal effects, as well as family photos, journals, letters and diaries. Each 

item is part of a wider story: arrival in this country, economic survival and the need for self-

help and mutual support. A child’s suitcase next to a child’s clothing, photos of children 

disembarking at a port or arriving at a station – taken together, they tell part of the story of 

the arrival of child refugees in this country in 1938–9. 

However, sometimes the use of just one such item may be enough to 

introduce a wider story. For example, the museum’s educational services of the museum use a 

spice box; it is somewhat tarnished and has obviously seen better days, and yet it has its own 

particularly story. It was hidden by its owner during the Holocaust and later found by a 

surviving member of the family. A poignant story, which tells of the horrors and destruction 

suffered under the Nazi regime, and yet of hope and renewal despite it all ( Lenga and Derry 



 

1995; Lenga 1999). The spice box is not placed in a glass cabinet and put on show in the 

museum. Instead, it is used in workshops with parties of schoolchildren or in outreach work 

with youth groups. Schoolchildren, particularly teenagers, may be shown other documents as 

well, photos, letters, diaries, all connected with the events leading up to the Holocaust, and 

the spice box may be just part of that story. 

Sometimes, however, the spice box may take centre stage. This is 

particularly so when it is used in outreach work with a youth group, for instance as part of an 

organised Shabbat programme. Towards the end of Shabbat the young people may be told the 

story of the spice box and may also get to handle it and use it as part of the Havdalla 

ceremony itself, which concludes the Shabbat. Such an experience can be very poignant, for 

it connects the participants directly with the history of the Holocaust in a manner that is both 

moving and inspiring. It may inspire a wish to continue that chain of tradition, of Jewish 

practice, and not to allow the Holocaust to destroy all traces of Jewish life. Thus, an object 

can be used not only as a vehicle to tell a story but also as a source of inspiration. 

 

Group Experience as Transformative 

 

The educational approaches outlined above are most effective when used as part of a group 

experience. Most often educational pro grammes are targeted at youth groups and parties of 

schoolchildren, though students and other adult groups may also be targeted. What such 

programmes and techniques manage to convey is the symbolic historical connection between 

object (or building) and a distant/past/absent Jewish community, and quite often this sense of 

loss evokes a powerful emotional response. Some Jewish educational programmes in 

museums seek to go beyond mere resonance, beyond merely renewing or strengthening a 

bond, an emotional tie, with a past or absent community (Golden, 1996). What is also being 

stressed is the value and importance of continuity and, by extension, the wish to extend this 

into the future. The experience of the museum visit and the educational programme is meant 

to be transformative. 

In order to go beyond resonance it is necessary to have a participatory 

programme. Thus, while the story of the spice box is itself a moving experience, it is much 

more moving when you are allowed to handle the box as part of a real live Havdallah cere-

mony. Such programmes contribute towards connecting the past with the present, the self 

with the group. In other words, they helps to forge a conscious Jewish identity that stresses 

links not only with the past but also with the present. This element of group identification is 

strongest in programmes that combine all the things I have mentioned so far, such as attempts 

at historical contextualisation, the use of literary devices, the use of participatory techniques 

and the use of group dynamics.  

The strength and significance of group dynamics is revealed in a study, not 

of educational programmes in the museum context, but rather of educational tours (tiyulim) 

in the Israeli countryside. The study, undertaken by Tom Selwyn, focused on tours organised 

by the Society for the Protection of Nature in Israel (Selwyn 1996). Most tours last from one 

to eight days and are conducted in Hebrew, though there are also many for English-speakers. 

Selwyn outlines a number of devices used on the tours. Guides provide scientific information 

about the flora and fauna and help to raise awareness of the need to protect the environment . 

Yet at the same time there is strong emphasis on the historical links between the land and the 

people, with constant mention of biblical references to the particular landscape being 

explored, to the flora and fauna around them. The landscape, the animals and the vegetation 

appear to be simultaneously part of the past (through literary and biblical allusions) and of the 

present. This enables the hiker to feel connected with both past and present, as the boundaries 



 

of time become blurred, at least for the duration of the tour. But this feeling of identification 

is heightened by the specific group dynamics, by having a guide who is perceived to be in the 

heroic mould, leading the group through the desert or through the landscape, past all dangers, 

in perfect safety. And yet the group itself participates in this process; the hikers are not 

passive, but share the experience of travelling over difficult terrain, of experiencing the 

mysteries of the landscape, now seen in a new light. At least for the duration of the tour there 

may be a bonding among the tour members and not only an increased awareness of the 

landscape, but also an increased sense of belonging and identification with the people of 

Israel. 

Though the group experience may not be quite so intense in the context of 

a Jewish museum, it too can have a transformative effect, especially if it involves active 

participation by group members. Techniques such as the use of the spice box with youth 

groups, or the exploration of city spaces and of literary texts in Prague, can be especially 

powerful techniques when used in conjunction with group dynamics. However, there is a 

catch. This technique is most effective with people who are already part of a ‘group’ that is 

willing to come to the museum programme, be it youth group, school group, Jewish cultural 

group, or similar. In other words, this kind of programme appeals particularly to Jews who 

already have an affiliation to organised Jewish life, be it an educational, recreational, cultural 

or religious affiliation. For those who are not affiliated or who, for one reason or another, are 

not ‘joiners’, other techniques may be necessary if the museum experience is to be 

transformative. 

 

The Use of Creative and Imaginative Space 

 

When it comes to attracting non-affiliated Jews to a museum  and offering them a programme 

which re-affirms their Jewish identity and their sense of belonging, group techniques are less 

appropriate and other strategies must be found. One approach has been pioneered by My 

Jewish Discovery Place, based in the Jewish Community Center in Los Angeles. Esther 

Netter, its director, explains that the museum aims to create a space in which different kinds 

of Jews and different kinds of family will feel comfortable and will enjoy exploring various 

aspects of Jewish life. The museum tries to create a range of educational and learning 

experiences in order to impart Jewish content and knowledge to an audience that is very 

diverse, including mixed-faith families, single parents, extended families, retired parents, 

inter-racial families, grandparents raising grandchildren, foster parents, step-parents, 

uncommitted families. These groups probably have varying levels of affiliation to organised 

religious institutions and varying degrees of knowledge and competence concerning Jewish 

practice. 

The museum provides an opportunity for hands-on experience in terms of 

dressing up in costumes and exploring aspects of Jewish ritual associated with the life cycle 

and the festival cycle. It provides an opportunity for role-playing and for creative workshops 

to make some of the items used in the role-playing, thus allowing both adults and children to 

build up confidence in their ability to participate in Jewish practice. In a talk given at the 

Centre for Jewish Education, London, in 1997, Esther Netter likened this process to the 

kindling of a flame, rather than the filling of a vessel. The idea is to help visitors enter 

another space and time dimension where they can explore their Jewish heritage through the 

creative and imaginative process. Calligraphy workshops introduce visitors to the visual 

beauty of words as well as the sound and meaning of essential Jewish vocabulary. Elsewhere, 

a recreated and reconstructed market scene may be the cue to tell the story of the rescue of 

Ethiopian Jews and their arrival in Israel. In another room, a mock-up of an ambulance is 



 

used as a starting-point for explaining Jewish values concerning visiting the sick and saving 

life; children can play with the ambulance, with hospitals beds and dolls dressed as nurses or 

patients. There is a cookery area, where children and adults can make challah. There is also a 

children’s-size synagogue, with synagogue-style furniture, with a small huppah, for playing 

out a wedding, a felt board Torah on which you can write the story concerning the week’s 

portion. Full texts are provided, with translations, and a page from the Talmud is illustrated, 

so that learning can occur at different levels. 

Yet there is no set sequence for the various activities on offer; each visitor 

decides what to do next, where to go. The museum provides guidebooks outlining the various 

exhibits and work stations, different books for young children, older children and for adults. 

Groups are also welcome; the teacher or parent is briefed in advance and a programme is 

tailor-made for them.  

The results have been astounding. Anecdotal evidence suggests that many 

families who had previously shunned organised religion were now taking a new pride in their 

Jewish identity and were willing to explore their heritage in the ‘safe’ environment of a 

museum. Certainly, other Jewish communities in America were sufficiently inspired by this 

model to set up their own Jewish Discovery Place ( New York, Detroit, Toronto) and a pilot 

project was also set up in London in 1997. 

 

Creative and Perfomance Arts 

 

Another approach, which is increasingly being adopted by Jewish museums around the 

world, is to promote artistic and cultural activities on the premises. A few museums have 

experimented with artist-in-residence programmes, as at the Jewish Museum, New York, 

focusing on Jewish ceremonial art, but lack of money and space usually means that such 

programmes are short-lived (Seldin 1991).  Many other Jewish museums have organised 

concert and song recitals, poetry readings and similar events alongside their lecture series, 

often in association with particular exhibitions. The Jewish Museum, London, for example, 

had a concert series in 1996 which included Max Bruch’s Kol Nidrei, cabaret songs, Sephardi 

songs and klezmer music, as well as songs , stories and poetry from the Yiddish tradition. 

Another growing trend is that of participatory exhibitions involving 

prominent artists, local schoolchildren and interested adults, all coming together in a 

workshop format. Activities may include creating masks for Purim, a sukkah design 

competition, as at the San Francisco Jewish Community Museum, or the following 

workshops at the Jewish Museum, London: Shofar-blowing, puppet-making and story-telling, 

textile-making, scribal arts, toy-making or magic tricks, all of them with a Jewish theme. 

A growing number of museums have also been willing to provide local 

and guest artists either with a space for installation art or with the opportunity for reading or 

performing their own work. Indeed, it is at the cutting-edge and experimental end of contem 

porary artistic endeavour, where Jewish artists wish to explore their Jewish connections and 

Jewish identities, that Jewish museums can provide an appropriate venue. 

As Ruth Seldin states, ‘museums serve a neutral, socially acceptable 

meeting place in which people of all backgrounds can be exposed to the richness and variety 

of the Jewish heritage’ (Seldin 1991, p. 112). Because of the ‘neutral’ quality of the Jewish 

museum, it is a place where Jews, whether affiliated or not, non-Jews, and people with a 

Jewish connection, can meet and explore the nature of Jewish identity. Emma Klein discusses 

at some length the plight of ‘Lost Jews’. These are either non-affiliated and disaffected Jews 

or people who have Jewish ancestry but who do not have a Jewish mother and so are not 

recognised as Jewish by normative Judaism (Klein 1996). The exploration of cultural and, 



 

especially, artistic themes as a means of exploring the Jewish bits of oneself, and of the 

society around one, is also a more ‘neutral’ avenue for exploring such issues, as against a 

more heavy-handed emphasis on religious themes, ritual and ceremonial. Hence, for all these 

reasons, creative and performance arts have a wide appeal for all sorts of audiences, of all 

ages and backgrounds. 

The Jewish Historical Museum in Amsterdam, for instance, carried out a 

survey, asking its visitors what they expected from a Jewish museum. It should come as no 

surprise that a number of visitors stressed the importance of having a space within the 

museum that could be used for the exploration of identity and the expression of artistic 

creativity. The following list is drawn from remarks recorded in the catalogue of an exhibition 

of Jewish textiles, held at the Jewish Historical Museum, Amsterdam, in April–October 1997. 

The main aims of a Jewish museum should be: 

 

1 To collect, preserve and exhibit objects from Jewish religion and culture. 

2 To display objects that relate to the social history of Jews in the Netherlands. 

3 To remind people of the effects of the Holocaust. 

4 To be a centre for Jewish identity, a place where one can strengthen and reaffirm such 

identity. 

5 To function as a place for secular Jews to meet; have pro 

grammes of intellectual or socio-cultural significance. 

6 To facilitate a new aesthetics of Judaism, in order to meet the needs of a new secular 

Jewish life, with new dramatic effects. 

7 To be a multimedia experience. 

8 To educate non-Jews about the Jewish heritage and make the past more tangible. 

9 To be a place in which risky as well as safe stories can be told; to make room for 

contradictions and discontinuities. 

 

Discussion 

 

I have outlined a number ofdifferent approaches adopted by Jewish museums in attempts to 

go beyond the usual functions of a museum, the curatorial and information-giving functions. 

Jewish museums need to go beyond such functions if they are to respond to the needs of Jews 

living in contemporary society. It must be noted that Jewish museums are not alone in 

seeking to adjust and respond to the needs of contemporary society. Liddiard points out that 

museum developments in recent years have been influenced by the growing trend towards 

postmodernism. This trend involves a blurring of the distinction between ‘high’ and popular 

art, as well as an increasing differentiation and segmentation of the audience it seeks to 

captivate and address. Moreover, it involves an increasing emphasis on consumerism, on the 

need for entertainment and spectacle, and on audience participation and interaction with the 

displays and exhibits (Liddiard 1992).  

A growing number of museums in Britain have taken innovat 

ive approaches to what they exhibit, to the kinds of materials will collect and display. 

Increasingly museums are displaying artefacts and objects which are quite ‘ordinary’, some-

times mass-produced items (Pearce 1995). This is  partly the result of the work generated by 

the Oral History Workshops in the early 1970s, inspired by George Ewart Evans and Paul 

Thompson, which led to a growing body of material available to local-authority museums 

interested in portraying local history. Eventually, pioneering exhibitions based on accounts by 

local residents, prserved on audio-tapes or video-tapes, together with collections of consumer 

items of the relevant periods, shop signs, photographs, extracts from local newspapers, 



 

commercial advertising, recordings of contemporary popular music or contemporary radio 

broadcasts (Frostick 1994). 

The trend towards displaying more ordinary or replica objects, is partly 

fuelled by the attempt to appeal to new audiences, especially to younger audiences, through 

making exhibits more attractive to them. One way of doing this is through the use of more 

participatory techniques, such as allowing visitors to touch some of the exhibits (often replica 

items), to make items themselves or to interact with the displays. Andrew Jones describes the 

use of such techniques at the Archaeological Resource Centre in York, where visitors are 

encouraged to handle and sort archaeological finds, unlock replicas of Viking-age padlocks, 

learn to spin and weave, and stitch together copies of one-piece Roman leather shoes (Jones 

1995). Many other museums in Britain now also encourage visitors, schoolchildren in 

particular, to attend drama workshops, costumed re-enactments, craft demonstrations, and so 

on. The aim is to provide a more lively and experiential learning experience than can be 

provided by exclusive reliance on an object in a glass case and some textual labels. 

What distinguishes the educational programmes pioneered by Jewish 

museums from the postmodern trends of contemporary British museums is the potential 

impact such programmes can have on Jewish cultural and religious renewal. Postmodern 

trends seek to combine learning and entertainment, while at the same time reaching out to 

new kinds of audiences. The kinds of Jewish educational programmes I have outlined seek to 

go beyond merely information and entertainment: they seek to evoke an emotional response 

and to create a change in visitors’ perceptions; they seek to inspire and to be transformative. 

Jewish educational programmes associated with museums are most likely 

to evoke an emotional response when the objects they display combine the three levels of 

meaning outlined by Ian Hodder: functional use of the object, symbolic meaning and 

historical associations (Hodder 1994). There are a number of ways in which educational 

programmes have sought to establish that historical link. Story-telling is important in making 

the link between the spice box, the story of a particular family during the Holocaust and the 

events of the Holocaust. Elsewhere, the use of literary texts relating to the period from which 

the objects or buildings date is an equally powerful means of conveying both symbolic and 

historical associations. Hence the importance of the study of texts while touring Jewish 

Prague, whether they be the writings of Rabbi Loew or of Franz Kafka. Similarly, on tours of 

Jewish Spain visitors are encouraged to read the writings and poems of eleventh- and twelfth-

century Judaeo-Spanish writers. Such devices facilitate the imaginative process of resonance 

so clearly outlined by Stephen Greenblatt, whereby the object or site being admired stands in 

for something much larger (Greenblatt 1991). 

Some programmes involve the use of group dynamics and participatory 

styles of delivery, such as workshops and hands-on activities. Indeed, participatory 

techniques need to be used in order to engage and involve the visitor on a more personal level 

and provoke an emotional response which can inspire the visitor to wish to maintain 

continuities with the past and extend this into the future. However, Jewish museums have to 

be mindful of the need to address a wider audience, one whose members differ not only in 

age, class and educational background but also in level of participation in, integration into or 

alienation from organised Jewish life; indeed, they may be Jews, non-Jews or ‘lost’ Jews. 

Hence, increasingly, Jewish museums need to have a wide range of programmes, activities 

and exhibitions, and need to use a variety of techniques and approaches, in order to reach 

such a diverse audience. 

Programmes involving group dynamics may be especially effective with 

those sections of the Jewish population which are already part of organised Jewish communal 

life, whether religious, educational, cultural or social. For the unaffiliated Jews or the ‘lost’ 



 

Jews who have links /connections to Jewish people (through ancestry or through marriage), 

other approaches are necessary. For children and families, dressing up in costumes, role-

playing, craft activities and other hands-on activities may be an attractive and less daunting 

way of exploring Jewish life. For others, more ‘cultural’ events, whether recitals, 

performances, poetry readings, installation art, may be a more neutral and accessible avenue 

for exploring Jewish identity and Jewish connections. But here, too, the opportunity for more 

participatory styles of involvement, such as workshops, will contribute further to the 

transformative impact on participants. A key element of any programme that seeks to promote 

a renewal of interest in and commitment to Jewish culture and religion is an approach that 

allows audience participation. Simply putting a beautiful object in a glass cabinet will not 

lead to Jewish renewal; there has to be interaction between object, text and people if the 

venture is to succeed. 
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Author’s Note: This paper is modeled on a page of Talmud in the 
standard format determined by Daniel Bomberg in Venice, 1520-3.  The 
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rabbis of the first to sixth centuries.  Arranged around the central texts 
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In Leviticus 19:2 we read 
that God commanded the 
people: 'You shall be holy.' 
The Midrash, in Sifra 

Kedoshim, asks for an 
explanation of the word 
holy: 'Our sages answered: 
you shall be set apart' 1.  

Maimonides, in his Guide 
for the Perplexed, has a 
very intellectual view of 
what it is that this setting 

apart consists of. 'It is also 
thinkable that a man should 
achieve such a degree of 
perception of the Truths, 
and of happiness through 

such perception, that he is 
able to talk to people and to 
occupy himself with the 
actions necessary for his 

life while at the same time 
his intellect is turned 
towards God and he is with 
his heart constantly before 

God, though his outer form 
is with men.  All acts of 

service to God have as their 
sole purpose to train you to 
busy yourself to be too 

Obsessive Compulsive Disorder 
(OCD) can be defined as a 

neurotic condition that causes 
psychic distress or social 

embarrassment caused by 
obsessions or compulsions not 

due to any other psychiatric 

disorder.  An obsession is an 
anxiety - provoking, recurring 

mental phenomenon  often viewed 
by the patient as 'alien' to their 

true personality or desires and 
often perceived to be absurd in 

nature. A compulsion is a 
reluctantly performed voluntary 

act often undertaken in response 
to an obsession.  Six forms of 

obsession and two forms of 
compulsion have been identified.  

The six forms of obsession are 

listed in order of decreasing 
frequency: obsessive doubt, such 

as an inclination not to believe 
that a completed task has been 

accomplished satisfactorily; 
obsessive thinking, a seemingly 

endless thought chain usually 
pertaining to future events; 

obsessive impulses, powerful 
urges to perform trivial or 

disruptive actions; obsessive fear 
of such things as losing self -

control or social embarrassment; 

o b s e s s i v e  i m a g e s ;  a n d 

One of the most important 
aspects of Passover is the 
p r oh ib i t io n  o f  th e 
c o n s u m p t i o n  a n d 
ownership of leaven, 
chametz.  The prohibition 
applies to articles made 
from the five types of grain: 
wheat, spelt, barley, oats 
and rye.  These types of 
grain become chametz 
when they start to ferment.  
According to Jewish law, 
the five types of grain 
become chametz when 
they remain in contact with 
water for 18 minutes or 
longer.  Maimonides lists 
six commandments in 
connection with the 
prohibition of chametz: 
one positive and five 
negative.  A Jew should 
dispose of chametz on the 
fourteenth day of the 
month of Nissan (the day 
before Passover), as it says: 
'The first day ye shall put 
away leaven out of your 
houses' (Ex.12:15).  A Jew 
should not eat chametz 
from noon on the 
fourteenth of Nissan, as it 
says: 'Thou shalt eat no 
leavened bread with it [the 
Paschal sacrifice, offered 
on the afternoon of the 

fourteenth of Nissan]' (Deut.16:3).  The eating of chametz all seven days of 
Passover is forbidden, as it says: 'There shall no leavened bread be 
eaten' (Ex.13:3).  No mixtures containing chametz may be eaten on Passover, 

Derrida, like Kierkegaard, is neither fully philosopher nor fully poet. To attempt to state the analytical core of his philosophy, 
to distinguish his ideas from their particular mode of expression, is to disrobe his thought of its encompassing 
persuasiveness.  Yet his language is obtrusive, somewhat clumsy and often superabundantly repetitive. Derrida's writings 
portray an attempt to rebel against the hegemony of philosophy; philosophy's ability to appropriate all forms of discourse 
into itself.  The locus classicus of philosophy's self reinforcing hegemony is the Hegelian concept of  aufhebung  which 
underpins the process of Hegelian Dialectics.  ‘Aufhebung’ literally means 'lifting up'. For every thesis there is an antithesis, 
its logical negation.  The thesis and antithesis stand implacably opposed to one another until the thesis is 'uplifted' into a 
higher sphere in which it is conserved; freed of the negation while simultaneously accommodating it.  It is this paradoxical 
concept that exemplifies philosophy's desire for hegemony over all discourse and that so irritates Derrida.  It is through th is 

1  Editor's note: For technical reasons it has proved impossible to include full references for some of the quotations 
in this paper.  If full references are required, please contact the author via the editor.   
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much taken up with God to 
pay any attention to 
anything else. The moment 

that you empty your mind of 
God and are with your 
entire being engaged in 
some avoidable act of eating 

or  o ther  necessary 
business, you thereby cut 
off the bond between 
yourself and God.  You are 

at that moment not with 
Him, nor is He with you.' 
For Maimonides, this 
separation is an intellectual 
separation from the world, 

an attempt to keep the mind 
in constant contact with 
God while the body 
continues its commerce 

with the world.  This is an 
atomistic, solipsisitic view 
which devalues the material 
world and is an exceptional 

view of holiness.  Luzzatto, 
in his Messilat Yesharim, 
states that: 'Man should be 
so intoxicated with the 

Divine that He should not be 

dissociated from the 
slightest movement or 

miscellaneous other obsessions.  

The two forms of compulsion are 
acts that yield to an obsession, 

such as checking to see if a tap 
has been turned off properly, and 

acts that attempt to control the 
underlying obsession by the 

taking of remedial action.  Six 
varieties of thought content of 

obsessions have been identified: 
obsessions with dirt  and 

contamination such as excreta, 
illness and germs; obsessions 

about aggression, such as 

physical or verbal assault on 
others, accidents, war or death; 

obsessions with inanimate objects 
that assume personal significance, 

such as mathematical figures, 
locks, bolts and other safety 

devices and orderliness of 
arrangements; sexual obsessions 

concerning taboos, competence 
and advances made to or by the 

patient; religious obsessions 
about the existence of God, the 

validity of mythology, practices 

and festivals; and miscellaneous 
obsessions about such things as 

music, facts or anatomy.  The 
content of the obsessive thought 

seems to  be  completely 
independent of the type of 

obsession.  Over 74% of OCD 
sufferers are obsessive doubters.  

as it says: 'Ye shall eat 
n o t h i n g  l e a v e n e d ' 
Ex.12:20).  No chametz 
should be seen in the 
possession of a Jew over 
Passover, as it says: 'And 
there shall no leavened 
bread be seen with 
you' (Ex.13:7).   A variety of 
reasons is given for the 
prohibition.  The Torah 
states that owing to the 
speed and urgency of 
theExodus of the Children 
of Israel from Egypt, 'the 
people took their dough 
before it was leavened, 
their kneading-troughs 
being bound up in their 
c lo thes  upon  the ir 
shoulders' (Ex.12:34).  
O t h e r ,  s y m b o l i c 
explanations are given in 
the rabbinic literature.  
Leaven is seen as 
symbolising pride or 
materialist characteristics, 
and, just as the Children of 
Israel fled from Egypt, so 
must a Jew attempt to rid 
himself of these unpleasant 
charact er i s t i cs .  The 
prohibition of chametz is 
unusual in its severity. One 
who transgresses is liable 
to premature death.  
Although this applies only 
to one who eats an amount 

of chametz the size of an olive, even the tiniest amount of chametz mixed in 
with other foods renders them prohibited and one is not allowed to gain any 
benefit, material or otherwise, from the resulting mixture.  Other prohibitions of 
substances allow mixtures to be eaten if the forbidden substance constitutes 
concept that philosophy appropriates all objections raised against it. Quite simply, there is no place from which to offer a 
critique of philosophy.  There is no place outside of philosophy from which to stand in discourse with it, for to offer a cri tique 
is to raise an  objection, an antithesis which will be ingested, uplifted and conserved into the body of philosophy.  To attempt 
discourse with philosophy is implicitly to recognise its hegemony. Derrida must try to stand somewhere truly outside 
philosophy, where he cannot simply be absorbed back into philosophy's discourse, his objection noted, received, negated 
and conserved.  If he cannot achieve this conceptually, he will attempt it geographically, from the margins of philosophy, 
from the footnote, the aside, the casual metaphor, the incidental turn of argument. He vigilantly seeks out blindspots, 
aporias; points of weakness and exposure where a text involuntarily betrays its internal tensions and contradictions. This 
move from the conceptual to the geographical may seem facile but it creates analyses of surprising depth and subtlety, and 
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action of his, spiritualising 
e v e n  t h e  g r o s s e s t 
necessities of his daily 

physical living.'  This is a 
more traditional view, that a 
person should aim at the 
sancti fication of the 

mundane; to involve God in 
a l l  h i s  ac t ions  by 
performing rituals that give 
any action holiness, set it 

apart from the mundane. 
Joseph Caro's Shulchan 
Arukh states that: 'In the 
presence of royalty a man 
takes special care that his 

speech and demeanour be 
refined and correct.  How 
much more should a man be 
careful of his deeds and 

words, realising that the 
Great King, the Holy One, 
Blessed Be He, is always 
standing by him and 

observing all his doings.  
This means that in all our 
actions, even those which 
we must do in order to 

sustain ife, we must 

acknowledge the Lord, and 
do them for the sake of His 

N o t  a l l  su f f e r e r s  h av e 

compulsions: around a quarter 
are only ruminative.  Many OCD 

sufferers develop obsessional 
rituals, which are purposive in 

that they can be described in 
terms of an activity not just a 

series of bodily movements, a tic 
or a reflex. These rituals are 

performed in accordance with 
rules. The performance of the 

rituals is not an end in itself but is 
designed to bring about a state of 

affairs. Other disorders produce 

compulsions, but they are 
performed for their own sake or 

not necessarily performed 
according to rules. Obsessive 

rituals are also not connected by 
rational justification to the states 

of affairs that they are purported 
to help bring about. There are 

normal, non-obsessive rituals 
associated with childhood, 

superstition, primitive tribes and 
religion which share these four 

criteria, so not all rituals need be 

psychiatric in nature.  What is of 
interest is why people perform 

purposive rituals not rationally 
connected to the states of affairs 

that they are designed to bring 
about. Rituals seem to allay 

anxiety; people revert to rituals in 
times of crisis or loss of personal 

less than one-sixtieth of the 
mixture.  These severe 
prohibitions mean that a 
Jew must be very careful in 
the cleaning of his/her 
kitchen and its utensils 
before Passover, as all food 
that is not prepared in a 
kitchen cleaned for 
Passover is treated as 
chametz. It is not 
permitted to use utensils 
used all year round if they 
are made of materials 
which are considered to 
absorb food. Other utensils 
must be cleaned extremely 
thoroughly.  After the 
cleaning process, a 
thorough search must be 
made for any chametz that 
m i g h t  h a v e  b e e n 
overlooked so far.  All 
chametz that might 
subsequently remain in a 
Jew's possession must be 
declared nullified and if 
subsequently discovered, 
destroyed.  The process for 
the kashering (ritual 
cleaning) of utensils is 
based on the Torah's 
instructions for the 
cleaning of  vessels 
captured by the Israelites 
from the Midianites 
(Num.31:22-23).  The 
Rabbis extended the 

prohibitions to include certain utensils permissible according to the Torah.  
The Mishnah states that: 'Dough which is in the cracks of a kneading trough, if 
there is an olive's bulk in a single place- one is liable to remove it.  And if not, it 
is deemed null by reason of its inconsequence ... it is deemed equivalent to 
even, as noted above, poesy. Many commentators have seen in Derrida a licensce to ride roughshod over carefully drawn 
distinctions and to bid farewell to the rigorous protocols of reading a text.  They see Derrida's strategy as simply one of 
subversion, the wrecking of philosophy by turning all texts against themselves, reducing all discourse to a rubble with no 
clear meaning. Rather, Derrida is attacking the notion that any particular philosophical discourse can be sufficient to itsel f, 
treating itself as a self-enclosed system of meaning, a hermetically sealed authoritative discourse whose logic is internally 
complete.  Such an attitude disregards the intertextuality of philosophical discourse, forgets the historical play with 
concepts.  Philosophy depends for its use of concepts on an intertextual discourse that has been carried on for centuries.  
One of Derrida's most striking tools for making the reader aware of historical intertextuality is his printing of very different 
texts on a single page, forcing the reader's eye to shuttle incessantly between them.  When faced with one of Derrida's 
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treating itself as a self-enclosed system of meaning, a hermetically sealed authoritative discourse whose logic is internally 
complete.  Such an attitude disregards the intertextuality of philosophical discourse, forgets the historical play with 
concepts.  Philosophy depends for its use of concepts on an intertextual discourse that has been carried on for centuries.  
One of Derrida's most striking tools for making the reader aware of historical intertextuality is his printing of very different 
texts on a single page, forcing the reader's eye to shuttle incessantly between them.  When faced with one of Derrida's 
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name; for the sake of 
worshipping our Creator, or 
for the purpose of doing 

something that will be 
conducive to the service of 
Him. It is not right to sleep 
for one's own gratification, 

even when one is weary and 
one must sleep in order to 
rest from one's toil.  One 
should always sleep and 

rest for the purpose of 
gaining good health, so that 
one's mind should not 
wander when studying the 
Law of God.'  Halakhah is 

the set of rules by which a 
person sanctifies the 
mundane, performing all 
actions in accordance with 

divinely ordained norms.  
Soloveitchik, in Halakhic 
Man (1983), explores this 
idea: 'Holiness, according to 

the outlook of the Halakhah, 
denotes the appearance of a 
mysterious transcendence 
in the midst of our concrete 

world, the descent of God, 

whom no thought can grasp, 
onto Mount Sinai ... Infinity 

control.  Rituals are also more 

prevalent in childhood and among 
less technologically advanced 

peoples.  Ritual is comforting, 
even if it is known to have no 

efficacy. It seems that people 
perform rituals when there is no 

alternative rational activity, in a 
situation of helplessness, and 

when they need comforting and 
ritual will divert the mind from 

contemplation of the unpleasant 
situation. OCD rituals are 

significantly different from these 

'normal' rituals because they 
demand repeated performance, 

they do not necessarily allay 
anxiety but can actually increase 

it, and because the unpleasant 
circumstances that concern 

sufferers are related to subjective, 
not objective, dangers which are 

improbable, unimportant or 
otherwise hard for others to 

understand.   Rapoport (1990) 
points out that many of the rituals 

performed by OCD sufferers are 

highly reminiscent of certain 
forms of animal behaviour.  The 

rituals are complex behaviour 
patterns that develop in an 

identical fashion among many 
u n r e l a t ed  pe o pl e  i n  an 

exceedingly diverse range of 
situations and cultures. These 

[and part of] the kneading 
trough' (Pesahim 3:2).  If 
one is more fastidious with 
regard to cleanliness, 
however, even an amount 
of dough which is less than 
an olive's bulk needs to be 
r e m o v e d .  T o d a y ' s 
Halakhah (Jewish law) is 
predicated upon the 
assumption that we are a 
lot more fastidious with 
regard to cleanliness.  
According to the sources 
quoted by Eider (1985), 
porcelain and enamel 
kitchen sinks cannot be 
kashered but should be 
cleaned, have boiling water 
poured over them and then 
be covered with a material 
that will protect the 
contents of the sink from 
contact with the sink itself.  
A metal sink should not be 
used with hot chametz for 
24 hours and then it should 
be cleaned thoroughly to 
remove any rust, dirt or 
other material which may 
obstruct the kashering 
process.  This might 
require the use of a 
blowtorch on particularly 
stubborn bits of rust or in 
cracks and crevices, so that 
the other side of the area 
being cleaned is hot 

enough to ignite paper or straw.  If use of a blowtorch will damage the sink, it 
must be covered.  If there is a rubber gasket in the drain cover, a 
caustic substance must be poured over the cover and left for a time.  Once the 
sink is clean, it must be dried thoroughly.  Boiling water should then be poured 
pages we are bound to ask where the definitive voice of the creator of this montage is; from where does Derrida's voice 
emerge in such a text?  There is no clear argument being propounded, no single voice propounding a definitive position.  As 
Derrida puts it (1982):  'I have attempted more and more systematically to find a non-site, or a non-philosophical site from 
which to question philosophy... How can philosophy appear to itself as other than itself, so that it can interrogate and reflect 
upon itself in an original manner?'  Norris (1987) notes that 'there are many indications in his own work of Derrida's 
identifying closely with the heritage of Jewish thought, in particular the practice of extensive and multiplied commentary on 
the sacred texts of Jewish religion ... These may take the form of riddling autograph signatures ('Reb Derissa'), of allusion to 
the methods of Talmudic commentary, or of multiple insets and other such graphic devices which refuse any clear 
demarcation between “primary” and “secondary” texts.' 
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contracts itself; eternity 
concentrates itself in the 
fleeting and transient, the 
D iv ine  Presence  in 

dimensions and the glory of 
God in measurements.When 
Halakhic Man approaches 
reality, he comes with his 

Torah, given to him from 
Sinai, in hand.  He orients 
himself to the world by 
means of fixed statutes and 

firm principles.  An entire 
corpus of precepts and laws 
guides him along the path 
leading to existence. 
Halakhic Man explores 

every nook and cranny of 
physical - biological 
existence. He determines 
the character of all of the 

animal functions of man - 
eating, sex, and all the 
bodily necessities - by 
m e a n s  o f  Ha l a kh i c 

principles and standards. 
The Halakhah is not at all 
concerned with a 
t r a n s c e n d e n t  w o r l d .  
Halakhic Man prefers the 

real world to a transcendent 

rituals parallel inborn and 
instinctive behaviour patterns in 

animals like those studied by 
Konrad Lorenz (1966) such as 

grooming, ritual display and 
nesting.  Many animal rituals are 

'fixed action patterns'; once the 

behaviour starts, the subject runs 
through a pre-programmed 

routine, however inappropriate it 
may be to the context.  The human 

mind seems to contain built-in 
drives which are transmitted 

through the species. These 
genetically determined patterns 

a r e  ' s t o r e d  k n o w l e d g e ' 
determining what we see and how 

we react to it.  OCD can occur in 
association with disease of the 

basal ganglia, the 'old' part of the 

brain (evolutionarily speaking) 
known to control reactions to, and 

anticipation of response to, 
information from our senses. 

 Rapoport sees OCD sufferers as 
‘vict ims of  evolutionari l y 

meaningful but personally horrific 
“orders from the brain”.’  This 

theory helps account for the way 
in which many OCD sufferers see 

their compulsions as alien to 
them when viewed rationally.  

Walker (1973) quotes the case of 

a 44 year old woman who spent 
eight hours per day combing her 

over all parts of the sink, or 
the sink should be filled 
with water to be heated by 
a commercial immersion 
heater.  The taps and 
spouts must be cleaned 
thoroughly and have hot 
water poured on them. Hot 
water and a caustic 
substance should be 
poured down the drain to 
prevent problems arising 
from drain back-ups.  The 
hot- water tap should be 
turned on to its strongest 
flow for a few seconds. If 
there is a drainer in the 
spout cover, it should be 
replaced. Westheim (1991) 
is more stringent.  Before 
kashering, the hot-water 
system should be at its 
highest setting.  Tap 
handles should be replaced 
if possible.  The spout of 
mixer taps should be 
removed and placed in a 
pan of boiling water, 
ensuring that the water 
touches every spot.  Joints 
should be soaked in a 
caustic material for quarter 
of an hour.  The plug and 
chain should be removed 
for Passover.  The anchor 
that holds the plug and 
chain should be cleaned 
particularly thoroughly.  

The overflow should be cleaned out as far as possible, and if the U-bend has an 
easily removable stopper the waste pipe should be cleaned out with a brush.  
The boiling water should then be poured over the sink in this order; the base of 

 
From 'The Burrow' by Franz Kafka: 'I have completed the construction of my burrow and it seems to be successful.  All that 
can be seen from the outside is a big hole; that, however, really leads nowhere; if you take a few steps you strike against 
natural firm rock.  I can make no boast of having contrived this ruse intentionally; it is simply the remains of one of my many 
abortive building attempts, but it finally seemed to me advisable to leave this hole without filling it in.  True, some ruses are 
so subtle that they defeat themselves, I know that better then anyone, and it is certainly a risk to draw attention by this hole 
to the fact that there may be something in the vicinity worth inquiring into.  But you do not know me if you think I am afraid, 
or that I built my burrow simply out of fear.  At a distance of some thousand paces from this hole lies, covered by a movable 
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existence because here, in 
this world, man is given the 
opportunity to create, act, 
accomplish, while there, in 

the world to come, he is 
powerless to change 
anything at all.  Halakhic 
Man aims to build a 

sanctuary in the midst of 
this world.  He seeks to 
make God's presence visible 
in the material structures of 

reality.  Holiness means the 
holiness of earthly, here-
and-now life.  A lowly world 
is elevated through the 
Halakhah to the level of a 

divine world.'  The highest 
degree  o f  Ha la kh ic 
perfection is to sanctify 
every single action, from 

first thing in the morning, to 
last thing at night, even 
regulating  how one 
behaves on the toilet or in 

bed.  The Shulkhan Arukh 
states that: 'A man should 
be conscious of the 
presence of God even while 
he is still lying in bed; and 

as soon as he awakes he 

hair: ‘When faced with logical 
arguments, she would admit that 

h e r  h ai r  cou l d  n ot  b e 
contaminated, but a few minutes 

later would say that, after all, she 
knew it was.’  Rapoport also notes 

that many of the obsessions and 

compulsions experienced by OCD 
sufferers have common themes; 

the sufferer can no longer simply 
trust his or her good judgement; 

even though he or she may know 
that there is no dirt, that the door 

has been closed, that he or she 
has done nothing harmful, the 

obsessive doubt or need to check 
remains.   This failure of good 

judgement has its analogy in 
certain forms of philosophical 

delusion.  Wittgenstein (1953) 

considers the case of a game 
played according to a specified set 

of rules.  There are those 
philosophers whose conception of 

rules would seem to include the 
conviction that a set of rules 

should be ‘everywhere bounded 
by rules’, meaning that there 

should be no cases in which it is 
doubtful as to how to apply these 

rules; rules that ‘never let doubt 
creep in, but stop up all cracks 

where it might’.  But no rule can 

determine its application in all 
conceivable cases, although it 

the sink, the walls, the 
draining board starting 
from the sink end and 
working upward, the 
surrounding rim, the cold 
tap and spout, the hot  tap 
and spout while the hot 
water is running and finally 
down the waste pipe.  A 
caustic substance should 
also be poured down the 
waste pipe and left to soak 
for 20 minutes.  The sink 
should then be covered 
with a layer of heavy-duty 
tin foil, or several layers of 
normal tin foil, unless it 
can be blow torched.  If a 
sink insert is used with an 
uncovered sink, Passover 
dishes should not be 
placed in it, but should be 
washed under running 
water.  If the tap handles 
have not been replaced, 
they should be covered, for 
example, with small plastic 
bags.  The hot-water or 
mixer spout should be 
covered with a suitable 
material such as tin foil. 
When discussing the extent 
to which a property must 
be searched after the 
cleaning and kashering 
process, the Mishnah 
considers the case of a 
weasel that might drag  

hametz from an area that has not been kashered into a kashered area: 'they do 
not scruple that a easel might have dragged [leaven] from house to house and 
place to place.  For if so, [they will have to scruple that the weasel has dragged 

layer of moss, the real entrance to the burrow; it is secured as safely as anything in this world can be secured; yet someone 
could step on the moss or break through it, and then my burrow would lie open, and anybody who liked - please note, 
however, that uncommon abilities would also be required - could make his way in and destroy everything for good.  I know 
that very well, and even now, at the zenith of my tranquillity; at that one point in the dark moss I am vulnerable, and in my  
dreams I often see a greedy muzzle sniffing around it persistently.  It will be objected that I could quite well have filled in the 
entrance too, with a thin layer of hard earth on top and with loose soil further down, so that it would not cost me much 
trouble to dig my way out again whenever I liked.  But that plan is impossible; prudence itself demands that I should have a 
way of leaving at a moment's notice if necessary, prudence itself demands, as alas! so often, to risk one's life.'  
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trouble to dig my way out again whenever I liked.  But that plan is impossible; prudence itself demands that I should have a 
way of leaving at a moment's notice if necessary, prudence itself demands, as alas! so often, to risk one's life.'  
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should acknowledge the 
loving-kindness of the Lord.  
It is therefore every man's 
duty to make himself as 

s t r o n g  a s  a  l i o n .  
Immediately upon waking 
from sleep, he must rise 
quickly and be ready to 

worship our Creator.'  This 
worship extends down to 
the smallest action: 'When 
our shoes have laces, we 

first put the shoe on the 
right foot without lacing it, 
then we put the one on the 
left and lace it, and 
afterward we lace the one 

on the right.'  Thus the 
smallest action sanctifies 
the mundane.  We now 
reach a philosophical 

impasse: how do we define 
the smallest action?  Surely, 
even within the action of 
tying a shoelace we can 

identify several component 
actions and within those 
actions further components, 

must be able to determine its 
application in important or 

frequently recurring situations.  
Baker and Hacker (1980) put it 

thus: ‘The possibility of doubting 
how to apply a rule does not 

demonstrate that it is actually not 

certain how to apply it in 
particular cases.  Actual doubts 

are important and can be treated 
one by one, perhaps by extending 

the rules of the game.  Possible 
doubts are inexhaustible and 

harmless.’  We can imagine 
countless bizarre situations that 

engender irresolvable doubts 
about the application of a certain 

rule. Wittgenstein will not allow 
us ‘to say that we are in doubt 

because it is possible for us to 

imagine doubt.  I can easily 
imagine someone always doubting 

before he opened his front door 
whether an abyss did not yawn 

behind it, and making sure about 
it before he went through the door 

(and on some occasion he might 
prove to be right) - but that does 

not make me doubt in the same 
case.’  The philosopher's demand 

for a self-bounding set of rules 
displays a failure of good 

leaven] from courtyard to 
courtyard and from town to 
town, [so]there is no end to 
the matter' (Pesahim 1:2). 
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