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How Stanford Failed  
the Academic 
Freedom Test

For America’s new clerisy, scientific debate is a danger to be suppressed

BY JAY BHATTACHARYA

W
e live in an age 
when a high pub-
lic health bureau-
crat can, without 
irony, announce 
to the world that 

if you criticize him, you are not sim-
ply criticizing a man. You are criticiz-
ing “the science” itself. The irony in this 
idea of “science” as a set of sacred doc-
trines and beliefs is that the Age of En-
lightenment, which gave us our modern 
definitions of scientific methodology, 
was a reaction against a religious cler-
isy that claimed for itself the sole abil-
ity to distinguish truth from untruth. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has apparent-
ly brought us full circle, with a public 
health clerisy having replaced the reli-
gious one as the singular source of un-
assailable truth.

The analogy goes further, unfortu-
nately. The same priests of public health 
that have the authority to distinguish 
heresy from orthodoxy also cast out 
heretics, just like the medieval Catholic 
Church did. Top universities, like Stan-
ford, where I have been both student 
and professor since 1986, are supposed 
to protect against such orthodoxies, 

creating a safe space for scientists to 
think and to test their ideas. Sadly, Stan-
ford has failed in this crucial aspect of 
its mission, as I can attest from person-
al experience.

I should note here that my Stanford 
roots go way back. I earned two degrees 
in economics there in 1990. In the ’90s, I 
earned an M.D. and a Ph.D. in econom-
ics. I’ve been a fully tenured professor 
at Stanford’s world-renowned medical 
school for nearly 15 years, happily teach-
ing and researching many topics, includ-
ing infectious disease epidemiology and 
health policy. If you had asked me in 
March 2020 whether Stanford had an 
academic freedom problem in medicine 
or the sciences, I would have scoffed at 
the idea. Stanford’s motto (in German) 
is “the winds of freedom blow,” and 
I would have told you at the time that 
Stanford lives up to that motto. I was 
naive then, but not now.

Academic freedom matters most in 
the edge cases when a faculty member 
or student is pursuing an idea that oth-
ers at the university find inconvenient or 
objectionable. If Stanford cannot protect 
academic freedom in these cases, it can-
not protect academic freedom at all.
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evidence against such steps would be 
ignored and smothered, at tremendous 
social cost.

We wrote the GBD to tell the public 
that there was no scientific unanimity 
about the lockdown. Instead, the GBD 
proposed a focused strategy to protect 
the elderly and other vulnerable popu-
lations. There is more than a thousand-
fold difference in mortality risk from 
COVID-19 infection between the old 
and the young, with healthy children 
at negligible risk of dying. The humane 
thing is to devote resources and ingenu-
ity to protect the most vulnerable. The 
GBD and its accompanying FAQ pro-
vided many suggestions about how to 
do that and invited local public health 
communities, which know best the var-
ied local living circumstances of the 
vulnerable, to devise local solutions. At 
the same time, the GBD advocated lift-
ing lockdowns and opening schools to 
alleviate harms to children. We put the 
GBD on the internet, and invited other 
members of the public to sign it.

The GBD was published on Oct, 4, 2020. 
Almost immediately, tens of thousands 
of scientists, epidemiologists, and phy-
sicians signed the document, including 
many from top universities. Simultane-
ously, people started sending us trans-
lations of the GBD—ultimately into 40 
languages—and to date, nearly a million 
people have signed from almost every 
country on Earth.

The plan received the attention of 
the American press, at first curious and 
fair, but soon thereafter hostile and ten-
dentious. I started getting calls from re-
porters, including outlets like The New 
York Times and Washington Post, asking 
me why I wanted to “let the virus rip” 
through the population, even though 
that was the very opposite of what we 
were proposing, and questioning my 
credentials and motives.

It was amply clear by October 2020 
that the lockdown policy adopted by 
many Western governments, with the 
exception of a few holdouts like Swe-
den, had failed to stop the spread of 
COVID. It was in fact too late to adopt a 
policy goal of eradicating the virus. We 
did not have the technological means to 
achieve this goal, then or now. By the 
fall of 2020, it was abundantly clear that 
COVID-19 was here to stay and that 
many future waves would occur.

Governments had imposed lock-
downs on the premise that there was 
nearly unanimous scientific consensus 
in support of them. Yet an extraordi-
nary policy like a lockdown requires, or 
should require, an extraordinary scien-
tific justification. Only near unanimity 
among scientists, backed by solid empir-
ical data, suffices.

Like Gupta and Kulldorf, I knew that 
such unanimity did not exist. Many 
scientists worldwide had contacted us 
to tell us about their qualms with the 
lockdowns—their destructiveness and 
the poor evidence of their effective-
ness. Many epidemiologists and health 
policy scholars favored an alternative 
approach, though many were scared to 
say so. It seemed clear to the three of 
us that as the next inevitable wave ap-
peared, there was a risk that the lock-
downs might return, and that scientific 

To justify this depressing claim, I would 
like to relate the story of my experience 
during the pandemic regarding a prom-
inent policy proposal I co-authored 
called the Great Barrington Declaration 
(GBD). I could relate many addition-
al incidents that illustrate Stanford’s 
stunning failure to protect academic 
freedom, but this one suffices to make 
my point.

On Oct. 4, 2020, along with two other 
eminent epidemiologists, Sunetra Gupta 
of the University of Oxford and Martin 
Kulldorff of Harvard University, I wrote 
the GBD. The declaration is a one-page 
document that proposed a very different 
way to manage the COVID-19 pandem-
ic than had been used up to that date. 
The lockdown-focused strategy that 
much of the world followed mimicked 
the approach that Chinese authorities 
adopted in January 2020. The extend-
ed lockdowns—by which I mean public 
policies designed to keep people physi-
cally separate from one another to avoid 
spreading the SARS-CoV-2 virus—were 
a sharp deviation from Western man-
agement of previous respiratory virus 
pandemics. The old pandemic plans 
prioritized minimizing disruption to 
normal social functioning, protecting 
vulnerable groups, and rapidly devel-
oping treatments and vaccines.

Even by October 2020, it was clear 
that the Chinese-inspired lockdowns 
had done tremendous harm to the 
physical and psychological well-being 
of vast populations, especially chil-
dren, the poor, and the working class. 
Closed schools consigned a generation 
of children worldwide to live short-
er, less healthy lives. In July 2020, the 
Centers for Disease Control released an 
estimate that 1 in 4 young adults in the 
United States had seriously considered 
suicide during the previous month. The 
U.N. estimated that an additional 130 
million people would be thrown into 
dire food insecurity—starvation—by 
the economic dislocation caused by the 
lockdowns. The primary beneficiaries 
of the lockdown—if there were in fact 
any beneficiaries of these drastic an-
ti-social measures—were among a nar-
row class of well-off people who could 
work from home via Zoom without risk 
of losing their jobs.
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“Faculty at Stanford 
should rightly 
worry whether 
their professional 
work will lead to 
deplatforming, 
excommunication, 
and political  
targeting.”

instance, the right to protection in the 
face of dire threats to bodily harm.

The same distinction pertains to aca-
demic freedom at a university. Stanford 
did not fire me or break my tenure for 
writing the GBD. Therefore, it met the 
bare minimum standard of negative 
academic freedom. But Stanford failed 
to meet the higher standard of positive 
academic freedom, which would have 
required it to promote an environ-
ment where faculty members engage 
with each other respectfully despite 
fierce disagreement.

The most egregious violation of ac-
ademic freedom was an implicit deci-
sion by the university to deplatform 
me. Though I have given dozens of 
talks in seminars at Stanford over the 
past decades, in December 2020, my 
department chair blocked an attempt 
to organize a seminar where I would 
publicly present the ideas of the GBD. 
Stanford’s former president, John Hen-
nessey, tried to set up a discussion be-
tween me and others on COVID policy, 
but he was unable to, owing to the ab-
sence of support from the university.

I never received an invitation from 
the medical school to present a “Grand 
Rounds,” a high-profile presentation 
by a faculty member on a topic of im-
portance to the entire medical school. 
Instead, Grand Rounds and other semi-
nars and webinars at Stanford univocal-
ly promoted positions which it is now 
obvious were devastatingly wrong, but 
which no one on campus was allowed 
to debate or challenge. Around the 
world in 2020 and early 2021, the GBD 
was a central topic of discussion—but 
not officially at Stanford.

More than a year later, in early 2022, 
I asked the dean of the medical school, 
Lloyd Minor, why I and other promi-
nent lockdown-skeptic members of 
the Stanford faculty never received an 
invitation to present. He told me that 

difficult for a biomedical researcher in 
her department to earn tenure without 
landing a major NIH grant. The attack 
by Collins and Fauci sent a clear signal 
to other scientists that the GBD was a 
heretical document.

Among Stanford faculty, the reaction 
to GBD was mixed. Some members, 
including Nobel Prize winner Michael 
Leavitt, signed on enthusiastically. I re-
ceived encouragement from many oth-
ers throughout the university. Junior 
medical school faculty wrote telling 
me they secretly supported the GBD 
but were reticent to sign officially for 
fear of reprisal from their department 
heads and Stanford administrators. Oth-
ers were hostile. One faculty member 
and former friend wrote that he was de-
friending me on Facebook, perhaps the 
mildest form of retaliation I received 
during the pandemic.

There is a distinction in philosophy 
between negative and positive rights. 
A negative right is a constraint placed 
on the authorities not to take action 
that would violate that right. For ex-
ample, the First Amendment prohibits 
Congress from enacting a law limiting 
the free exercise of religion or speech. 
A positive right entails an obligation 
on authorities to actively promote 
some desirable state of the world, for 

It was at first quite perplexing to be 
the target of what turned out to be a 
well-organized, government-sponsored 
campaign of smears and suppression of 
scientific argument and evidence. I had 
taken no money for writing the declara-
tion. Yet press outlets somehow turned 
Gupta, Kulldorf, and me into tools of a 
nefarious plot to destroy the world by 
spreading “disinformation” that would 
cause mass death. I started receiving 
death threats and racist hate mail.

About a year later, after historian Phil 
Magness made a FOIA request, I learned 
a part of the story of how the U.S. gov-
ernment-sponsored propaganda cam-
paign against the GBD came into being. 
Four days after we wrote the GBD, Fran-
cis Collins, the geneticist and lab scien-
tist who was then the head of the U.S. 
National Institutes of Health, wrote an 
email to Anthony Fauci, the immunol-
ogist and lab scientist who is the head 
of the National Institute of Allergy and 
Infectious Diseases. In the email, Collins 
called Martin, Sunetra, and me “fringe 
epidemiologists” and called for a devas-
tating public takedown. The attacks on 
the three of us, aided by the coopera-
tion of supposedly private social media 
platforms like Twitter, were launched 
shortly after Collins sent that email.

But this is not an article about the 
ethics of social media companies whose 
profits depend to a large extent on the 
friendliness of government regulators 
and whose employees may see them-
selves as partisan political activists. 
This is a critique of our best universi-
ties, which are supposed to be dedicated 
to the pursuit of knowledge—yet which 
turn out to be no different than govern-
ment propagandists and private cor-
porations in their self-seeking, amor-
al behavior.

 Collins and Fauci sit atop tens of 
billions of dollars that the NIH uses to 
fund the work of nearly every biomedi-
cal scientist of note in the United States. 
Stanford University receives hundreds 
of millions of dollars of funding from 
the NIH, without which researchers 
would not have the resources to con-
duct many worthwhile experiments 
and studies. NIH funding also confers 
prestige and status within the scientif-
ic community. At Stanford, it is very 
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California’s.) The implication was that 
I was a thought-criminal whose work 
was somehow responsible for the in-
evitable spread of a highly infectious 
respiratory virus.

On a progressive-dominated campus, 
these posters were clearly an incitement 
to violence. The group placed them on 
kiosks all over campus, including near a 
campus coffee shop that I frequent. For 
a few days, I feared for my physical safe-
ty. I reported this harassment to Stan-
ford, but the university minimized my 
concerns, referring me to a counselor 
who advised me to engage with a firm 
that would help reduce the personal in-
formation about me available online. At 
that point, I decided to return to cam-
pus despite the threat—after 36 years, 
Stanford remains my home. But those 
posters stayed up for months. While I 
refused to be intimated, I can certainly 
understand those who are bullied into 
silence—which is, after all, the point.

Academic freedom at Stanford is 
clearly dying. It cannot survive if the 
administration fails to create an en-
vironment where good-faith discus-
sions can occur outside of a frame-
work of ideological rigidity and the 
false certainties that ideologues—and 
governments—wish to impose on us. 
Stanford missed the opportunity to 
sponsor COVID policy forums and it 
deplatformed dissenting voices. Sev-
eral prominent faculty exploited this 
environment, engaging in actions that 
directly violated basic academic norms.

A precedent has now been estab-
lished. Faculty at Stanford should 
rightly worry whether their profes-
sional work will lead to deplatform-
ing, excommunication, and political 
targeting. In this environment, profes-
sors and students alike would be wise 
to look over their shoulders at all times, 
in the knowledge that the university 
no longer has your back. And members 
of the public should understand that 
many of those urging them to “trust 
the science” on complicated matters of 
public concern are also those working 
to ensure that “the science” never turns 
up answers that they don’t like. 

This article was originally published on 
January 11, 2023.

chair of epidemiology at Stanford, 
helped circulate a secret petition 
around the medical school asking the 
university president to censor me for 
accurate testimony that I had given to 
Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis at a publicly 
televised policy roundtable. I testified 
that no randomized trials yet demon-
strate the efficacy of masks on children 
to contain COVID. Though the secret 
petition did not name me specifically, it 
quoted me and asked the university to 
suppress such speech by faculty mem-
bers. This petition imposed unethical 
pressure on faculty members—espe-
cially junior faculty members worried 
about tenure votes—to sign on.

When I finally read a copy of the 
petition, it felt like a gut punch. Was 
I preaching heresy? To date, no one 
at any level of the university leader-
ship has expressed their support for 
me voicing my ideas. My efforts to 
engender discussion were met with 
silence. My colleagues John Ioannidis 
and Michael Levitt both report simi-
lar treatment.

The undisguised aim of this peti-
tion was to expel dissenting Stanford 
faculty like me from public academic 
life, making a mockery of the idea of 
academic freedom at exactly the time 
when we needed it the most. Ironically, 
if Stanford had defended my right to 
speak, there would have been no need 
for such a petition, as there would have 
been no confusion about the fact that 
my opinions were my own and not that 
of my colleagues.

The faculty’s excommunication motion 
yielded dividends in its goal of sup-
pressing speech. An anonymous group 
on campus organized a campaign to 
intimidate me in response to a tweet 
by DeSantis, which included a picture 
of me from the policy roundtable and 
an (accurate) quote: “By vaccinating 
the old, we have protected the vul-
nerable.” The group glued posters all 
over campus with a picture of my face, 
the tweet from DeSantis, and a graph 
of COVID cases in Florida, which at 
the time were high. (Florida’s age-ad-
justed COVID mortality throughout 
the pandemic is lower than the aver-
age American state and on a par with 

the experience of caring for COVID 
patients in March 2020 had scared 
some Stanford clinical faculty and that 
it was still too early for a dispassionate 
“academic” discussion on COVID poli-
cy. Had I been given the opportunity, I 
would have told my colleagues that the 
focused protection ideas contained in 
the GBD could have prevented many 
of those hospitalizations.

Stanford failed to create a work envi-
ronment where these discussions could 
happen. And I was not the only one to 
suffer—Stanford deplatformed other 
lockdown-skeptic academics, includ-
ing John Ioannidis, one of the world’s 
most highly cited scientists and the 
most prolific and influential Stanford 
faculty on peer-reviewed COVID-19 
publications; Michael Leavitt, a Nobel 
Prize winner who made fundamental 
original contributions to modeling; 
and Scott Atlas, a former chair of neu-
roradiology at Stanford, widely ac-
knowledged health policy expert and a 
key adviser to former President Donald 
Trump on COVID policy.

The university’s refusal to defend 
dissenting voices created an envi-
ronment in which slander, threats, 
and abuse aimed at lockdown critics 
could flourish. In August 2020, when 
President Trump chose Dr. Atlas as a 
White House adviser on the pandemic, 
around 100 Stanford faculty members 
signed an open letter accusing Atlas of 
“falsehoods and misrepresentations,” 
without giving any specific examples. 
Instead, the faculty letter falsely im-
plied that Atlas opposed handwashing. 
When Martin Kulldorff challenged the 
signatories to a debate on the topic, 
none accepted. Instead, the Stanford 
Faculty Senate voted to censure Atlas 
formally, though no one voting had his 
expertise in public health policy.

In August 2021, Melissa Bondy, the 
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The Post-Human 
Economy

Artificial intelligence chatbots like GPT reveal that 
the robots have already taken over

BY KATHERINE DEE

W
e’re supposed-
ly on the brink of 
an artificial in-
telligence break-
through. The bots 
are already com-

municating—at least they’re stringing 
together words and creating images. 
Some of those images are even kind of 
cool, especially if you’re into that soph-
omore dorm room surrealist aesthetic. 
GPT-3, and, more recently, chatGPT, 
two tools from OpenAI (which recent-
ly received a $29 billion valuation) are 
taking over the world.

Each new piece about GPT-3 tells a 
different story of displacement: Gone 
are the halcyon days of students writing 
original essays, journalists doing orig-
inal reporting, or advertisers creating 
original ad copy. What was once the do-
main of humans will now be relegated 
to bots. The next technological revolu-
tion is upon us, and it’s coming for cre-
ative labor.

Timothy Shoup from the Copenha-
gen Institute for Future Studies seems 
confident that with chatGPT and GPT-
3, the problem is about to get much 
worse, and that 99.9% of internet con-
tent will be AI-generated by 2030. The 
future, in other words, will be by bots 
and for bots.

 Estimates like this scare people be-
cause they’re couched in the language 
of science fiction: a dead internet that’s 
just AI-generated content and no peo-
ple. But isn’t that a lot of what the in-
ternet is already? It’s not as though 
we don’t know this, either—we are all 
aware of not only bots but of the sea 
of bot-generated content that exists on 

every social media platform and in ev-
ery Google search.

Take me, for example. I can’t stop 
watching content farm-generated vid-
eos on TikTok. They’re simple: just an 
automated voice reading a Reddit post, 
usually overlayed on a clip from Mine-
craft or a mobile game. An increasing 
number of TikToks are like this—not 
viral dances nor recipes nor pranks, a 
generic content product engineered to 
command the maximum amount of hu-
man attention at the minimum possible 
cost to create.

They come in a few different tem-
plates. The Reddit posts, already men-
tioned; the uncanny valley of recipes 
that are just a hair off, like these odd, 
almost absurd cooking videos; voice-
overs of news that could be true, or 
may very well not be. And then there 
are the “very satisfying” videos of peo-
ple doing things like squeezing clay or 
letting slime drip between their fin-
gers; random clips of Family Guy with 
a stock video of a person “reacting” 
to it. It’s a genre unto itself—there are 
even subgenres.

This mass-produced shlock, the “pink 
slime” of internet content, is, as Vice 
reports about the TikToks, created as a 
low-effort way to generate ad revenue. 
You pull a couple of levers, turn a cou-
ple of dials, figure out what viewers like, 
what the algorithms like, and fire. It’s 
tough to pinpoint exactly how much of 
this content is out there. What we know 
is nebulous: A lot of online content is 
fake—that is, nonhuman. What exact-
ly “a lot” means, of course, varies from 
source to source.

What’s trickier is the stuff that isn’t 

immediately ignored. The TikTok vid-
eos, for instance. I like them, and I imag-
ine others like them because they’re 
easy to watch—they’re entertaining in 
the way watching a spinning top or a 
ball bounce is entertaining. You can do 
it for hours, and you’re not totally sure 
why. They’ve even adapted to the mod-
ern tendency to divide your attention: 
Oftentimes a split screen will feature a 
play-through of something like Mine-
craft or a mobile game set alongside a 
video of someone, say, squishing clay in 
their hands.

This isn’t a phenomenon new to Tik-
Tok, either.

One might recall the head-scratching 
YouTube videos geared toward chil-
dren, which, in 2017, made headlines 
after reporter James Bridle pointed out 
how disturbing so many of them were, 
often featuring characters from kids’ 
TV programs but with the bots adding 
“keyword salad,” “violence,” and “the 
very stuff of kids’ worst dreams”—for 
example, Peppa Pig getting tortured at 
the dentist.

Then, of course, there’s what you 
might call the “Wish” phenomenon: 
T-shirts, posters, wall decals, you name 
it, that serve a similar purpose. Again, 
mass-produced, bot-produced, not al-
ways sensical, and somehow, despite 
this, a great way to make a few extra 
bucks. And that’s just the interesting 
stuff—the stuff we might consume vol-
untarily, even if we know it’s garbage.

There’s SEO-generated content 
(once used to game Google searches), 
repurposed and repeated content, and 
bot-generated responses on social me-
dia, like Reddit, Quora, and of course, 
Facebook and Twitter. It’s unclear how 
much of it is even viewed by actual peo-
ple and how much of it is “bot-to-bot” 
traffic (for bots, by bots, all to generate 
clicks), but we know it’s everywhere.

We are also getting better at produc-
ing it. A marketing manager from South 
Florida, E., shared that her firm relies on 
that annoying SEO debris, this “digital 
trash” that already litters search results. 
E. asked to remain anonymous for fear 
of her comments putting her job in 
jeopardy. E. oversees the creation of key-
word-laden landing pages that bait users 
who are trying to Google something.
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our ability to navigate a world that’s 
already changed and alienating. On our 
call, he offered the example of AI sum-
marizing the contents of messages—a 
helpful tool, especially if you receive 
high volumes of communication. Once 
AI does that, what else can it do?

For Ryan, “AI can help us be more hu-
man.” Ryan thinks that AI supervision 
will explode—creating new jobs for 
people that will require more nuance, 
diligence, and domain expertise. “It’s 
a tool for leverage, not replacement,” 
he says. AI can free us from our more 
monotonous tasks, he believes, freeing 
us to do more meaningful work.

 The argument echoes some of the 
more upbeat predictions from the late 
1990s when proponents of globaliza-
tion insisted that the loss of American 
manufacturing jobs would be offset as 
former factory workers were trained 
to take on new roles in the knowledge 
economy. Of course, it didn’t work out 
that way. But with the current pace 
of automation, jobs aren’t being sent 
overseas; they’re being “offshored” to 
the mass server farms powering the al-
gorithms. And while it’s certainly pos-
sible that the first generation of AI will 
create new jobs for human supervisors, 
those jobs would also be vulnerable to 
automation as the AIs improve.

 Jon Stokes, a writer and the 
co-founder of the tech publication Ars 
Technica, argues that the work we elim-
inate for “productivity’s sake” serves an 
important purpose. Grunt work builds 
skill, and as corny as it might sound, it 
also builds character. Stokes anticipates 
sweeping generational gaps as the per-
ceived necessity for this work disap-
pears. It’s a point that’s easy to overlook 
in a world where work has been weap-
onized and where “intern-level” tasks 
like taking notes on calls or writing dry 
copy have been monetized beyond our 
wildest dreams and farmed out to low-
skill workers.

 Another person I reached out to, 
who founded a massively successful 
mobile gaming company during the 
original app bubble, was also skeptical 
about the AI breakthrough. His con-
cerns were less social than Jon’s—his 
thinking was cynical, albeit intuitive. A 
superintelligent autocomplete or even 

social norms … and more likely to hap-
pen “seemingly overnight.”

Customer service is one of the more 
interesting examples. We’ve all in-
teracted with customer service chat-
bots—they’ve been commonplace 
since around 2017. They’ve also been 
improving each year, evolving from 
a limited (and frustrating) menu of 
options spit out at you from a pop-up 
into a service that, in some cases, is 
more pleasant to interact with than an 
actual customer service representative. 
According to Forbes, the AI-customer 
service niche is flourishing, with an ex-
plosion of startups such as Zoho, Levi-
ty AI, and Ada promising to make cus-
tomer service even more frictionless.

We’ve long lived in a world with this 
type of automation, though—press 1 
for this, press 2 for that—that’s noth-
ing new. What happens, though, when 
AI for customer service isn’t just on 
the service end? For example, consum-
er-facing customer service apps like 
DoNotPay, use a large language model 
(LLM) to interact with customer ser-
vice on behalf of its users. How many 
customer service interactions will in-
clude no human voice? What are the 
knock-on effects of that?

Security is now a growing concern. 
Anton Troynikov, a robotics engineer 
and researcher, points out that AI has 
a tendency to “hallucinate.” That is, it’s 
not always right—it’s not designed to be 
correct; it’s designed to be similar. Think 
sophisticated digital parrot, as opposed 
to a free-thinking digital assistant. If 
you’re dealing with something like a le-
gal contract or your health insurance, 
you may not want to trust an AI to get 
all of the details right. But once the au-
tomation of these services becomes the 
industry standard (the way it already is 
when you call your cable or utility com-
pany) most people won’t have a choice. 
Contacting another person will become 
a luxury product, available only to the 
wealthy who can afford to pay the “con-
scious human being premium.”

People like Ryan McKinney, who 
founded Symbiose, a company that has 
been working on integrating AI and 
communication, argue that we should 
be optimistic. These are tools that in-
crease not only our productivity but 

 She used to spend a lot of time click-
ing around websites like Upwork, look-
ing for reliable contractors who could 
quickly generate copy for her. These 
days, though, she’s taken on much of 
the workload herself: She plugs some-
thing into chatGPT, does some minor 
editing, and up it goes. I asked E. if she 
thought that these contractor copy-
writing jobs would disappear, espe-
cially as the models get better.

 To her, a lot of the industry is “fat.” 
That is, there’s a lot of completely un-
necessary work that she doesn’t imag-
ine disappearing overnight. While the 
contractor copy wasn’t always reliable, 
the AI wasn’t always either. If any-
thing, she said, marketing firms like 
hers will eventually employ people to 
design prompts and edit AI-generat-
ed writing.

Online content isn’t the only or the 
most significant field that chatGPT 
and GPT-3 will transform. Fields like 
law, customer service, content moder-
ation, and software engineering will 
also undergo massive changes.

In the case of law, a field notorious 
for its grunt work, the responsibilities 
of a first-year law school grad may 
drastically change. AI might be able 
to scan large documents for certain 
clauses or loopholes; complete direc-
tives like “add an NDA clause”; or edit 
documents with an explanation of the 
changes. These are tasks that many 
people pay $500 per hour for, and 
they will suddenly be instantaneous 
and free.

Not all of this is hypothetical, ei-
ther. Detangle AI offers summaries 
of legal docs designed to be “actu-
ally understood.” Another company, 
Spellbook, uses GPT-3 to review and 
suggest language for contracts, tout-
ing itself as a “Copilot for lawyers,” 
riffing off Github’s Copilot, which 
is something like a superintelligent 
autocomplete for engineers, a tool 
that’s completely transformed soft-
ware documentation.

While this isn’t as sensational as AI 
defending someone in court or acting 
as a lobbyist (two stories that have re-
cently made headlines), these are the 
types of changes that are less likely to 
get quashed by regulations or even just 
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spell check is all well and good, and he 
understood the tendency for people to 
be utopian about it—but how can we be 
so sure it won’t bias the output? What if 
our content, code, or communications 
were deemed “problematic”? Wouldn’t 
it stand to reason that AI would pre-
vent us from communicating certain 
things? One can take a gander at Dis-
sident Right Twitter trolls to see what 
chatGPT won’t talk about.

Less divisively, in my own experi-
ence, I’ve hit a wall asking chatGPT 
about the occult and how to perform 
magic. The response I received was 
that these things are “outside of main-
stream beliefs,” and “might be offen-
sive to some people,” so the program 
couldn’t move forward. A friend, how-
ever—the writer Sam Buntz—had bet-
ter luck. Maybe the problem was with 
how I phrased my prompt and not 

the question itself? Still a frustrating 
learning curve.

 When I asked Nick Cammarata from 
OpenAI what he thought about this, 
he said, “Well, have you tried asking 
the model?”

Funny enough, I hadn’t. All I’d done 
was ask other people. 

This article was originally published on 
January 10, 2023.

The Church of Harry
The prince’s waning religiosity, and the decline of Episcopalianism in America

BY MAGGIE PHILLIPS

T
he intimate personal 
details Prince Harry re-
veals in his new memoir 
Spare were the subjects 
of speculation, incredu-
lity, and mockery ahead 

of its Jan. 10 release. Now that it is out 
and can be read in all its 400 pages, it 
may also be worth considering what he 
doesn’t mention very much: religion. 
The Church of England, and its Ameri-
can cousin, the Episcopal Church, were 
once nearly synonymous with the es-
tablishment in their respective coun-
tries. That the royal describes himself 
as “not religious” means he is like many 
of his fellow millennials, who are more 
likely than previous generations to cite 
their religious affiliation as “none” in 
surveys. In this respect at least, he is 
also more like his fellow Brits than his 
father, King Charles, the supreme gov-
ernor of the Church of England. Har-
ry’s disaffiliation is also something he 
has in common with American Episco-
palians, who fall under the global um-
brella of Church of England-derived 
autonomous churches known as the 
Anglican Communion. Both denomina-
tions have experienced sharp decline in 
recent decades.

The two churches, Episcopal and An-
glican, are a kind of theological symbol 
of the U.S.-U.K. special relationship. 
Harry’s American wife, Meghan Mar-
kle, was baptized and confirmed into 
the Anglican Church shortly before her 
wedding. And the head of the Episcopal 
Church, Bishop Michael Curry, achieved 
star status when he delivered a conver-
sational, American-style homily at their 
royal wedding in St. George’s Chapel, 
Windsor. The Anglican Church devel-
oped from King Henry VIII’s decision in 
1534 to split with the Roman Catholic 
Church, which would not release him 
from his marriage to Catherine of Ara-
gon to marry Anne Boleyn. Today’s U.S. 
Episcopal Church is descended from the 
Anglican clergy who arrived in Amer-
ica before the Revolution (Anglicans 
tended to be loyalists during the war). 
In the aftermath of the Revolution, with 
Bishop James Madison of Virginia in 
attendance, a group of Anglican U.S. 
bishops declared the institution of an 
independent U.S. church, which would 
use a modified version of the Church of 
England’s Book of Common Prayer, the 
liturgical basis for Anglican liturgical 
rites and prayers.

The Sussexes would have a couple 

of worship options should they de-
cide to depart from their $14.7 million 
Montecito pile for a Sunday morning 
service. In nearby Santa Barbara, there 
are All-Saints-by-the-Sea and Trinity 
Episcopal churches, both of which state 
their progressive credentials on their 
website while displaying high-quality 
photos of their ornate neo-Gothic ar-
chitecture and interiors. This blend of 
tradition and contemporary politics 
is not uncommon in many mainline 
Protestant churches, which tended 
to constitute the religious establish-
ment for much of American history. 
Santa Barbara is also home to Church 
of Our Saviour, which belongs to the 
Anglican Province of Christ the King 
(APCK). The APCK and the Anglican 
Church of North America (ACNA) are 
groupings of churches who have broken 
away from the Episcopal Church in the 
U.S., taking a more conservative view 
of church teachings, and usually prefer 
a more traditionalist form of worship. 
Moreover, they are not recognized by 
the Anglican Communion leadership in 
Canterbury, England.

But given that Harry describes won-
dering in his memoir what happens to 
people after they die (“Could there real-
ly be Nothing after this?”), and Meghan 
meeting his grandmother while she was 
returning from church, where the cou-
ple had evidently not been, we can as-
sume he, at least, is not observant. This 
would track with most of his fellow 
Anglican Communicants in the United 
States: Baptized members have declined 
from over 2 million in 2012 to 1,678,157 
in 2021, a decline of nearly 20%. As for 
attendance, the median average at a 
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“Episcopalians form 
part of America’s 
so-called ‘mainline’ 
Protestant 
tradition, which 
accounted for 
over half of the 
population in the 
early 1950s, but 
had declined to 
12% by 2018.”

love at the centre of our lives in the per-
son of Jesus Christ.”

Stripped of its ceremonial trappings 
and values of duty to God and coun-
try, Harry’s post-royal chapter seems to 
whittle royal status down to little more 
than yet another platform for self-pro-
motion. To whit, critics accuse him of 
swapping out one set of aristocratic 
values, embodied by the Royal Family’s 
churchgoing patriotism, for another: the 
self-improvement culture of West Coast 
American celebrity elite. But Angli-
canism and Episcopalianism are losing 
their luster with royalty on both sides 
of the Atlantic. In Britain today, Chris-
tians are now a minority in England and 
Wales. Now stateside, Harry may not go 
to church, but in his memoirs he visits 
a psychic, and follows the advice of an 
ayurvedic doctor for his wife’s delivery 
of their first child. Reminiscences in his 
memoir of footmen bringing him dinner 
on a literal silver tray, and horseback rid-
ing with his brother in Lesotho, “capes 
blowing behind us,” may make Harry 
seem out of touch. But he is a true man 
of the people in one respect. By dab-
bling in other traditions, and distancing 
himself from the faith of his father and 
grandmother, he is simply falling in line 
with the trends of his fellow millenni-
al “nones,” his secular countrymen, and 
increasingly, Americans, who even as 
they retain their religious belief, are less 
likely to associate with a denomination.

No longer the status symbols they 
once were, the Church of England and 
the Episcopal Church both are a bit like 
Harry: They have name recognition, and 
a historic legacy. Now, untethered from 
their traditional influential roles, they 
seek to redefine themselves, and are tell-
ing their story to new audiences, hoping 
to win them over. 

This article was originally published on 
January 12, 2023.

describes mainline affiliation as the cul-
tural equivalent for most of the 20th 
century: a generally safe, conventional 
choice. Even today, one nonreligious 
woman he interviewed said she will say 
her parents were Episcopalian when she 
needs to “pass as a Christian” at her job 
in the Bible Belt. “Episcopalians are a 
really very rational folk, they are pretty 
liberal,” she said.

Commentators and royal watchers 
wonder what effect Spare’s level of un-
precedented tea-spilling will have on 
the monarchy. With so much hollow-
ing of trust in institutions in modern 
society, will the House of Windsor 
be next? But this question overlooks 
a central fact: The monarchy is, at its 
core, a religious institution. Comedian 
John Mulaney appeared to grasp this 
reality. When Harry and Meghan’s exit 
from the monarchy was in the head-
lines in 2020, he asked late night host 
Seth Meyers whether Markle had ever 
considered the ceremonial obligations 
of her role. “You thought rolling with 
these dorks in church clothes was going 
to be fun?” he asked. After all, where 
was Harry’s brother, Prince William, the 
night that the Harry & Meghan Netflix 
series dropped? At Westminster Abbey, 
quoting from their grandmother’s 2012 
Christmas address about “peace and 

Sunday service in 2021 was 21, a decline 
from an average of around 50 in 2020.

These numbers are a sharp contrast 
from when Episcopalianism was the 
default for most American WASP elites. 
God is no longer “an Episcopalian from 
Boston.” Statistically, most people from 
Boston these days would probably de-
scribe themselves as either Catholic or 
unaffiliated. Once the religion of pres-
idents and what Tom Wolfe would call 
Masters of the Universe, Episcopalian-
ism was as de rigueur as a country club 
membership or a Lacoste shirt.

Episcopalians form part of Amer-
ica’s so-called “mainline” Protestant 
tradition, which accounted for over 
half of the population in the early 
1950s, but had declined to 12% by 
2018. According to sociologist Stephen 
Bullivant, who cites these statistics 
in his book Nonverts: The Making of 
Ex-Christian America, the term comes 
from “a cluster of specific denomina-
tions, with long-standing roots and 
influence in and around the North-
east by the start of the 20th century 
(the eponymous ‘main line’ being the 
Pennsylvania Railroad, terminating in 
Philadelphia, site of the 1908 founding 
of the Federal Council of Churches).” 
This grouping included not only the 
U.S. Episcopal Church, but Congrega-
tionalists, Baptists, and Presbyterians 
(descendants of the New England pu-
ritans), and Methodists.

“All shared a basic common ground 
of moral and social outlook,” Bullivant 
writes. “And, for the most part, a com-
mitment to a certain set of (liberal) Prot-
estant principles.” This broad agreement 
united them against Catholics and fun-
damentalists, in Bullivant’s telling, which 
allowed the disparate denominations to 
“project an outsized vision and voice of 
‘American Christianity’” in society and 
the culture by forming what he calls 
“an ecumenical Power Rangers.” They 
were “ordinary, respectable, mainstream 
Christianity,” he said. The mainline be-
came the lingua franca in American dis-
course, according to Bullivant, a “civic re-
ligious language and space” within which 
even Catholics and Jews could operate.

Citing the old ad adage “Nobody ever 
got fired for buying an IBM,” Bullivant 

Spirituality, ritual, and more at 
tabletmag.com/sections/belief
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At least 6,700 flights were delayed and 
another 1,000 canceled on Wednesday 
morning due to a critical computer 
system failure. The largest disruption 
to the airline system in two decades 
came after a breakdown in the Federal 
Aviation Administration’s NOTAM 
system, which provides essential 
aviation data needed by airports 
to operate. Officials had initially 
believed they could keep flights in 
the air by relying on a redundant 
NOTAM system backup, until they 
realized the data within the backup 
was corrupted. Airports were slowly 
resuming service on Wednesday, but 
major delays are expected to continue 
throughout the week.

The United States’ most 
significant systems have revealed 
their vulnerability in recent years. 
Hundreds of people were killed 
during a 2021 winter power outage 
in Texas; a 41% spike in water prices 
over the past five years has made 
water unaffordable to 14 million 
American households; at least $30 
billion in repairs are required for 
Amtrak’s beleaguered and often 
delayed passenger rail system; more 
than a third of all public schools 
are conducting classes in portable 
structures because of overcrowding; 
a water main break occurs once 
every two minutes across the nation; 
and supply chains, which remain 
dependent on shipments from China 
for vital antibiotics and other drugs, 
struggle to deliver medicine and 
equipment in emergencies. 

—Sean Cooper

→ Great news from the University of Southern California: Its Suzanne Dworak-
Peck School of Social Work successfully advanced the fight against white 
supremacy on Monday by banning use of the word field and replacing it with 
the word practicum. “This change supports anti-racist social work practice,” 
the school said in a statement. Though not widely or even narrowly considered 
a word associated with anything racist, field, which derives from the Old English 
folde, meaning “earth” or “land,” could in fact “be considered anti-Black or 
anti-immigrant … [because] phrases such as ‘going into the field’ or field work 
may have connotations for descendants of slavery and immigrant workers that 
are not benign.” Maybe now you’ll remember the School of Social Work for its 
brave stance against dangerous language and not for its former dean of two 
decades, Marilyn Flynn, who pled guilty for federal bribery charges in 2018 after 
she helped launder $100,000 from a local politician’s campaign through the 
university to a nonprofit mental health clinic run by the politician’s son. Or, as we 
like to say in 2023 American, practicum corruptus.

→ The Trump administration ban on bump stocks following the 2017 Las Vegas 
mass shooting was struck down on Friday by a U.S. appeals court. The Fifth 
Circuit opinion in the 13-3 decision found that “tremendous” public pressure 
notwithstanding, the move to ban the bump stocks—devices that shooters can 
use to quickly fire off rounds from semi-automatic guns—was one that had to 
come from Congress and not the president’s desk. Though federal regulators 
had interpreted an existing law banning machine guns as sufficient in banning 
bump stocks, U.S. Circuit Judge Jennifer Walker Elrod said the law was not 
crystal clear on how it applied to bump stocks. In a dissent, Judge Stephen 
Higginson suggested the majority had devised a logic “to legalize an instrument 
of mass murder.”

→ Some 29 people were killed after Mexican military and national guards 
launched a dramatic daytime strike in the city of Culiacán on a private armored 
convoy ferrying Ovidio Guzmán, the son of former cartel head Joaquín “El 
Chapo” Guzmán. The junior Guzmán had assumed an executive role in the 
family’s Sinaloa drug cartel after his father was taken into custody by U.S. forces 
several years back. Ovidio Guzmán and 21 of his associates were arrested in 
the effort that saw more than 3,000 soldiers, paratroopers, and other forces 
deployed against the formidable cartel army. Following Guzmán’s capture, the 
cartel army retaliated with strikes of its own across the region, burning buses, 
blocking streets, and attacking an airport. With the majority of the fentanyl 
supply coming in from Mexico through ports of entry along the southern U.S. 
border, U.S. officials have been calling on Mexico’s leaders to do more to thwart 
the drug trade’s leading traffickers—Guzmán included. 

→ Two Iranian men allegedly planning to use deadly doses of ricin and 
cyanide in a “Islamist-motivated” attack were apprehended by authorities 
in Germany the same day that German officials received a tip from U.S. law 
enforcement, said Herbert Reul, a German security official involved in the 
investigation. Without detailing how imminent the threat of the attack was, 
prosecutors asked a German court to continue to detain the suspects, who 
were only named by their initials. Germany’s Interior Minister Nancy Fraser 
said in a statement that the country’s law enforcement has prevented 21 total 
Islamist attacks since 2000.
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Jews of Rage
The anger that fills the Yiddish original manuscript of Elie Wiesel’s ‘Night’ 

is muted in the book that became the classic account of the Holocaust

BY NAOMI SEIDMAN

I
t may not have been Elie Wi-
esel’s Night that first sounded 
the note of silence or elicit-
ed it from its readers. Night, 
though, is its purest, most 
powerful expression, as a 

work and in the literature that has aris-
en around it. The theme of silence, in 
its theological, existential, and linguis-
tic dimensions, dominates the commen-
tary on Night (this commentary cannot 
be called criticism, in the usual sense): 
the mystery of God’s silence in the face 
of evil; the muteness of the dead; and 
the incommensurability of language 
and the events of the Holocaust—the 
naming of these enormities, in other 
words, as unnameable, unsayable. To 
these one might add a fourth silence, 
the proper awed stance of the reader 
and spectator in the face of Holocaust 
testimony. The only thing more pre-
dictable than this injunction to silence 
is the regularity with which it is broken. 
And even this has been said before.

Let me be clear: the interpretation of 
the Holocaust as a religious-theological 
event is not a tendentious imposition 
on Night but rather a careful reading of 
the work. In the description of the first 
night Eliezer spends in the concentra-
tion camp, silence signals the turn from 
the immediate terrors to a larger cosmic 
drama, from stunned realism to theolo-
gy. In the felt absence of divine justice or 
compassion, silence becomes the agency 
of an immense, murderous power that 
permanently transforms the narrator:

 Never shall I forget that noc-
turnal silence which deprived me, 
for all eternity, of the desire to live. 
Never shall I forget those moments 
which murdered my God and soul 
and turned my dreams to dust. Never 

shall I forget these things, even if I 
am condemned to live as long as God 
Himself. Never. 

This famous and powerful passage 
describes a loss of faith, but faith can 
be lost in many ways. In Wiesel’s de-
scription, the murder of God does not 
collapse eternity or strip it of religious 
mystery. Where the eternal God once 
reigned, henceforth shall live the eter-
nal memory of the witness. In the after-
math of God’s abdication, the site and 
occasion of this abdication—“the Ho-
locaust”—takes on theological signif-
icance, and the witness becomes both 
priest and prophet of this new religion. 
“Auschwitz,” Wiesel has said, “is as im-
portant as Sinai.”’ The near-religious si-
lence that pervades Night also appears 
in Wiesel’s accounts of its composition. 
Wiesel begins the essay “An Interview 
Unlike Any Other” by explaining not so 
much why he became a writer, but rath-
er why he did not write his Holocaust 
memoir sooner:

I knew the role of the survivor 
was to testify. Only I did not know 
how. I lacked experience, I lacked a 
framework. I mistrusted the tools, the 
procedures. Should one say it all or 
hold it all back? Should one shout or 
whisper? Place the emphasis on those 
who were gone or on their heirs? How 
does one describe the indescribable? 
How does one use restraint in re-cre-
ating the fall of mankind and the 
eclipse of the gods? And then, how 
can one be sure that the words, once 
uttered, will not betray, distort the 
message they bear? So heavy was my 
anguish that I made a vow: not to 
speak, not to touch upon the essential 
for at least ten years. Long enough to 

see clearly. Long enough to learn to 
listen to the voices crying inside my 
own. Long enough to regain posses-
sion of my memory. Long enough to 
unite the language of man with the 
silence of the dead. 

Night was written, then, only after 
Wiesel’s decade-long, self-imposed 
moratorium on speech had elapsed. 
But it was also written, as the essay 
goes on to explain, at the insistence of 
the French Catholic writer and Nobel 
Laureate François Mauriac, who was its 
first reader and shepherded its publica-
tion. When, at the end of their first fate-
ful meeting, Mauriac asked why Wiesel 
had not written about “those events,” 
the young journalist replied that he had 
taken a vow not to speak. But Mauriac 
would not relent. Escorting Wiesel to 
the elevator, he spoke again: “I think 
you are wrong. You are wrong not to 
speak. Listen to the old man that I am: 
one must speak out—one must also 
speak out.” Wiesel continues: “One 
year later I sent him the manuscript of 
Night, written under the seal of memo-
ry and silence.”

This image of the former concentra-
tion-camp inmate, speaking haltingly 
and reluctantly from within “the silence 
of the dead,” unites Wiesel’s account of 
how Night came to be written with the 
final passages of that text. For Night, 
we should remember, depicts not only 
a witness to the Holocaust but also a 
survivor—one might say the survivor. 
In the final lines of Night, when the re-
cently liberated Eliezer gazes at his own 
face in a mirror, the reader is presented 
with the survivor as both subject and 
object, through his inner experience and 
through the outward image of what he 
has become. And while the emaciated 
boy who sees a corpse in the mirror may 
have changed, the man he becomes has 
never forgotten this deathly reflection 
(in the original French, the sense that 
this gaze of the corpse remains within 
the survivor is even stronger). Precisely 
because the image of the corpse in the 
mirror is so unfamiliar, so unassimila-
ble to the living consciousness of the 
survivor, that image must live on; the 
survivor will always be, in some sense, 
a corpse:
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“It is a measure 
of the profundity 
of the influence 
of Night on 
the discourse 
of Holocaust 
literature that its 
distinctive tone 
and approach has 
come to seem 
simply inevitable.”

the graves of these wandering stars, 
but he has also included much useful 
historical material that can serve as 
a primary resource for historians of 
Yiddish theater from the beginning of 
the Second World War until its tragic 
destruction. 

For the Yiddish reader, Eliezer (as he 
is called here) Wiesel’s memoir was one 
among many, valuable for its contribut-
ing an account of what was certainly an 
unusual circumstance among East Euro-
pean Jews: their ignorance, as late as the 
spring of 1944, of the scale and nature 
of the Germans’ genocidal intentions. 
The experiences of the Jews of Transyl-
vania may have been illuminating, but 
certainly none among the readers of 
Turkov’s series on Polish Jewry would 
have taken it as representative. As the 
review makes clear, the value of survi-
vor testimony was in its specificity and 
comprehensiveness; Turkov’s series was 
not alone in its preference. Yiddish Ho-
locaust memoirs often modeled them-
selves on the local chronicle (pinkes) or 
memorial book ( yizker-bukh) in which 
catalogs of names, addresses, and occu-
pations served as form and motivation. 
It is within this literary context, against 
this set of generic conventions, that 
Wiesel published the first of his Holo-
caust memoirs.

Although the English translation 
closely follows the original French ver-
sion of Night, the relationship between 
the published Yiddish and French texts 
is more complex. Un di velt has been 
variously referred to as the original 
Yiddish version of Night and described 
as more than four times as long: actu-
ally, it is 245 pages to the French 158 
pages. What distinguishes the Yiddish 
from the French is not so much length as 
attention to detail, an adherence to that 
principle of comprehensiveness so val-
ued by the editors and reviewers of the 
Polish Jewry series. Thus, whereas the 
first page of Night succintly describes 
Sighet as “that little town in Transyl-
vania where I spent my childhood,” Un 
di velt introduces Sighet as “the most 
important city [shtot] and the one with 
the largest Jewish population in the 
province of Marmarosh.” The Yiddish 
goes on to provide a historical account 

breathlessly, without rereading. I 
wrote to testify, to stop the dead from 
dying, to justify my own survival. 

Night emerged on the scene of Eu-
ropean writing in 1958 as a work that 
stood alone. By contrast, when Un di 
velt had been published in 1956, it was 
volume 117 of Turkov’s series, which in-
cluded more than a few Holocaust mem-
oirs. The first pages of the Yiddish book 
provide a list of previous volumes (a re-
markable number of them marked “Sold 
out”), and the book concludes with an 
advertisement/review for volumes 95-
96 of the series, Jonas Turkov’s Extin-
guished Stars. In praising this memoir, 
the reviewer implicitly provides us 
with a glimpse of the conventions of 
the growing genre of Yiddish Holocaust 
memoir. Among the virtues of Turkov’s 
work, the reviewer writes, is its com-
prehensiveness, the thoroughness of its 
documentation not only of the genocide 
but also of its victims:

At the end of the second volume 
is an index that includes 800 names 
of actors, writers, poets, and various 
other artists, not all of whom are well 
known, demonstrating that the writer 
collected a mass of details and names 
he mentions and remembers. Not 
only has he erected a monument on 

One day I was able to get up, after 
gathering all my strength. I wanted 
to see myself in the mirror hanging 
from the opposite wall. I had not seen 
myself since the ghetto. From the 
depths of the mirror, a corpse gazed 
back at me. The look in his eyes, as 
they stared into mine, has never left 
me [Son regard regard dans mes yeux 
ne me quitte plus] 

Read together, the text of Night and 
Wiesel’s account of its composition form 
a single portrait of the artist as a young 
survivor, haunted by a cosmic, deathly 
silence he can break only at the urging 
of another. This portrait has come to 
stand for the ineradicable effects of the 
Holocaust on the psyche of those who 
experienced its horrors. Because Night 
has nearly always been received as an 
unmediated autobiographical account, 
the complexity of Wiesel’s interpretive 
craft, his writing, in other words, has 
been very nearly invisible. It is a mea-
sure of the profundity of the influence 
of Night on the discourse of Holocaust 
literature that its distinctive tone and 
approach has come to seem simply in-
evitable, the only response imaginable.

Yet an alternative to this image of the 
survivor, this set of responses to Jew-
ish catastrophe, exists in Wiesel’s own 
writing. The reluctant young journalist 
whom Mauriac had to implore to speak 
ten years after his liberation had already 
written a Holocaust memoir called Un 
di velt hot geshvign (And the World Kept 
Silent). According to the Wiesel’s 1994 
memoir, All Rivers Run to the Sea, the 
Yiddish memoir was composed and sub-
mitted for publication in 1954, sever-
al months before his fateful interview 
with Mauriac; Mark Turkov, the Buenos 
Aires-based Yiddish editor and publish-
er, accepted Un di velt for inclusion in 
his series Dos poylishe yidntum (Polish 
Jewry) not long afterward. Un di velt 
was written, Wiesel recounts, on board 
a ship to Brazil, where he had been as-
signed to cover Christian missionary 
activity among poor Jews:

I spent most of the voyage in my 
cabin working. I was writing my 
account of the concentration camp 
years—in Yiddish. I wrote feverishly, 
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“‘I had not seen 
myself since 
the ghetto.
From the mirror a 
skeleton gazed out. 
Skin and bones.
I saw the image 
of myself after 
my death.’”

emblematized, as it is in Yiddish, with 
the rape of German women. The impli-
cation, in the Yiddish, is that rape is a 
frivolous dereliction of the obligation 
to fulfill the “historical commandment 
of revenge”; presumably fulfillment of 
this obligation would involve a concert-
ed and public act of retribution with a 
clearly defined target. Un di velt does 
not spell out what form this retribution 
might take, only that it is sanctioned—
even commanded—by Jewish history 
and tradition.

If the two versions characterize the 
larger group of survivors differently, 
they also present different views of the 
recently liberated Eliezer. Un di velt 
presents us with the writer gazing at his 
deathly reflection, but it does not end 
there as Night does; the last few para-
graphs of Un di velt follow the young 
survivor out of the camp and into the 
larger world of postwar Europe:

Three days after liberation I be-
came very ill; food-poisoning. They 
took me to the hospital and the doc-
tors said that I was gone.

For two weeks I lay in the hospital 
between life and death. My situation 
grew worse from day to day.

One fine day I got up—with the last 
of my energy—and went over to the 
mirror that was hanging on the wall.

I wanted to see myself. I had not 
seen myself since the ghetto.

From the mirror a skeleton 
gazed out.

Skin and bones.
I saw the image of myself after my 

death. It was at that instant that the 
will to live was awakened.

Without knowing why, I raised a 
balled-up fist and smashed the mirror, 
breaking the image that lived with-
in it.

And then—I fainted.
From that moment on my health 

began to improve.
I stayed in bed for a few more days, 

in the course of which I wrote the 
outline of the book you are holding 
in your hand, dear reader.

But—
Now, ten years after Buchenwald, 

I see that the world is forgetting. 
Germany is a sovereign state, the 

to steal clothing and potatoes. And to 
rape German girls [Un tsu fargevaldikn 
daytshe shikses.] The historical com-
mandment of revenge was not fulfilled.“ 
In French this passage reads: “Le lende-
main, quelques jeunes gens coururent à 
Weimar ramasser des pommes de terre 
et des habits—et coucher avec des filles. 
Mais de vengeance, pas trace.” Or, in 
Stella Rodway’s English rendition: “On 
the following morning, some of the 
young men went to Weimar to get some 
potatoes and clothes—and to sleep with 
girls. But of revenge, not a sign.”

To describe the differences between 
these versions as a stylistic reworking 
is to miss the extent of what is sup-
pressed in the French. Un di velt depicts 
a post-Holocaust landscape in which 
Jewish boys “run off” to steal provi-
sions and rape German girls; Night ex-
tracts from this scene of lawless retri-
bution a far more innocent picture of 
the aftermath of the war, with young 
men going off to the nearest city to look 
for clothes and sex. In the Yiddish, the 
survivors are explicitly described as 
Jews and their victims (or intended 
victims) as German; in the French, 
they are just young men and women. 
The narrator of both versions decries 
the Jewish failure to take revenge 
against the Germans, but this failure 
means something different when it is 

of the region: “Until the First World 
War, Sighet belonged to Austro-Hunga-
ry. Then it became part of Romania. In 
1940, Hungary acquired it again.” And 
while the French memoir is dedicated 
“in memory of my parents and of my 
little sister, Tsipora,” the Yiddish names 
both victims and perpetrators: “This 
book is dedicated to the eternal memory 
of my mother Sarah, my father Shlomo, 
and my little sister Tsipora—who were 
killed by the German murderers.”

The Yiddish text may have been 
only lightly edited in the transition to 
French, but the effect of this editing 
was to position the memoir within a 
different literary genre. Even the title 
Un di velt hot geshvign signifies a kind of 
silence very distant from the mystical si-
lence at the heart of Night. The Yiddish 
title indicts the world that did nothing 
to stop the Holocaust and allows its per-
petrators to carry on normal lives; La 
Nuit names no human or even divine 
agents in the events it describes: From 
the historical and political specificities 
of Yiddish documentary testimony, Wi-
esel and his French publishing house 
fashioned something closer to mytho-
poetic narrative.

But even more radically transformed 
in the move to French than “the most 
important city in Marmarosh” was the 
image of the survivor. In both the Yid-
dish and the French, the narrator criti-
cizes the other survivors for thinking of 
nothing but food, and “not of revenge.” 
The following passage is taken from the 
Yiddish, but the French is similar: “The 
first gesture of freedom: the starved 
men made an effort to get something to 
eat. They only thought about food. Not 
about revenge. Not about their parents. 
Only about bread. And even when they 
had satisfied their hunger—they still did 
not think about revenge.”

But the Yiddish continues: “Early the 
next day Jewish boys ran off to Weimar 
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the dead, yet still a prisoner within the 
grim confines where he had strayed, 
stumbling among shameful corpses”—is 
precisely the image that Wiesel shatters 
at the end of his Yiddish work. And res-
urrects to end the French one.

The Interview: Mauriac Remembers

If we have two memoirs, the Yiddish 
and the French, we also have two stories 
about how the French version came to 
be. Both Mauriac and Wiesel have writ-
ten accounts of the fateful 1954 inter-
view that resulted in the publication of 
the French memoir. The two versions, 
from different perspectives, describe a 
meeting that began uncomfortably and 
ended with a strong friendship, but only 
after the young East European journal-
ist and the older French Catholic writer 
had overcome the reticences native to 
the situation and painfully confronted 
both what united and what separated 
them. Of the two versions, it is Mau-
riac’s that serves as the foreword, and 
something of a frame text, to Night. The 
foreword begins with a description of 
his unease at the prospect of being in-
terviewed by a foreign journalist: “I 
dread their visits,” Mauriac confesses 
to us, “being torn between a desire to 
reveal everything in my mind and a fear 
of putting weapons in the hands of an 
interviewer when I know nothing about 
his own attitude toward France. I am al-
ways careful during encounters of this 
kind.” Mauriac, apparently speaking 
as a spokesperson for France, a sort of 
minister of its defense, does not explain 
why he should be worried about a for-
eign journalist’s opinion of his country; 
in the next passage, however, he goes on 
to talk about the Occupation years, al-
though the transition from his mistrust 
of journalists (particularly those writ-
ing for Israeli papers?) and his decision 
to confide in this one is left unexplained:

reader is a French Catholic. The survi-
vor who met with Mauriac labors under 
the self-imposed seal and burden of si-
lence, the silence of his association with 
the dead. The Yiddish survivor is alive 
with a vengeance and eager to break the 
wall of indifference he feels surrounds 
him. The question of how he can hope 
to break through the world’s apathy by 
writing, to his “dear reader,” in Yiddish 
is one Wiesel never raises in Un di velt 
nor explicitly answers anywhere else. 
But the answer is implicit in the gap be-
tween volume 117 of the Polish Jewry 
series and that “slim volume of terrify-
ing power,” as the blurb on my copy of 
Night puts it. Wiesel found the audience 
he told his Yiddish readers he wanted. 
But only, as it turns out, by suppress-
ing the very existence of this desire, by 
foregrounding the reticent and mourn-
ful Jew who will speak only when at 
the urging of the older Catholic writer. 
Wiesel began by preaching to the Jew-
ish converted, but soon enough, one 
might say, the preacher himself under-
went a kind of conversion. By the time 
Wiesel was negotiating with his French 
publishers, the survivor who pointed 
an accusatory finger at Ilsa Koch, then 
raising her children in the new post-
war Germany, had been supplanted by 
the survivor haunted by metaphysics 
and silence.

It is this second version of how Night 
came to be written that has attained 
mythical status, most directly because 
it appears in Mauriac’s foreword to the 
work (included in each new edition and 
translation) but also because of Wiesel’s 
own accounts of the interview. And the 
myriad works of commentary on Wiesel 
have seized upon this theme, producing 
endless volumes on the existential and 
theological silences of his work, on the 
question of what has been called “the 
limits of representation.” What remains 
outside this proliferating discourse on 
the unsayable is not what cannot be 
spoken but what cannot be spoken in 
French. And this is not the “silence of 
the dead” but rather the scandal of the 
living, the scandal of Jewish rage and 
unwillingness to embody suffering and 
victimization. The image that dominates 
the end of Night—the look, as Mauriac 
describes it, “as of a Lazarus risen from 

German army has been reborn. The 
bestial sadist of Buchenwald, Ilsa 
Koch, is happily raising her children. 
War criminals stroll in the streets of 
Hamburg and Munich. The past has 
been erased. Forgotten.

Germans and anti-Semites per-
suade the world that the story of the 
six million Jewish martyrs is a fan-
tasy, and the naive world will prob-
ably believe them, if not today, then 
tomorrow or the next day.

So I thought it would be a good 
idea to publish a book based on the 
notes I wrote in Buchenwald.

I am not so naive to believe that 
this book will change history or shake 
people’s beliefs. Books no longer have 
the power they once had. Those who 
were silent yesterday will also be si-
lent tomorrow. I often ask myself, 
now, ten years after Buchenwald:

Was it worth breaking that mirror? 
Was it worth it?” 

By stopping when it does, Night pro-
vides an entirely different account of 
the experience of the survivor. Night 
and the stories about its composition 
depict the survivor as a witness and as 
an expression of silence and death, pro-
jecting the recently liberated Eliezer’s 
death-haunted face into the postwar 
years when Wiesel would become a fa-
miliar figure. By contrast, the Yiddish 
survivor shatters that image as soon as 
he sees it, destroying the deathly ex-
istence the Nazis willed on him. The 
Yiddish survivor is filled with rage and 
the desire to live, to take revenge, to 
write. Indeed, according to the Yiddish 
memoir, Eliezer began to write not ten 
years after the events of the Holocaust 
but immediately upon liberation, as the 
first expression of his mental and phys-
ical recovery. In the Yiddish we meet a 
survivor who, ten years after liberation, 
is furious with the world’s disinterest 
in his history, frustrated with the fail-
ure of the Jews to fulfill “the historical 
commandment of revenge,” depressed 
by the apparent pointlessness of writing 
a book.

There are two survivors, then, a 
Yiddish and a French—or perhaps we 
should say one survivor who speaks to 
a Jewish audience and one whose first 
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“‘If the Eternal is 
the Eternal, the 
last word for each 
of us belongs to 
Him. This is what 
I should have 
told this Jewish 
child. But I could 
only embrace 
him, weeping.’”

outrages, is yet the worst of all to 
those of us who have faith: the death 
of God in the soul of a child who sud-
denly discovers absolute evil. 

With this passage, Mauriac lays out 
an implicit hierarchy of Holocaust 
horrors; for people of faith what was 
“worst of all” about the murder of six 
million Jews was “the death of God in 
the soul of a child.” The foreword ends 
with Mauriac’s reaction to the story 
Wiesel tells about how he lost his faith:

And I, who believe that God is love, 
what answer could I give my young 
questioner? Did I speak of that other 
Jew, his brother, who may have re-
sembled him—the Crucified, whose 
Cross has conquered the world? Did I 
affirm that the stumbling block to his 
faith was the cornerstone of mine, 
and that the conformity between the 
Cross and the suffering of men was 
in my eyes the key to that impene-
trable mystery whereon the faith of 
his childhood had perished? Zion, 
however, has risen up again from the 
crematories and the charnel houses. 
The Jewish nation has been resur-
rected from among its thousands of 
dead. It is through them that it lives 
again. We do not know the worth 
of a single drop of blood, one single 
tear. If the Eternal is the Eternal, the 
last word for each of us belongs to 
Him. This is what I should have told 
this Jewish child. But I could only 
embrace him, weeping. 

Mauriac describes Wiesel as his 
“young questioner,” but from Mauri-
ac’s own recounting, Wiesel questions 
neither God nor the person to whom he 
relates his story. On the contrary, Mau-
riac quotes Wiesel’s description of Rosh 
Hashanah in the camp: “That day, I had 
ceased to plead. I was no longer capa-
ble of lamentation. On the contrary, I 
felt very strong. I was the accuser, and 
God the accused.” It is Mauriac who re-
sponds to this story as if he had been 
asked for counsel. With Wiesel’s implicit 
invitation to theological meditation in 
hand, Mauriac explains how the Jewish 
boy’s loss of faith is an impetus to his 
own, that the contradiction Wiesel feels 

the book he is introducing because it 
is speaks of “the fate of the Jews of the 
little Transylvanian town called Sighet, 
their blindness in the face of a destiny 
from which they would still have had 
time to flee; the inconceivable passivity 
with which they gave themselves up to 
it, deaf to the warnings and pleas of a 
witness who had himself escaped from 
the massacre, and who brought them 
news of what he had seen with his own 
eyes; their refusal to believe him, tak-
ing him for a madman.” With that, the 
vexed question of political responses to 
Nazi terror is left squarely in the Jew-
ish court.

What interests Mauriac even more 
profoundly than the blindness of the 
Transylvanian Jews, their “inconceiv-
able passivity,” is the innocence of 
the story’s protagonist and narrator, 
whom Mauriac refers to throughout as 
a “child”:

The child who tells us this story 
here was one of God’s elect. From 
the time when his conscience first 
awoke, he had lived only for God 
and had been reared on the Talmud, 
aspiring to initiation into the cabba-
la, dedicated to the Eternal. Have we 
ever thought about the consequenc-
es of a horror that, though less ap-
parent, less striking than the other 

I confided to my young visitor 
that nothing I had seen during those 
somber years had left so deep a mark 
upon me as those trainloads of Jew-
ish children standing at Austerlitz 
station. Yet I did not even see them 
myself! My wife described them to 
me, her voice still filled with horror. 
At that time we knew nothing of Nazi 
methods of extermination. And who 
could have imagined them! Yet the 
way these lambs had been torn from 
their mothers in itself exceeded any-
thing we had so far thought possible. 
I believe that on that day I touched for 
the first time upon the mystery of in-
iquity whose revelation was to mark 
the end of one era and the beginning 
of another. The dream which West-
ern man conceived in the eighteenth 
century, whose dawn he thought he 
saw in 1789, and which, until August 
2, 1914, had grown stronger with the 
progress of enlightenment and the 
discoveries of science—this dream 
vanished finally for me before those 
trainloads of little children. And yet 
I was still thousands of miles away 
from thinking that they were to be 
fuel for the gas chamber and the cre-
matory. This, then, was what I had to 
tell the young journalist. And when 
I said, with a sigh, ‘How often I’ve 
thought about those children,’ he re-
plied, ‘I was one of them.’ 

Having identified himself as a survi-
vor, the young journalist tells Mauriac 
of his experiences and, more particu-
larly, of his loss of faith in God. There 
is no evidence from the interview that 
Wiesel, who raged against non-Jewish 
indifference in the Yiddish memoir he 
had so recently completed, implied by 
word or gesture that the French writ-
er need examine his own actions as 
a witness to the Jewish deportations 
(though, as Mauriac makes clear, hard-
ly a witness at all, except second-hand, 
and one who was “thousands of miles 
away” from even the thought that these 
Jewish children were to be murdered) 
or those of France, whose national hon-
or Mauriac is inclined to defend. The 
introduction does speak of passivity, 
of the failure to act, in the next pas-
sage, in which Mauriac recommends 
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purposes and turning, in all sincerity, 
to the man himself. With this psycho-
logical shift, Wiesel began his trans-
formation from Hebrew journalist and 
(still unpublished) Yiddish memoirist to 
European, or French, writer.

Mauriac’s interest in Jews is just as 
strongly subjective, if less obviously 
manipulative, as Wiesel’s initial interest 
in him. As Wiesel describes it, Mauriac 
spoke at length about the chosen and 
martyred people of Israel, but only as 
that suffering echoed the martyrdom 
and divinity of the Jew Jesus. Mauri-
ac’s “impassioned, fascinating mono-
logue,” Wiesel recalls, “was on a single 
theme: the son of man and the son of 
God, who, unable to save Israel, ended 
up saving mankind. Every reference led 
back to him.”

Mauriac, by his account, began by 
speaking of Jewish children and tact-
fully refrained from mentioning Jesus, 
whereas by Wiesel’s account Mauriac 
began by speaking of Christ, not men-
tioning the suffering of Jewish chil-
dren until the Jewish journalist de-
manded that he do so. What Mauriac 
claims to have thought, but not said, in 
response to Wiesel’s story becomes, in 
this version, what he said, apparently 
unprovoked by anything the interview-
er asked. And Wiesel remembers Mau-
riac as at least hinting at the adversarial 
relationship between the Jew Jesus and 
Israel, whom he was “unable to save,” 
a tension Mauriac only implies by his 
reticence in speaking to a Jew. After 
listening to Mauriac with growing an-
noyance, Wiesel writes, he responded 
with anger and “bad manners”:

“Sir,” I said, “you speak of Christ. 
Christians love to speak of him. The 
passion of Christ, the agony of Christ, 
the death of Christ. In your religion, 
that is all you speak of. Well, I want 
you to know that ten years ago, not 
very far from here, I knew Jewish 
children every one of whom suffered 
a thousand times more, six million 
times more, than Christ on the cross. 
And we don’t speak of them. Can you 
understand that, sir? We don’t speak 
of them.” 

After Wiesel’s outburst, Mauriac 

communication. If the survivor’s com-
plaints were primarily directed against 
God, all of Europe might breathe eas-
ier. Moreover, as Mauriac makes clear, 
Christian faith need not be troubled 
by Jewish doubts, since “the stumbling 
block of [Wiesel’s] faith was the corner-
stone of mine.”

I do not mean to imply that Mauri-
ac is undisturbed by the Holocaust be-
cause he believes the Jews to be guilty 
of crucifying Jesus. For Mauriac, Jew-
ish suffering is theologically meaning-
ful in the same way as the suffering of 
“that other Jew.” Mauriac responds to 
Wiesel’s story by constructing a reverse 
typology: the fate of Elie’s father, for in-
stance, is described as “his martyrdom, 
his agony, and his death.” Neither is the 
resurrection missing, in the rise of Zion 
from the ashes of the Holocaust. Mau-
riac, in his Christological reframing of 
the Jewish Holocaust, never touches on 
the question of Jewish guilt for Christ’s 
crucifixion; but what also vanishes in 
his reading of Jewish catastrophe is the 
other half of that story—the historical 
animosity of Christian against Jew.

The Interview: Wiesel Remembers

Wiesel published his own account of 
the interview, although not until 1978, 
twenty-four years after it took place. He 
also confessed to an unease before the 
interview began, for reasons different 
from the ones Mauriac implies. Wiesel 
was far from wanting to acquire an-
ti-French ammunition from Mauriac; 
he writes, in fact, that the request for 
a meeting with the writer was no more 
than a journalist’s ploy—what Wiesel 
wanted from the well-connected writer 
was an introduction to the Jewish prime 
minister of France, Pierre Mendes-
France, whom the journalist very much 
wanted to interview. Wiesel describes 
how he reproached himself for manipu-
lating the old man: “Impostor, I thought, 
I am an impostor.” But his guilt dissipat-
ed, Wiesel writes, when he realized that 
“the Jewish statesman had ceased to 
interest me, the Christian writer fasci-
nated me.” The friendship between the 
older Christian and younger Jew began, 
then, with Wiesel relinquishing his aim 
of manipulating Mauriac for Jewish 

between the suffering of the Jews and 
God’s love for them is only an illusory 
one. But presumably because he respects 
Wiesel’s right to interpret his own expe-
rience, the Catholic writer weeps and 
keeps silent. The story of the Holocaust, 
after all, is a Jewish one to tell.

Or is it? Mauriac, in a paradoxical as-
sertion, claims for himself the virtue of 
silence, presents a Christian perspective 
while framing it as tactfully and respect-
fully withheld—despite an implicit Jew-
ish invitation to express it. The foreword 
begins by acknowledging the position of 
European non-Jews as witnesses to the 
deportation of Jewish children, but only 
to divert the implicit indictment of such 
witnesses, in two distinct ways. Mauriac 
describes the scene his wife witnessed 
at Austerlitz station as the end and an-
tithesis of everything France and en-
lightened Europe stand for. But he also 
speaks of that day as the beginning of a 
new era, with a new kind of knowledge: 
even as Mauriac insists that he was far 
from imagining the fate of the Jewish 
“lambs” at Austerlitz, that day was a 
“revelation” of “the mystery of iniquity.” 
By contrast, Mauriac couches the Tran-
sylvanian Jews’ response to evidence of 
Nazi intentions in the language of deaf-
ness, blindness, refusal to believe (the 
same language, not coincidentally, of the 
Jewish rejection of Christ’s divinity). His 
own disbelief points to his innocence—
he cannot even imagine the possibility 
of such evil—while his dawning com-
prehension gains its significance only 
as a philosophical and theological event. 
Whether as French humanist or Catholic 
initiate, Mauriac distances himself from 
the charge of having been a cowardly 
bystander of the Nazi genocide. And by 
drawing attention to the narrative of 
the protagonist’s loss of faith, Mauriac 
frames the Jewish catastrophe within 
existentialist religion, and then reasserts 
his own authority as a religious thinker. 
The effect of all these moves is to place 
the Jews in the position of those who do 
not know and assert Mauriac’s own priv-
ileged access to the knowledge they lack.

The meeting between Mauriac and 
Wiesel was strained, but it would prob-
ably have been far more strained if the 
French writer had not opened a theo-
logical channel for Jewish-Christian 
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questions the emotional and apologet-
ic journalist about his experiences, and 
he responds, “I cannot, I cannot speak 
of it, please, don’t insist.” It was then 
that Mauriac implored him to write; 
Wiesel’s acquiescence, though always 
qualified by silence, is implied in the 
final sentence of the essay: “One year 
later I sent him the manuscript of 
Night, written under the seal of memo-
ry and silence.”

In this version of the interview be-
tween the two men, the burden of si-
lence is shouldered by the Jew, not the 
Christian. Where Mauriac writes that 
he suppressed his religious reaction to 
the survivor’s story, Wiesel describes 
his unwillingness to tell his story to 
the older man. And both men tell their 
stories from within a paradoxical af-
firmation of silence; the two essays 
end with nearly parallel descriptions 
of stifled or qualified expression. But 
where Mauriac’s foreword is “silent” 

on the Christian reading of Jewish 
martyrdom, Wiesel’s essay presents 
the genocide itself as unspoken by 
both Christian and Jew, only be-
latedly reminding the pontificating 
Christian of the Jewish children of 
whom “we”—the referent is ambigu-
ous—“don’t speak.” That Mauriac or 
the French may have been implicated 
in the genocide or in the silence that 
accompanied and followed the geno-
cide of the Jews remains outside this 
narrative, just as it is pushed below the 
surface of Mauriac’s—except for the 
mild accusation implied in the phrase 
“not very far from here.” Mauriac’s 
measure of the gap between French 
civilian and the murder of Jewish 
children vacillates between the prox-
imity of Austerlitz station and the dis-
tance of “a thousand miles.” And even 
the accusation is softened by the jour-
nalist including himself among those 
who have been silent on the fate of 

the Jews: “We don’t speak of them.” 
In the passive-aggressive logic of the 
Jewish-Christian post-Holocaust en-
counter, every utterance must be in-
troduced and framed by a declaration 
of silence, and only by proclaiming 
a reluctance to speak can the speak-
er—Jewish or Christian—hope to be 
heard. The Jewish survivor’s desire 
for an audience he also mistrusts and 
hates cannot, it seems, be uttered in 
earshot of that audience. Of all the 
silences inherent to “Holocaust rep-
resentation,” that one has been least 
often broached. 

This article was originally published on 
January 10, 2023.

An earlier version of this article appeared 
in “Elie Wiesel and the Scandal of Jewish 
Rage,” Jewish Social Studies, vol. 3, no. 
2 (autumn 1996), and is reprinted with 
permission of the author.

Seven Civil Rights 
Heroes to Teach 
Your Kids About

Martin Luther King Jr. wasn’t the only one. So tell your family about 
the dreams of these other, perhaps lesser-known, leaders.

BY MARJORIE INGALL

I
t’s shocking how little the 
youth of today know about 
the civil-rights movement. 
A few years ago, the Na-
tional Assessment of Ed-
ucational Progress found 

that only 2  percent of high school se-
niors knew what social issue was 
addressed in Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion. The Teaching Tolerance Project 
of the Southern Poverty Law Center 

noted in 2014 that 12 states don’t re-
quire that schools teach anything about 
civil-rights history, and also found that 
most states’ content standards, to put it 
mildly, suck. Teaching Tolerance gave 
the majority of states a D or below on 
their curricula; 20 states got an F. (You 
can see Teaching Tolerance’s methodol-
ogy here.)

Furthermore, the way the movement 
does get taught tends to pump up the 

roles of Martin Luther King Jr. and 
Rosa Parks at the expense of almost ev-
eryone else. Parks didn’t spontaneously 
decide not to give up her seat on a bus 
because she was tired, and she didn’t act 
in a vacuum: She was working strategi-
cally with other social-justice leaders. 
As Teaching Tolerance puts it, “The 
reduction of the movement into simple 
fables obscures the broad social, institu-
tional and personal sacrifices of the peo-
ple who engaged in the struggle.” If we 
treat King and Parks as singular, we fail 
to teach kids that they, too—as individ-
uals and as members of communities—
have the power to effect change. And we 
should be wary of presenting kids with 
too-pat, too-happy conclusions, turning 
King into a toothless advocate of the 

Our shared Jewish life, at 
tabletmag.com/sections/ 

community
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nonviolent protestors, the arc of history 
began to bend toward justice. You could 
talk to kids about how Lewis fought to 
the end—he represented Georgia in 
the House of Representatives, and in 
2016 he led a sit-in on the House floor 
after Sen. Chris Murphy spearheaded 
a 15-hour filibuster in favor of com-
mon-sense gun control. Lewis was in the 
vanguard of the fight against the confir-
mation of Jeff Sessions—who had been 
charged with racism for much of his 
career—as attorney general. In a piece 
in 2016 for MLK Day, I mentioned the 
first volume of March, the comic book 
trilogy Lewis co-authored (along with 
Andrew Aydin and Eisner Award-win-
ning graphic novelist Nate Powell); now 
all three books are out, and they’re spec-
tacular … as well as older-kid-friendly. 
(I’d say they’re good for kids 11 and up.) 
You can buy them individually or in a 
slipcased collection. The comics offer 
nuance, showing that not all the partic-
ipants in history agreed with each other 
about strategy or the use of violence in 
response to violence. Nuance is good. 

3. Claudette Colvin (1939-) was a 
15-year-old girl in 1955 when she re-
fused to give up her seat on a Montgom-
ery, Alabama, bus to a white passenger … 
nine months before Rosa Parks did the 
same thing. But civil-rights leaders felt 
that Colvin, a kid who’d been in trouble 
in school and had been called “mouthy” 
and “emotional,” wasn’t a good face for 
the movement. Rosa Parks, a respectable 
older married lady, was better. Colvin 
wound up with a police record (after 
being physically yanked off the bus, 
manhandled, handcuffed, and jailed). To 
make matters worse, she soon got preg-
nant by an older man and was expelled 
from school. She never got the support 
she should have from grown civil-rights 
leaders. Still, she eventually testified in 
the case that ended segregated buses. 
Philip Hoose’s Claudette Colvin: Twice 
Toward Justice is a spectacularly report-
ed book (Hoose pursued Colvin, who 
had an unlisted phone number and was 
living in obscurity, for four years before 
she agreed to tell her story) that won 
the National Book Award for Young 
People’s Literature in 2009 and a New-
bery Honor in 2010. Teenagers—who 

care for them. She became a teacher in a 
segregated school at 16, and spread the 
word about terrible conditions and in-
adequate resources for black students. 
In 1891, three of her friends in Mem-
phis who’d opened a grocery store that 
took black customers away from the es-
tablished white grocery were lynched. 
(Their shop had been attacked by white 
vandals, and they fought back and shot 
several … but they were murdered in jail 
before they had a trial.) That sparked her 
desire to research lynchings; she found 
that contrary to what white newspapers 
said, lynchings weren’t prompted by the 
rapes of white women. They were more 
commonly a response to public drunk-
enness, economic competition with 
whites, and displaying attitudes and be-
havior that whites perceived as uppity. 
Also, Wells found, lynchings were more 
common in years of financial hardship, 
when cotton was less profitable. White 
newspaper editors were furious at her 
for her reporting. One wrote, “The fact 
that a black scoundrel is allowed to live 
… is a volume of evidence as to the won-
derful patience of Southern whites. But 
we have had enough of it.” In the face of 
such threats to her life, Wells said, “I felt 
that one had better die fighting against 
injustice than to die like a dog or a rat in 
a trap.” A book about her to share with 
kids from 8 to 12: Ida B. Wells: Let the 
Truth Be Told by Walter Dean Myers 
(the winner of two Newbery Medals 
and five Coretta Scott King Awards), 
illustrated by Bonnie Christenson. The 
book uses lots of quotes from Wells 
herself, and the watercolor illustrations 
are powerful.

2. John Lewis (1940-2020) was a leg-
end, the longest-living keynote speaker 
at the 1963 March on Washington. He 
grew up in rural Alabama, met Martin 
Luther King Jr., became involved in 
student activism, and was the youngest 
speaker at the March on Washington. 
In 1965, at 25, he was beaten into un-
consciousness by white cops and state 
troopers on the Edmund Pettus Bridge 
during the march from Selma to Mont-
gomery. “I gave a little blood on that 
bridge,” he said. “I thought I saw death.” 
But as white Americans watched po-
lice gassing and smashing the skulls of 

colorblind society we’ve now supposed-
ly achieved (yay!) and turning Parks into 
a woman who ended institutionalized 
racism (yay!) because, as historian Mi-
chael Kammen put it, “amnesia is more 
likely to be induced by the desire for rec-
onciliation.” There’s a reason right-wing 
leaders invoke King’s words as often as 
lefties do: If you bat your eyelashes and 
speak loftily about judging someone by 
the content of their character, you can 
avoid wrestling with current issues of 
inequity and systemic prejudice.

So, as a small corrective, here’s a quick 
primer on seven African-American civ-
il-rights leaders whose personal stories 
will entice kids, with a list of books you 
can give your kids to learn more about 
heroes other than King. It’s up to you to 
continue those stories by adding, “We 
still have work to do.” And then, of 
course, to engage your family in helping 
to do that work.

(And, hey, here’s a radical proposi-
tion: Let’s not overemphasize the role 
of Jews in the civil-rights movement. I 
think for some white Jews, the fact that 
we were active participants in the 1960s 
serves as justification and excuse for not 
being great allies today. It’s more im-
portant for us to listen to black people’s 
current stories, respect their experienc-
es, and sit with their anger than it is for 
us to trumpet our own involvement in 
those stories. Therefore, this column 
will not mention Abraham Joshua Hes-
chel. I know.)

1. Ida B. Wells (1862-1930) was born 
to slaves and became an educator, jour-
nalist, and co-founder of the NAACP. 
When she was a teenager, her parents 
died of yellow fever, and she fought to 
keep her younger siblings together and 

Read more at
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was how she got the nickname “Fundi,” 
a Swahili word for someone who teach-
es a craft to the next generation. Alas, 
another reason she was perhaps less 
publicly lauded than she should have 
been was that the civil-rights move-
ment was largely modeled on the black 
church, with its male leadership and 
female congregants. (In fact, no wom-
an was a featured speaker at the March 
on Washington—Gloria Richardson, a 
Maryland activist, was told she’d get to 
give a two-minute speech but her chair 
was taken offstage and her microphone 
was whisked away when she got to the 
podium; even Rosa Parks and Lena 
Horne were escorted offstage before 
Martin Luther King Jr. spoke.) Today, 
New York City has a well-regarded, di-
verse, progressive public school named 
after her, but if there’s a great children’s 
book about her, I can’t find it! Someone 
write one!

6. Fannie Lou Hamer (1917-1977) was 
born on a Mississippi plantation, the 
last of 20 children of a poor share-
cropper. In 1961, when she was in 
the hospital to have a small tumor re-
moved, she was sterilized without her 
knowledge or consent. Doctors could 
legally do that to poor black women 
then. (The procedure was colloquially 
known as a “Mississippi appendecto-
my.”) In 1962, after learning that she 
had the right to vote, she went to try 
to register, along with a small group 
of her neighbors. After being made to 
jump through hoops, they were turned 
away. On the way home, the group’s 
bus was pulled over by police for be-
ing “the wrong color.” The passengers 
were terrified…until Hamer began to 
sing. She sang hymns like “This Little 
Light of Mine,” and civil-rights songs, 
and she made her fellow activists feel 
better. But upon her return to the plan-
tation where she lived and worked as a 
bookkeeper, she was fired and kicked 
out of her house. Still, she kept up her 
activism, despite being brutally beaten, 
assaulted, and threatened. In 1964, she 
spoke to the credentials committee at 
the Democratic National Convention, 
asking, “Is this America, the land of the 
free and the home of the brave, where 
we have to sleep with our telephones 

often want to stand up to injustice but 
feel that adults don’t have their backs—
will relate.

4. Ruby Bridges (1954-) was the first 
black child to desegregate the New Or-
leans public schools. The very youngest 
children will understand how scary this 
must have been for a 6-year-old, and 
how brave she was. Her book, Through 
My Eyes will resonate with kids 7 and 
up, and beginning readers (5 and up) 
will appreciate The Story of Ruby Bridg-
es by Robert Coles, with gentle water-
color illustrations by George Ford. Be-
cause white parents wouldn’t let their 
kids learn with Ruby, she had one-on-
one lessons with a young teacher. Par-
ents can talk about why most schools 
(including their own kids,’ probably) are 
still so segregated, and what Americans 
can do to change that.

5. Ella Baker (1903-1986) was like 
many women: an active player behind 
the scenes of history who never got 
the credit she deserved. She grew up in 
North Carolina and moved to New York 
City to work in social justice. She knew 
that economic parity was essential for 
equality, and once said, “People cannot 
be free until there is enough work in 
this land to give everybody a job.” In the 
1940s she worked for the NAACP, and 
in the 1950s she moved to Atlanta to 
help King establish the Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Conference. She was 
most interested in working with young 
activists, and was one of the people who 
helped organize the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee, which helped 
create Freedom Summer. She said of 
herself: “You didn’t see me on televi-
sion; you didn’t see news stories about 
me. The kind of role that I tried to play 
was to pick up pieces or put together 
pieces out of which I hoped organi-
zation might come.” That perspective 

We Marched With Them
From ‘Why Jews Were Drawn to the 
Civil Rights Battle’

Blacks were oppressed, Jews 
were oppressed, but we were not 
the same. Our oppression was not 
the same.

And yet many of the Jewish adults 
around me identified intensely with 
and took up the cause of the civil 
rights movement as if it were our 
own. Most notably, our cousin Rabbi 
Abraham Joshua Heschel famously 
marched in Selma in 1965. For 
religious and secular Jews alike, 
the cause was a moral imperative. 
Their story, the African-American 
story, was in some way our story. 
We knew what it meant to be hated. 
What’s more, they had their very 
own Moses, Martin Luther King Jr., 
a man who quoted and infused life 
into scripture better than any rabbi I 
ever knew.

But the fight for civil rights also 
offered the Jewish community an 
opportunity. It dovetailed with a deep 
messianic urge that had been both 
reborn and transfigured in 20th 
century America. American Jews had 
become mesmerized, intoxicated 
even, by the idea that we no longer 
had to live life in humiliating passivity 
waiting for the Messiah. Instead, 
we, like our black brethren, could 
become active in ‘forcing the hand 
of the Messiah’ through overt action 
and protest. In other words, we could 
shape our lives with our hands, feet, 
mouths, and hearts as American 
blacks did the same. And so we 
marched with them.

The irony was that despite 
our mutual successes, neither 
blacks nor Jews quite achieved 
the normalcy they sought—but for 
completely different reasons. For 
Jews, the American experience 
was something of a Faustian 
bargain. Our acculturation meant a 
surrender of our collective self. By 
century’s end, we had lost as much 
as we gained.

—Alter Yisrael Shimon Feuerman
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off of the hooks because our lives be 
threatened daily, because we want to 
live as decent human beings?” Hamer’s 
story is showcased in the poetic, lyrical 
Voice of Freedom: Fannie Lou Hamer, a 
2016 Caldecott Honor Book (the pub-
lisher recommends it for kids 9-12) by 
Carole Boston Weatherford, illustrat-
ed with potent multimedia collages 
by Ekua Holmes. You might also sing 
“This Little Light of Mine” with kids, 
and talk about the song’s association 
with Hamer.

7. Bayard Rustin (1912-1987) was 
posthumously awarded the Presiden-
tial Medal of Freedom, the highest 
award an American citizen can at-
tain, in 2013. Here’s what President 

Obama’s citation said: “Bayard Rust-
in was an unyielding activist for civil 
rights, dignity, and equality for all. An 
adviser to the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr., he promoted nonviolent re-
sistance, participated in one of the 
first Freedom Rides, organized the 
1963 March on Washington for Jobs 
and Freedom, and fought tirelessly for 
marginalized communities at home 
and abroad. As an openly gay Afri-
can-American, Mr. Rustin stood at the 
intersection of several of the fights for 
equal rights.” During his lifetime, Rus-
tin didn’t get the honor he was due, 
probably because he was gay. (He was 
also a former Communist, and in the 
late ’60s, he became more of a hawk, 
aligning with the American right’s 

perspective on Israel. Oh, and he was 
also a big supporter of imperiled and 
oppressed Soviet Jewry. Look, I found 
a Jewish connection in this story af-
ter all!) There’s a 2007 children’s book 
about him that I haven’t read: We Are 
One: The Story of Bayard Rustin by 
Larry Dane Brinmer, aimed at readers 
age 9-11. Booklist’s review noted that 
Rustin’s gay identity is relegated to 
a small mention in the afterword, so 
hey, someone else please tell Rustin’s 
story in all its complexity. Kids can 
handle it.

A happy and thoughtful Martin Lu-
ther King Jr. Day to all. 

This article was originally published on 
January 12, 2017.

Head Games
As a marriage-minded Orthodox guy, when I started 

to go bald, I worried about my prospects

BY COLE S. ARONSON

I 
visit my barber in Jerusalem’s 
German Colony every six 
weeks and leave 20 minutes 
later with less money, less 
hair, and some reasons why 
Benjamin Netanyahu is the 

savior of the Jews. A simple procedure.
But one morning last April, things 

got intimate.
“You have a bald spot,” my barber in-

formed me.
“No, I don’t,” I replied.
“My brother, I’m your barber. I know 

your hair, and why are you arguing with 
me? You’ve never once looked at the back 
of your head. Don’t believe me? Here, 
look in my mirror.”

I was never very good looking. The 
captain of my high school’s basketball 
team told me that I had the body and 
personality of the dads at Beth Shalom 
synagogue in Potomac, Maryland. But 

though a slightly built curmudgeon, I 
could rely on thick, light brown hair to 
tell others I was youthful inside. Now my 
youthfulness, I learned from my barber’s 
mirror, was on its way out. At 25 years 
old, I was officially aging.

Nature had messed me over before, but 
never with such serious religious conse-
quences. For a traditional Jew mindful 
of God’s commandment to be fruitful 
and multiply, I was already late to the 
wedding canopy. Getting there is diffi-
cult enough with my hair at full strength. 
“It is harder to make a marriage than it 
is to split the Red Sea,” the Talmud said. 
That was 1,500 years before bespectacled 
Jewish boys who call their mothers every 
day had to compete with the Abercrom-
bie & Fitch salespeople that nice Jewish 
girls see at the mall. I could already hear 
one of the girls’ mothers talking with a 
matchmaker: “He sounds lovely, but does 

he have a good head?” I used to think the 
answer would concern my brain, not the 
hair that keeps it warm.

My barber has a strong incentive to 
keep my hair robust, so I asked him how 
to get it back. He sold me a special sham-
poo, and a conditioner, and some third 
thing. I dutifully used them for a month. 
Didn’t help.

Time was moving, my bald spot was 
growing, and I had no evidence that God 
was sending a bride my way. For a month 
I tried and failed to find the right wom-
an––one friend tried to set me up with a 
young lady training to be a life coach––
and then the Lord decided to help me 
out. In June, I visited a Jerusalem hotel 
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to see some acquaintances and saw a very 
pretty stranger in the lobby. She had sleek 
dark hair and glasses––what a sibling of 
mine calls “the serious librarian look”––
and no engagement or wedding rings.

I gathered that she was part of my 
friends’ travel group, so I introduced 
myself and asked if she was Orthodox. 
She said it was “complicated.” I told her 
I was writing a book for Jews like that. 
She asked for the argument, responded 
to a few points, and offered to comment 
on the draft of a chapter. For me, it was 
love at first edit.

She went back to the United States, we 
texted for a month, and in August, when 
I was back in America, we got coffee on 
the Upper West Side of Manhattan. My 
boring chatter notwithstanding, she got 
across her hope to raise knowledgeable 
Jewish kids––the real deal. But we barely 
knew each other, and when I left New 
York, we were still very much just friends.

I went south to visit my family in 
Maryland. While there, I talked nonstop 
about this woman. And I confessed to my 
father that meeting someone like this, 
just as I was going bald, seemed ill-fat-
ed. My chances with her were bad in any 
case, and close to zero with this desolate 

little oval on top of my head. I told him 
about the ineffective hair products.

“You took medical counsel from your 
barber?” he asked. He did not sound like 
a proud dad.

“Of course,” I replied. “He cuts 
my hair.”

“Cole, this is not medieval Spain. 
Barbers do not have special healing 
powers. May I advise that you visit 
a dermatologist?”

My old man had a point. Later that 
week I found myself in the office of a 
doctor who gave me a special gel and 
some pills. I was skeptical, but she had an 
M.D., and I didn’t have any better ideas. 
Since then I have been swallowing each 
day one milligram of finasteride, which 
has restored some of my hair by reducing 
some hormone called dihydrotestoster-
one. (I tried to figure out why less of that 
should mean more hair, but then I saw 
the word “prostate” on the WebMD page 
and slammed my laptop shut.)

Alas, the reactivated follicles didn’t 
thrill me as I’d hoped. A few weeks lat-
er, I was back in Israel and still single. I 
missed that brilliant woman, and a friend 
told me that my fear of her laughing at 
me if I asked her out meant that I should 

go ahead and do it. So I ate some choco-
late ice cream, checked that no one I sit 
near in synagogue was nearby, dialed her 
number and asked if I could come back to 
America and take her on an actual date.

She said yes, and the balding didn’t 
matter anymore. I could deal with thin-
ning hair, with wrinkles, with a loss of 
quickness, muscle, intellect, and life itself 
if she were dealing with the same thing 
in the same house. Besides, I’ll blame my 
declining body on how exhausting her––
er, our—future children are. Things are 
going well. Our best talks are about par-
enting. “Cole, we will discuss your dra-
conian ideas on this subject later,” she 
chuckled at my insistence that no board 
games beside chess be permitted to any 
kids we might have.

Some people are excited by romance. 
To be honest, I just want to speak He-
brew and read Emily Dickinson and 
plant flowers with children as bright as 
their mom and then yell at them to prac-
tice the oboe where I don’t have to hear 
it. If I can have that, then the balding can 
stay––but only under the yarmulke.  

This article was originally published on 
January 10, 2023.
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Step 1 
Preheat the oven to 350. 

Step 2 
Usually this is the part of the recipe where it says to sift the flour, and you go “Eh, 
do I really need to do that?” Which is exactly what I said. But you do, you really do. 

Step 3 
Mix eggs, sugar, honey, and oil with a whisk or in a stand mixer with the whisk 
attachment until fully combined. 

Step 4 
Add orange juice and the orange zest, and mix until it’s incorporated 

Step 5 
Add the salt, baking powder, and flour. Be careful not to overmix or overwork the 
dough. Overworking will lead to a firmer, more pound cake-like texture. 

Step 6 
Grease a chiffon, tube, or Bundt pan with butter or nonstick spray 

Step 7 
Pour the batter into the pan 

Step 8 
Bake for 40-60 minutes, or until golden brown on top and a knife or toothpick 
comes out clean. 

Step 9 
Let it cool for at least an hour before attempting to take the cake out of the pan. 

6 large eggs

1 1/8 cups or 225 grams granulated 
sugar

1 tablespoon honey

1 cup vegetable oil

½ cup Tropicana Homestyle/
Some Pulp orange juice (or 
fresh orange juice)

 The zest of two oranges

2 ¼ cups or 325 grams all-purpose 
flour

18-20 grams or 4 heaping teaspoons 
baking powder

 A healthy pinch of salt

BY ALEXANDER ACIMAN

Pain d’espagne

Hundreds of recipes at  
tabletmag.com/recipes


