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Berween
Charlottesville
and Jerusalem

IX SUMMERS AGO, Americans
watched in horror as hundreds of white
supremacists and neo-Nazis marched
through Charlottesville, Va., at the Unite
the Right rally. Torch-bearing march-
ers wore swastikas, chanted racist and
antisemitic slogans such as “white lives
matter” and “Jews will not replace us,” and terrorized black neigh-
borhoods, the University of Virginia, the small downtown core, and
the local synagogue. As activists gathered to counter their taunts
and threats, one Unite the Right protester intentionally drove his
car into the crowd, causing severe injuries to counter-protesters
and the death of 32-year-old Heather Heyer. Images of the march
rocketed around the world, and for a fleeting moment, the hor-
ror these images evoked felt almost universal. Although the ideas

behind the march were given many names—ascendant fascism,
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racism, white supremacy, neo-Nazism, antisemitism — there was
widespread acknowledgement among observers that it was abhor-
rent. The event signified a new era of violent antisemitism and
Jewish vulnerability in America.

The sentiments behind the march, and the feelings it evoked
in Jews in Charlottesville and around the country, are familiar
to Jews in Israel. In the most recent example, in May 2023, a
new but familiar installment in the ongoing conflict between
Israelis and Palestinians broke out, as rocket attacks from Gaza
and Israel’s military response, Operation Shield and Arrow, led to
more armed conflict and death in the Middle East. This triggered
the usual critiques of Israel’s behavior, ranging from reasonable
debates about geopolitics, national security, and human rights to
irrational calls for Israel’s eradication and the demonization of
Jews and Zionism.

The events in Charlottesville and Israel may appear to be wholly
unrelated, having played out with different parties on opposite
sides of the world. But they reflect the same story: the challenges
faced by today’s Jews in navigating both their power and their vul-
nerability amid contemporary manifestations of antisemitism. We
fail to recognize this throughline at our peril.

Much seems to divide American and Israeli Jews today. Polls show
an increasing desire among American Jews, particularly those far-
ther to the Left, to dissociate themselves from Israel and Zionism.
Increasing numbers of young American Jews disavow any connec-
tion to Israel, while Israelis are ever more apt to write off the need
for American Jewish support. Yet the two communities share more
than they realize, including the ways in which they are perceived
by others. This understanding came into sharp relief for us as we
watched the civil trial of the Charlottesville protesters unfold in the
winter of 2021.

What we found revealing about this trial —which occurred so
far off the public radar that even some locals ignored it—is the
looking glass it offered for American and Israeli Jews. The lawsuit,
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which eventually found white supremacists and neo-Nazis liable
for millions of dollars in damages, highlights the double bind
facing both communities today: While Jews in America and Israel
are undeniably successful and powerful, they are simultaneously
threatened —and even at risk of existential demise.

Within days of the Charlottesville march, two narratives emerged to
explain what had happened. One held that the events were about
racism and white nationalism in a town that held itself out as pro-
gressive but still benefited from the vestiges of school segregation,
racialized policing, and redlining. The other had less to do with
Confederate statues and the shadow of Thomas Jefferson’s Monti-
cello, and more to do with antisemitism and continuing efforts to
terrorize Jews.

Facing federal inaction, a group of plaintiffs filed a civil rights
lawsuit. Their aim was to bankrupt the organizations that had
planned the protest. They also hoped to use civil discovery to
unearth the funding sources and interconnections among groups
such as the Proud Boys, the Ku Klux Klan, and Identity Evropa.
The nine plaintiffs were members of the Charlottesville commu-
nity who were targeted and injured during the rally; several were
people of color, but none were Jewish. (One Jewish plaintift had
been dismissed at an earlier stage of the litigation.) The lawyers
who represented them, however, were almost all Jewish, and their
Jewish identity was a key element in their choice to pursue the
case and to ensure that it addressed both antisemitism and rac-
ism. This was also a primary motivation for Integrity First for
America, an NGO established to support the lawsuits, which
raised most of its funding from Jewish communities and philan-
thropists. Even before the trial began, then, the dual experiences
of American Jews were clear: Antisemitic threats to the Jewish
community would be countered by the power of Jewish lawyers
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While Jews in America and Isracl are
undeniably successful and powerful, they
arc simultancously threcatened —and

even at risk of existential demise.

and funders, from the heights that Jews had reached in Amer-
ica and in its justice system — and that power would be used to
attack American racism as well.

Twelve federal jurors in Charlottesville sat through the four-week
trial of Sines v. Kessler, hearing testimony from 36 witnesses and
sifting through five terabytes of digital evidence. The case pulled
threads from both narratives about the march, arguing that it
echoed —and perpetuated —not only centuries of anti-black ter-
rorism in the American South but also the history of pogroms and
massacres of Jews.

A key moment was the expert witness report of Deborah Lip-
stadt, a renowned historian of the Holocaust who would soon
become the U.S. special envoy for combating antisemitism.
Lipstadt argued that the words and deeds of the protesters “fit
comfortably within a long tradition of antisemitism and share in
the tradition that led to the violent murder of millions of Jews
in the Holocaust.” She explained the differences between racism
and antisemitism: Racism is a form of “punching down,” a preju-
dice built on a perception of superiority over a racial group, while
antisemitism is a form of “punching up,” a prejudice built on a
perception of being victimized by a manipulative, powerful group.
The “great replacement” theory championed by the protestors,
she noted, deftly merges the two, imagining rich Jews as puppet
masters, orchestrating a conspiracy to replace the white, Christian
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hegemony with minority populations, including blacks, Muslims,
and people of color. In this theory, the Jews are double victimiz-
ers, manipulating their inferior racialized puppets in service of
destroying white America.

The jury found the organizers of the Unite the Right rally
jointly and severally liable under Virginia’s civil rights laws for
injuries inflicted on the plaintiffs. The 24 defendants and organi-
zations had engaged in a conspiracy to incite racially motivated
violence. The 11 plaintiffs were awarded more than $26 million
in damages, including $24 million in punitive damages. (In late
2022, the punitive damages were reduced by a federal judge to
$350,000, because of a Virginia statute. The $2 million in com-
pensatory awards was unaffected.)

For many, the verdict was an unalloyed success. Journalists wrote
of a “historic victory.” Yet for us, the trial and the resulting cov-
erage create a more complex understanding of the American
Jewish experience —one that enables Jews to use their power
to fight contemporary antisemitism and racism, acknowledges
their vulnerability in the face of antisemitism, and accepts that
many Jews have also benefited from the racist structures of the
American past.

The Unite the Right rally was clearly part of the centuries-old
story of race-based violence in the American South and —with
its Nazi iconography and the targeting of the town’s historic syna-
gogue —also another link in the chain of antisemitism. Yet while
the altRight is sufficiently capacious in its ability to hate blacks
and Jews simultaneously, too many other observers require a neat
answer as to whether the Charlottesville march was ultimately
meant to inspire a race war or an anti-Jewish pogrom. The sto-
ries of blacks and Jews in America are often perceived as separate

and distinct narratives: To focus primarily or even exclusively on
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the protesters’ racism would appear to deny the antisemitism also
present at the rally and experienced, increasingly, by Jews in Amer-
ica every day. (ADL reports a 36 percent increase from 2021 to
2022 in antisemitic incidents in the United States, part of a global
trend.) On the other hand, spotlighting antisemitism runs the risk
of diminishing the racist elements of the white ethno-nationalist
movement and eliding the heights to which Jews have climbed in
the American power structure.

Grassroots consciousness of institutional discrimination and vio-
lence toward blacks has been growing in recent years among main-
stream progressive Americans, following cases of police brutality.
Many American Jews have proudly played a part in this reckoning,
harking back to the central role played by Jewish activists during the
civil rights movement of the 1960s. Yet because the Jewish story in
America today is largely one of success, wealth, and political power,
it challenges the possibility of black-Jewish collaboration, as some
black activists see Jews as part of the white oppressor class.

But the Jewish-American story is also one of vulnerability and
a growing sense of concern and danger. Where, then, are Jews situ-
ated in the events in Charlottesville? Are they part of a privileged,
white America, bearing partial responsibility for generations of
racial discrimination and violence, and obliged to step aside and
allow public attention to focus on others? Or are Jews a vulner-
able minority in these events, watching history repeat itself, and
obligated to safeguard its members from persecution and harm?

The answer is both.

This complicated issue of simultaneous power and vulnerability
also lies at the heart of much of the world’s conception of contem-
porary Israel. Noting this similarity can help bridge the growing rift
between the world’s two major Jewish communities.

The experiences of Israeli and American Jews are different in
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We must negotiate between power and
vulnerability not simply for the sake of
our Jewish communities but also to offer
a countercultural model of complexity in
a world that prefers simplistic stories and

radical extremes.

important ways: Israelis live in a sovereign Jewish state where
they are a majority; American Jews live in a multicultural society
where they are a small minority. Although some critics draw par-
allels between American institutionalized racism and the Israeli
oppression of the Palestinians, or between Israeli “colonialism”
and American enslavement, we side with writers such as Matti
Friedman and Einat Wilf who argue that these are inaccurate,
sloppy transpositions of American conflicts onto Israel. The two
communities are unique. Nevertheless, they share a fundamental
similarity: Both are remarkably powerful and uniquely vulnerable.

The Jewish state has long been a symbol of power. It is seen by
many of its citizens as an island of sanity and prosperity, fighting
for its life in a violent, hostile Middle East. Its military is one of
the strongest in the world, and it has succeeded repeatedly, often
against all odds, in holding off its enemies. In reviving an ancient
Hebrew culture and furthering innovation and technology, Israeli
Jews have developed a fierce national identity and built a strong
economy. As we write this, hundreds of thousands of Israelis con-
tinue to march in the streets each week to protest the current
government’s proposed judicial overhaul, demonstrating the

strength of Israel’s civil society and democratic culture.

78 SAPIR | VOLUME TEN



And yet one cannot separate Israelis’ perception of their strength
from their sense of fear. Israel faces multiple enemies at its bor-
ders and experiences a fragile internal sense of security because
of the ever-present threat of violence. Israeli Jews live in constant
awareness of being under attack and being a hated minority in
an Arab Middle East. They build protected spaces against rockets
in their apartments and institutions and take cover at the sound
of a motorcycle backfiring. Israeli Jews also live with the specter
of ancient Jewish history, where internal strife and infighting have
ended previous experiments in Jewish sovereignty.

The Israeli occupation of the West Bank is ultimately a testa-
ment to feelings of both power and vulnerability. The occupation is
sustained by a powerful force that is currently used to discriminate
against and oppress Palestinians. Yet for most Israelis it is justified by
an existential fear. In ways that are rarely captured in news accounts,
Israelis are terrified of violence, even while they exert it themselves.
How to navigate this volatile seam? What does it mean, ethically and
in practice, to be powerful and vulnerable at the same time?

For centuries, the Jewish narrative was solely one of vulnerabil-
ity and victimhood —what Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik called “the
experience of shared suffering.” The flourishing of the Jewish state
and the thriving of North American Jewry, however, seem to indicate
the transformation of the Jewish story into one of extraordinary
power. The ethical challenge for us all is to figure out how to absorb
the truth that both can simultancously be true: We must negotiate
between power and vulnerability not simply for the sake of our
Jewish communities but also to offer a countercultural model of
complexity in a world that prefers simplistic stories and radical
extremes. To make the choice to live inside the tensions inherent
in being both powerful and vulnerable opens up possibilities for
moving forward in a new spirit.

What if, instead of embracing absolute versions of one or the
other narrative, we could acknowledge that we often seize on
extreme stories for transactional purposes?
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What if we stopped minimizing the vulnerability and pain of
other communities, whether black Americans or Palestinians,
and rejected the zero-sum calculation whereby acknowledging
another community’s pain seems to undermine our own? Remem-
bering that Jewish merchants in Charlottesville benefited from
historical redlining and other efforts to stymie black progress
does not diminish Jews’ suffering from antisemitism, including in
the Charlottesville protests. Mourning innocent children killed
in an Israeli military operation in Gaza does not negate Israel’s
need and responsibility to defend itself, nor does it deny Israelis’
fear and sense of helplessness when they are under attack.

Reckoning with the suffering of other marginalized groups in no
way reduces the real and growing fear of anti-Jewish hate and vio-
lence. Narratives that posit antisemitism as a uniquely dangerous
form of hate, and that fail to connect it to other hatreds, increas-
ingly fall on deaf ears, particularly among those who are not Jewish.
American and Israeli Jews cannot begin to explore what it means
to be an ally to other vulnerable communities, or what it means
to continue organizing and increasing power either as a minority
community or as a sovereign state, until we have a coherent theory
that grapples with our considerable power as well as our contin-
ued vulnerability. Such a theory would allow us to talk boldly and
publicly through a moral lens that acknowledges multiple forms of
suffering while reflecting reality more coherently.

To step into this gap might put decades of Jewish narrative
on trial, in a sense, with an eye toward abandoning the story of
unique suffering and unparalleled greatness. We believe that a less
parochial and self-interested narrative, one in which we accept
that we are both powerful and afraid, would be better received at
this moment. At a minimum, it would change our relationships
with other powerless groups, and even with other powerful ones.

Jews have always been experts at navigating complexities, bal-
ancing our responsibilities to protect ourselves while also helping
others. This is the time to model such nuance, explicitly and loudly.
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Refusing to inhabit one narrative or the other, but embracing the
tension between them, will strengthen our communities and trans-

form our ability to stand up proudly for ourselves and others.
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JAMES KIRCHICK

Censorship Is
Not a Jewish Value

HERE IS A TRAIT in the Jewish charac-
ter that does provoke animosity. . . . Even
a stinker like Hitler didn’t just pick on
them for no reason.”

It’s the sort of remark you would

expect to hear from the leader of a white-

supremacist group. Alas, the above justifi-
cation for the Shoah is attributable to one of the 20th century’s most
beloved literary figures. The antisemitism of Roald Dahl— author of
Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, Matilda,James and the Giant Peach,
and too many other classic children’s books to count—has never
been a secret. Dahl’s mild defense of Hitler was not jotted down in
a diary and unearthed by a shocked relative long after his death. It
was uttered in an interview with the New Statesman magazine in
1983. This was the same year that, reviewing a book about the first
Lebanon war, Dahl observed of Jews that “never before in the history
of man has a race of people switched so rapidly from being much-
pitied victims to barbarous murderers,” compared Israeli leaders
Menachem Begin and Ariel Sharon to “Mr. Hitler and Mr. Goering,”
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and prophesied that a “holocaust” against the Jewish state was “inev-
itable” because “brigand nations never survive forever.”

Dahl, who died in 1990, suffered little reputational cost for his
public avowals of Jew-hatred. Thirty years after his death, however,
the Dahl estate felt moved to address his noxious diatribes, quietly
posting a statement on its website that apologized “for the last-
ing and understandable hurt caused by Roald Dahl’s antisemitic
statements.” Without specifying just what those statements were,
the Roald Dahl Story Company today expresses its “hope that, just
as he did at his best, at his absolute worst, Roald Dahl can help
remind us of the lasting impact of words.”

Put aside the possibility that this reckoning may have been
occasioned not by a three-decade-deferred sense of shame, but by
a desire to protect lucrative film and television projects, Netflix
reportedly having paid the Story Company at least $1 billion for
the rights to 16 of Dahl’s books in 2018. Addressing antisemitism
in its various manifestations—whether those emanating from
the beer hall or the literary salon—is a salutary task, and one can
appreciate the effort by the Dahl estate to reckon with the vile views
of its namesake. But an apology from the descendants of a dead
antisemite is worse than useless; it’s counterproductive. To apolo-
gize for something implies that one has done something wrong. It
is not Dahl’s relatives who ranted about “powerful American Jewish
bankers.” Their asking for forgiveness reinforces the idea that sin is
a heritable trait, a poisonous idea that Jews, of all people, should be
the loudest in opposing, given that it has justified nearly 2,000 years
of murderous antisemitism.

Dahl’s offenses against the Jews, such as they were, cannot be
detected within his vast literary output. The only conceivable trace of
antisemitism to be found in his books (and it’s quite a stretch) might
be his characterization of the eponymous villains in The Witches, who
have large noses. Earlier this year, when Penguin Press announced
that it would defer to its “sensitivity readers” and remove certain
objectionable words and characterizations from Dahl’s works, the
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allegedly semitic features of his harridans did not even make the cut.
(“Fat,” “ugly,” “crazy;,” and “female,” however, were deemed beyond the
pale.) Following backlash from readers and writers alike (“Roald Dahl
was no angel but this is absurd censorship,” Salman Rushdie tweeted),
Penguin backtracked, announcing that, while it would print the new,
bowdlerized versions of Dahl, it would also continue to publish his
books in their original form, thereby “offering readers the choice to
decide how they experience Roald Dahl’s magical, marvelous stories.”

Unpleasant though it may be to discover that a favorite child-
hood author viewed Jewish people with the disgust that he reserved
for descriptions of the baddies in his books, Dahl’s antisemitism
(like that of his contemporary Agatha Christie) was very much of
its time. “The anti-Jewish flavor of the talk was not to be ignored
or overlooked, or put down to heavy humor or generational prej-
udice,” the late Christopher Hitchens remembered of an evening
spent at Christie’s home sometime in the 1960s. “It was vividly
unpleasant and it was bottom-numbingly boring.” When dealing
with long-dead authors whose personal bigotry was at best inciden-
tal to their artistic creations, discerning readers should decide for
themselves whether and to what extent they can separate the two.
Personally, I can still remember devouring Dahl’s and Christie’s sto-
ries with fondness while also being alert, now as an adult, to the
fact that they held despicable beliefs.

Living authors, whose bigotry is subtler, present a more challeng-
ing conundrum for the conscientious reader. Take Sally Rooney, the
internationally bestselling Irish novelist who prevented the transla-
tion of her latest novel, Beautiful World, Where Are You, into Hebrew.
“I simply do not feel it would be right for me under the present
circumstances to accept a new contract with an Israeli company
that does not publicly distance itself from apartheid and support
the UN-stipulated rights of the Palestinian people,” she said, explic-
itly aligning herself with the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions
movement that seeks to abolish Israel as a Jewish democratic state.

Rooney’s act of self-imposed censorship is antithetical to literature,
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An apology from the descendants of
a dead antisemite is worse than useless;

it’s counterproductive.

the ultimate aim of which, according to one of its finest practitioners,
the late Martin Amis, is to achieve “the universal.” Books published
hundreds or even thousands of years ago, books written in foreign
languages, even books written by authors who held or hold politi-
cal views or who behaved in ways we may find reprehensible —what
makes such works meaningful is their ability to speak to us not as
Americans, Irishmen, or Israelis, but as humans. Personally, one of
the most rewarding aspects of being an author is having my work
translated, as it broadens my audience and brings me into conver-
sation with readers and writers from around the world. In addition
to punishing those liberal, cosmopolitan Israelis most likely to be
sympathetic to her criticisms of the Israeli state, Rooney’s insistence
on denying Hebrew-speakers the opportunity to read her books is an
attack on the very concept of literature itself.

Rather than offer this broad-minded critique, however, Rooney’s
most vociferous critics in Israel shut down the conversation alto-
gether. Goaded by an internet-driven campaign, the country’s two
largest bookstore chains removed Rooney’s two previous books from
their shelves. “Those who boycott us and incite against Israel are
not worthy of selling books here and making money off us,” crowed
the activist who led the effort to expurgate Rooney’s oeuvre. He was
following the censorious lead of the Israeli government, which has
repeatedly banned critics (including Noam Chomsky and Represen-
tative Tlhan Omar) from stepping foot on its territory.

There is something fatalistic about these petulant, knee-jerk,
retaliatory responses to antisemitism, which strike me as not only
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ethically wrong and strategically self-defeating, but deeply un-Jewish.
The situation Jews face today dealing with antisemitism in literary
circles brings to mind the last great era of organized cancellation
in American history, the Hollywood blacklist, when movie studios
(most of them, incidentally, founded and managed by Jews) bowed
to political pressure and banned real and suspected Communists
(many of them also Jews) from working in the motion-picture
industry. It was a shameful period in American history, a time
when powerful forces pressured individuals to violate their con-
science and inform on their friends and colleagues.

The shame of the blacklist was not only that it exalted within
American society what Victor Navasky, in his history of that period,
Naming Names, called the “informer principle.” The tragedy was
compounded by the way in which the blacklist made moral heroes
out of those wholly unworthy of the honor, people who, had the
tables been turned and they the ones holding power, would have
enthusiastically endorsed a totalitarian political system in which
boycotts of individuals with unpopular political views would have
been the least of its depredations. Being a Communist in mid-
century America was not like being a liberal in a hurry. It meant
swearing fealty to a secret, conspiratorial organization devoted
to the overthrow of democratic government and its replacement
with a one-party dictatorship. Rarely in the scores of documen-
taries and books devoted to the blacklist is this uncomfortable
truth acknowledged about its victims— that the very people who
decried the violation of their own civil liberties slavishly backed
the regime that created the Gulag. Had the blacklist targeted Nazi
writers rather than Communist ones, we would remember the era
differently. An allegorical play likening that period to the Salem
witch trials — The Cructble—would not be part of high school cur-
ricula across the land. If Dalton Trumbo had been a supporter of
Hitler rather than Stalin, he would never have been portrayed by
Bryan Cranston in a critically acclaimed, hagiographic biopic.

Blacklisting people with reprehensible views often ennobles them
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with a moral status they do not deserve. The era of the blacklist was
one during which American society responded to an authoritarian
threat with authoritarian tactics, such that self-proclaimed believers
in liberal democracy behaved like the totalitarians they opposed.
And however reprehensible the views and tactics of domestic Amer-
ican Communists, the societal reaction to them was wholly out of
proportion to the threat they actually represented to the country.
Despite the presence of a number of well-placed Soviet spies within
the American government and the Manhattan Project, the Commu-
nist Party itself never represented a serious threat to the United
States. As for Communists working in the entertainment industry,
the evidence of pro-Communist propaganda in Hollywood movies
was barely more visible than that of the supposedly antisemitic con-
tent in the novels of Roald Dahl.

The reign of the blacklist, and McCarthyism more generally,
symbolized the inability of America’s leaders to articulate two
seemingly contradictory but actually complementary propositions
at the same time: that Communism was an evil ideology and that
those who swore by its tenets were entitled to the same consti-
tutional protections as Americans holding mainstream political
beliefs. Today, this inability to express two ideas simultaneously is
one of the most baleful features of American intellectual life. To
state just a few of the paired contentions that our leading lights
seem incapable of acknowledging in the same breath: Donald
Trump and wokeness constitute mutually reinforcing threats to
liberal democracy; unchecked illegal immigration threatens social
cohesion and America must remain a welcoming place for immi-
grants; #McToo was a long overdue corrective to the abuses of a
patriarchal society and in some cases has gone too far.

Resisting the temptation to respond to words and ideas we
hate with hatred of our own, whether in the form of a raised fist or
through the ink of a red pen, is a burden of chosen-ness, of being a
light unto the nations. However difficult, it is the right—and dare I
say, the Jewish—thing to do.

SUMMER 2023 | SAPIR 89



ALYZA D. LEWIN

Anti-Z1onist
Harassment Is
Against the Law, Too

90

S PRESIDENT of the Louis D. Brandeis
Center for Human Rights Under Law, I
speak nearly every day to students on
university campuses who are experienc-
ing antisemitism. Here is what they are

telling me.

e That trip they took to Isracl —it
was transformative. It opened their eyes to their Jewish her-
itage and was among the most meaningful experiences of
their lives. But they do not dare post a photo of the trip on

social media.

The items that publicly identify them as Jews —a necklace
with a Star of David, a kippah, the T-shirt that they got at
Hillel with the name of the university in Hebrew letters:
They will not wear them. When they do, they become targets

of harassment.
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* Those student clubs they wish to join to support causes
they care about passionately —women’s rights, LGBT rights,
immigration, climate change, and more—are increasingly
demanding that members pledge “no” to Zionism. It is diffi-
cult for Jewish students to belong if they believe Israel has a

right to exist.

» That office of diversity, equity, and inclusion—the people
assigned to increase sensitivity to bias—is often flummoxed by
the uniqueness of Jewish identity. Too often, the DEI officers
label Jews as “white,” do not recognize Jewishness as an ethnicity,
and assume that Jews are merely a religious group needing only
kosher food and Sabbath accommodations. Worse, some DEI
staff have denied Jewish history and perpetuated antisemitic

stereotypes by describing Jews as privileged and powerful.

The students simply want to engage in classes and extracurricu-
lar activities without being demonized and marginalized. But they
find it increasingly necessary to hide their Jewish identity in order
to be accepted. As with past generations of Jewish students, they
are being pressured to shed some or all aspects of their Jewish
identity to gain acceptance. Led to believe that if they abandon
what distinguishes them as Jews, they will avoid discrimination or

worse, many comply.

According to the Anti-Defamation League, antisemitic incidents on
campuses increased 41 percent in 2022, to 219—approximately one
college incident on any given day when classes are in session. Univer-
sities that receive federal funding (a category that includes nearly all
universities in the United States) are legally obligated to protect their
Jewish students from such harassment and discrimination. Why, then,
are universities so woefully ineffective at protecting Jews?

The problem among university administrators is threefold.
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Administrators do not understand the nature of contemporary
antisemitism. They do not understand Jewish identity and its inex-
tricable relationship with Zionism. And they mistakenly believe
that the anti-Zionist animus on campus is simply one side of a
good-faith political debate.

As to the first problem: Many administrators today recognize
Jew-hatred, such as swastikas spray-painted on a wall or overt denial
of the Holocaust, when it comes from white supremacists. Yet, too
often, they are unable or unwilling to recognize other forms. They
do not understand that antisemitism shows up differently in dif-
ferent generations. The one constant of antisemitism is that no
matter the century, Jews are always the scapegoat.

In addition to individual Jews, there exists a Jewish collec-
tive— the Jewish nation-state.

There are those today who accuse Israel of being the world’s
worst violator of human rights, while being stunningly indifferent
to human-rights abuses in countries such as North Korea, Syria, or
China. There are those who make accusations against Israel that are
not only false but also recall classic antisemitic tropes, such as the
idea that Israel deliberately targets Palestinian children or harvests
Palestinian corpses for organs. There are those who chant “From the
river to the sea, Palestine will be free.” This duplicitous plea for Pal-
estinian liberation actually calls for the annihilation of a sovereign
state—a call that is never made against any other state. Whereas
traditional antisemitism seeks to deny individual Jews their place
in society, contemporary antisemitism seeks to do the same to the
Jewish collective in the society of nations.

This is contemporary anti-Semitism. But most university admin-
istrators do not recognize or even understand it as such.

This is because of the second problem: Most university administra-
tors do not understand Jewish identity. They do not appreciate that
Judaism is an ethno-religion, a belief system inextricably connected
to cultural heritage, traditions, history—and land. The connection
between Jews and the Land of Israel permeates the Jewish calendar,
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Most university administrators do not
understand Jewish identity. They do not
appreciate that Judaism is an ethno-religion, a
beliet system inextricably connected to cultural

heritage, traditions, history—and land.

Jewish life-cycle events, Jewish law, Jewish prayer, and Jewish history.
Over half of the 613 commandments in the Hebrew Bible are related
to the Land of Israel and can be observed only there. Three of the
most important Jewish holidays are connected to the land: Passover
is Chag HaAviv, the Spring Festival, when the barley was brought in.
Shavuot is Chag HaKatzir, the Festival of Reaping. Sukkot is Chag
HaAstf, the Festival of Ingathering, for all the later-ripening fruits. At
Jewish marriage ceremonies, Jews customarily break a glass in remem-
brance of the destruction of the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem.

Jews who consider this ancestral connection to Israel to be part of
their Jewish identity are frequently shunned as “Zionists”—deemed
pariahs because they believe that Jews have a right to self-determination
in their ancestral homeland. But Zionism is as integral to Jewish iden-
tity as observing the Sabbath or keeping a kosher diet. It’s true that
not all Jews are Zionists. But not all Jews are Sabbath-observers, either.
Both remain core expressions of Jewish identity. Would university
administrators permit student clubs to demand that Catholics dis-
avow the Vatican or that Muslims shed their connection to Mecca
in order to be accepted? Or would the administrators recognize that
such a demand is discriminatory, biased, and immoral?

The third problem follows directly from the second. Failing to
recognize that anti-Zionism is antisemitic, they do not see that
ostracizing, marginalizing, or excluding Jews on the basis of the
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When Jews are marginalized and excluded on
the basis of a fundamental element in their
ancestral heritage, socicty must condemn it

as harassment and discrimination.

Zionist component of their Jewish identity is not “speech.” It is dis-
criminatory and unlawful conduct. Most university administrators
who fail to recognize antisemitic rhetoric when the word “Zionist”
is substituted for the word “Jew” appear to believe they are witness-
ing a good-faith political debate about Israel’s policies. And yet,
when Jewish students seek to speak with or debate their harassers,
they are routinely rebuffed. Increasingly, those who oppose “nor-
malizing” relations with Israel boycott Hillel and other pro-Israel
organizations on campus and refuse to speak with Jewish students

who support Israel’s right to exist.

A recent episode at the University of Vermont suggests a way forward.

Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 requires universities that
receive federal funds to protect students from harassment and dis-
crimination based on race, color, or national origin. Title VI does
not mention religion, but according to sub-regulatory guidance,
members of religious groups, including Jews, Sikhs, and Muslims,
are protected by Title VI if they are harassed or discriminated
against on the basis of their actual or perceived shared ancestry
or ethnicity. In addition, Executive Order 13899 on Combating
Anti-Semitism, enacted in 2019, directs agencies, including the
Department of Education, to refer to the International Holocaust
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Remembrance Alliance Working Definition of Anti-Semitism when
investigating Title VI complaints of antisemitic harassment and
discrimination. The Department of Education includes FAQs
about EO 13899 on its website. It recently referred university
administrators to this resource in a “Dear Colleague” letter issued
by the Department of Education pursuant to the Biden adminis-
tration’s National Strategy to Counter Antisemitism.

President Bidens Department of Education recently demon-
strated its understanding of the law when it announced its first
campus antisemitism resolution in a case involving anti-Zionist
harassment and discrimination at the University of Vermont (UVM).
The complaint in that case, filed by the Brandeis Center and the
Jewish on Campus student advocacy group (JOC), described how
Jewish Zionists were being excluded from two UVM student groups,
and how a university teaching assistant repeatedly harassed Jewish
Zionists online. In one tweet, she wrote: “Is it unethical for me,a TA,
to not give Zionists credit for participation??? i feel like it is good
and funny, -5 points for going on birthright in 2018, -10 for posting
a pic with a tank in the Golan heights, -2 points just cuz i hate ur
vibe in general.”

The Department of Education Office for Civil Rights (OCR)
treated the harassment as a form of national-origin discrimination
on the basis of shared ancestry and required UVM, among other
things, to revise its policies, procedures, and training to ensure they
address it. Jewish students at UVM reported to me that they quickly
saw a marked improvement in the way the university responded to
their concerns.

The UVM case was the first Biden-administration campus
antisemitism case. There were, however, also resolution agreements
issued by the Trump administration in campus antisemitism cases
at New York University, Duke, and the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill, and OCR is currently investigating the University of
Southern California, the University of Tllinois at Urbana-Champaign
(UIUC), George Washington University, CUNY Law, and Brooklyn
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College, among others, in response to Title VI complaints alleging
that the universities failed to protect Jewish students from anti-
semitic harassment and discrimination.

But the first campus antisemitism investigation to be opened
by OCR after the National Strategy was announced involves a com-
plaint filed by the Brandeis Center and JOC against SUNY New
Paltz. In that case, two Jewish students were kicked out of a group
of sexual-assault survivors and then bullied, harassed, and threat-
ened online on the basis of their Jewish and Isracli identities.
Leaders of the student organization removed the Jewish students
(one of whom had founded the group) after the Jewish students
shared on their personal Instagram accounts an infographic that
said, “Jews are an ethnic group who come from Israel” and “you
cannot colonize the land your ancestors are from.” The students
were cancelled, stalked, intimidated, and harassed so intensely
that they felt compelled to leave campus for their safety. Coming
on the heels of the UVM resolution agreement and the release of
the National Strategy, the opening of the SUNY New Paltz inves-
tigation sends a clear message that OCR is taking this form of

antisemitism seriously.

The best antidote to harassment and discrimination is self-
confidence and pride. To counter campus antisemitism, we must
reject “erasive antisemitism”—defined by the writer Ben Freeman
as the erasure of Jewish identity or of Jews as victims of preju-
dice—and push back against those who ignore or, worse, revise
Jewish history and deny the uniqueness of Jewish identity.

No one has the right to demand that Jews shed their sense of
peoplehood and repudiate their historic yearning for and con-
nection to Zion (another name for Jerusalem). DEI programs
must recognize Jews as both a religious group and a national and
ethnic identity. Universities should start, as UTUC did, by issuing
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statements recognizing that for many students, Zionism is an inte-
gral part of their Jewish identity. When Jews are marginalized and
excluded on the basis of a fundamental element in their ancestral
heritage, society must condemn it as harassment and discrimi-
nation. It is time for us to use our legal tools to protect Jews on
the basis of not only our religious practice, but also our national,
ancestral, and ethnic heritage. The UVM case is just an early drop
in the proverbial bucket. But it provides an important model for

the ongoing effort to counter campus antisemitism.

SUMMER 2023 | SAPIR 97



TAMMI ROSSMAN-BENJAMIN

Why DEI Programs
Can’t Address
Campus Antisemitism

OR MORE THAN a decade, Jewish

5 X a—l

students on American campuses have

been targets of abusive conduct because
of their support, or perceived support,
for Israel. The incidence of such behav-

ior has increased dramatically over the

last few years in not only quantity but
also severity, as the anti-Israel activism of students and faculty
has expanded to include verbal and physical attacks on Israel’s
on-campus Supporters.

Yet, while universities have promptly and vigorously addressed
harassment directed at some identity groups, they have done little
or nothing about the far more frequent acts of anti-Zionist harass-
ment perpetrated on their campuses.

Desperate to find ways to keep Jewish students safe, many in the
Jewish community have pinned their hopes on the White House’s
recently released U.S. National Strategy to Counter Antisemitism,
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which describes itself as “the most ambitious and comprehensive
U.S. government-led effort to fight antisemitism in American history.”

At first blush, there’s cause for hope.

For one thing, the White House report acknowledges for the
first time the significant harm anti-Zionist harassment inflicts on
Jewish students, noting they have been “derided, ostracized, and
sometimes discriminated against because of their actual or per-
ceived views on Israel”

The report also proposes concrete steps to tackle campus
antisemitism, among them urging higher-education institutions
to integrate antisemitism awareness and training into their diver-
sity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) programs, including their required
anti-discrimination and -harassment training programs.

The advantages of the report’s recommendation seem obvious,
given the rapidly growing influence of campus-based DEI programs.
Once a relative rarity, well-funded and -staffed DEI offices now exist
on most U.S. campuses and offer programming designed to educate
the campus community about bigotry and how to fight it. Many
campus DEI offices are also tasked with handling bias complaints,
enforcing the school’s discrimination and harassment policy, and
ensuring compliance with federal anti-discrimination laws.

It’s therefore not unreasonable to suppose that incorporating
antisemitism education and training into such a firmly ensconced
DEI infrastructure could bring much-needed attention to the harass-
ment that Jewish students are confronting on their campuses.

But will it? And what are the chances it could backfire, harming
Jewish students instead of helping them?

It turns out there are numerous problems involved in trying to
address antisemitism within a DEI framework.

The “diversity” element of DEI suggests that DEI programs are
intended to foster appreciation of the full range of diverse identities
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found on campus, including Jewish identity. As a practical matter,
DEI programs limit their “equity” and “inclusion” efforts to certain
identity groups, which rarely include Jews. The reason for this harks
back to why DEI programs were originally established and have
recently proliferated.

The earliest campus-based DEI programs, often known as affir-
mative-action or equal-opportunity programs, were directly tied to
civil rights legislation, especially Title VI of the 1964 Civil Rights
Act. Title VI prohibits discrimination based on race, color, and
national origin in institutions that receive federal funds, which
includes almost every college and university. Enacted in response
to escalating racial tensions, with the goal of reducing social
inequality, affirmative-action and equal-opportunity programs
focused on black students and other historically marginalized and
underrepresented racial and ethnic groups, including Hispanic,
Asian-American, and Native-American students. Not surprisingly,
these same groups became the priority of DEI programs estab-
lished to ensure compliance with Title VI.

While civil rights law continues to play an important role in how
DEI programs operate, they have since evolved and expanded, espe-
cially in the last decade. With the establishment and rapid growth of
the Black Lives Matter movement and the popularization of critical
race theory, there has been an explosion of interest among colleges
and universities in establishing or expanding DEI programs not just
to reduce social inequality, but to fight the systemic injustice that
leads to it. Although the same identity groups remain the focus of
DEI efforts, those efforts now view them through the lens not of
social inequality but of systemic oppression.

How do Jewish students fit into this picture? Until 2004 they
were not afforded Title VI protections from discrimination, because
they were regarded solely as members of a religious group—
not a protected category under Title VI. As a result, campus
affirmative-action or equal-opportunity programs had no reason to
include Jewish students in their efforts. But even after 2004, when
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DEI programs limit their ‘equity’ and ‘inclusion’

cfforts to certain identity groups, which rarely
include Jews. The reason for this harks back to
why DEI programs were originally established

and have recently proliferated.

Jewish students were deemed eligible for Title VI protection as
members of a national origin group, neither they nor antisemitism
was integrated into most DEI initiatives, despite an increasingly
hostile campus environment.

The blindness of DEI programs to Jewish students and antisem-
itism is likely the result of two factors.

First, although Jews were once a historically marginalized and
underrepresented group in American higher education, that is cer-
tainly no longer the case. Consequently, despite having endured
thousands of years of oppression, including one of history’s largest
genocides, and even now suffering more hate crimes in America
than any historically marginalized and underrepresented group
except African Americans, Jews are not viewed as oppressed at all
within a DEI framework. On the contrary, they are generally seen
as white, privileged oppressors who do not merit the attention of
DEI programs.

Second, even if Jewish students manage to secure a seat at the
DEI table, a thornier problem awaits. Although a growing number
of DEI officials are willing to respond to and educate the campus
community about acts of classical antisemitism, such as swastikas
painted on a Jewish fraternity house or neo-Nazi fliers distributed
on campus, many of those same officials are unwilling to acknowl-
edge and address anti-Zionistmotivated harassment. Yet this is by far
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the predominant form of antisemitism facing Jewish students today.

The disparate treatment of these two types of antisemitism is
very much related to the ideological leanings of most DEI programs.
Because instances of classical antisemitism are often perpetrated
by individuals associated with white-supremacist groups, who are
also perpetrators of racist attacks on many historically marginalized
groups, calling out and educating about this type of antisemitism
actually kills two birds with one stone.

On the other hand, many instances of anti-Zionist harassment
on campus are perpetrated by members of identity groups served
by DEI programs. In addition, many DEI staff themselves har-
bor virulently anti-Israel sentiments, as demonstrated in a 2021
report examining the social-media postings of DET staff at major
universities. Drawing heavily on ideologies undergirding most
DEI programs, these postings portrayed Israel as a racist, set
tler-colonial state, linked the plight of Palestinians to the struggles
of oppressed minorities in America, and implied that it was the
duty of antiracist activists to support the liberation of Palestine
“from the river to the sea,” a rallying cry for the elimination of the
Jewish state.

Against this backdrop, it’s not hard to see why so many DEI
programs are loath to acknowledge the antisemitic nature of anti-
Zionist behavior that so often leads to the harassment of Jewish
students. But that hasn’t stopped Jewish advocates from trying.

The primary approach to getting anti-Zionist-motivated harass-
ment onto the DEI radar has been to make the case that Zion-
ism—understood as the religious, historical, and ethnic connection
of Jews to the Land of Isracl—is an integral component of Jewish
identity, a protected category under federal anti-discrimination law.
An essential tool pressed into service by advocates of this approach
is the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA)
working definition of antisemitism, which contains several examples
linking anti-Zionism to Jew-hatred.

This approach has met with considerable backlash on many
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campuses. A recent study by my organization, AMCHA initiative,
documented a dramatic rise in efforts to deny that Zionism is part
of Jewish identity and to challenge the legitimacy of the THRA
definition — efforts that were strongly linked to alarming increases
in the harassment of pro-Israel Jewish students.

Unfortunately, although the White House plan calls the THRA
definition “the most prominent” definition of antisemitism and
acknowledges that “the United States has embraced [it],” the plan
also “welcomes and appreciates the Nexus Document,” an alter-
native to the THRA definition that considers only some forms
of anti-Zionism to be antisemitic. The Nexus Document states
specifically that, “as a general rule, criticism of Zionism and
Israel...should not, as such, be deemed antisemitic.” In addition,
the plan “note[s] other such efforts,” an obvious hattip to the
Jerusalem Declaration, which openly challenges the IHRA defi-
nition by claiming that “it has caused confusion and generated
controversy, hence weakening the fight against antisemitism.”
Signed by more than 300 professors, including many Jewish stud-
ies scholars, the Jerusalem Declaration almost wholly dissociates
anti-Zionism from antisemitism.

Far from straightforwardly providing support for the case that
anti-Zionist harassment is a form of discrimination that falls well
within the purview of DEI programs, the Biden administration’s
equivocation on a definition of antisemitism will make it consider-
ably harder for Jewish students to get DEI offices to recognize and
address the antisemitism they are experiencing.

The White House’s acknowledgement of widely divergent
definitions of antisemitism underscores how dangerous—even
disastrous—it will be to implement the administration’s own rec-
ommendation for integrating antisemitism awareness and training

into DEI programming. If scholars of antisemitism can’t even agree
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on a definition of antisemitism, how can DEI officials be expected
to understand what antisemitism is and to create effective program-
ming to address it?

In fact, considering that many DEI staff are far more ideo-
logically aligned with the Jerusalem Declaration than the THRA
definition, it’s likely that their attempts to implement the White
House recommendation will result in programming that, instead
of lessening campus antisemitism, gives license to it.

The Biden team no doubt had the best of intentions in recom-
mending that efforts to confront campus antisemitism be tied to
DEI programs anchored in school policy and anti-discrimination
law. However, implementing that recommendation will force-
fit Jewish students into identity categories that don’t accurately
reflect their identities as they understand them. It is also likely to
subject them to an anti-Zionist litmus test as the price of being
protected from an alarming level of harassment no college student
should face.

DEI is the wrong vehicle for addressing campus antisemitism.
Yet on most college campuses, there are no viable alternatives. Stu-
dents who do not fit into one of the identity groups prioritized in
DEI programs, or whose harassers are members of identity groups
prioritized over theirs, are usually out of luck when it comes to
getting school officials to address harassment that targets them.

Perhaps in recognition of this double standard, the White House
report calls on colleges and universities to “treat antisemitism with
the same seriousness as other forms of hate.” But in the absence
of a policy guaranteeing every student protection no less robust
than that afforded students in protected identity groups, there is
simply no internal mechanism for ensuring that antisemitism will
be treated fairly or adequately. And since there are no federal laws
obligating schools to address the harassment of students not cov-
ered under Title VI, few schools will be motivated to adopt policies
or programs that do not consider student identity in responding
to hateful behavior, including antisemitism.
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If the White House is serious about confronting campus
antisemitism, it must fundamentally rethink its approach. The
administration should call on Congress to enact new legislation
obligating schools to protect a/l students equally from behavior
affecting their ability to express their identity and fully partic-
ipate in campus life. In compliance with the new law, schools
would need to establish policies that provide every student with
the same stringent standard of protection prescribed under the
school’s discrimination and harassment policy.

Doling out protection on the basis of group identity, the stock-
in-trade of DEI programs and the policies and laws on which they
are based, has led to the exacerbation of group differences and an
unhealthy competition for group rights on many campuses. Afford-
ing all students equal protection from behavior that no student
should have to endure offers the possibility of a healthier campus

climate for everyone.
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ISAAC HART

Beating, Not Joining,
Ethnic Studies

N 2019, the California State Board of
Education released a draft of an ethnic-
studies model curriculum. Reaction was
swift and furious. More than 100,000
Californians submitted public-comment
letters, many expressing disgust. Even

the reliably liberal Los Angeles Times
editorial board called it “an impenetrable melange of academic
jargon and politically correct pronouncements,” adding that it was
“hard to wade through all the references to hxrstory and womxn
and misogynoir and cisheteropatriarchy.” A coalition of civic orga-
nizations representing a variety of ethnic groups released a joint
statement denouncing the draft curriculum for being “replete with
mischaracterizations and omissions.”
California’s Jewish population, more than a million strong, felt
especially singled out. The draft curriculum endorsed the Boy-
cott, Divestment, and Sanctions movement. It cited the words of
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a Palestinian rapper accusing Israelis of “[using] the press so they
can manufacture.” The scant reference to antisemitism was espe-
cially stark given that the synagogue shooting in Poway, Calif.,
occurred during the preparation of the curriculum. The Jewish
caucus in the state legislature took note, writing in a letter to
the Department of Education that “the draft curriculum den-
igrates Jews” and goes out of its way to attack the Jewish state.
“In stark contrast to brief and dispassionate references to other
global conflicts,” reads the letter, the model curriculum “singles
out Israel...for special critique and condemnation that is both
out of context and factually inaccurate.”

Within a month, Governor Gavin Newsom vowed that the draft
curriculum would “never see the light of day.” Two years later, with
the participation of a coalition of Jewish groups, a new curriculum
was released that crossed out the overt antisemitism and included
new Jewish-focused lesson plans, fulfilling the bill’s stated objective
of “preparing pupils to be global citizens with an appreciation for
the contributions of multiple cultures.” By the end of this decade,
a semester-long course in ethnic studies will be a high-school grad-
uation requirement for every student in California public schools.

Whether that represents a triumph for California’s stu-

dents —or for Jews —is another question.

To understand how an ostensible attempt to sensitize California’s
students to their state’s ethnic, religious, and cultural diversity
rapidly devolved into a forthright exercise in antisemitism, among
other things, it helps to know something about what ethnic studies
is and where it comes from. The first ethnic studies department
in the United States was established in 1968 at what is now San
Francisco State University, as a result of a student strike led by
a group called the Third World Liberation Front. As that name
suggests, ethnic studies was never about disinterested scholarship.
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A mission statement by the Critical Ethnic Studies Association
(CESA) makes clear the ideological commitments of most univer-

sity ethnic studies departments:

Ethnic studies scholarship has laid the foundation for analyzing how
racism, settler colonialism, immigration, imperialism, and slavery
interact in the creation and maintenance of systems of domination,
dispossession, criminalization, expropriation, exploitation, and vio-
lence that are predicated upon hierarchies of racialized, gendered,
sexualized, economized, and nationalized social existence in the

United States and beyond.

Not surprisingly, then, the main purpose of ethnic studies isn’t
to celebrate America’s multicultural society. It’s to denounce every
form of American perfidy, real or not, not the least of which is
U.S. support for the Jewish state. A 2021 paper by the AMCHA
Initiative notes that “one-third of all U.S. faculty who support an
academic boycott of Israel have a primary or secondary affiliation
in a university Ethnic Studies program.” CESA’s inaugural confer-
ence in 2011 included discussions on “Turtle Island and Palestine:
Forging Alliances Against Settler Colonialism” and “Suppression
of Palestine Solidarity by the Academic Industrial Complex and
the Nation State.” (Turtle Island is a Native-American name for
North America.)

These were the attitudes that also informed the original
model curriculum. Students were asked to “challenge racist, big-
oted, discriminatory, imperialist/colonialist beliefs,” to “critique
empire-building in history,” and to “connect ourselves to past and
contemporary movements that struggle for social justice.” The
language remains even in the current 696-page model curriculum
that was ultimately adopted by the state. It also lives on in what
is now called the Liberated Curriculum, which splintered out of
the remains of the initial draft curriculum disavowed by Governor
Newsom. Last year, the Hayward Unified School District, an East
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The main purpose of ethnic studies isn’t to
celebrate America’s multicultural socicty.
It’s to denounce every form of American

perfidy, real or alleged, not the least of

which is U.S. support for the Jewish state.

Bay body that operates 30 schools serving over 20,000 students,
signed a contract with the Liberated Ethnic Model Curriculum
Consortium to implement its version of ethnic studies. Among its
other educational offerings, the Consortium offered a “toolkit” for
“Preparing to Teach Palestine,” which warned that opponents of
their curriculum “want to prevent teachers and students from mak-
ing connections between the U.S. and Tsrael as white settler states,
or apartheid-era South Africa and the current apartheid in Israel.”

But what about the new, quasi-official curriculum?

Some argue that the revised curriculum is a triumph for
the Jewish community. Not only are the antisemitic dog whis-
tles and anti-Israel slurs gone, there are now two separate and
extensive sample lessons on Jewish issues: one on “Antisemitism
and Jewish Middle Eastern Americans,” the other titled “Jewish
Americans: Identity, Intersectionality, and Complicating Ideas of
Race.” Eleven Jewish figures, including Norman Lear, Ruth Bader
Ginsburg, Julius Lester, and Rabbi Eric Yoffie offer testimonials
about the meaning of their Jewishness. A fact sheet on Jewish
Americans emphasizes the many forms of discrimination Jews
have experienced in the United States, from university quotas
to employment discrimination to murderous antisemitic attacks
in Poway and Pittsburgh. It quotes two definitions of antisemi-
tism, the first from the Anti-Defamation League, the second from
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Where California’s ethnic studies curriculum
sees ‘interlocking systems of oppression and
privilege, the Jewish experience in America
has largely been one of interlocking systems

of opportunity and advancement.

the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance. There is
an emphasis on the cultural, ethnic and racial diversity within
the broad Jewish family, as well as the persecutions they have
endured. Significantly, the sample lesson notes that “the Jewish
people originated about 3,000 years ago in Southwest Asia, in
the land of Israel.”

As many Jewish groups and leaders argued at the time, the
revised curriculum gave Jews a seat at the table, which was surely
better than being on the table, as they were the first time around.
But should Jews really want to be at this table at all?

For all the changes made to the new curriculum, it remains
rooted in the foundational ideological themes of ethnic studies. To
adapt a line from Animal Farm, while all minorities may be equal
in the curriculum, some are more equal than others. In its preface,
the curriculum stresses that its focus will be on “African American,
Chicana/o/x and Latina/o/x, Native American, and Asian American
and Pacific Islander studies.” Other minorities, including Jews,
remain strictly secondary, and some prominent American ethnic
groups rate almost no discussion at all (the word “Italian” gets five
mentions; the word “Irish,” one). This is largely in keeping with
ethnic studies’ “intersectional” approach (the word is mentioned
59 times) to the study of identity, which in theory is a way of taking
note of multiple overlapping identities but in practice amounts to
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little more than a points system that reduces genuine diversity to a
continuum that runs from “oppression” to “privilege.”

These frames of reference pervade the curriculum’s discussions
of Jewish identity. “Assimilation allowed the children of Jewish
immigrants to change their position on the racial hierarchy....”
“Light-skinned Jews may experience the benefits of conditional

” «

whiteness on the basis of their appearance....” “Jews of color, like
all communities of color, face systemic racism....”

This kind of language is an attempt to make the Jewish-American
experience fit within the rigid boxes created by the ethnic studies
worldview—one that views the United States as a cisheteropatriar-
chy, brought forth upon a settler-colonized continent, conceived in
slavery, and dedicated to the proposition that power should remain
in the hands of exploitative white capitalists.

Is this actually how Jews think of America, or of our personal or
family histories in it? Surely not.

Yes, many Jewish families have stories that involve an encounter
with antisemitism: a country club where Jews knew not to apply;
a white-shoe law firm with an unstated policy of not hiring Jews;
a grandfather who had the grades to go to Harvard but wound
up at City College instead, a victim of admissions quotas; a nasty
remark about being “Jewed down” in a business transaction.

But, for the most part, Jews have overwhelmingly seen the
United States as the goldene medina, a place where such bigot-
ries as we encountered were trivial next to the bigotries we had
escaped —and trivial, too, compared with the opportunities avail-
able to us. Jews experienced religious and cultural freedom in the
United States as we never had elsewhere in our long history of
exile. Our achievements in dozens of fields— academia, business,
finance, law, literature, medicine, music, science, and technology, to
name only the obvious ones—tended to be admired, not envied.
When doors to certain institutions remained closed to us, we were
free to build competing institutions, from which we opened the
doors to all. Whenever we wished to assimilate, we could; when we
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wished to preserve our differences, we could do that, too. And what
was true for Jews from European backgrounds quickly proved to
be true for Jews from Middle Eastern backgrounds, too, as anyone
who has spent time in Beverly Hills can attest.

In other words, the Jewish-American story isn't part of the
ethnic studies worldview at all. It’s a refutation of it. Where Cal-
ifornia’s ethnic studies curriculum sees “interlocking systems
of oppression and privilege,” the Jewish experience in America
has largely been one of interlocking systems of opportunity and
advancement — from, say, Lowell High School to Harvard Law to
the Supreme Court (Stephen Breyer) or Stuyvesant High School
to Brandeis University to the presidency of the University of Chi-
cago (Robert Zimmer). Much the same can be said for so many
other minority groups — whether they are from Albania, Nigeria,
or Vietnam —whose broad experience of America has been one
of possibility and prosperity, even if sometimes in the face of

xenophobia and racism.

Here, then, lie the deeper problems for Jews with even the new-
and-improved ethnic studies curriculum.

First, it’s a false narrative — false about the Jewish experience
in America and about America itself. Jews should be wary of
being included in any narrative that asks us to misconstrue our
own history while defaming a country that has, for all its faults,
been very good to us— as it has to so many other minorities.

Second, while the new ethnic studies curriculum gives Jews
a seat at its table, it’s a table for perpetual victims. Shouldn’t
minority groups who are unembarrassed by their success and
who choose not to see themselves as victims have their stories
told in schools? It is particularly galling to be taught that Jewish
success was purchased, in part, through a “conditional whiteness”
that suggests complicity with a system of white supremacy.
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While the new cthnic studies curriculum
gives Jews a seat at its table, it’s a table for
perpetual victims. Shouldn’t minority groups
who are unembarrassed by their success and
who choose not to see themselves as victims

have their stories told in schools?

Third, ethnic studies isn’t about studying anything. It’s about
ideological indoctrination of students and teachers alike, relent-
lessly one-sided in its outlook, simplistic in its understanding
of history, and overtly partisan. This would be bad in any edu-
cational context, but it is particularly worrying for Jews. The
complexities and contradictions of Jewish history make it incom-
patible with facile dogma—as is true of any ethnic group with a
complex history. Ethnic studies flattens these experiences, rather
than bringing out their depths. The problem will only become
worse as ethnic studies expands from California to states such as
Minnesota and cities including Seattle and Boston.

We can do better. All it takes is a look back at our own tradition.

As people of the Book, Jewish parents, educators, and poli-
cymakers outside California should make the effort to read the
model curriculum. They will discover that it is not a laudable and
liberal-minded effort to broaden the American story to include
historically marginalized minority groups. It is a tendentious and
radical recasting of American history as one long tale of oppres-
sion and exclusion, a narrative we have become all too familiar
with over the last several decades.

To see just how inimical the curriculum is to pedagogy, Jews
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can look to their own contribution to the art of teaching. The
Talmud offers a model of responsible learning that records all
sides of an argument, emphasizing disagreement and the impor-
tance of intellectual diversity across its 63 tractates. Jews don’t
define community by tearful head-nodding and catechisms of
dominance and subjugation, but by rigorous, good-faith ques-
tioning. In place of the one-to-many dispensation of knowledge
from instructor to student, we offer chevrutot, partnership study
sessions in which students are united by questions prompted by
the texts before them. For Jews, intellectual diversity opens up the
subjects examined. The ethnic studies model offers an ideologi-
cal straightjacket that shuts them down.

American Jews also have a moral and civic obligation to ask
whether the ethnic studies curriculum advances the ideal of e
pluribus unum or its opposite, ex uno multi. Despite its claim to
“strive for a future of greater equity and inclusivity,” the curricu-
lum guarantees the latter motto, since it is premised on a sense
of profound grievance and therefore insists on division. As the
model curriculum notes in its introduction: “Ethnic studies did
not arise in a vacuum. It arose with the intent of giving voice to sto-
ries long silenced, including stories of injustice, marginalization,
and discrimination, as well as stories of those who became part
of our nation in different ways, such as through slavery, conquest,
colonization, and immigration.” How about stories of striving and
success, of people from impoverished ethnic backgrounds achiev-
ing the American Dream, of refugees starting great companies and
becoming pillars of the American establishment? That is both a
Jewish story and an American story—and one California’s stu-
dents deserve to know.

Finally, Jews have always been the people who don’t always feel
the need to go along. A table you don’t want to be on is not one
you ought to be sitting at. Why not build our own? The Jewish
story is also an ethnic studies story— one that begins in oppres-
sion but does not dwell on it, which has allowed it to culminate
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in freedom; one that mourns tragedies but celebrates triumphs;
one that focuses on the particular but never forgets the universal.
Wouldn’t this particular model of ethnic studies serve all young

Americans better than the one on offer?
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ARMIN ROSEN

How the Jewish
Coalition Against
Antisemitism
Fractured

HE VIDEO that caused a split between
an emerging coalition against antisem-

itism and one of the largest Jewish

AannanannnQfans

communal organizations in the United

States gave off so faint a signal across

OAND A RaAS

the vastness of the internet that the Way-

back Machine didn’t preserve the clip’s
original web page at any point during its roughly two-week life-
span. That’s not so shocking: Jewish existence has been awash in
disproportion ever since a botched reconnaissance mission earned
us an extra 40 years wandering in the wilderness, and the obscure
relationship between small things and much bigger ones has
revealed itself in a multitude of tragic and surprising ways across
three millennia. The “woke antisemitism” video controversy is a
minor but striking instance of deep anxieties and fundamental

fault lines erupting through a series of normal-sized mistakes.
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As often happens, some of the most urgent questions in Jewish
life converged around a farce.

The Combat Antisemitism Movement’s three-and-a-half-minute
video, published in early June and un-published on June 18, claimed
that “wokeism”is “fann[ing] the flames of antisemitism” by creating
an “oppressor vs. oppressed binary” that blames “successful groups,”
including the Jews, for most of the world’s problems. The video
treated “wokeness” as if this fraught term had a single accepted defi-
nition and featured several still images of right-wing extremists, a
mistake that could give the impression that there exist no “woke
antisemites” for CAM to showcase.

A journalist from the Forward tweeted about the video after
CAM shared it in a weekly newsletter. “Really strident stuff com-
ing from a coalition representing @jfederations, @AJCGlobal and
most of the Jewish mainstream,” wrote reporter Arno Rosenfeld.
In 2021, Rosenfeld authored a 5,000-word report on CAM, imply-
ing that the two-year-old group, whose advisory board chairman is
Natan Sharansky, functioned as a “dark money” front group for the
conservative Kansas oil billionaire Adam Beren.

The Jewish Federations of North America CEO Eric Fingerhut,
a moderate Democrat during his 16 years in electoral politics,
said his organization learned about the video only after having
been tagged in Rosenfeld’s June 16 tweet. JFNA is the umbrella
group for nearly 400 local federations, the organizational struc-
tures that often serve as the main channel of public and charitable
funds into communal institutions. “Federations are very active
in government relations at the state and local level,” Fingerhut
told me.

Meanwhile, the Jewish Council for Public Affairs “first learned
of the video just before Shabbat on June 16 from Jewish Com-
munity Relations Councils (JCRCs) who reached out to us with
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concerns, including concerns with the implication that JCPA and
others were seemingly endorsing the video, since our logo was on
the website,” according to a spokesperson for the organization.
JCPA helps coordinate the advocacy work of scores of local and
national Jewish communal institutions. Amy Spitalnick, a pro-
gressive activist and former press secretary of T Street, became the
group’s new CEO in May. Most recently, as executive director of
Integrity First for America, she successfully sued the organizers of
the far-Right Charlottesville rally.

Fingerhut told me that CAM declined to remove the video after
JFNA raised concerns with the group on June 16 but reversed the
decision and spiked the clip two days later. He explained that
JFNA would likely be working with CAM in the future and would
probably be involved in the group’s annual summit of mayors,
but would still leave its logo off CAM’s website for the time being.

“Fighting antisemitism is not easy. It hasn’t been easy, and it will
not be easy,” said CAM chief executive Sacha Roytman Dratwa in
early July. “We've really tried to fight antisemitism in a nonpartisan
way.... Being judged on one video was a big surprise.”

On the face of it, opposing antisemitism is one of the least divi-
sive objectives Jews could possibly have. Jews have a disputatious
communal life, but not to the point of there being a constituency
in favor of being hated. “By and large the goal of fighting antisem-
itism is a unifying effort,” Fingerhut said.

In reality, the fight against antisemitism is highly divisive, and
there is growing discord over the parameters and basic nature of
the problem. Part of the challenge comes from how differently
antisemitism manifests in a range of contexts, many of which
the average, well-intentioned American Jew will never even see. A
pro-Israel college student probably doesn’t have to worry about
being randomly attacked in the street the way a Satmar Hasid
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A pro-Isracl college student probably doesn’t
have to worry about being randomly attacked in
the street the way a Satmar Hasid in Brooklyn
does, just as the Brooklyn Satmar faces far less
of a threat from Palestinian jihadists than

does a secular Isracli Jew living in Sderot.

in Brooklyn does, just as the Brooklyn Satmar faces far less of a
threat from Palestinian jihadists than does a secular Israeli Jew
living in Sderot. It is possible that the majority of American Jews
wouldn’t see any real commonalities between the slaughter of 11
non-Orthodox worshippers in a Pittsburgh synagogue and the
organized effort to keep Haredi Jews out of certain towns in New
York’s Rockland and Orange Counties.

What should be the higher priority for American Jews: the
anonymous young white men who unfurled Nazi flags in front
of synagogues in Georgia and Florida, or a nationally prominent
progressive U.S. congresswoman who a few days later accused
Israel of a fictive “massacre” in Jenin? There is increasingly
bitter disagreement over this kind of question, and the “woke
antisemitism”video was an inartful attempt at pointing out a real
phenomenon. Antisemitism is so adaptive and appealing that
even ostensibly tolerant ideologies can produce their own version
of it. Interpreted generously, the video urges Jews to be aware that
noble-seeming ideas held among their political allies are being
turned against them.

If “woke antisemitism” actually exists, one could conclude
that its standard-bearers should be confronted with as little
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What should be the higher priority for
American Jews: the anonymous young

white men who unfurled Nazi flags in front
of synagogues in Georgia and Florida, or

a nationally prominent progressive U.S.
congresswoman who a few days later accused

Israel of a fictive ‘massacre’in Jenin?

hesitation or sympathy as any other group of bigots. David Ber-
nstein, author of the 2022 book Woke Antisemitism and a senior
adviser to CAM —and, in a possible indication of the leftward
drift of Jewish institutional life, Amy Spitalnick’s immediate pre-
decessor as head of JCPA —told me that in his view, working
together with progressives to combat antisemitism had proved
to be a dead end. The conciliatory approach “really wasn’t a via-
ble community strategy by 2017-18,” he said, a time when it was
rapidly becoming much more common for American social jus-
tice movements to accuse the State of Israel and its supporters
of being agents of white supremacy, police brutality, and a host
of other evils.

“And what was worse and more concerning to me,” he added,
“was that some Jewish advocacy organizations were sort of paying
the price of admission to be in the progressive coalition. They
were willing to say that America is a white supremacist state.
That’s language no Jewish group would have entertained in years
prior but are now embracing so they can maintain their progres-
sive alliances.” (Bernstein told me that he viewed an early version
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of the script for the “woke antisemitism” video but had no other
involvement in it.)

Bernstein’s thesis is vulnerable to a single unavoidable fact, which
is that most American Jews are liberals. Perhaps they are deluded
about the beliefs and intentions of their supposed allies and have a
miscalibrated sense of their own self-interest— such mindsets have
a long and awful precedent in Jewish history. But it is also possible
the liberal majority is correct, and that the same values animating
the woke extremists have also, in their softer and more common
forms, created the openness and social harmony that have allowed
American minority groups to thrive in safety, Jews above all. Amer-
ican Jewish success is the great vindication of the liberalism that
Jews still overwhelmingly support. As a salvo in a debate that asks
Jews to recognize the potential dangers of a cherished worldview, the
“woke antisemitism” video was puzzling at best.

But the shortcomings of the video didn’t obligate JFNA or JCPA
to publicly break with CAM. Both groups could have registered
their criticism in a less public form and in a way that didn’t result
in the video’s being taken offline. Such a response could have
prompted a needed conversation about a complex topic. No such
thing has happened: Days after the video was removed, both JFNA
and JCPA told the Jewish Telegraphic Agency that they had no
immediate plans to rejoin CAM’s coalition.

The video and the responses it evoked were a heavy-handed inter-
vention in a sharpening debate over how Jews should deal with
threats from the Left. To some, the video fracas came as further
evidence that mainline Jewish organizations such as JFNA have
become the enablers of progressive Jew-hatred. On June 29, a
group called the Jewish Leadership Project (JLP) sent a digital
billboard truck to drive past Eric Fingerhut’s office in lower Man-
hattan. “Profiles in Cowardice,” the truck read, over a headshot of
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Fingerhut. “Why do you censor leftist Jew hatred?” (When asked
about the truck, Fingerhut replied, “My reaction is that it’s com-
pletely unworthy of response or attention.”)

Avi Goldwasser, a tech executive and co-founder of TLP, sparked
a video controversy of his own nearly 20 years ago, one that shows
how much has remained constant in the debate about leftwing
antisemitism. In 2004, he and the Boston-based activist Charles
Jacobs made a short film about alleged hostility toward Jewish
students from anti-Israel professors in the Department of Mid-
dle Eastern and Asian Languages and Cultures at Columbia
University. Produced in the heated atmosphere of the second
intifada and the invasion of Iraq, Columbia Unbecoming actually
did force Jewish organizations to address the possible negative
impact of left-wing academia on broader American Jewish life. But
this additional attention to an emerging problem didn’t mean it
was on its way to being solved, or even addressed effectively. The
controversy feels both prescient and somewhat quaint after two
decades of BDS resolutions, speech disruptions, Israel Apartheid
Weeks, and apparent declines in Jewish enrollment in elite insti-
tutions — almost every major university now looks like Columbia
did in the early 2000s.

“We met with Jewish trustees of Columbia,” Goldwasser recalled.
“It was amazing. They watched the film, and they didn’t want to do
anything. They didn’t want to waste their capital. They didn’t think
it was important. Life is too good! T want to sleep at night, don’t
bother me, please.” That kind of complacency could also be found
in Europe 80 years ago, he continued. “It’s not the 1930s,” he said.
“I don’t want to be dramatic about it. But it’s human nature. We'd
rather not deal with uncomfortable truths.”

Here was another case of things big and small blurring together,
an example of the surreal places that a justified and painfully
earned sense of vigilance will lead: Goldwasser and T had started
our conversation by talking about a short video from an obscure
organization that hardly anyone will ever see. Some 20 minutes
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In the era of synagogue shootings, Donald
Trump, IThan Omar, BLM, BDS, and rampant
attacks on the streets of New York, Jews have

confronted antisemitism the way any group
of Americans now confronts any massive and
endlessly mutable problem: by establishing a

series of activist nonprofit organizations.

later, we were in Poland on the eve of the Nazi invasion. “My father
heard Jabotinsky in Lodz in 1938,” Goldwasser said. “He couldn’t
convince any of his siblings to leave.”

In the era of synagogue shootings, Donald Trump, Than Omar,
BLM, BDS, and rampant attacks on the streets of New York, Jews
have confronted antisemitism the way any group of Americans now
confronts any massive and endlessly mutable problem: by estab-
lishing a series of activist nonprofit organizations. There’s Robert
Kraft’s Foundation to Combat Antisemitism, which has funded
the #StandUpToJewishHate campaign to the tune of $25 million.
There’s Ron Lauder’s $25 million Anti-Semitism Accountability
Project. There’s JewBelong, responsible for hot-pink billboards and
subway advertisements calling out antisemitism. And there are
numerous smaller players. CAM came along in 2019 as a project
pushed by Beren, who also funds much of the Jewish community
in Wichita, Kan. Beren has pledged to dedicate at least half of his
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charitable giving to Jewish causes. As the Forward notes, “Beren
maintains a low profile and does not appear to have granted inter-
views about his philanthropy, his politics or his JTudaism.”

The newspaper’s excavation of CAM tried to present it as a
stealth right-wing operation, but a quick search of Google News
paints a different picture. CAM issued reports on the use of Holo-
caust imagery in anti-lockdown rhetoric during the pandemic,
and on the alleged rise in antisemitism on Twitter after Elon
Musk’s purchase of the platform. Other staid and establish-
ment-friendly projects include CAM’s annual mayors’ conference
and its promotion of the International Holocaust Remembrance
Alliance’s definition of antisemitism.

CAM is not a subversively partisan band of rebels, boldly
disrupting an establishment center-Left monopoly on the
antisemitism debate. It is something much more mundane: the
umpteenth group of comfortably funded consensus-seekers and
coalition-builders working on a predictable set of problems using
the usual set of tools. “I don’t know what CAM does or who's
involved, except that Sharansky has something to do with it,” said
the head of an organization whose logo still appears on the CAM
website. “I can’t reflect on the work that they do because I don’t
know what it is, and I don’t care that much.”

Perhaps CAM’s strategy is working: Their website boasts of
the “1,100 entities worldwide adopting or endorsing” the THRA’s
antisemitism definition. “The movement is based on IHRA,
Dratwa told me. For instance, he said, “we’ve been standing behind
the Albanian adoption of THRA.” One could reasonably ask why it
matters if various governments back a specific—and, per Dratwa,
“nonbinding”—definition of antisemitism. From one perspective,
excessive focus on THRA risks setting off a distracting meta-debate,
as was obvious from the mystifying amounts of attention the Jewish
institutional world recently paid to the non-endorsement of both
the IHRA definition and the competing Nexus definition in the
White House’s national antisemitism strategy. Maybe, after a while,
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defining a problem becomes a comfortable replacement for solving
it. It will probably fall to some group other than CAM to raise this
possibility, however, since CAM’s boldest deviation from palatable
consensus-building activism was quashed so swiftly.

Could consensus itself be an obstacle? An honest and inevitably
more effective response to antisemitism might mean eschewing
easy wins, confronting close allies, and putting both institutional
reputations and communal peace at risk. That would all be very
unpleasant for the CAMs, JFNAs and JCPAs of the world—or
at least it would be less pleasant than a few days’ worth of angry
emails and a pointed article in the Forward have proved to be.
The “woke antisemitism” video and the various reactions to it
are a light comic parody of a much more serious reckoning that
becomes more likely the more the organized Jewish world scram-

bles to avoid it.
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An interview with
LORD JOHN MANN & DARIUS JONES

Finding Allies
in the Fight

N EVERY GENERATION, there are
those who, though not themselves Jew-
ish, are moved to devote a considerable
portion of their energies to fighting
antisemitism. Sapir Managing Editor

Saul Rosenberg sat down with two of
them, one American and one British, to
understand what motivates them to do this work. Lord John Mann
Is a British politician who serves as an adviser to the government
on antisemitism, sitting as a member of the House of Lords. Darius
Jones is the founder and president of the National Black Empower-
ment Council, an organization supporting leadership collaborations
that can close the wealth, influence, and achievement gaps between
African Americans and other groups.
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Saul Rosenberg: I'd like to start by asking each of you how you came
to feel that antisemitism ought not merely to be fought but that you
should join that fight yourselves. Can we start with you, John?

Lord John Mann: It’s the definition of political leadership. I was
an elected national politician for nearly 20 years. I've worked for
lots of prime ministers. For people in my line, it should be taken
as automatic that you do your little bit to combat any form of
discrimination —and therefore you do your little bit to combat

antisemitism.

Rosenberg: I'd like to push you a little on that if I may. There are
so many prejudices one can fight. What led you to dedicate so
much time and energy to fighting this prejudice?

Mann: Well, the Jewish community asked me and have kept
asking me. Obviously, the fact that I'm not Jewish has certain
advantages. I'm not a—1 suppose the term is Judeophile. It’s
simply that my family was brought up near and amongst Jew-
ish people. And T can speak. And when I spoke, I said what I
thought, and it went down very well with young Jewish people.
Then they asked me to take on a bigger role 20 years ago, and
I've just carried on doing it.

I don’t worry about how you identify as being Jewish. I don’t
care if you are Liberal, Reform, Orthodox, Ultra-Orthodox. I
don’t care if you go to synagogue or not, keep kosher or not.
I don’t care if you are Zionist, anti-Zionist, or somewhere ambiv-
alently in the middle. It’s not my prerogative to care. My role is
to advise our government that, however you choose to identify,
you can be yourself with no negatives. That’s my remit. I look at
what the obstacles to that are — the individuals, the structures,
the systems. I spend a lot of time on structural antisemitism
and how to deal with it. People sometimes call this education.
It’s much more than that. What systems are needed to combat
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antisemitism? And clearly, people think that’s very useful. It’s
not intellectual theorizing. It’s what should be done to combat

antisemitism, what works, what doesn’t work — strategy, if you like.

Rosenberg: Darius, there’s also a relevant stream in your history
and career — could you discuss the path that led to your being a
voice in your community against antisemitism?

Darius Jones: I was put on this path by my parents, both of whom
were very involved in the civil rights movement —including the
famous Freedom Rides, when delegations went into Mississippi
and faced fierce, often dire resistance trying to register African
Americans to vote. History teaches us many powerful lessons. But
one thing my mother and father made sure T understood was that
the movement was successful, obviously because of a tremendous
amount of work done by the black community, but also because
there were people of conscience from other communities who
got involved in our struggle in decisive ways. My mother always
said that chief among those allies were our Jewish brothers and
sisters who contributed time, talent, treasure, and even made the
ultimate sacrifice so African Americans could have freedom and
self-determination in this country. I was awed and inspired to
learn of a group so selflessly motivated by high principles.

If you think about the 400-year sojourn of African Americans
in the United States, there have not been many stepping up to
ally with us. But if you had to identify a group consistently willing
to step into the breach and lock arms with African Americans, it
has always been the Jewish community. As a black man, I cannot
overstate the existential impact this alliance has had upon black
lives over the decades. So when T heard some of the challenges
around antisemitism and around anti-Zionism, I wanted to mobi-
lize a similar vanguard within the black community—leaders,
people of conscience —who would join an effort to stand in sol-
idarity with our brothers and sisters in the Jewish community.
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I've never heard a white supremacist say,
‘I love black pcople, but I cant stand Jews, or
‘I love Jews, but I can’t stand black pecople.

Our adversaries draw no distinction.

Rosenberg: How did you go about that?

Jones: 1 traveled to Israel in 2009 with the American Israel
Education Foundation and came to understand the enduring,
existential challenges Israel faces. People who have not travelled
to the region cannot even begin to appreciate the complicated
dynamics. After processing everything I learned from the per-
spectives of the Israelis and the Palestinians, I had a personal
revelation that changed my life. There I was at week’s end, awed
by the panoramic view from an overlook above the Old City, say-
ing to myself: This is one of the most phenomenal examples
of peoplehood and collective self-determination I've ever seen.
Herzl said, “If you will it, it is no dream.” Israel is a towering
testament to the power of intention and an indomitable human
spirit. Such narratives can be universal in their application. At
that moment, I decided that if T could be part of an effort to
identify like-minded black leaders and bring them to Israel so
they could have a similarly moving experience — that would be
something I'd be willing to dedicate my life to.

For the 10 years I was at ATPAC, T identified dynamic, emerg-
ing black leaders. I took them to Israel, where they had my same
experience, then came back to the United States and continued
to lead on black issues, but also became involved in advancing
the U.S.-Israel relationship and leaning into the black-Jewish
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relationship. When T created the National Black Empowerment
Council (NBEC), I decided to double down on that model. I felt
like the circumstances in our nation called for that. As social,
cultural, and political polarization continues to fray the fabric of
our nation, we must create a community of people of conscience
and consequence, who can push back against antisemitism, rac-
ism, and all forms of injustice we see emerging in the world.

Rosenberg: It seems to me you both belong to communities that
feel at least sometimes that antisemitism is different, that it’s
not racism, and therefore that it’s less important. John, you are
on record as describing antisemitism as the worst of the racisms.
Can you talk a little bit about what it’s like in your comunity to
be saying, “No, antisemitism isn’t so different from racism”?

Mann: I represented an all-white working-class community. I've
had to challenge all sorts of racisms very directly — sometimes
very brutally — to protect people and to try and change attitudes.
I don’t just deal with antisemitism, but antisemitism mutates in
different forms. That’s what makes it different. Anti-black racism
can be very insidious, very disguised and hidden, so that’s a chal-
lenge. But it’s a little easier to get started. With antisemitism, you
have two problems. First, you have the problem of [opposition to]
Israel, so you have a political dimension to overcome. Secondly,
there’s the fact that Jews often don’t look different.

I do a lot of training sessions for football teams. I get two
people to stand up at the front and T ask which one is white,
and they look identical. I deconstruct that. I explain that one of
them is Jewish and that there are a lot of people who don’t regard
them as white—you use the Nazis as the simplest example to
demonstrate that. But that’s a complexity. I show them a picture
of a football crowd, 50,000 people, and T say, “Spot the Jew.” And
of course, nobody, including me, has a clue who’s Jewish there. Yet
if you see a 10-year-old black child in front of you listening to
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racist remarks, you can see there’s a problem affecting somebody,
because you can see the person it’s impacting. If it’s a 10-year-old
Jewish child, you can’t see that, even though the racism may be
just as vitriolic. And just experiencing that has had a transfor-
mative impact in people’s thinking through the issue and how
they train the stewards and the staff in how they deal with racism
inside a football stadium. And I find awareness makes it more
likely that the same people will better equip themselves to deal
with the anti-black racism. They are thinking: What is the impact
on that child? What are we doing to make sure the negatives turn
to a positive? Where are our role models? How do we portray our
role models? Suddenly you're into a very different, more positive,

more engaging, more useful dialogue.

Rosenberg: As a white Jewish guy, I am perceived much more
as white than I'm perceived as Jewish. I heard that on TV when
Whoopi Goldberg dismissed the Holocaust as not a racist event.
Darius, you seem to be taking on antisemitism specifically as
a leader in the black community, which has been in the news
recently because of controversial statements from black celebri-
ties like Kanye West and Kyrie Irving, as well as revived tensions
in black-Jewish neighborhoods of New York City. What’s your per-
spective on that, and what’s it like trying to fight against it?

Jones: There is a tremendous amount of confusion in the Afri-
can-American community as to whether the Jewish people are a
race, a religion, an ethnicity, a culture. But one thing is certain to
most in the black community: A tremendous amount of hatred
has been targeted at Jews, at a level commensurate with our own
historical experience — creating empathy and kinship. I've never
heard a white supremacist come out and say, “I love black people,
but I can’t stand Jews,” or “I love Jews, but I can’t stand black
people” Our adversaries draw no distinction. To them, were a
package deal, and neither group can leave this land fast enough.
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I was with a Jewish businessman in my own
city, quite young, very successful, telling me
he’d never seen any antisemitism in his life.

I mentioned a golf club—and when he last
played there, the other golfers put down their
clubs and walked away from him the moment

they learned he was Jewish.

Inaction in my community on antisemitism often stems from
the fact that many people perceive Jews through tropes anchored
in an exaggerated sense of privilege and power, and as a group
eminently capable of fighting its own battles—a power black
people don’t necessarily feel we can manifest as easily. The per-
ception of power Zs power. But such subjectivity can cut both
ways: It can keep enemies at bay; sadly, it occasionally does the
same with allies. People often see antisemitic hate speech and
derision but are convinced of the Jewish community’s ability to
address it. And because, for the average African American, safety
and survival are such essential concerns, there are too few people
who can both see and say that that’s not true. Better relationships
at the leadership level are an important first step.

Rosenberg: What would you say to an ultra-Orthodox Jew in
Brooklyn who said, “Of course, there’s a risk that a white suprem-
acist will appear in my synagogue with an AR-15, but T worry
more about the black people on the street, some of whom are
beating up some of my co-religionists. I worry for my children
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because of that community, because the white supremacists are

not threatening me here in Brooklyn.

Jones: You are absolutely right. The situation is as unacceptable as it
is egregious. On the assertion of antisemitism as the main criminal
motive, however,we must be able to reach that conclusion with a high
degree of certainty. I am not saying that to diminish your premise in
any way, because the violence that has been visited specifically upon
the Orthodox community in that area is a very real problem. No one
deserves to live in fear, and we must have a zero-tolerance policy for
violent crime, especially when motivated by hatred of a particular
group. Looking into some of these incidents, I have learned that a
few of these assailants were in the throes of protracted periods of
vagrancy due to untreated mental deficiencies. On account of their
severe impairment, these could have been crimes of desperation,
opportunity, or the result of a psychotic episode. I know each attack
is different, and antisemitism was definitely a factor in too many
cases. I just want to be clear what we are dealing with, so the police,
mental health professionals, and the black community can all take
informed action to end this crisis.

I've done a lot of work helping African Americans bridge divides
with the Jewish community. Without exception, the black people
I talk to harbor no ill will or aggressive intent whatsoever toward
the Jewish community. I think the biggest problem here is that we
have 6 million Jews and 47 million black people who often live in
the same cities but don’t engage with one another. That creates a
space where Kanye West can make these egregiously antisemitic
statements, and there arent enough black people with the lived
experience to contradict him. Again, only better relationships can
address these issues.

Rosenberg: John, what would you say to a version of that ques-
tion that might run like this: When I was growing up in London,
when I walked down Cricklewood Broadway on a Saturday night,

SUMMER 2023 | SAPIR 133



I was worried about skinheads whom you would probably put on
the Right of the political spectrum. And when I look at England
now, it seems to me that for the first time in my life, there’s a big-
ger problem on the Left. And the Left is obviously so much your
philosophical home, if you will. How did we get here?

Mann: Well, those issues on the Left have always been there. They
are not new. They have resurrected themselves.

But it’s a different kind of problem. It’s not a problem of violence,
it’s not a problem of murder or attempted murder. It’s a negativity. [
call it the intimidation of silence because that’s what we observe the
most, and that’s very, very difficult. You see that in universities, for
example, where Jewish students will get negativity by simply being
themselves, being Jewish. We are tackling that head-on. I've changed
the narrative entirely, with success, away from people looking for
violence to people looking for negativity, which is different. If you
look under the surface, if in a university there was, say, a black Evan-
gelical student church set up, they would experience the same thing
because they are different, and that would be seen as a negative. But
it wouldn’t manifest in violence, rarely in abuse. It would be in terms
of ostracism and disdain. It would be about issues. In that instance
it might be a debate on abortion—in the same way that, with Jew-
ish students, it’d be a debate on the Middle East.

The Jewish community and its leadership in the Western
world have been too comfortable in their security and in doing
well. That’s led to a huge complacency. Certainly, people 10 years
ago were telling me there is no antisemitism in the country. My
response to that was, “You and I move in different circles.” T was
with a Jewish businessman in my own city, quite young, very suc-
cessful, telling me he’d never seen any antisemitism in his life.
I mentioned a golf club—and when he last played there, the
other golfers put down their clubs and walked away from him the
moment they learned he was Jewish. And yet he was saying he’d
never experienced any antisemitism. That golf-club antisemitism
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Many times, well-meaning leaders from the
Jewish community reach out without really
knowing who the credible and responsible
players are in the African-American
community. You engage with people you have
read about or seen on television, and there’s

too much focus on those leaders.

is so strong, and it doesn’'t matter how successful you are, it is
there. And it seems to me it’s exactly the same with the black
community. You may be the most successful musician or sports
star or in any walk of life, but will you be allowed to play in the
golf club? Will you be welcomed into the golf club? Where else
won’t you be welcomed?

One of my big criticisms of Jewish communal organizations is
that they haven’t built the alliances with other communities. The
black community is probably the easiest to do it with in Europe
and the United States, but they haven't treated it as a priority to
anything like the extent they should. That’s why the work I'm doing
in sport is so interesting, because suddenly those alliances are
blooming again. Were building or rebuilding an effective alliance
between communities where, because theyre minorities, because
there’s a difference, people are choosing to use that difference as a
weakness to try and exploit through abuse and racism.

Rosenberg: When T was growing up, my father went every week
to the local Council of Christians and Jews. I do not do anything
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like that. So T want to ask you both, what should Jews do that we

aren’t doing? Darius?

Jones: Many times, well-meaning leaders from the Jewish com-
munity reach out without really knowing who the credible and
responsible players are in the African-American community. You
engage with people you have read about or seen on television,
and there’s too much focus on those leaders. Often, those leaders
tend not to be the most effective partners for such a mission.

Reconstructing a modern black-Jewish alliance requires
assembling a strong team. NBEC is launching an effort we call
the Convergence Initiative. It is all about getting the band back
together, as they say. We have established partnerships with and
received support from the Jewish community. Uniquely though,
Convergence is an African-American-conceived and -led initiative
to bring the best and brightest from our community into a for-
midable alliance with a similar contingent of leaders from the
Jewish community. Every member of NBEC has traveled to Israel
and is committed to strengthening the black-Jewish relationship,
so we are able to engage at a more advanced level, enabling con-
nection and action much more quickly. We’ll be focusing our
efforts on continually taking delegations of influential black lead-
ers to Israel. Adding to our ranks in this fashion allows NBEC
to keep expanding a leadership network that brings innovative
approaches to the challenges faced by the black community
and recruits individuals who are uniquely prepared to join with
the Jewish people in combating hate and making our world a
better place.

Rosenberg: John, I'll give you the last word.

Mann: In terms of those alliances, we are quite a distance behind
the United States from what I have observed and from what I have
just heard. This notion of developing leadership, that’s absolutely
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where I'm coming from. In the U.K political world, which is a small
world, we've achieved this cross-party. We've done that very well,
probably better than any other country. In student leadership,
we've been very successful. People need to ask, “What are the out
comes?” Quantify the outcomes. Because the outcomes have to be
real rather than superficial. There’s not enough asking, “Why is this
working? What is working? How is it working?” And also, “What’s
not working?” Not enough people come to me and say, “Tell me
what the failures are in everything youre doing and everything you
see everyone else do.” Everyone can cover up their failures and just
highlight the odd success, but that’s not progress and it’s certainly
not leadership. That’s what I'd like the community leaders and the
philanthropists to do—1I'd like philanthropists coming and say-
ing, not, “Look, here’s some money to do this.” I'd like them to say,
“Tell me what youre doing wrong, tell me what youre doing right,
tell me how I can help.”
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LIEL LEIBOVITZ

Jewish Masterpiece:
The Talmud

N THE 1,500 years or so since it was compiled,
no one has ever accused the Talmud of being a
page-turner.

It’s not hard to understand why. The very first

page finds the rabbis arguing about the precise
timing for reciting the Shema prayer— not exactly the sort of stuff
that keeps readers glued to their chairs. Skip a few pages ahead,
and you'll encounter elaborate quarrels on anything from whether
or not prayer is better than good deeds to whether or not you may
use an elephant as a wall for your sukkah.

Almost always, these heated conversations are presented in short-
hand, calling on the reader to fill in a lot of blanks. They are also
often delivered without resolution, which sometimes makes reading
the Talmud like watching a terrific ball game without ever knowing
who won. It’s also sprawling, with 63 different volumes, called trac-
tates, clocking in at 2,711 supersize pages—in Aramaic more often
than Hebrew. And even if you choose to ignore the ample commen-

tary arranged in neat blocks on the margins of each page—making
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the Talmud, as the writer Jonathan Rosen so astutely observed, the
precursor to the internet’s architecture of hyperlinks—it’s easy to
get lost in the Talmud’s textual thicket, with legalistic inquiries, fan-
tastical tales, philosophical meditations, and personal interactions
all bleeding into one another with no apparent order or borders.

And yet, to the extent that the Talmud can even be called a
book—it’s more accurately described, Rosen wrote, as “a drift net
for catching God”—it’s a truly magnificent one. Because in touching
on virtually every human experience, from passing wind to losing a
loved one, the Talmud is, arguably, humanity’s first, greatest, and still
most astonishing self-help book.

The self-help category, alas, has suffered some wear and tear lately.
Walk into the self-help section of your local bookstore, and you're
likely to stumble on entries such as The Secret,which,in just 198 pages,
promises to deliver all the wisdom you need to make millions, lose
weight, win friends, influence people, and much more. But the desire
for self-improvement, hallelujah, transcends twaddle; it wouldn’t be
pushing it too far to say that we come to all great art expecting a
spoonful of self-help, something to assist us as we try to claw our
way above our imperfections in the hope

of catching a better glimpse of truth and
beauty. And no other book delivers on this
aspiration like the Talmud.

To understand why, you first have to
know a thing or two about that great
book, and that, no surprise, is compli-
cated. Why? For starters, there are not
one but two Talmuds, one compiled
in Bavel, or Jewish Babylonia, in mod-
ern-day Iraq, and the other in the Land

of Israel, mainly in Galilee. Hence, the
Babylonian and the Palestinian or Jeru-
salem Talmud. And each of them con-

tains mostly the Gemara and two famous
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commentaries, one by the 11th-century French sage Rashi, the other
by the Tosafists, French and German rabbis of the four centuries fol-
lowing. The Gemara itselfis a collection of rabbinic commentaries on
the Mishnah, a separate compendium of Jewish laws and traditions
passed down orally for centuries and redacted at some point in the
third century c.E. The Talmud then, is an enormous project, and the
story of its creation is as inspiring as it is timely, because the Talmud,
really, is a guide for a troubled people living in troubled times— any
troubled times, as indicated by the references, festooned around the
main texts, to well over a thousand years of later commentary.

The story of the Talmud’s creation goes something like this: In
70 C.E., after the Romans burned down the Temple in Jerusalem, Jews
found themselves on the brink of a second extinction event. For cen-
turies after returning from their first extinction event, when Cyrus
permitted them to return from Babylonian exile 650 years earlier,
their religion had centered around marching to God’s earthly home
and offering pilgrimages there. With that sacred sanctuary now gone,
no one was quite sure whether or how Judaism could survive.

Enter the rabbis. Our ancestors had two insights up their collec-
tive sleeve. Together, they did not merely
save Judaism. They gave it the tools to
continue to flourish and inspire for mil-
lennia. The first was to take all the reli-
gion’s practices and put them in this

book. We may not be able to worship in

the Temple, went the logic, but we can
still read detailed accounts of how the
Temple ran and operated, and by read-
ing transport the religious experience
from action to contemplation.

That alone should delight anyone
who was ever so lost in a story that he
imagined it was real, or whod felt she

knew Narnia or Middle Earth, say, as
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The Talmud is, arguably, humanity’s
first, greatest, and still most astonishing

self-help book.

well as her own block. Of course, the Talmud is more than just an
account of Temple practice. It sets out a way of life—really, zhe way
of life—focused on Torah and Jewish law, rather than Temple wor-
ship or political sovereignty. But in setting out the laws of the Torah
and the practices we derive from it, the rabbis had a second insight,
this one even more profound. If all they had done was write down
a bunch of laws, readers would eventually have lost interest. New
generations would argue that the old truths no longer applied, that
the times, they were a-changin), that a fresh coat of paint was needed
to restore the fagade of that old-time religion. As anyone who was
ever a teenager can confirm, it’s human nature to think we know
better than our elders, and to call this hubris progress. Instead of
merely recording divine commandments, then, the rabbis who com-
piled the Talmud wrote down their all-too-human disagreements,
too. Open any page, and you'll find yourself right there with them,
invited to jump straight into a family argument that’s been going on
for nearly two millennia.

What's the argument about? Everything, really, which is what gives
the Talmud its immense appeal, allowing anyone and everyone to
find something in it that feels immediate and relevant. Take, for
example, page 50 of tractate Nazir. The rabbis kick things off by
explaining that the Nazir, a person who had taken a vow of purity, is
rendered impure if he or she comes into contact with a handful of
dust that covers a corpse.

Which, naturally, raises a basic question: What, exactly, is a hand-
ful? Ts it a precise unit of measurement or an approximation? The

SUMMER 2023 | SAPIR 143



rabbis soon alight on a profound resolution. The answer, they decide,
is relative to each of us, as one person’s hand is rarely the same
size as another’s. Theyre speaking literally but also metaphorically,
reminding us that we all have different sensibilities and therefore
different susceptibilities to all things impure. For some, it takes but
a nip of gin for vice to come calling, while others can drink all night
and remain morally and physically upright. Some of us need but the
gentlest temptation to lie, cheat, or steal, while some of us would
rather suffer than transgress. And if we understand that about our-
selves, we can set a course for self-improvement based not on some
unobtainable, unachievable, abstract ideal but on our own individ-
ual ethical capacity, taking small and customized steps toward being
better every day.

These subtle but startling lessons are everywhere in the Talmud,
and if the book did nothing but deliver such insights into human
nature and practical advice for learning and growing, it would have
been enough. But the Talmud delivers two more treats that should
send us all to the local Judaica store in search of a copy.

The first is the Aggadah, or the parts of the Talmud that don’t
deal directly with halakhah, or Jewish law. Often, these parts are little
morality tales: self-contained fables designed to educate and move
the reader, such as the tale (arguably the Talmud’s most famous)
about the rabbis arguing over a certain legalistic matter. Everyone
agrees on a certain answer except for Rabbi Eliezer, who, frustrated,
says that if he’s right, he’d like to see a nearby tree uproot itself and
walk a short distance down the road. The tree obliges, but the other
rabbis aren’t impressed by this supernatural confirmation. Trees,
they say dryly, don’t get to decide halakhah. Doubling down, Eliezer
commands the river to reverse the direction of its flow, and this mir-
acle, too, soon occurs. But the other rabbis are still convinced that
Eliezer is wrong, and so, flustered, Eliezer asks God Himself to inter-
vene. Immediately, a heavenly voice makes itself heard and says that
Rabbi Eliezer is correct. “Excuse me,” respond the other rabbis, “but
this is not up to heaven.” God may give us laws, they explain, but here
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on earth, it’s up to us humans, not the Almighty, to interpret and
enforce them. God, the Talmud reports, is mightily pleased with this
reply, saying, “My sons have bested Me.”

Such stories are empowering, but the Talmud’s wisdom runs yet
deeper than this collection of edifying tales. The second treat is that
the Talmud’s structure alone offers revelations. For example, the sec-
tion of the Talmud dealing with family law opens with levirate mar-
riage, which obligates a man, under certain conditions, to marry the
widow of his deceased brother so that she’s not left alone and destitute.

Why start the discussion there? Why not follow the natural order
of things, and talk first of love and marriage, of pregnancy and
child-rearing, and of all the other beautiful steps that two people
take as they start and build their family? Because families, the rabbis
understood, are complicated things, and our fealties are best tested
not when were content and life is peachy but when tragedy strikes.
The man who steps up to wed his dead brother’s widow is showing
her, by this virtuous deed, that he truly cares for her and that she’s
truly part of the family even though she joined it by marriage, not
birth. Hardship is the best crucible for the most enduring bonds.
Simply by placing the discussion of what happens to a family when
times grow tough before all other considerations of family life, the
Talmud is teaching us to rethink everything we thought we knew
about our own affinities and priorities.

Should you, then, take the Talmud to the beach this summer?
I wouldn’t recommend it. But you could take some time to read
just one page of Talmud a day. The practice, known as Daf Yomi,
is shared by hundreds of thousands of Jews around the world, and
anyone with an internet connection can join. You may discover the
masterpiece you never knew you needed. Great works of art tell us
what to think about; the Talmud teaches us how to think, flooding
us with examples and hypotheticals that force us to examine our
definitions, sharpen our categories, and question every assumption
we have about living in this world and yearning for the next. We
could hardly ask more of a book.
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ANSHEL PFEFFER

Postcard from
Melbourne

jF=====5% N APRIL 3, it was finally supposed to be over.
' S After a nine-week trial, a jury in Melbourne
found Malka Leifer, 56, guilty on 18 counts of
sexual assault, including five of rape, of two teen-

age girls who had been in her charge as principal
of the ultra-Orthodox Adass Yisrael School. It seemed like the long-
awaited end of a 15-year saga that began when Leifer fled to Israel
and the Australian Jewish News (AJN) stunned the community by
breaking the story.

But it wasn’t over. Sisters Dassi Erlich and Elly Sapper, who
chose to identify themselves publicly, had been vindicated in court
(Leifer was found not guilty of assaulting a third sister). But the
accusations kept swirling. Two months after the verdict, the police
confirmed they had reopened an investigation into those at the
school who allegedly helped Leifer evade justice back in 2008. She
had fled to Israel on a plane ticket purchased by others on the
same day she learned of the allegations.

Every crime of this nature ripples out in shockwaves, leaving a
range of casualties in its wake. Families are torn apart, institutions
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shaken, communities damaged. In the case of Malka Leifer, the
damage extended nearly halfway across the world.

When I landed in Melbourne some months back, I had hoped to
catch a session at the opening of the Leifer case, but it had been
delayed. It was my second trip to the city, and it struck me on
both visits that Melbourne’s is as close to a model Jewish com-
munity as you can get. Its size (nearly half of Australia’s estimated
120,000 Jews live there) and its isolated location have bred unique
self-sufficiency and strong communal organizations. The rate of
intermarriage is relatively low compared with that in other West
ern Jewish communities. An influx of South African Jews over the
past few decades has also boosted its numbers. On the other hand,
the fact that the Australian Jewish population is not that large has
made the community outward-looking, and it maintains strong
relations with Israel and other Diaspora communities.
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Every crime of this nature ripples out in
shockwaves, leaving a range of casualties in
its wake. Families are torn apart, institutions

shaken, communitics damaged.

In addition, the community’s relatively short history means that
a large proportion still identifies not just as Jews, but as specific
types of Jews. Walk for just a quarter of an hour across Elsternwick
and Caulfield, the southern suburbs where most of the Jews live,
and in quick succession you'll pass shuls and day schools, youth
and community centers, of nearly every denomination of Judaism:
Hasidim, including Chabad, Litvaks, the various stripes of non-
Haredi Orthodoxy, progressive and secular Zionists, all the way to
non-Zionist neo-Bundism. All kosher services offered. Every flavor
of Jewish culture available homegrown or imported. A community
large and affluent enough to supply it all, but too small to break up
into separate sects.

I'm sure some Australian Jews reading this will dispute this
sunny appreciation of their community and point to problems and
shortcomings. But I have traveled widely across the Jewish world,
and there is nothing like Melbourne. Where else in the rapidly
polarizing Jewish world is there a major community where reli-
gious and secular, left- and right-wing Jewish youth movements, go
together to summer camps and joint study on Shavuot night? They
also run some of their Israel programs together.

But the best proof of its strength is the way it handled the Leifer
case. It was a mainstream Jewish newspaper, the 128-year-old AJN,
that broke the story in 2008. It was the community that kept up
the campaign to support the victims, including a tenacious lobbying
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effort to pursue Leifer’s extradition after she had fled to Israel. And
despite the powerful feelings that such a case inevitably evokes,
Melbourne’s Tews also ensured there was no ugly backlash against
the Haredi community.

“There was some pushback, and people writing in that we
shouldn’t have published the story, that it would fuel antisem-
itism and should be dealt with internally,” says Ashley Browne,
who edited AJN at the time alongside his deputy Naomi Levin.
“But there was also a lot of support and I think a broader con-
sensus that what we were doing was vital.” In the week after first
running the story, the AJN published letters attacking it for com-
mitting the sin of lashon hara (gossip).

But as time has passed, it has become much rarer to hear that
line of criticism.

The saga of Leifer’s escape to Israel and her lengthy extra-
dition case also put a strain on Australian Jewry’s strong ties
with Israel. Those ties had been tested before: in 1997, when
four members of the Australian delegation to the Maccabiah
Games died because of the catastrophic failure of a shoddily
built pedestrian bridge, and again in 2010 with the suicide
in an Israeli prison of Ben Zygier, a Melbourne-born Mossad
agent. But the Leifer case — unfolding in locations 8,500 miles
apart, from Australian courtrooms, to the Haredi towns in Israel
where Leifer sheltered, to the therapist’s office in Israel where
Dassi Erlich began speaking about her ordeal after making ali-
yah—was in a different league.

There aren’t many Diaspora communities, including in
the United States, that can engage effectively with the often-
cumbersome Israeli legal system. Melbourne’s engagement went
all the way to Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. Netanyahu
promised in multiple meetings to solve the crisis, but he failed
to publicly reprimand his Haredi health minister, Yaakov Litz-
man, for pressuring the district psychiatrist for an assessment
that Leifer was unfit to be extradited to Australia to stand trial.
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Nevertheless, Litzman ultimately admitted in a plea deal to
using his ministerial power to help shield Leifer.

Beyond the challenge of dealing with the Israeli government, there
was the equally difficult task of bridging gaps between Melbourne’s
wider Jewish community and its insular Hasidic community, many
members of which are descended from Hungarian Jews who
arrived after the Holocaust.

That’s clearly visible within a few street blocks in the small neigh-
borhood of Ripponlea. The Adass Yisrael shul and the separate boys’
and girls’ schools nearby look nothing like the wide and welcoming
campuses of Melbourne’s other Jewish institutions. There are no
distinguishing signs on the buildings, the entrance is through side
doors with keypads and CCTYV, and the children play in tight court-
yards behind tall fences. I went inside the shul to daven mincha, and
the men there were friendly enough, but nobody wanted to talk.

The Hasidim here are not affiliated with a particular Hasidic
court, but are called klal-hasidi, or general Hasidic. Even within
them there are schisms. Around the corner from the main shul
is a tiny offshoot minyan that insisted on continuing to gather
for prayer during the pandemic, despite the strict lockdown and
social-distancing regulations. On its unobtrusive door there’s
a tiny handwritten notice in Hebrew quoting Genesis 19:11:
“They were helpless to find the entrance”—a sly reference to the
depraved residents of Sodom, struck blind when they tried to
break into the house of Abraham’s nephew Lot to seize the angels
sent to save him.

Down the street there are a handful of kosher groceries and
butchers. “Were a separate community, but we do a service to
the non-Haredi community by providing most of the kosher
food and catering,” says one patron who asked not to be named.
“They did us a service with Malka Leifer. Everyone knows she
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There aren’t many Diaspora communities,
including in the United States, that

can engagc cffectively with the often-
cumbersome Isracli legal system.
Melbourne’s engagement went all the way to

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.

did terrible things, but our community can’t handle these things.”
“Our Shoah legacy is important, but there’s a feeling that for
Adass it’s ever-present and still dictates much of their relationship
with the outside world,” one Jewish educator told me. “And there
is a general tendency of protectiveness toward Adass, despite the
criticism of their conduct during Covid and over Leifer.”

Speaking with various Australian Jews, I heard some level of
understanding for the Haredi trauma at the very idea of a member
of their community, especially a woman, being in prison among
the goyim — not that this understanding extended to any kind of
sympathy for Leifer, of course.

There are also notes of criticism of the Melbourne Jewish com-
munity’s leadership: that it was perhaps easier for them to confront
a scandal originating in a school none of them had any responsi-
bility for or affiliation with; that, had the three sisters not gone
public, the story might have been swept under the rug; that some
of the impetus to deal with the scandal owed something to the
wider coverage in the Australian and international media of sexual
abuse in the Catholic Church.

Still, it is very easy to envisage how it all could have resulted in
very ugly scenes of Haredi-bashing, Israel-bashing, and a breakdown
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of relations between the Jewish community and the police. None of
that happened.

The Leifer case and the experience of Melbourne Jewry high-
lights questions crucial to the relationships between Jewish com-
munities in Israel and the Diaspora, and with the wider world.
The responsibility for the welfare and education of children in
ultra-Orthodox schools has in recent months become a major
political issue throughout the Jewish world. That’s true in the
city and state of New York, where Hasidic schools have been the
subject of a controversial series of investigative pieces in the New
York Times. It’s true in Britain, where the national inspectorate
of schools and childcare, OFSTED, has been clashing with the
ultra-Orthodox community. And it’s true in Canada, where former
Hasidim have taken the government of Quebec to court, claiming
that they fail to supervise Haredi schools.

It is an acute dilemma for Jewish leaders and senior profes-
sionals in Israel and the Diaspora, who must engage with growing
and increasingly influential Haredi groups that are not part of the
general communal framework. Matters haven’t been helped by the
political situation in Israel, where the ultra-Orthodox parties are key
members in Netanyahu’s coalition, which now confronts a largely
secular Isracli middle class bitterly opposed to the government’s
attempts to overhaul Israel’s judiciary.

Does the wider Jewish world have a duty to care for individuals,
especially minors, within Haredi communities and schools? And if
s0, does that extend just to cases of sexual abuse or also to the cur-
riculum? When Haredi institutions clash with local and national
governments over such matters, should the legacy Jewish establish-
ment weigh in? And on whose side?

There are no easy answers. Cooperation is crucial. In some
places, there has been progress on matters such as adult education
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and vocational training, but levels of suspicion have never been
higher. As the leader of a major American Jewish organization who
works closely with Haredi counterparts says, “you are constantly
being scrutinized for any sign of enticing Haredim to leave.”

Do Melbourne and the Leifer case offer some answers? The
renewed investigation may yet plunge the community into recrim-
inations. But Jewish leaders would do well to take note of how the
Jews Down Under dealt with this crisis.
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Maimonides Fund is a private grantmaking
organization inspired by our namesake’s
commitment to Jewish faith, Jewish
peoplehood, citizenship,
and science.
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My mornings began by standing single file in the schoolyard,
chanting ‘Death to the Great Satan and its bastard child,
metaphors for America and Israel.
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People need to speak out. The time of sha, shtil is
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far behind us. Many people still feel it — ‘I don’t want
to make a fuss.” But we cannot afford that.
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The soft bigotry of low expectations is apparently
too good for the Orthodox. What we get is the
harsh bigotry of double standards.
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Narratives that posit antisemitism as a uniquely dangerous
form of hate, and that fail to connect it to other hatreds,
increasingly fall on deaf ears, particularly among
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those who are not Jewish.
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When dealing with long-dead authors whose personal bigotry
was at best incidental to their artistic creations, discerning readers
should decide for themselves whether and to what extent
they can separate the two.

!

oy
o

o
4.
-
LT

o .

¥

o C“j
xnd
. agiLnlst

JAMES KIRCHICK - 84

e

7%

]
e
14
i
"
-
H
#
H
1]
‘E
1]
§
[}
i
9
[l
8
{ |
L]
|
8
1
[}
¥
8
A
1
i
H
H
]
| ]
3
1
]
"
L]
|
1 ]
|
)
N
L]
§
1 ]
8
§
%
H
L ]
§
9
8
8
¥
]
|
| }
|
[}
§
5
|
H
[t
8
]
L]
[}
A
#
8
1
"
iy
H
|
L}
]
N
L}
§
L]
)
g
'l
H
L
L
.
Ll
.
]
A
N
L]
'l
¥
i
8s
]
i
'l
]
L
]
n
]
i
|
i
K
]
8§
i
1
¥
i
I
1
L)
"
En
1
1

.‘!\"'l..“l'l.‘.-‘l'l.lllol“t!“l’"ll’"rf""r-l--'.-u'llrl'llrllil.F!.Ilj..l.ll‘l"lf.".r-l - TR Y P WAL IR B AN I M SR A E RS AN N Sy P aE N S m s

P

v LA

e T T Il G T I T s e e EERPETDRAT ¥ DM AT L R A A

e e, ORI A == T o, NPT e MONFmEe
RO T Xy IO 3 s N O T AP o T r i i s 1 ) W) Cgsn-arnL)

P




