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BY MARCO ROTH

W

hen she was 6
years old, Rachel
Aviv stopped eating; she thinks she
might have got
the idea from the
Yom Kippur fast. She eventually found
herself hospitalized in the Children’s
Hospital of Michigan with one of the
earliest ever diagnosed cases of anorexia nervosa.
On the “anorexia ward,” Rachel was
befriended and mentored by two preteens, Hava and Carrie, who nurture
her but also introduce her to the anorexic’s world of magical thinking, calorie counting and calorie burning (they
applaud Rachel’s precocity for refusing
to eat Cheerios but accepting a bagel, because hundreds of tiny o’s must be more
filling than one big O). After six weeks
of a reward-punishment regime that
allowed young Rachel contact with her
parents and sister only if she ate specific quantities of food per day, she gained
enough weight to be discharged.
At this point, her recently divorced
parents made one of the best decisions of
their lives: They refused to listen to the
advice of psychiatric professionals, who
recommended Rachel should be taken
out of school and placed in a mental

hospital. “I feared once you’d gone into
that system of psychiatric institutions
it may have been very difficult to pull
you out,” her mother later tells her adult
daughter. Instead, her parents treated
Rachel’s anorexia as a phase rather than
a condition, something that young Rachel had outgrown and moved beyond.
Aviv herself came to regard it this way
for the rest of her childhood and adolescence, a mysterious zone in her consciousness akin to the “porousness” she
sometimes felt about the boundaries of
her being.
Thirty-odd years later, Aviv is now a
star staff reporter for The New Yorker
and the heir to the magazine’s unofficial
position of “psychoanalysis and psychiatry correspondent,” formerly held by
the late, great Janet Malcolm. The other
people profiled in Aviv’s début collection, Strangers to Ourselves: Unsettled
Minds and the Stories That Make Us,
are all much less fortunate than she is:
Ray Osterhoff, a successful dermatologist and loving father succumbs in middle age to something then diagnosed
as manic depression; he agrees to be
institutionalized at the Chestnut Lodge
mental institution—known for its rigorous, almost cultlike, devotion to Freudian analysis. He ends up suing them for
1

malpractice for refusing to give him
antidepressants and his case became a
cause celèbre in the 1980s assault on
institutional psychoanalysis. Ray never
really recovers a stable identity—or any
kind of meaningful existence—and remains estranged from his children until
the end of his life. Bapu, a Tamil woman from Chennai, shortly after her arranged marriage, transforms into a rare
female Hindu mystic—publishing two
books of devotional poems to Krishna
in archaic medieval meters. Treated as a
schizophrenic by her husband and family, she drifts in and out of horrific mental institutions and various antipsychotic prescriptions, punctuated by bouts
of flight and homelessness, leaving her
children with a tangled legacy of genius,
madness, guilt, and unfulfilled love.
Naomi—an African American woman born to a single mother in one of
Chicago’s worst housing projects—experiences a psychotic episode familiar
to readers of Toni Morrison’s Beloved:
One Fourth of July, in Minneapolis, she
believes she and her children are going
to be lynched by a mostly white crowd,
so she jumps from a bridge with her two
toddler twin boys. She and one of the
twins are rescued. Naomi is convicted
of the second-degree murder of her
other son; an insanity plea is rejected;
nevertheless she is forcibly medicated
with antipsychotics—until they become
too expensive—while serving 15 years
in a woman’s prison. At the other end of
the American social spectrum is Laura
Delano—yes, she’s related to Franklin
Delano Roosevelt—a top one-percenter
within the 1%—classic overachiever,
Harvard-bound, squash player who will
also overachieve as a psychiatric patient. In the book’s final chapter, Aviv
returns to her childhood ward mate,
Hava, to trace out what Aviv calls her
“illness career.”
Aviv has brought her unfortunate
early encounters with the therapeutic
establishment—in its psychiatric and
social-institutional forms—into her reporting. Each of the profiles collected
in this volume raises a set of questions
about the inadequacies of various mental
health regimes to benefit those they’re
trying to help. In loose chronological
fashion, the cases span a time from the

waning worldwide influence of Freudian psychoanalytic psychotherapy to the
present moment’s brain-based fads. Aviv
approaches her critiques obliquely and
suggestively, through in-depth reports
on individuals based on their letters, diaries, interviews with family members,
friends, medical records, doctors, and,
when possible, the subjects themselves.
Strangers to Ourselves adds anecdotal
and emotional weight to a growing body
of evidence that the progressive narrative of mental health is largely fictitious.
Psychiatry is not much closer to “curing” or even significantly mitigating the
sufferings of the majority of those diagnosed with a mental illness than it was
100 or 200 years ago. For those looking
for harder evidence for this thesis than
Aviv’s anecdotal treatments, there’s the
empirical sociologist Andrew Scull’s recently published Desperate Remedies—a
history of American psychiatry with
crucial chapters on the licensed conflicts of interest underwriting “double
blind” drug trials, the official diagnostic criteria outlined in the famous DSM,
and the insurer-driven model of mental
health care. At best—decades after the
debunking of Freud, the heroic years of
Listening to Prozac and the supposed
triumph of the brain over the mind—the
psychiatric establishment has created a
dependent class of medicalized consumers who either treat the side-effects of
one brain-altering drug with others, or
else use an array of medically approved
wellness therapies to retrain their behaviors for as long as their insurance
holds out.
Aviv then takes things a step further—and perhaps too far: She suggests
that our faults are neither in our stars
(our biology) nor ourselves (our minds
in response to our environment) but in
the stories medical professionals tell
about those faults and how willing we
are to accept them. A diagnosis is a kind
of seduction or invitation. Aviv quotes
the philosopher of science Ian Hacking’s
aphorism that, “We make ourselves in
our own scientific image of the kinds of
people it is possible to be.” Instead of
this “scientific image,” Aviv focuses her
book on “missing stories, the facets of
identity that our theories of the mind
fail to capture ... I find myself searching
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for the gap between people’s actual experiences and the stories that organize
their suffering.”
The classic case study, whether psychoanalytic or neurological (think Freud
or Oliver Sacks), was narrated by the
doctor and focused almost exclusively
on the relationship between doctor and
patient. The journalistic variant—pioneered by Janet Malcolm, in, for instance, her account of dynamic family
therapy in the late 1970s—made both
doctors and patients the subjects of the
journalist’s unflinching, skeptical gaze,
proceeding somewhat in the manner
of a Greek tragedy with a chorus made
up of other experts, students, and family members.
Aviv’s variant is notable in two ways:
Doctors are demoted to secondary or
tertiary characters, their interventions
usually malevolent or obtuse; and, secondly, when dealing with living subjects, she focuses on “horizontal” or
nonhierarchical relationships—Naomi’s with her fellow prisoners, the prison librarian, and the older white man
who rescued her from the waters of
the Mississippi; Laura’s with the online
community of the overmedicated, her
sister, and her boyfriend, and Aviv with
her own friend group, dubbed by one of
them “ambitious ladies,” all of whom are
on forms of antidepressant drugs. What
Aviv calls “identity” or sometimes the
self (never the “ego”), is presented as a
community project, a group dynamic
more than an individual quest. Experience is shareable, and thereby becomes
productively meaningful, in a way that
the narrative frames suggested by authorities and institutions are not.
Central to this project—which is
presented as a skeptical challenge to
the medical establishment rather than
a developed argument—is Aviv’s rejection of “insight.” A term with positive
GATECRASHERS
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connotations in ordinary language, “insight,” as a psychiatric term of art, refers
to the degree that a committed mental
patient understands him or herself as
a crazy person. “In the starkest terms,”
Aviv writes, “insight measures the degree to which the patient agrees with
her doctor’s interpretation.”
In other words, as Aviv sees it, the
acceptance of diagnosis is a stage in
the deepening of one’s illness. Of her
own case, Aviv writes, “I was recruited for Anorexia, but the illness never
became ‘a career.’ It didn’t provide the
language with which I came to understand myself.”
The idea that self-knowledge for the
mentally ill is a kind of “self-own” has
a certain intuitive appeal. After all, our
world is increasingly run by high-functioning sickos of one stripe or another:
sociopaths, narcissists, borderline personality types, spectrumey savants for
whom acknowledgment of feelings—
whether one’s own or others’—presents as an evolutionary disadvantage. It
doesn’t matter what diagnosis we or the
APA give them; they all keep on truckin’
like the do-dah man, thriving off the
frustrated desires and donated dollars
of us poor neurotic saps and suckers.
If the United States were to choose a
motto for the pediment of its Delphic
oracle, it would read “a sucker is born
every minute” instead of “know thyself.”
A responsible journalist for a magazine whose unstinting appreciation of
its own importance is reflected on hundreds of thousands of tote bags proudly paraded through America’s most
highly educated ZIP codes, Aviv would
never go so far as to endorse a revival of R.D. Laing’s and Thomas Szasz’s
radical anti-psychiatry movement of
the 1970s. Nor is she a cheerleader for
more recent efforts spearheaded by the
journalist Robert Whitaker to combat
America’s pill-industrial complex. In the
chapter devoted to Laura Delano, the
model student who becomes the model patient, before eventually rebelling,
Aviv slaloms around the problems of
contemporary anti-psychiatry. She acknowledges that just as psychoanalysis
in its heyday became an interminable,
chronic, even aspirational condition
for its analysands, so too now with
tabletmag.com

“Just as psychoanalysis in its
heyday became
an interminable,
chronic, even
aspirational
condition for its
analysands, so too
now with psychopharmacology.”

psychopharmacology. But, neither does
she endorse the view best expressed in
a witty piece of French graffiti, “Il n’est
pas bon signe d’être bien integré dans une
societé complètement malade!” Those
who do feel this way, she writes, “diminish the reality of mental disability.”
At the same time, Aviv appears to
hedge her bets when it comes to the
question of whether even florid cases
of mental illness are “real.” While Aviv
leaves no doubt that the Indian mystic—
Bapu—is schizophrenic rather than divinely touched, in the case of Naomi,
the Black woman who accidentally
murdered one of her children, Aviv cites
her refusal to accept that she was mentally ill, and approvingly quotes Naomi
speaking about the insight revealed to
her by one of the voices she heard, “I
felt I was being shown things that were
being hidden from me all my life about
the reality of me as a Black woman in
America raising children.” While it’s
highly probable that in a society without America’s history of slavery and
oppression, the content of Naomi’s persecution delusion would have taken on a
different and, one might hope, less fatal
form, it’s a stretch to say that Naomi’s
insight into “the reality of me”—purchased at the high price of the death of
her child—was a consequence of purely
social and historical factors.
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For Aviv, society is therefore to blame,
except when it isn’t: In the case of the
more privileged, “chronically overmedicated” white women, Aviv summons
her skepticism and wonders whether
Delano’s identity switch from obedient pill-popper to proselytizing blogger and influencer for those looking to
wean themselves off their dependence
on medication might not be a form of
self-deception rather than self-realization, albeit a more functional one than
her previous identity as a patient.
In an attempt to rebalance the equation, Aviv recounts her own use of the
antidepressant Lexapro, “a six-month
experiment [that] has now spanned
more than a decade.” Rather than interpreting the results of this “experiment”
as a sign of an alarming dependency,
Aviv credits the drug with helping her
become a less anxious, happier, more
highly functioning person. “Lexapro
tracks closely with the development of
my career. It also corresponds with the
period in which my boyfriend and I decided to get married. Perhaps I would
have reached these milestones anyway,
but I cannot cleanly separate them from
the medication.” Later she acknowledges that “merely the idea of swallowing
such a thing has healing power.”
When it comes to her own self, at least,
Aviv has reached a place where she
“know[s] to know no more,” as the angel Raphael warns Adam, before the fall,
in Milton’s Paradise Lost. A good treatment is whatever produces a good outcome, goodness here being measured in
terms of the conventional outcomes of
social reproduction: successful career,
happiness in love, and motherhood.
In this and other ways, Aviv reveals
herself to be a disciple of the American
pragmatist philosopher and psychologist William James. (Aviv cites James
only once in her book, but the implicit
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influence is much stronger than the explicit one.) By his own account, James
was cured of his own suicidal depression by the realization that he could
choose “to believe in my own individual reality and creative power,” even
if others attempted to persuade him
that his thoughts were only illusions or
delusions. This in turn led him to his
formulation that “the truth is only what
proves itself to be good in the way of
belief.” Similarly, if Aviv believes that
antidepressants are necessary to her
happiness and success, then antidepressants work for her. If, on the other
hand, someone comes to believe their
psychiatrist is using drugs to cripple
and enslave them, then drugs are not
the solution.
At its most cogent, Strangers to Ourselves appears to be making a case for
the equal agency of those with mental
health issues to determine their own
treatments. Mental health thus becomes
neither a matter for professional scientific institutions nor the state. Rather, it
is the private business of each one of us
to arrive—through trial and error—at
whatever we might say works, within
the context of our own beliefs.
Yet this Jamesian libertarianism,
however delightful in theory, remains
subject in practice to the strong gravitational pull of other forces, which
should not be difficult at this juncture
in history to identify: The availability
of medications is guided by the desire
of drug companies for profits and by
insurance bureaucrats who casually
appoint themselves supreme arbiters
of risk and reward for the entire American population; religious institutions
and cults require converts; the state
prefers an obedient, law-abiding populace; other citizens are often afraid
of having their own private realities
impinged on by people who can conduct loud conversations with invisible
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“Culturally
speaking, we are
too old to believe
the fairy tale that
psychotherapy
offers a cure for
everything that
ails our minds
and brains.”

beings on the streets without benefit of
an iPhone. Private good is inevitably a
public question.
At the same time, there does seem to
be something valuable in the lay concept of “insight” that Aviv seems eager
to kick to the curb. It used to be that
we were able to meet strange desires
and apparitions within ourselves and
come to more intimate forms of understanding with them, in collaboration
with that now much-maligned and
misunderstood figure of the psychoanalyst (and now the lay psychotherapist
who is paid for by medical insurance).
Aviv’s fascinating albeit largely unconscious (by which I mean unintended)
book-length argument against “insight”
throws out the possibility of such psychoanalytic or psychotherapeutic recognitions and transformation, and
with it the depth psychology model of
selfhood, along with bathwater of its
various abuses and failed applications
through the years.
In one of her more optimistic statements concerning what she elsewhere
called the “impossible profession,” Aviv’s
predecessor at The New Yorker, Janet
Malcom writes, “Psychoanalysis seeks to
acquaint us with and free us from the tyranny of the artist within us, who insists
on an impossible order, who schemes and
arranges to make things come out right,
September 2–8, 2022 • 7–13 Elul, 5782

who commits us to a foolish, sometimes
even dangerous adherence to l’art pour
l’art.” For Malcolm, an orthodox Freudian who was often more rigorous than
Freud himself, the analytic project was,
from its beginnings, determined to deliver us from what Aviv calls “the stories
that make us”—or at least enable us to see
them as stories rather than destinies. The
story Aviv tells about herself, her narrow
avoidance of an “illness career”—unlike
her earlier ward mate, Hava, with whom
she identified—comes to sound very
much like one of these tyrannical artist
stories, with the key contemporary term
“career” replacing the metaphor of the
demanding, internal artist who commits
us to perfection and meaning. Another
such story is Aviv’s discovery of a magic drug that enables her to obtain all the
goods a “normal” person might hope
for, even as the drugs to which tens of
millions of Americans like Rachel Aviv
credited their achievement of mental
balance and various forms of normalcy
now seem likely to be a sophisticated
type of placebo.
Culturally speaking, we are too old to
believe the fairy tale that psychotherapy
offers a cure for everything that ails our
minds and brains. Yet our modern pill
fetishes seem if anything less mentally
enriching, and often more toxic. The
strength of Janet Malcolm’s work was
her ability to understand the pitfalls of
Freudian psychiatry and the foibles of
its adepts through a Freudian lens. By
comparison, Aviv’s pragmatism seeks
to dissolve the animating tension of her
great predecessor’s approach by ignoring the existence of a reality beyond the
shadows on the walls of one’s private
cave. There is at once a cynicism and
an innocence in asserting that the existential problems that bedevil humans
can best be ameliorated by denying the
possibility of insight into a reality that
can’t really be said to exist, anyway. If
that sacrifice, or series of sacrifices, born
of denial, makes Rachel Aviv and her
circle of friends happy in their lives as
high-achieving career women and mothers, then I’m happy for them. It’s the rest
of us I worry about.
This article was originally published on
September 6, 2022.
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America’s Regional
Integration Scheme
Benefits Iran
The Obama-Biden doctrine means that our Mideast allies don’t
have to like the Iran deal. They just have to pay for it.
BY TONY BADRAN

B

arack Obama’s realignment doctrine in the
Middle East was predicated on recognizing
what he dubbed Iranian “equities” and buttressing them supposedly so as to create
strategic parity or “balance” between
America’s onetime foes and its regional allies. In doing so, Obama’s theory went, America would no longer be
drawn into Middle Eastern wars to defend allies or to deter enemies—since
the very concept of friends and foes
would have been turned on its head.
Without the burden of a regional security alliance structure, America would
be free to redefine its role and posture
in the region—which, as Obama saw it,
was to force an accommodation with a
nuclear-armed Iran on a nuclear-armed
Israel and presumably a nuclear-armed
Saudi Arabia, and make them work out
their own security arrangements in a
no-doubt rational fashion.
The fact that every element of
Obama’s realignment has been shown
to have little or no grounding in the
geopolitical and physical realities of the
Middle East has done little to deter the
former president’s Mideast team, which
is also Biden’s Mideast team, from seeking to restore the tarnished luster of
what was supposed to be Obama’s signature policy achievement. By paying
any price to get the Iranians to resurrect
a Frankenstein agreement, the ObamaBiden team will now seek to once again
demonstrate that, in their version of the

Middle East, mullahs fly on carpets that
run forever on a drop of rosewater. And
if they can’t, it will be the fault of the
Israelis, the Saudis, and whoever dared
to question the beauty of the emperor’s
new clothes.
And so, as the Biden administration
readies to revive Obama’s agreement
with Iran, the terminology for the
realignment has been duly updated.
Ahead of his trip to the Jeddah Security and Development Summit in July, an
op-ed published in The Washington Post
under Biden’s byline emphasized, no less
than three times, what it called an “integrated” Middle East as a core element
of the administration’s regional policy.
While Biden’s trip included a stop in Israel, which fostered the belief that the
strategy of integration was about furthering Israeli-Arab relations within
the Trump administration’s Abraham
Accords framework, nothing was further from the truth—the strategic concept of the accords being antithetical
to realignment, which is why the Biden
administration and its various spokespeople uniformly downgrade and slight
the accords at every possible turn.
As a concept within the realignment
framework, “integration,” as a term of
art (much like “de-escalation,” in an earlier phase), is about Iran, as the Biden
op-ed makes clear: “A more secure and
integrated Middle East benefits Americans in many ways. … a region that’s
coming together through diplomacy and
cooperation—rather than coming apart
through conflict—is less likely to give
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rise to violent extremism that threatens
our homeland or new wars that could
place new burdens on U.S. military
forces and their families.” Any attempt
by America’s old allies to counter Iran’s
subversiveness and expansionism, let
alone its nuclear weapons program,
threatens the United States by generating terrorism and embroils America
in Israeli and Saudi Arabian wars, into
which American boys would be dragged
to fight. The only acceptable option is to
“integrate” Iran.
The term is an elaboration on Obama’s
remark that U.S. allies, namely the Saudis, needed to “find an effective way to
share the neighborhood” with Iran. Put
differently, in Obama’s language, integration means fostering Arab investment in Iran’s U.S.-recognized regional “equities”—meaning strong-arming
Arab states to pay for Iran’s tottering
Middle Eastern empire.
There was a little-noticed detail that
emerged from the Jeddah summit—
which supposedly occasioned Biden’s
trip to Saudi Arabia in the first place—
that perfectly captured the administration’s priorities and obsessions. The
concluding statement of the summit
covered a range of issues from energy to U.S.-Gulf relations, but of its 21
paragraphs, one stands out for its comparative length and extensive, detailed
content. It is the heart of the communique, at least as its drafters were likely concerned.
It would certainly be fair to imagine
that the clause in question must have
covered a key issue of mutual interest, such as the Biden administration’s
heavily advertised (and otherwise undetectable) desire to promote closer Saudi-Israeli ties. Or perhaps the lengthy,
detailed paragraph of the communique was concerned with Iran’s nuclear
program and regional subterfuge, in an
effort to placate America’s old allies in
the Gulf. But if you guessed either one
of those options, you’re way off. Apparently, this most critical issue, deserving exhaustive diplomatic attention in
the form of a paragraph twice or three
times the length of all the others in the
statement, is Lebanon.
Lebanon, if anything, is precisely the
opposite of a top Saudi priority. In fact,
5

The first Biden initiative, which the
administration made sure to highlight
with comical exaggeration in the Jeddah statement, involves subsidizing the

Lebanese security sector, namely the
Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) and, to
a smaller degree, the Internal Security Forces (ISF), which comprise some
100,000 individuals in total. “The United States confirmed its intention,” the
section read, “to develop a … program
for the LAF and ISF” that would provide them with direct salary support.
The initiative dates back to the time
when Lebanon went belly up in 2020,
by which point the United States was already underwriting most of the LAF’s
nonpersonnel expenditures. With this
American largesse, by 2018, over 90% of
Lebanon’s military expenditure was going to salaries and outrageous benefits
for its bloated officer corps, amounting
to 60% of total government spending
on human resources in what is essentially a jobs and welfare program in the
sectarian clientelist system.
After Lebanon’s total financial collapse, the Biden administration decided to pick up the rest of the LAF’s tab
and charge it to the American taxpayer.
The administration set as its objective
what U.S. officials began referring to, in
Washington-speak, as finding “creative
ways” to provide cash, specifically to
underwrite LAF salaries. “The Defense
Department and Department of State
are exploring whether there are creative ways to help the Lebanese Armed
Forces offset the costs … of salaries,”
said Pentagon spokeswoman Jessica
McNulty in June of last year. In addition to offsetting salaries, the United
States continued to underwrite the
LAF’s procurement, donating all kinds
of hardware that the bankrupt Lebanese
could only fuel and maintain thanks to
U.S. munificence or U.S.-prompted aid
from other foreign donors.
The administration’s need for “creativity” is due to the fact that the administration’s desire to pay LAF salaries abused security assistance programs
and clearly skirted congressional intent.
The Lebanese publicized their ask of
$100 million (split into two separate
payments of $60 million for salaries
and $40 million for supplies), in addition to existing annual U.S. assistance,
which the administration was already
increasing. The Biden team scrambled
to oblige, quickly sending nearly $60
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the Saudi crown prince pointedly avoided any mention of Lebanon in his address at the summit, even as he brought
up Iran, Iraq, Yemen, Libya, and Syria.
So it wasn’t the Saudis—or, consequently, the other Arab heads of state at the
summit—who imposed Lebanon as the
main segment in the concluding statement. It was the Biden administration,
pushing policies from which the Saudis have stayed away despite obsessive
U.S. prodding.
So why does Lebanon matter so much
to the Americans, if not to their Saudi
hosts? The answer is that Lebanon is
explicitly an Iranian holding, an economic basket case whose “government”
and “army” are fronts for the Hezbollah
militia that is run directly from Tehran.
As such, Lebanon serves as an ideal testing ground for “regional integration,” in
the sense of pushing for joint Arab and
international investment in territory
owned by Iran under U.S. sponsorship.
The administration’s conceit is that,
with Lebanon’s financial implosion in
late 2019, it is incumbent on the United States to prevent “state collapse” and
“state failure,” which by any rational
assessment are events that happened
many decades ago, inasmuch as Lebanon could ever have been described as a
“state” to begin with. Yet the Biden administration has made it its mission to
throw whatever money and resources
it can muster in order to prop up and
stabilize the Hezbollah-controlled order in Lebanon—while involving itself
at a hysterically granular level in the
micromanagement of Lebanon’s hopelessly mismanaged, Iranian-dominated
energy and security sectors. In its obsessive pursuit of these priorities, the
administration has pressured and cajo
led U.S. allies, encouraging some to violate U.S. sanctions, concocting mechanisms to allow for the circumvention of
U.S. laws, and destroying the integrity
of U.S. foreign assistance programs that
must certify, among other things, that
U.S. taxpayer funds are not being used
to fund terrorists and terrorism.

million in cash to its new clients by
reimbursing the LAF for expenses supposedly incurred in 2018 on border security operations. The administration
then pulled together an additional $47
million—a number arrived at haphazardly, no doubt—in commodities, defense articles, and services using presidential drawdown authorities. Again,
the purpose of the funds was to help the
LAF offset the cost of salaries.
Col. Robert Meine, the defense attaché at the U.S. Embassy in Lebanon,
candidly explained this U.S.-subsidized
welfare program in August 2021. The
administration was both freeing up the
LAF’s budget by taking on effectively all
of its operational expenditures—including, Meine noted, $55 million in ammunition and weapons systems the United
States handed over in June 2020. The
purpose of this aid, Meine clarified, was
to allow the LAF “to use the money it
saved on other priorities … for soldiers
on active duty as well as for retirees and
their families.” Highlighting the role of
the U.S. ambassador in advocating this
welfare scheme, Meine added, once
more employing the administration’s
buzzword, “[the ambassador] is trying
to lead in finding creative solutions to
find ways to help the Lebanese Army,
not just as an institution, but also as individuals with their families.”
According to Lebanese press reports,
Ambassador Dorothy Shea informed the
Lebanese of the need to provide invoices (in U.S. dollars) for their supposed
operational costs, even if the invoices
were deferred. It’s not difficult to see the
potential for wild corruption here, especially as invoice fraud is a classic tool of
money laundering.
Yet the administration would soon
up the risks inherent in its scheme to
subsidize a “pillar” of a pseudostate run
by Hezbollah with U.S. taxpayer money. Even as the United States roped in
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multiple countries (Egypt, Iraq, Jordan,
Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Turkey, and a
host of European states), and even involved the United Nations Interim Force
in Lebanon (UNIFIL) in sending regular
support packages covering everything
from food and medicine to spare parts,
Lebanese operatives and advocates in
D.C. proclaimed that offsetting the cost
of salaries was not good enough, amplifying the administration’s policy. America needed to send cash.
Of course, this was the administration’s objective from the outset: Prop up
Lebanese “state institutions,” which are
auxiliaries of Hezbollah, with American
dollars to be spent in a Hezbollah-permeated market; these “institutions”
can then be declared a “counterweight”
(whatever that means) to Hezbollah.
Sure enough, during her visit to Lebanon in October 2021, Undersecretary of
State for Political Affairs Victoria Nuland announced a new $67 million for
the LAF, the bulk of which initially was
“creatively” reprogrammed from fiscal
year 2016 Foreign Military Financing
(FMF) funds for Pakistan. The legality
of the scheme posed a problem, which
is why at first the administration did not
disclose that these funds were for directly paying salaries. Even Europeans were
apprehensive about the idea of sending
large sums, in cash, to pay the salaries of
a foreign military in a corrupt, terrorist-run country like Lebanon.
But Team Biden was well past that.
As I reported for Tablet at the time, the
administration notified Congress in
January that it was stitching together
several previous fiscal years’ worth of
FMF funds and reprogramming them
to supply direct “livelihood support” for
the LAF (i.e., salary stipends). In other
words, the administration was setting
a precedent by drawing cash, from security assistance programs intended for
equipment and training, and injecting
this cash into a country dominated by
Hezbollah and infested with terrorism
finance risk, with no control over where
and how the cash was spent.
Apparently, the plan didn’t sit well
with some in Congress—maybe as it
was a flagrant abuse of congressional
intent and authorization—so the administration had to make a tactical

adjustment: A U.N. agency would disburse the stipends to the LAF, so that
the United States and other countries
could bypass their own domestic laws
prohibiting direct payment of salaries
to a foreign military.
The administration then searched
diligently for a precedent that involved
a U.S. international security assistance
account and a U.N. implementing agency. They found it in the Peacekeeping
Operations-Overseas Contingency Operations (PKO-OCO) account, which
had been used to provide funding for
the U.N. Support Office in Somalia
(UNSOS), a U.N.-authorized logistics
mission that supports the African Union
Mission in Somalia, even though in that
case it was the European Union, not the
United States, which finances troop salary allowances.
Sure enough, in May the administration sent a new notification switching
the account from which it was drawing
the $67 million. Never lacking in humor,
the section of the notification listing
what the assistance supposedly promotes, under “Partner’s Peacekeeping
Capabilities,” it rather perfectly read:
“not applicable.”
To make this tale of corruption all
the more perfect, the United Nations
Office for Project Services (UNOPS),
the U.N. agency the administration
was looking to use as its pass-through
mechanism, was itself caught up in a
scandal. Sending cash, in hard currency,
to some 80,000 unvettable individuals
(plus another 20,000 ISF members) in
a terror-infested environment wasn’t
bad enough. For the cherry on top,
they needed the U.N., that bastion of
scrupulous probity, to involve its own
scandal-marred agency to receive and
disburse the funds.
The UNOPS scandal meant that the
administration has had to pause its salaries scheme, at least temporarily. Yet
the administration did manage to land
one recruit: Qatar. The tiny principality
had agreed ahead of the Jeddah summit
to hand out $60 million in salary support to the LAF. So having pursued the
Saudis for months for this purpose, and
been told off every single time, the administration made sure to stick in praise
for Qatar in the Lebanon section of the
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Jeddah summit statement. The praise
for Qatar followed a commendation for
the Kuwaitis over their mediation effort
after the Saudis withdrew their ambassador from Lebanon, following anti-Saudi remarks by a Lebanese minister.
The administration’s message was
clear: Saudi Arabia must go through the
looking glass and help underwrite Lebanon, an Iranian equity.
In addition to underwriting the security
sector and its associated social segment
after Lebanon’s financial meltdown, the
Biden team resolved to manage Lebanon’s notoriously corrupt and dysfunctional energy sector. To address power
blackouts, the administration concocted a plan to facilitate the import of
Egyptian natural gas by way of Jordan
and Syria. If its security sector salaries
scheme involved abusing congressional
authorities and the potential miring of
the United States in terror financing,
the administration’s plan to bring in gas
through Syria meant the outright violation of U.S. sanctions law prohibiting
any transactions with Iran’s other client,
the murderous regime of Bashar Assad
in Damascus.
Yet while funneling money through
Assad to aid Iran’s Lebanese satrapy
was perfectly acceptable to the administration, Egypt was apprehensive
at the prospect of being entangled in
a scheme that would expose it to U.S.
sanctions down the road. Even though
Team Biden could not give Cairo credible guarantees, it continued to publicly
and privately push the Egyptians to go
along anyway. At first, Nuland, on a trip
to Beirut during which she announced
the $67 million in assistance to the LAF,
offered the argument that because the
gas deal “falls under the humanitarian
category, no sanctions waiver would
be required in this instance.” Then the
State Department’s senior adviser on energy, Amos Hochstein, uttered a bunch
of weasel words that said absolutely
nothing: “We have determined that it
is not—this kind of a transaction could
be, likely is not, under—covered by the
sanctions. … And as long as that remains
true, there’s no issue.”
But the text of the Caesar Act of 2019
is crystal clear: It directs the president to
7

impose sanctions on any foreign person
who “knowingly engages in a significant
transaction with … the Government of
Syria (including any entity owned or
controlled by the Government of Syria)
or a senior political figure of the Government of Syria.” In response, Hochstein opined that, in fact, there was no
“transaction” at all with the Syrians, and
“there will be no cash payments to Syria”—which is why sanctions are not applicable, and therefore, there’s no need
for a waiver. Yet in the same interview,
Hochstein conceded that, as part of the
deal, Assad would receive a percentage
of the Egyptian gas (in addition to a separate percentage of Jordanian electricity) “as a payment.”
This kind of foolishness has gone
on for months. On the one hand, the
Egyptians kept demanding written
guarantees from the U.S. Treasury Department, and on the other hand, the
administration kept maneuvering and
pushing Cairo to take the plunge, even as
senior Republican senators have publicly warned the Egyptians that Caesar Act
sanctions would be enforced. According
to the Lebanese, the administration has
reportedly also promised to dilute its
conditions for providing them with the
loan to finance the Egyptian-Syrian gas
deal. The euphemism Team Biden has
used to describe its initiative is that the
United States is encouraging the region
“to come together.”
In addition to entangling America’s
Arab allies, the administration has also
enmeshed Israel with its energy scheme.
Unlike with the import of Egyptian gas,
the objective of this plan is not merely to provide relief to the people who
are unfortunate enough to live in Lebanon. It is to turn Lebanon (that is to
say, Hezbollah) into an energy producer
and perhaps exporter. The United States
decided that the pathway to this nirvana, which will no doubt cure Lebanon
of its ills while turning Hezbollah into
a party of peace, is the demarcation of
Lebanon’s maritime border with Israel,
which Washington therefore resolved
to broker.
Lebanon delineated its Exclusive
Economic Zone with Cyprus in 2007,
but Beirut never ratified the agreement.
Three years later, with the discovery of

“U.S. leadership
is redefined as
twisting the arms
of regional allies
to foot the bill
for Iran’s ongoing
proxy wars in Gaza,
Lebanon, the Gulf,
Iraq, and Syria.”
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gas fields, Israel signed its own agreement with Cyprus, basing its northern
boundary on the median line (with terminal Point 1) of the Cyprus-Lebanon
agreement, and deposited its claim with
the U.N. The Israeli line and an amended Lebanese line (with terminal Point
23) overlapped, creating a disputed
854-square-kilometer triangle.
The origin of the U.S. initiative to
mediate the dispute goes back to the
first Obama term. Its goal was always to
simply pump money into Hezbollah-run
Lebanon. The U.S. mediator at the time,
Fred Hof, explained the Obama administration’s thinking behind launching
the effort to resolve the dispute. In Hof’s
words, the administration worried that
“international energy companies would
shy away from investing time and energy on Lebanese hydrocarbons, and
not just in disputed areas. Capital, after all, is a coward. Israel was already
extracting natural gas well to the south
of the area in dispute. Lebanon desperately needed hydrocarbon revenue, but
the prospect of a confrontation with a
militarily superior Israel was dictating
caution among global energy firms.” In
other words, the point of the Obama administration’s mediation was to tip the
balance in favor of Hezbollah.
Lebanese dysfunction made sure the
effort went nowhere, despite the Obama

administration’s persistence all throughout its second term, which involved two
mediators: Hof, who proposed dividing
the disputed area 55:45 in Lebanon’s favor, and his successor, Amos Hochstein.
Having no bearing on anything, including Israel’s ability to produce and export
gas, the matter should’ve ended there.
Only the Lebanon sickness pervades
all of Washington—not just the Biden
administration, but also its predecessors
in the Trump State Department, and a
part of the Republican caucus on the
Hill, which sees “defense of Christian
minorities in the Middle East” as a noble
cause that can be best served by funneling money to Iranian-dominated “state
institutions” in Lebanon. And so, after
Lebanon’s financial collapse, the Near
Eastern Affairs Bureau at the State Department under Secretary Mike Pompeo
decided to revive the Obama mediation
effort. Remarkably, the Lebanophiles at
State had been working on it for most
of the Trump administration’s term.
Equally amazing is that they decided to
launch the initiative a month before the
November 2020 election.
Again, the explicit objective of this
grotesque scheme was to pump money
into Hezbollah-controlled Lebanon.
At the time, Assistant Secretary of
State for Near Eastern Affairs David
Schenker described it as “free money
for a state that is in a financial crisis.”
The “state,” of course, is the “Hezbollah state.” The administration’s interlocutor in Lebanon was the Shiite
speaker of parliament and Hezbollah
ally, Nabih Berri. Everyone involved
understood that the United States was
negotiating indirectly with Hezbollah,
which set the parameters of the talks
and had final say.
Once the Lebanese realized they
wouldn’t have to deal with the Trump
administration anymore and that Team
Obama would soon be back in power,
they bet, correctly, they’d get an even
better deal. Predictably—yet somehow
to the surprise of the Lebanophiles at
the Pompeo State Department—the
Lebanese then vastly increased the
scope of their claim by several hundred
kilometers, pushing all the way south
to Israel’s Karish gas field, which was
soon to go operational. And with that,
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the Lebanese showed the brain trust at
State the door.
Enter Hochstein for his second act.
The Biden administration’s envoy came
to Beirut and told the Lebanese they
could be “joining the rest of the Eastern Mediterranean in selling gas into
the global market, and you become a
global exporter of a product. … That’s
what’s on the table.” What the Biden
administration’s envoy said, in fact, is
that the United States was now looking
to make Hezbollah a gas player in the
Eastern Mediterranean. What Team
Biden wants, Hochstein elaborated, is
to see multibillion-dollar investments
in Hezbollah-run Lebanon: “What I
want is to have Lebanon as a producer, having billion—multibillion-dollar
investments from foreign companies
here in Lebanon.” In case that wasn’t
specific enough, these investments by
“international European and American
companies,” like the French TotalEnergies, would be, Hochstein noted,
in “southern Lebanon”—Hezbollah’s
home base. This outcome is not only
“necessary,” as the State Department
would later say; it was also what Hezbollah-run Lebanon “deserved,” according to Hochstein.
Between Israel and Hezbollah, Team
Biden would undertake to act as an honest broker. As Hochstein put it, “maybe
that’s the right role for a mediator, for
both sides to think we are siding with
the other.” As the administration negotiated with Hezbollah’s front men, the
terror group provided Hochstein with
an assist as he pressed Israel to sign a
deal by September. Hochstein’s deadline
was pegged to a threat from Hezbollah’s
leader, Hassan Nasrallah, that so long as
Lebanon’s maritime border claim wasn’t
conceded and the country remained unable to begin exploration and extraction
of gas, Israel wouldn’t be allowed to either—in a reference to Energean Power,
the floating production storage and offloading vessel that reached the Karish
gas field in June and was set to come
online in September. Nasrallah made
good on his threat in the beginning of
July by launching several drones at the
Karish offshore rig.
Rather than end the mediation in
the face of Hezbollah’s aggression, the

Biden administration pressured the
Israelis to de-escalate and to double
down on the talks, even as the Israeli government lost its majority in the
Knesset. In other words, Team Biden
leveraged Hezbollah’s threat and drone
operation to foist a sense of urgency on
the Israelis. In fact, last week, a White
House official described a maritime
border deal as “a key priority” for the
administration. It is such a high priority
that Biden, when he finally took the call
from the Israeli prime minister, whose
priority is the administration’s imminent deal with Iran, the U.S. president
used the call to emphasize the importance of concluding the deal “in the
coming weeks.”
Moreover, the administration has encouraged the fiction that, in its bid to
delineate the maritime border, it was
dealing with the “government of Lebanon,” and not Hezbollah, which supposedly was trying to “undermine” the
talks, even as, in reality, it was managing them.
Hezbollah’s threat, leveraged by
Hochstein against Israel, was: Accede
to our demands before Karish goes online or face attacks against Israeli rigs.
These demands now included Israel’s
full accession to the Lebanese claim,
including an additional carve-out for
a prospective gas field (as of yet unexplored), which extends beyond Point
23, and over which Lebanon gets exclusive control; and guarantees that Total
would begin exploration immediately
and without any obstacles.
The United States has been working
to accommodate Hezbollah’s demands.
Hochstein, who will be in Lebanon
shortly, has been talking to the French
about Total’s operations. In addition to
the French, according to pro-Hezbollah media, the United States is looking
to bring into the picture (presumably
alongside France’s Total) none other
than Qatar, its preferred Arab investor
in Lebanon. Meanwhile, unconfirmed
reports in Israeli media have claimed
that the start of operations at Karish might be postponed as a result of
Hezbollah’s ultimatum, so as to avoid
any escalation.
Should the Israeli government cave,
as appears increasingly likely, Team
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Biden’s gambit will have set the precedent of extracting concessions from Israel under the threat of attack leveraged
by the United States on behalf of Iranian
assets. Moreover, the gambit, by design,
will turn Hezbollah, and consequently Iran, into a player in Eastern Mediterranean energy. To be clear, France’s
investment in Lebanon, including the
Total-led consortium (with Italy’s ENI
and, until recently, Russia’s Novatek)
that was awarded the contract to begin
exploration for offshore gas, in effect is
an investment in Hezbollah, as Paris has
made abundantly clear it recognizes the
group as the real power there. Thanks
to the United States, these players now
have a stake in Hezbollah territory, and
are therefore necessarily in a de facto
partnership with the group. The more
Europeans and others invest, and the
larger their stake, the better for “regionally integrating” Hezbollah-run
Lebanon—as an Iranian missile base and
terrorist headquarters.
The essence of the realignment
doctrine was to shun the concept of
shoring up a U.S.-led regional alliance
system to contain Iran in favor of a
new, more “balanced” regional order,
in which the United States would back
Iran against its former allies. U.S. leadership, according to this vision, is redefined to mean twisting the arms of
regional allies not only to adapt to the
American realignment, but also to foot
the bill for Iran’s ongoing proxy wars
against Israel from Gaza and Lebanon;
against Saudi Arabia by the Houthis in
Yemen; against the government of Bahrain by Iranian-sponsored terror cells;
against the people of Syria by the Assad
regime and IRGC-commanded militias;
and against the Sunnis and other segments of the population of Iraq by the
Iranian-led militias that have deeply
penetrated the security services and
the government.
Pay up, America demands, and foot
the bill for your own destruction, as we
lift sanctions on Iran. That’s regional
integration. States that are too weak or
delusional to refuse this kind of offer
will wind up paying the bill in blood.
This article was originally published on
September 7, 2022.
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→ California narrowly averted major power outages Wednesday, but the

One can learn a lot about
the American foreign policy
establishment by observing its
differing responses to two recent acts
of violence emanating from the Middle
East: the stabbing of writer Salman
Rushdie and the earlier murder of
Saudi national Jamal Khashoggi. The
same pundits who demanded the
U.S sacrifice its relationship with the
Saudis over the killing of Khashoggi
are not only willing to ignore the
Iranian government’s involvement
in the stabbing of Rushdie, but are
actually eager to reward Tehran
with a renewed “Iran deal” worth
billions of dollars along with priceless
diplomatic concessions. Not to say
that U.S. grand strategy should hinge
on the case of any one individual. But
it’s certainly revealing to see how
quickly the sentimental bluster of the
Khashoggi affair was dropped when it
came to Rushdie.
The question here is this: When
a tyrannical Middle Eastern regime
orders a writer in the West killed,
does America have an obligation to
cut off diplomatic relations? Seems
like a clear question, no? Yet there’s
been a strange failure to compare
and contrast the matters of Rushdie
and Khashoggi, though the main
differences seem just to be that the
country ordering one writer dead is
one American liberals like to excuse
the crimes of more at a moment
when, for deeply frustrating reasons,
foreign dictatorships have become yet
another thing we’re polarized about.
—Nicholas Clairmont

state’s energy troubles are far from fixed and could still lead to blackouts if the
current heatwave continues. Though the state avoided the need to order rolling
blackouts, the close call speaks to the deep issues in California’s stewardship
of its grid and belies the state’s reputation as a renewable energy haven. “I
love the fact that California is unabashedly bold about [green] energy policy,”
White House Energy Secretary Jennifer Granholm said during a visit to the
state this past Saturday. But California’s massive investment in renewables has
significantly reduced the state’s capacity, making it more vulnerable to serious
outages like the one that was just narrowly averted. In May, The Wall Street
Journal reported that “the risk of electricity shortages is rising throughout the
U.S. as traditional power plants are being retired more quickly than they can be
replaced by renewable energy and battery storage.”

→ More than a third of working families in the United States can’t afford to

pay for their basic necessities, including housing, food, medical care, and
childcare, according to a new report published by researchers at Brandeis
University. Looking at data collected between 2015 and 2019—before the
COVID-19 pandemic and its attendant childcare crisis and prior to our current
historically high levels of inflation—the report found that less than a quarter
of low-income households earn enough to make ends meet and that families
with children are having an especially hard time: More than three-quarters of
low-income families do “not earn enough to cover a basic-needs family budget,
two-fifths do not have health insurance, and two-thirds do not have access to
pension benefits.”

→ Donald Trump won a big legal victory on Monday when a federal judge

ordered the Department of Justice to pause its investigation of the documents
seized from his Mar-a-Lago home pending a review of the material by a
specially appointed third party. That outside party, known as a special master,
was ordered by U.S. District Judge Aileen Cannon, a Trump appointee, to
determine whether any of the documents taken from the former president’s
house in last month’s FBI raid were protected by legal or executive privileges. In
her judicial order, Cannon was sympathetic to the position argued by Trump and
his lawyers that the raid constituted a potential infringement on Trump’s privacy
and might have been unlawful. “In addition to being deprived of potentially
significant personal documents, which alone creates a real harm, Plaintiff faces
an unquantifiable potential harm by way of improper disclosure of sensitive
information to the public,” Cannon wrote. The ruling buys Trump’s team some
time, but the momentum is still on the government’s side as it appears to be
putting the pieces together for an indictment.

→ A seven-week contest to replace Boris Johnson as the United Kingdom’s

next prime minister has concluded, with Liz Truss, the country’s former foreign
secretary, beating former chancellor Rishi Sunak in a vote among Conservative
party members by a 57-43 margin. Truss will be the United Kingdom’s 56th
prime minister and its third female prime minister (following Margaret Thatcher
and Theresa May), and she enters office amid mounting troubles. Particularly
worrisome is England’s surging energy prices, set to almost double for most
Brits come October, from £2,000 for the average family to £3,500.
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Addressing Mental
Health on Campus
As students’ needs have increased during the pandemic,
Chabads and Hillels have stepped up their response
BY PAULA JACOBS

N

early six years ago, Hillel professionals at the
University of Southern
California recognized
the need to prioritize
mental health on campus, as students began requesting support from staff members with whom
they had forged trusting relationships.
Even though USC Hillel staff helped
students work through some issues,
they lacked the clinical expertise of licensed mental health professionals.
“On college campuses, students feel
pressured by high expectations to perform,” said Dave Cohn, USC Hillel executive director. “During the COVID
pandemic,” he added, “we only have
seen these issues amplify.”
USC is not alone. A campus rabbi in
the Boston area confidentially shared
these observations with Tablet: After
two years of COVID-19 isolation, students are struggling socially, experimenting more with sex and drugs,
engaging in more intense dormitory arguments, exhibiting increased maladaptive coping behaviors such as eating disorders, and having more trouble dealing
with rejection. Meanwhile, few therapist appointments are available, many
therapists are not accepting insurance,
and because of cross-state telehealth licensing regulations in some states, students who have existing relationships
with therapists in their home states
cannot Zoom with them from school.
The mental health of college students
across the U.S. consistently declined
between 2013 and 2021, reports the
Healthy Minds Network, a research organization that studies adolescent and

young adult mental health. Recent findings indicate an overall 135% increase
in depression, 110% increase in anxiety,
and double the number of students with
one or more mental health problems.
Students are often uncomfortable seeking help because of the perceived stigma, while campus counseling centers
are strained by the steadily climbing
rates of anxiety and depression.
“Research validates what Hillel professionals are hearing on the ground,
which is that students, even once back
in-person, are feeling isolated, lonely, and are searching for connection,
meaning, and a sense of belonging,”
said Leah Siskin Moz, senior director of
wellness at Hillel International. “Building friendships, feeling cared for by a
mentor, connecting to something larger
than yourself, and making meaningful
contributions to the community around
you are mental health protective factors
that are built into the fabric of Hillel.”
Hillel International makes available
mental health warning-sign training to
all Hillel staff. To date, over 700 professionals from 130 Hillels have completed the training through the interactive Kognito simulation platform. “The
mental health response component is
included in our wellness work because
of the role students have given Hillel
staff in being part of the support networks they are building for themselves,”
said Siskin Moz.
Today, campus Hillels and Chabads
are as likely to serve up mental health
and wellness services as bagel brunches and Shabbat dinners. The rationale:
These are safe spaces where students are
comfortable requesting help because
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they have already formed meaningful
connections with the people who work
there; staffers are trained as first responders, or “gatekeepers,” and can engage in supportive conversations with
students, identifying when referral to
mental health resources is appropriate.
Some centers of Jewish life employ
on-site professional therapists and/
or wellness directors; others partner
with social service agencies for clinical services.
USC Hillel launched the Bradley
Sonnenberg Wellness Initiative in 2019
through the support of Glenn and Andrea Sonnenberg—in memory of their
son Bradley—with a Cutting Edge
Grant from the Jewish Community
Foundation of Los Angeles. It offers
free one-on-one professional counseling, psychotherapy referral services,
and peer-to-peer support to any USC
student, regardless of religious identity (Jewish and non-Jewish alike), who
comes to Hillel. The goal is to provide
an integrative program incorporating
therapy and a holistic wellness approach with activities designed to reduce stress and promote self-care such
as yoga, mindfulness, and cooking.
“It’s incredibly fulfilling to meet
people, create bonds, plan events, and
create self-care habits that have helped
me to maintain a balance,” said Jessie
Cooper—a rising junior and incoming
vice president of wellness at USC Hillel—who, through this initiative, found
a community of peers who understand
each other’s struggles, share similar
stresses such as grade anxiety, and are
able to support each other.
“Hillel offers a Jewish community
for people to feel comfortable, to find
people who are like them … You see that
there are other people like you who are
stressed out,”said Andrea Sonnenberg,
whose son died in 2017 at age 21 from
psychiatric drug interactions after a
lifetime struggle with mental health.
She has since become a mental health
advocate; her podcast, Getting Thru:
Stories of Resilience, addresses mental
health among young adults, showcasing those who have overcome mental
health challenges.
Last year, USC Hillel served nearly
2,000 students, promoting wellness
11

content and programs to 900 of them
via social media and e-newsletters.
Approximately 250 students attended
wellness programs and activities such as
a gratitude workshop based on Jewish
gratitude practices. Hillel’s on-site clinician provided 96 face-to-face therapy
hours to 22 students (primarily undergraduates) dealing with such issues as
sexual assault on campus, anticipating
post-graduation life, self-care, work/
life balance, and impostor syndrome.
This fall, a cohort of approximately
18 USC undergraduates will participate
in the Wellness Learning Fellowship
designed by USC Hillel professionals
and lay leadership to promote mental
health and holistic well-being. Piloted
this past spring, the curriculum—which
will be available to other Hillels—incorporates Jewish text study with modern
psychology. Students will meet for 1.5
hours weekly for 10 weeks, with group
and hevruta (study partner) discussions.
“I hope that it becomes a nerve center of
how wellness is transmitted as a value
across our campus culture,” said Cohn.

“‘There needs to
be a handoff of
the baton from
our staff to the
psychological
staff.’”

Unlike USC, few campus centers of
Jewish life have the financial resources for on-site therapists. Only 10 out of
190 staffed Hillels in the U.S. have dedicated mental health or wellness professionals, with three New York City
commuter campus Hillels added this
year—thanks to a Jewish Community
Response and Impact Fund Reset grant.
Campus Chabads and Hillels often tap into existing resources, such
as Jewish Family Service and other
social service agencies, campus counseling and wellness centers, and local
therapists. “We have a responsibility to
connect students with trained support
and other resources when it’s needed,”
explained Siskin Moz.
UCLA Hillel, for example, partners
with its campus Mindfulness Awareness Center and with the JFS/Jewish
Federation of Greater Los Angeles Ezra
Network initiative that offers students
up to 32 hours of free counseling. For 15
years, Chabad at Texas A&M University
has referred students to local therapists
for clinical services; its partnership
with Jewish Family Service Houston provides an eight-hour, CPR-style

Mental Health First Aid Training Day
where JFS staff teach students how
to identify and triage depression, substance abuse, trauma, psychosis, and
mood disorders, including how to react
in a crisis situation.
Penn Hillel is currently fundraising
for an in-house Penn Hillel social worker to be in place by the 2023 school year.
Currently, Hillel staff connect students
with the University of Pennsylvania’s
Counseling and Psychological Services
(CAPS)—despite an appointment backlog and student reluctance to work with
unfamiliar therapists; in a crisis situation, a Hillel professional calls CAPS or
walks the student there. “There needs
to be a handoff of the baton from our
staff to the psychological staff,” said
Rabbi Gabe Greenberg, executive director of Penn Hillel, which requires
that staff members attend annually
two CAPS “I CARE” training sessions
to learn the signs of stress, distress, and
crisis; listening techniques; and crisis
intervention skills.
Personal relationships are key, emphasizes Greenberg. He says that students are more likely to turn to Hillel
staff during a crisis because Penn Hillel
has forged deep and meaningful relationships with over 600 students—including thousands of annual “coffee
chat” checkups with students at the
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local Starbucks or during walks around
the campus quad: “Through those oneon-one conversations, students are most
likely to offer up what they are up to.”
Penn Hillel helped Maya—a member
of the class of 2024 who withheld her
last name to protect her privacy—cope
with loneliness and isolation during her
freshman year in 2020 when the campus
had gone virtual because of COVID-19.
Early on, a Hillel staff member reached
out, stayed in touch the entire year, and
became like a supportive older sister.
“It was really helpful because when I
came to Penn, I didn’t know anybody,
was far away from home, and was living off campus,” said Maya. “It was very
stressful. The staff member from Hillel
was a great support system.”
Relationship building is at the core of
Chabad on Campus. “Our mission at
Chabad on Campus is to support students with the challenge of the day.
Rabbis and rebbetzins are on the front
lines, hosting, and developing oneon-one relationships,” said Rabbi Avi
Weinstein, chief operating officer of
Chabad on Campus, which trains these
professionals to support struggling students and identify when clinical referral is appropriate. Annual conferences
feature a six-hour Mental Health First
Aid training workshop and suicide
prevention training through the Gelt
Charitable Foundation. Its Happiness
Factor course—taught by local Chabad
professionals at campuses nationwide—
is designed to foster strong inner value
and self-worth, while connecting to the
Chabad community.
At Texas A&M University, co-directors Rabbi Yossi and Manya Lazaroff
assess whether students are simply
homesick, crave loving support and a
bowl of chicken soup, or require crisis intervention and clinical referral.
Students in crisis can text the rabbi
24/7. In 2019, the Lazaroffs created
ReJOYvenation 360, a comprehensive mental health program that emphasizes joy as an antidote to mental
health stress, incorporating mental
health workshops and resources. New
programs scheduled this year include
“Kabbalah of Stress Management”
and “Recipes for Success” featuring
12

post-college life guidance from “Aggie”
(Texas A&M) alumni.
When Ethan Geller, a recent graduate of the University of Kansas, faced
personal, school, and career issues, he
turned to Rabbi Zalman Tiechtel, director of Chabad at the University of
Kansas, with whom he had developed
a mentor relationship. For example,
Tiechtel provided him valuable guidance about a difficult job decision.
“At first he was a rabbi figure, then
he became more my mentor and truly my home away from home,” said
Geller, who joined KU Chabad—which
launched its mental health program
five years ago—as a first-year student,
following in his older sister’s footsteps.
“He directed me and always helped me
choose the correct path, directing me in
the ways of Judaism.”
“The first place they go is to us

because the campus counseling center
is overwhelming. We realize that if we
are the first responders, we must have
resources and tools for these students,”
said Tiechtel. “We are most proud that
every Jewish student knows they are
not alone.”
The KU program has adopted the
ReJOYvenation 360 name but uniquely addresses its own campus needs with
mental health awareness and education including: stress-relief seminars,
a suicide prevention program, a weekly mental health discussion led by a licensed therapist, counseling and support, as well as a “Help Me” crisis text
line and a twice-weekly text check-in
via a trivia contest. During the fall and
spring semesters, it sponsors a mental
health and wellness retreat at a local
ranch. “Sources of Strength”—created
in fall 2020 in partnership with JFS

The Curse of
Joseph Roth
The story of the greatest, and maybe the drunkest,
Jewish novelist you’ve never heard of
BY DAVID MIKICS

T

he greatest novel about
World War I was written by a self-fabulating, alcoholic Jew who
loved the Habsburg
empire. Joseph Roth,
author of The Radetzky March, had
a flair like nobody else for large-scale
lying. Roth spent his days and nights
in the cafés of Paris and Berlin, where
he wrote, drank, smoked, and traded
witticisms with fellow emigrés. His
wife went mad and he lost hope, but
he kept on writing. In Paris and Berlin
he lived out of three suitcases, moving
from hotel to hotel. He finally drank

himself to death shortly before the
Nazis invaded Poland.
Roth has never gotten the attention
he deserves, partly because he was no
daring modernist but an old-fashioned
fiction writer whose models were
Tolstoy and Stendhal, and who is just
as voraciously readable as these masters. His novels yearn after the stability
enjoyed by earlier generations, but he
knows that the old truths have crumbled to pieces. The Austro-Hungarian Empire was Roth’s half-imaginary
fatherland, and The Radetzky March
shows how it fell apart, only to be replaced by a new brutal world of ardent
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and offered each semester—trains
students to become “Ambassadors of
Strength,” as sources of strength for
their peers.
There’s a general movement toward
equipping non-mental health professionals to support community members, including access to professional
mental health services when needed,
explains Daniel Eisenberg, principal
investigator for the Healthy Minds
Network, mental health program director and professor at UCLA’s Fielding School of Public Health’s Center for
Health Policy Research. In this regard,
Hillel and Chabad professionals who
have received high-quality “gatekeeper”
training can play a valuable support role
in addressing student mental health.
This article was originally published on
September 7, 2022.

nationalism. The brutality reached its
height with the Nazi menace, just as
Roth ended his life.
Roth was born in 1894 in Brody, at
the far northeastern tip of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, just a few miles
from the Russian border. The town was
full of Jewish merchants, and its main
industry was smuggling goods across
the border. Roth never knew his father,
who left shortly before Roth was born,
went insane, and spent his last days in
a wonder rabbi’s court in Berlin. Roth
wrote, “He must have been a remarkable man ... he spent all his money,
probably took to drink and died when I
was sixteen, a madman.” (In fact Roth’s
father died when he was 3.) “His specialty was melancholy, which I inherited from him,” Roth added. Always
adept at reshaping his life story, Roth
sometimes told friends that his father
was a Viennese munitions manufacturer or a Polish count.
Escaping his possessive mother, Roth drifted to Vienna, where he
made his rounds through the cafés.
The young Roth played the role of a
dapper, aristocratic Habsburg officer, with a waxed mustache, narrow
13

trousers, walking stick, and coat with
upturned collar. He wrote in a 1919
autobiographical sketch about his student years in Vienna:
I felt that no one would admit my
right to be an exception, and that they
would see my striking loneliness as
arrogance. So there was nothing else
to do but to strengthen my arrogance
and become more dismissive than I
already was. A lot of women liked this
behavior of mine ... I had perfect suits
and perfect manners—a well-traveled, elegant man of the world ... I
lied plenty, told stories about foreign lands, talked knowingly about
women. I learned the real craft of the
writer and the confidence man: how
to formulate things.

Drafted into the Austrian army
during World War I, Roth seems to
have spent most of his time at a desk
job, censoring letters. Though he was
10 kilometers from the action, he saw
terrible scenes, he said. During the
war he began drinking heavily for the
first time.
Roth later said that he was a lieutenant in the war and earned several
medals, including the Silver Cross. He
wrote, “I spent six months as a Russian
prisoner of war, escaped, and fought for
two months in the Red Army, then two
months flight and return home.” This
was all a lie.
Roth was never a Russian prisoner,
but he did visit the Soviet Union as a
journalist in 1926. A skeptic about both
communist and Slavophile mythology,
he wrote to his editors, “I am immunized
to what goes by ‘Russian mysticism’ or
‘the great Russian soul,’ and the like. I
am too well aware—as Western Europeans are apt to forget—that the Russians
were not invented by Dostoyevsky. I am
quite unsentimental about the country,
and about the Soviet project.”
The whole Soviet world seemed to
Roth a “monstrous apparatus,” with
each person either a bureaucrat, functionary, or worker, and schoolchildren
taught a “banal optimism” that he associated with America. There was no
romance in Russia, only lust, a fact reflected in his haunting 1927 novel Flight
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Without End, where an ardent woman
communist seduces the hero and proves
devoted to propagandistic debate and
bouts of quick sex rather than love.
Roth was jealous by nature, and wary
of women. He wrote in a notebook, “A
naked woman conceals more than a man
in a fur coat ... She gives herself to men
not to experience, but to satisfy her curiosity, and when she looks desirous, she
is only curious.”
But in 1919, in Vienna’s Café Herrenhof, Roth met his future wife, Friedl
Reichel, the daughter of Viennese Jews.
The next year Roth abruptly decided to
move to Berlin. “I’m going to Berlin,” he
said, “because in summer you can spend
the night on a park bench and then fill
yourself up with a bag of cherries.” But
Roth was no itinerant hobo. He started
writing at a furious pace, as he would
for the rest of his life (before he died at
age 44, he published 17 novels and over
a thousand brief essays).
Friedl followed Roth to Berlin, and
his treatment of her became increasingly
oppressive. A friend, Ludwig Marcuse,
told Roth’s biographer David Bronsen,
“In the beginning I knew Friedl as an
attractive, smart, and lively woman of
Vienna. But Roth’s type was the elegant,
restrained lady, and he refashioned his
woman until he made her his literary
creation and robbed her of her naturalness. She had to perform under his
direction, and he directed her into ruin.”
Roth would tell Friedl, “You looked
at yourself too long in the mirror today.
You’re stupid.” He once stood up at a
café table crowded with journalists and
accused Friedl of sleeping with a famous violinist. After he led his sobbing
wife away, the rumors started to fly: Was
Roth impotent?
In 1923 Roth wrote his first novel, The
Spider’s Web, in which he mentions Hitler, probably the first novelist to do so.
The same year Roth began writing short
essays—feuilletons—for the Frankfurter Zeitung, about everything under the
sun, from barbershops, skyscrapers, and
saunas to amusement parks and movie
theaters. Everyday life was his beat.
He turned his eye to sauntering, welldressed pedestrians as well as the desperate homeless.
September 2–8, 2022 • 7–13 Elul, 5782

But the publication didn’t give Roth
the respect he deserved. He said to his
friend Benno Reifenberg, in April 1926:
“I am not an encore, not a pudding, I
am the main dish ... I don’t write ‘witty
glosses.’ I paint the portrait of the age.”
He described his feuilletons as “wonderful colorful soap bubbles ... real rainbow
bubbles.” And so they were. Roth’s essays, like those of Walter Benjamin (another FZ contributor), have ingenuity
and richly observant flaneurship. He is
the lonely curious stroller in the heart
of the city, open to all passing scenes.
In 1925 Roth and Friedl moved
to Paris, which became his favorite
city—Michael Hoffman’s translation
of Roth’s feuilletons from this period
is titled Notes from a Parisian Paradise.
But there was a catastrophe looming.
In March 1928 Friedl had a total breakdown. Delusional and disheveled, tearing at her hair, she insisted she was surrounded by enemies.
Roth took Friedl, now far gone, to a
wonder rabbi who prayed over her fervently, like someone possessed. Friedl
sat for hours in agony, her silence broken only by savage sarcasm and groaning. Trying to get through to his wife,
Roth pretended to be insane, getting
down on all fours and running back and
forth. Friedl responded with scorn, “No,
no, that doesn’t work for you.”
Friedl was sent to the psychiatric
hospital Am Steinhof, in Vienna, where
Roth visited her. Her head shaved, her
features slack, and voicing bitter hatred
of her parents, Friedl was sexually obsessed. Once, on the advice of the doctors, Roth had sex with her on the floor
of her rubber-lined cell. On his next
visit, she tried to attack him, and from
then on he was allowed to see her only
through a peephole.
Roth blamed himself for Friedl’s
breakdown. He had left her alone too
many nights. He had been controlling,
madly possessive. After she was sent
to Steinhof, Roth, unable to face the
truth, told friends that Friedl had
died. In fact, she would be murdered
by the Nazis’ euthanasia program in
1940, surviving Roth by a little over
10 months.
From 1928 on, as Friedl descended into mental illness, Roth’s drinking
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became uncontrollable. His colleagues
were astonished to see him dead drunk,
lying in the street. Alcohol would be
Roth’s constant companion until his
death. With high irony, he liked to recite the Yiddish apothegm, “Shikker is
er, Trinken mus er, Vayl er is a goy” (He’s
soused, he has to drink, because he’s
a goy).
Roth never stopped writing, even
when drunk. But the years of alcoholism took their toll. To Stefan Zweig, his
closest friend during the treacherous decade of the 1930s, he wrote: “Never did
an alcoholic ‘enjoy’ his alcohol less than
I did. Does an epileptic enjoy his fits?
Does a madman enjoy his episodes?”
A girlfriend from the 1930s, the writer
Irmgard Keun, told Roth’s biographer
that Roth had to spend an hour every
morning throwing up. “He’s as skinny as
a starving child, but his spleen is terribly
swollen,” she said. “I don’t know what’s
left to save.”
And yet the heavy drinking didn’t seem
to hamper Roth’s ability to write. He
had the careful craftsmanship of the realist author who relishes the tiniest detail. Roth’s attention to small things also
shows in his enthusiasm for watches.
He claimed he could read the riddle of
the world in their delicate movements.
After buying a watch he would return
to his hotel, take it apart and then reassemble it.
Like his interest in watches, Roth’s
polished manner and fine clothes show
his desire for order in the midst of chaos. But writing was his chief stay against
dissolution, best pursued amid the hubbub of a café. With a glass in his hand,
Roth would write rapidly, his pen rushing about, one friend said, with the precision of a soccer midfielder. From time
to time he’d toss a barb into the conversation, while still working. An extravagant tipper, Roth liked to pick up the
bill for anyone at his table, and he spent
heavily on drink, especially schnapps.
As his marriage with Friedl was dissolving, Roth wrote to a friend,
become more and more lonely
... everything stirs and upsets me,
the conversation at the next table, a
glance, a piece of clothing, a walk. It’s
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really not “normal.” ... I peel the surface from things and people, lay their
secrets bare—then they can’t believe
me any more. I am dangerous to respectable people, simply through my
knowledge of them.

“Only when he was melancholy
could he be witty,” a friend observed
about Roth. “He was like a diva, he had
moods,” said another.
Roth had several other relationships
after Friedl, notably with Andrea Manga Bell, whose husband, a Cameroonian
prince, had returned to Africa, leaving
her and their two children behind. Bell
and Roth lived through a tumultuous,
seven-year affair, described by one
friend as a “moralischer Katzenjammer”—they were like a pair of cats howling about their rights. Once Roth asked
a friend to accompany him to a meeting
with Bell in a café, since he knew she
carried a revolver and he was afraid she
might use it.
Bell was sexually captivated by Roth,
as she told Bronsen (whose biography,
not yet translated into English, is essential reading for anyone interested
in Roth). “Really, Roth was ugly, yet he
was strangely attractive to women,” she
remembered. “I’ve never known a man
with so much sexually attractive power.
He went slow like a snail, everything
was curbed in him, not a single impulsive gesture; he lurked—every expression was thought out. But he could be
tender like no one else, and I was a fool
for him, completely.”
Roth’s short novel Rebellion, published in 1924, features a hapless war
veteran who has returned to Berlin,
like Franz Biberkopf in Alfred Döblin’s
Berlin Alexanderplatz. Roth’s protagonist, Andreas Pum, has lost a leg on the
eastern front, and makes his meager
living as an organ grinder in the streets
of Berlin. Andreas is thwarted at every
turn, reduced to desperation by a society that cares nothing about people like
him. “Although he was a white-haired
cripple,” Roth writes, “he didn’t give
up his spite ... he stayed alive only to
rebel, against the world, against the
officials, against the government and
against God.”
Andreas P um is a Job -like
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Coming Sept 13 from
Tablet Studios
Gatecrashers, the new eightepisode podcast hosted by Mark
Oppenheimer, tells the story of
how Jews fought for acceptance at
elite schools, and how the Jewish
experience in the Ivy League shaped
American higher education, and
shaped America at large. Each of
the eight episodes focuses on one
Ivy League school: Harvard, Yale,
Princeton, Dartmouth, Columbia,
Brown, Cornell, and the University of
Pennsylvania. Collectively, the Jewish
experience at these elite northeastern
schools was the template for
everything we think about college,
how it can be elitist and exclusionary,
but also an engine of social mobility
and a place where young people
can reinvent themselves. Like all of
American history, this story has its
triumphant side and its dark side.
It’s about how American higher
education evolved to include firstgeneration and low-income students.
But it’s also about how the white,
Christian establishment often went
to extraordinary lengths to keep
the alien minority out. And how
that alien minority, through pluck
and hard work, crashed through
the Ivy-covered gates, overcoming
extraordinary prejudice to reshape
American universities into true
engines of democracy.
tabletm.ag/gatecrashers
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In 1930 Roth wrote Job, the story of an
Eastern European Jew named Mendel
Singer, whose little son is both lame
and unable to speak. Heartbreakingly, Mendel abandons his son when he
moves to America. But his loss is remedied one Seder night many years later
when the son, who has become a brilliant musician, appears out of the blue,
like a miraculous Elijah. Roth plays the
recognition scene between father and
son for both suspense and acute pathos, echoing the Bible’s Joseph story.
Job was a commercial success, though
Roth didn’t make much money from it.
Marlene Dietrich said it was her favorite novel. It even became a Hollywood
movie, though the studio turned Mendel
into a Tirolean peasant and the novel’s
wonder rabbi into a Franciscan monk
(“Mendel Singer Gets Baptized” was one
reviewer’s headline).
At bottom, Job is Roth’s fantasy
about the recovery of Friedl, who becomes the son in the story (Mendel
also has a daughter sent to an insane
asylum, a clear reference to Friedl). “A
curse hit me, even more than Friedl,”
Roth remarked. “I’m enough of a believer to believe in curses.” Job, like
the biblical story, ends with the lifting
of the curse. He becomes a believer, at
least in his own marvelous fiction, as he
will in The Legend of the Holy Drinker,
which is the Catholic counterpart to the
Jewish Job. (Though never baptized,

Roth sometimes called himself a Jewish Catholic.)
Two years after Job, on the cusp of
the Nazis’ victory in Germany, Roth
published his magnum opus The Radetzky March (it was serialized in 1932 in
the FZ, and came out as a book the next
year). The Radetzky March begins with
the story of Joseph Trotta, who saves
Kaiser Franz Joseph from a bullet at the
battle of Solferino and is knighted for
his heroism. His son, the district captain, becomes a middling Habsburg official, a man who respects tradition and,
above all, the kaiser.
The district captain’s son, Carl Joseph, grandson of the hero of Solferino, is the main character of The Radetzky March, and a clear stand-in for the
book’s author. The wistful, naïve young
man has an affair with a married woman
who tragically dies, an episode redolent
of Flaubert’s Sentimental Education—
Roth admired Flaubert more than any
other author. Carl Joseph befriends a
Jewish officer, the doomed Max Demant, who dies in a duel—a quiet and
plaintive Chekhovian episode. In the
army the young lieutenant starts drinking, and disastrously runs into debt.
Receiving an unexpected visit from his
father, Carl Joseph is too drunk to get
up off the floor to greet him, a painful
scene that Roth knew from experience.
Roth’s attachment to the Habsburg
Empire centered on the grand figure
who was “not elected, but anointed,” the
kaiser. In February 1938, he journeyed
to Vienna with the approval of Otto von
Habsburg, the only man, Roth thought,
who could save Austria from Hitler, if
only a way could be found to restore
Habsburg rule. The dream died hard.
Roth portrays the kaiser with great
affection in The Radetzky March. This
old man, the longest serving monarch in
Europe, is naïve but sly, softly nostalgic,
slowly losing his memory but supremely loyal to the idea of the empire that
he embodies. “The moment the Kaiser
shuts his eyes, we’ll crumble into a hundred pieces,” one character predicts.
As The Radetzky March nears its close
the kaiser dies, and the empire goes
down with him. Carl Joseph is killed in
World War I while fetching water for
his troops. Roth, in the novel’s affecting
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Kleinmensch, the little man who kicks
against his fate. In the end, though, he
appears meek and sober-minded rather than defiant. His rebellion comes to
nothing, as usual in Roth’s works—he
gets into a fight with an insolent businessman on a streetcar, and goes to jail
as a result. Andreas ends up as a corpse
on the dissecting table in an anatomy school.
Roth’s magical final work, The Legend of the Holy Drinker, depicts a similar ne’er-do-well, but turns the theme
inside out. The alcoholic hero, clearly
Roth himself, is astoundingly lucky—
money keeps turning up in his pockets.
He appears strangely blessed, despite
his useless life, as long as a caring cosmos, or perhaps God, averts his drift
toward self-ruin.

final pages, describes the district captain’s restless mourning for his son.
The novel radiates Tolstoy’s empathy
for his characters and it has Tolstoy’s
range, too. Roth also emulates Buddenbrooks, another multigenerational family saga, though he claimed to despise
Mann. But while Mann’s German, like
Kafka’s, is sinuous and complex, Roth’s
is straightforward. Always direct, he
has the most seductively readable style
among German language authors.
The Radetzky March evokes the comfort supplied by time-honored order
and propriety. But Roth also invokes
the abyss of loneliness and self-doubt
concealed by the old-fashioned code of
honor. The endless passage of years, the
falling apart of empires, and the death
of fathers and sons all imply a fathomless melancholia. Alcohol is a well of
oblivion, a tempting means of escape.
In particular, Roth was deeply pessimistic about the Jewish future. In March
1933 he wrote to Stefan Zweig that in
50 years’ time the Jews would no longer exist. He reminded Zweig that they
were both fundamentally European, and
nonreligious: “We come from ‘Emancipation’ ... rather more than we come out
of Egypt.”
In later years Roth described himself
as a Catholic, yet he never renounced
his Jewish identity. “In any big city I
look for Jews from Radziwillow [Brody’s neighboring town],” he said. “I am
a patriot; I have a Jewish heart.” Jewishness was to him an irreplaceable talent
or gift. “A gifted Jew: we never know
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whether it’s his talent or his Jewishness,”
he quipped. The Yiddish language, Roth
said, was a “collective fate, and Yiddish
is the fate-speech of the Jews.” (Yet he
wrote in German.)
Accordingly, Roth could be sympathetic to Zionism at times. “Zionism is
the only way out: patriotism, okay, but
for one’s own land.” But as far as the fate
of the Jews was concerned, he inclined
toward hopelessness. In June 1932 Roth
wrote to Zweig, “They mean to burn our
books, and us along with them.”
One day in May 1939, Roth, surrounded by friends at his Parisian
café, heard the news that Ernst Toller, another Jewish writer fleeing the

Nazis, had hanged himself in New
York. Greatly agitated, Roth collapsed
and was taken to a charity hospital, the
Hôpital Necker.
Roth took four days to die in his hospital bed, strapped down by the doctors
and screaming for alcohol. At his grave
there were loud arguments between
Catholics and Jews, and between communists and Habsburg loyalists. Everyone wanted to claim Roth, yet no one
could place him.
In The Radetzsky March Roth describes the time before the Great War:

Roth was a man of memories, lodged
in the past. A few weeks before his final collapse in the café, he asked his
friend Soma Morgenstern to sing two
songs from their Galician homeland,
one Jewish and one Ukrainian. Roth sat
on a park bench, leaned on his walking
stick, and wept.

That was how things were back
then. Anything that grew took its

This article was originally published on
September 2, 2022.

Shalom, Rwanda
After the country’s genocide of 1994, a Jewish philanthropist founded a
youth village modeled after orphan communities in Israel. Now researchers
are asking how similar projects can benefit vulnerable youth elsewhere.
BY REBECCA SONKIN

O

n Sept. 15, 1996, Padua Louis Gakuba was
born in Ruhango in
the Southern District
of Rwanda. Days later,
as his mother took her
breakfast porridge, she was poisoned. It
was murder. Months earlier, his father
had been abducted and disappeared, allegedly hacked to pieces and fed to the
village dogs.
Classified as Tutsi, the family had
been prime targets of the country’s
genocide in 1994. Two years later, they
were hunted for having had the temerity
to survive it. The newborn Padua Louis
was now an orphan.
Padua Louis and two older brothers
were taken in by an uncle, swelling that
household to 15. Once the boys reached
their early teens, they moved into a
house of their own. They cultivated the
land, feeding themselves and selling the

surplus at market. In school they earned
top marks. On Sundays they discussed
their dreams for the future.
At dinner one night in late 2010, Padua Louis watched in terror as his eldest
brother frothed at mouth and his eyes
bulged from their sockets. He bolted
from the house and disappeared for
days. He, too, had been poisoned; this
time, the intent was madness. Padua
Louis last saw him in early 2011.
The remaining brothers lived in fear
of the next poisoning—until the end of
the year, when their fortunes changed.
Local authorities had named them
among the 10 most vulnerable teens in
the district. Educators from a residential youth village not far from Kigali,
the capital of the country, had come to
school to meet them.
“We were like, are these people posing as saviors who kidnap African kids?”
Padua Louis chuckled as he recalled it.

tabletmag.com

September 2–8, 2022 • 7–13 Elul, 5782

time growing, and anything that perished took a long time to be forgotten
... People lived on memories just as
they now live on the ability to forget
quickly and emphatically.

“We decided it was worth the risk. Anything was better than our hell life.”
Both brothers would later graduate
from the Agahozo Shalom Youth Village, a holistic educational refuge for
students of high school age. Established
in 2008 for orphans of the Rwandan
genocide, it now serves some 500 of the
country’s most at-risk youth, providing
what is often the most stable setting of
their lives. Over four years, students get
a high school education, a sturdy family environment, sustained exposure to
an arts practice, and medical, psychological, and emotional care. Agahozo
Shalom, a fusion of Kinyarwanda and
Hebrew, translates as “a peaceful place
where tears are dried.”
I met Padua Louis in Rwanda in early July, just as he was about to graduate from university in Kigali on a full
scholarship with degrees in hospitality
management and fashion. His brother
Jimmy earned his university degree last
year and is pursuing a career as a musician. Together, in small venues and for
schoolchildren, they play guitar duets
of songs that their father once played
for their mother. “It’s how we keep their
memory alive and pay it forward to kids
who think there’s no hope,” he said, “like
we used to be.”
Some 95,000 children were orphaned
in the mass butchery that slayed nearly
a million Rwandans—mostly Tutsis as
17

well as moderate Hutus—in less than
100 days in 1994. Two years after the
genocide, more than 100,000 children
were looking after one another in homes
that lacked any adult presence.
In 2005, a Jewish philanthropist
named Anne Heyman was moved to
form ASYV when she was told that
the orphan crisis occasioned by the
genocide lacked an enduring structural solution.
“My mom recognized that Israel had
developed a model for supporting kids
orphaned in the Holocaust,” said Jason
Merrin, Heyman’s son. (Heyman died in
an equestrian fall in 2014.) In the late
1970s, when Heyman took a gap year at
Kibbutz Ketura, she’d first heard of Israel’s youth villages, designed to house,
educate, and help at-risk youth. “That
was her starting point,” said Merrin.
“Are there aspects of the Israeli youth
village that can work in Rwanda? Is this
something that Rwanda wants?”
Based in New York, where her children were in school, Heyman traveled
every couple of months to Rwanda and
Israel. “She had never set foot in Rwanda. She had no related professional experience,” said Merrin. “She was driven
by her Jewishness. She saw a people
going through something her people
had gone through and there was a solution but no one else was doing it. She
wouldn’t look away.”
Agahozo Shalom is most closely modeled on Yemin Orde Youth Village atop
Mount Carmel in the north of Israel.
Founded in 1953 by the British Friends
of Youth Aliyah for orphans of the Holocaust, it now serves 450 at-risk youth
from Israel and across the diaspora.
Once she started researching models for
Rwanda, she reached out to Yemin Orde
due in part due to its work with Ethiopian immigrants, including onetime Knesset member Shimon Solomon. The two
villages maintain an active dialogue.

Tablet explores the past at
tabletmag.com/sections/history
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“Two years after
the genocide, more
than 100,000
children were
looking after one
another in homes
that lacked any
adult presence.”

They also share core philosophies
tooled to their respective contexts. The
well-being of the child drives every decision. Cohesive personal narratives of
the past support meaningful futures.
Individual healing promotes communal
healing. Beautiful settings cultivate repair. Parental wholeness fosters stability.
In Israel, parent figures take the form
of counselors. In Rwanda, it’s Mamas.
Students at ASYV are grouped into
single-gender families of 20. Each family is headed by a Mama, who tends to
the well-being of each child in addition
to their daily logistics: waking the kids,
hustling them out the door to school,
checking in with their teachers and
therapists and extracurricular instructors, keeping tabs on their schoolwork
and social lives and inner lives. Most
Mamas lost some or all of their own
children in the genocide. Mothering at
ASYV is viewed as part personal healing, part civic duty.
Like the Mamas, the on-site, full-time
staff of 138 is Rwandan; a few educators are native to neighboring East African countries. Most students (95%)
are Christian.
In development circles, ASYV is what
is known as a Cadillac program: established by a passionate individual, sustained by philanthropy, aimed at a small
number of people to achieve maximum
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transformational impact per person.
For the fiscal year ending in August
2022, ASYV incurred $4.2 million in
cash expenditures including capital improvements; some 80% of the funding
came from individuals. Costing roughly $5,500 per teen per year, or $22,000
over four years, it is too expensive to
grow or replicate.
Yet ultra-vulnerable youth are a ballooning global demographic. To help
meet the need, ASYV has so far endeavored to share its model domestically. Its Educational Resilience Initiative trains teachers across Rwanda in
student-centered learning, sexual and
reproductive health education, and career development.
Now, ASYV is expanding its information-sharing efforts. Researchers at Tulane University have just undertaken a
two-year evaluative study documenting
its key drivers of success. “ASYV would
love to see their work benefit more
children. That’s where we come in,”
said Nancy Mock, associate professor
of international health and sustainable
development at Tulane. “We will look at
what’s effective and get to work on how
to make it scalable to the larger problem
of vulnerable youth,” such as refugees,
displaced persons, and the ultrapoor.
To get to Agahozo Shalom, I got a
ride one afternoon from Kigali. We
alternately cruised and crawled 40 kilometers east through spectacular hill
country, every inch of it devoted to
small-scale, manually managed agriculture—maize, rice, potatoes, cabbage,
sunflowers, fish, mangoes, passionfruit,
avocadoes, and more. The immaculate
two-lane blacktop teemed with humanity. Men hawked grilled, foil-wrapped
ears of corn. Women balanced atop their
heads produce and stalks of bamboo
and, once, a sewing machine. Cyclists
caught illicit lifts from diesel-spewing
lorries. Schoolchildren in starched uniforms darted heart-stoppingly through
traffic. A small blue-and-white sign
flagged the Rwanda-Israel Horticulture
Center of Excellence.
Memorials to the genocide against
the Tutsis, as it is now officially known,
dot the route, too, a visible reminder of
the bloodshed that occurred in every
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corner of what was until then Africa’s
mostly densely populated country. Almost ever since, the nation has been
rebuilding under the banner “We are
all Rwandans.”
With 9 kilometers to go, we turned
onto a red dirt road with the topography
of haphazardly carved ski moguls. After
40 bone-crunching minutes, we pulled
up to a sky-blue gate. Splayed across it
was a hand-painted sign in happy blues
and greens announcing “Agahozo Shalom.” Flanking the gate were stucco
security posts, also hand-painted with
bucolic exuberance. A massive sunshine
nourished verdant, rolling fields. In lavender script undulated the Kinyarwanda words “Nureba kure, uzagera kure”: If
you see far, you will go far.
Padua Louis met me at the gate. Like a
half-dozen other alums, he had returned
to ASYV that week to help prepare for
the high school graduation ceremony in
a few days’ time. Once inside, we walked
a series of red dirt paths up and down
and up again, as one does in Rwanda.
Clusters of young people strolled arm in
arm, or worked industriously on graduation projects, or shared intimacies on
a bench under The Mango Tree, which
centers the village’s main gathering spot.
Not a single student held a cellphone, in
accordance with a Rwandan law barring
the devices in school. I heard someone
strumming a guitar. From another direction bopped the latest single by Juno
Kizigenza, an ASYV alum who is now
a pop star.
Mango tre es and f lowering
plants lined the paths. So did small
hand-painted signs quoting Anne Heyman: “Nobody does anything alone.”
“When u’re helping, believe that u’re
doing something incredible.” “Cooperation brings success.” Explicit in the
Agahozo Shalom curriculum are the
Jewish values of tikkun ha’lev, or repairing the heart, and tikkun olam, or
repairing the world. Drawn from Yemin Orde in Israel, the philosophy is
action-oriented and mutual: To repair
one’s heart, one must repair the world,
and vice versa. Tikkun olam initiatives
begin with student-led improvements
to ASYV, such as raising funds for
mosquito nets and education regarding
their benefits. Adjacent communities

profit, too: Students teach English at
the local elementary school, work with
widows of the genocide, and build waterproof floors in nearby homes.
As we took our final descent on the
western edge of the village, the view
opened onto a majestic valley of terraced farmland. The sun was beginning
to set, pinking Lake Mugesera below.
The dinner bell rang. En route to the
dining hall, I was pelted with friendly
questions: What is your name? Where do
you come from? How old are you? What
did you study in school? What are your
talents? Who do you look up to?
At dinner, at meal cleanup, as I traversed the red dirt paths—everywhere,
the questions continued: Are you on Instagram? Do you watch Stranger Things?
What are your hobbies? What is your
job? Who is the funniest person you ever
interviewed? What are your dreams for
the future?
Questions about the students besieged me in turn, though I kept them
to myself: What have you seen? What
was your family doing in the spring of
1994? Is that information even available
to you?
I thought back to the spring of 1994.
It was nearly a decade before most current students at Agahozo Shalom were
born. The parents of Padua Louis were
evading annihilation. I was studying
for exams in Ann Arbor. I recall the
essay portion of my French final provoking particular stress. I recall a regional map in Newsweek magazine locating a country called Rwanda. It was
so small that its name did not fit inside
its boundaries. In the accompanying
report, I could not keep the Tutsis
straight from the Hutus, the Rwandan
Patriotic Front from the Interahamwe,
the contorted-sounding positions of
the Clinton administration from the
contorted-sounding positions of the
French, the U.N., the broader international community. I returned to my
studies. The bloodbath felt far away.
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On the morning of graduation, the central gathering spot surrounding The
Mango Tree buzzed with 120 young
people in green mortarboards and
graduation gowns slung over snazzy
get-ups. Giddy confidence suffused the

air. I asked students of their post-ASYV
plans. Deborah Meillah Hirwa Asiimwe, 17, the class valedictorian and first
female student body president, wants
to study international development
and women’s issues at Brown before
returning to work on reducing rural
teen pregnancy: “It’s a fixable problem.”
Josué Byiringiro, 20, whom I had met at
the 3-D printer the night before, wants
to study artificial intelligence wherever
he can get a full scholarship and apply
that technology to agriculture in his
native south. Jules Nzayinambaho, 19,
wants to study health science at Tufts
and return to work toward a healthy
quality of life for all Rwandans. Deborah Mukeshimana, 21, wielding a DJI
Osmo video camera, wants to study
film at NYU and return to document
her community: “Saying thank you to
ASYV is not enough. I will thank ASYV
through my actions.”
Tikkun olam lives in Rwanda.
The rising graduates queued up. First,
girls. Then, boys. Drums started up in
the distance. Mamas beamed with pride.
As the procession advanced down the
hill toward the ceremonial tents, the
student drums troupe came into view,
decked out in full regalia and beating
out the gukimbagira, a welcome march
that once feted VIPs. Photographers and
videographers, all ASYV alumni, documented the speeches, the diplomas, the
euphoria of accomplishment.
Then the dancing started. One student troupe performed after another.
Each traditional dance was accompanied by a specific beat of the drums. The
dancers leapt and pumped. Spun and
swayed. Grinned and shimmered. The
new Rwanda radiated the hope earned
from hard work. But for now it was time
to eat. The lunch buffet beckoned.
This article was originally published on
September 6, 2022.
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Alexandrian Quince Jam
BY ALEXANDER ACIMAN

INGREDIENTS

PREPARATION

600 grams, or about 4 large quinces,
cored, peeled, and finely diced

Note
To dice the quince, slice the quince lengthwise in a thickness of about 1/4 of an
inch, and then cut across the slices in uniform cuts about 1/4 an inch thick. Soak
the diced quince in cold water until you’re ready to cook.

200 grams granulated sugar
1 ½ oz lemon juice
4

cups water

Step 1
Mix all the ingredients in a non-reactive pot (stainless steel, enameled cast iron,
or Pyrex) and bring to a boil until the fruit softens (roughly 15 minutes). Use a
potato masher (or the bottom of a metal bottle) to break the fruit down, leaving
some thicker chunks. Cover the pot and allow it to cook on medium/medium-high
for about half an hour.
Step 2
Uncover the pot and continue to cook it on medium/medium-high (there
should be small bubbles but it shouldn’t be sputtering) for another half hour.
Stir regularly to keep the fruit from sticking to the bottom. You’re looking for a
contiguous yet slightly loose preserve in a bright pink/orange hue. If the water
evaporates before this happens, add more, half a cup at a time, and stir it in.
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