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Ukraine Will Win
A tour of frontlines and liberated cities during Zelensky’s great counteroffensive 

revealed a country ruined, ravaged, and on the brink of victory

BY BERNARD-HENRI LÉVY

I
t’s a nice gray train that takes 
under four hours to cover the 
500 kilometers from Kyiv 
to Kharkiv.

But, on this morning of 
Sept. 9, the day after the ex-

traordinary counteroffensive launched 
by President Volodymyr Zelensky, it’s 
almost empty.

We are alone in our train car, along 
with the slight Ukrainian escort that has 
joined us in Lviv.

Kharkiv station, in the dusty light of 
this prolonged summer, is also deserted.

On first view,  the city appears to 
be one of the most battered by the war.

There were the bombings in March, 
when the Russians thought they could 
terrorize it and make it fold in three days.

Those  in  May, when the Russians 
found themselves blocked in the north-
ern suburbs and took their vengeance by 
blindly shooting up the apartment blocks.

And there are those of these last hours, 
launched from the retreat zone, 30 kilo-
meters to the east, to which the coun-
teroffensive has pushed the Russians: 
an eviscerated administrative building; 

a day care, with its multicolored play-
ground where a swing still sways in 
the wind; and the power station whose 
destruction will leave whole neighbor-
hoods and a hospital in the dark.

And yet, the city lives.
It’s empty, but it lives.
And even in this ravaged suburb where 

we meet only a strange, haggard young 
woman, dressed in a field jacket, pushing 
a rickety stroller with a child too old for 
it and having spent the last two months 
without leaving her basement amid the 
ruins, there is something—a silence? 
a calm? the gaiety of the three soldiers 
who, at the edge of the playground, on 
a bench, tell me about the stampede of 
Russians throwing down their weap-
ons,  in a panic swapping their things 
and uniforms for civilian clothes—that 
suggests that the city is breathing again, 
that it is free and that the nightmare is 
coming to a close.

General Oleksandr Syrskyi is the com-
mander in chief of the Ukrainian ground 
forces and the architect, in the field, of 
this eastern offensive.
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organized and planned. But also, seven 
years prior, hero of the battle of Debalt-
seve, that besieged city in Donbas where 
he managed to exfiltrate the last 2,475 
defenders caught in the trap.

In Lyman, 20 kilometers to the east 
of  Izyum, in the heart of the  Svi-
ai Hory national park, the Russians have 
hardened into position.

But the Ukrainians would not relent.
We’re there, with them, between Rai-

horodok, in the Sloviansk district, in a 
brushy landscape cut by a network of 
trenches and traps, dug out of the black 
earth, which it takes us an hour to cross.

Hard to appreciate, in such a short 
time, the scope of the forces.

But  we  can see a salvaged cannon. 
Mortars. Light armored vehicles camou-
flaged in leaves. Men, gathered, forceful, 
their faces blackened and muddied by the 
dirt, who keep watch, every 30 meters, in 
groups of two or three, automatic weap-
ons over their shoulders, behind earth-
en banks.

The trench line is interrupted in two 
places. We climb a bald hill, overlooking 
the Russian position and, in principle, 
quite vulnerable. There are men there. 
Some in log cabins. Some in iron cylin-
ders that are moved at night to confuse 
the location. And others discovered. 
All seem more ready to launch an attack 
than to suffer one.

They are “border control.” In French 
we would call them sentinels. I know that 
the Ukrainian border guards are real sol-
diers. And I listen to their leader, Colonel 
Yuri Petriv, explain to me, at the bottom 
of a dugout where, sitting on munitions 
cases, we eat pickles and pour local alco-
hol, that they are, their peaceful looks 
notwithstanding, one of the elite corps 
of the army.

There is another sign there. They fight 
the war without loving it, facing the 
dogs of war. And the fact is that this qui-
et strength, initiative, and faith make 
the difference.

In  Bakhmut, farther south but still 
on the eastern front, we come looking 
for Mozart.

That is, Andrew Milburn and his 30 or 
so “international brigade” members, of-
ten veterans of Anglo-American special 
forces, who have given themselves the 

We meet, on the road to  Balakliya, 
in the lot of one of the rare gas stations 
still open.

After a few minutes, everyone jumps 
into their cars amid walkie-talkie chat-
ter warning, I imagine, that he has been 
spotted and is not safe from drone strikes.

We stop, a dozen kilometers down the 
road, along the edge of some woods and 
a large harvested field.

He has the head of a young centurion.
An athletic silhouette,  sporting  the 

camouflage-colored sweatsuit of men in 
his troop.

He is laconic and precise.
When in need of any information, he 

has nearby a young female officer, very 
Lee Miller, 1944, her hair pulled into the 
beige bonnet of the National Guard.

At times, he closes his eyes and is qui-
et as if listening to echoes from afar, be-
yond the river and through the trees. At 
times he gets caught up in his account 
of the rout of the Russians,  and  with 
a  funny way of expressing himself, as 
if showing his own surprise, the bright 
smile of victory widens the thin lines of 
his gray eyes.

In principle, he gives no interviews.
But, of what he told us, in the milky 

and surreal light of the evening, I retain 
two things.

The staggering incompetence of the 
Russian soldiers, their inglorious flight 
beyond Balakliya.

And, on the Ukrainian side, the skillful 
operation, ripened in the greatest secrecy 
and with an eye to saving lives, not just 
of civilians but of soldiers too.

Didn’t the brilliant  defense minis-
ter of Ukraine, Oleksii Reznikov, whom 
we met the day before yesterday in Kyiv, 
tell us—between appreciations of the 
effectiveness of the French Caesar how-
itzers—that General Syrskyi was doubly 
qualified, at least, to lead this offensive? 
Hero of the battle of Kyiv, which he had 

Scan the QR code to 
read the latest epic 
tale from writer David 
Samuels about the ripple 
effects of one good deed.
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The story of Israel’s new port in 
Haifa, built by a Chinese company 
after no American companies bid for 
the contract, provides a window on 
the shifting alliances and great power 
conflicts of the 21st century. Israel’s 
trade relationship with China has 
grown from being worth roughly $1 
billion in 2001 to some 10 times that 
today, with most of the value coming 
from Chinese exports to Israel. 
American officials voiced objections 
to the port deal, as Matti Friedman 
recounts in an article in today’s 
Tablet describing Israel’s growing ties 
to China. But the sentiment in Israel 
is less suspicious of China, which is 
seen not as a competitor but as a 
dominant global power and potential 
partner for Israel’s expanding 
economic and security interests. 
A 2019 Pew survey found that two-
thirds of Israelis characterized their 
view of China as “favorable.” For U.S. 
respondents it was the reverse, with 
60% saying they had an unfavorable 
opinion of China. In addition to 
building the new port in Haifa, China’s 
Shanghai International Port Group 
also holds a 25-year lease to operate 
it. On the ground, that means Israeli 
workers moving cargo using Chinese 
software supervised by Chinese 
executives in the managerial offices. 
“The new port has better tech, isn’t 
unionized, and pays its workers less. 
It plans to do the same work with a 
third of the staff,” Friedman writes. 
While Israelis handle the security 
at the port, there’s no doubt “the 
Chinese are in charge.” One early 
consequence of the Chinese taking 
charge in Israel is the suppression 
of criticism directed at China in 
university programs subsidized by 
the Chinese government, according 
to Friedman. But another is that 
Israel now has a powerful trading 
partner with close ties to Iran and 
an interest in maintaining peace in a 
region where it has just made a major 
commercial investment.
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“Here in Ukraine, 
the miners are 
epic heroes, on 
the front lines of a 
war that is waged 
on the ground 
and underground.”

Here in Ukraine, the miners are epic 
heroes, on the front lines of a war that is 
waged on the ground and underground.

In all reporting, even the most challenging, 
there are always moments of unexpected 
but intense joy.

Here, it was in the south of  Zapor-
izhzhia, on the frontline, in the company 
of the magnificent bad boy I called Scar-
face in my film Pourquoi l’Ukraine, who 
tells us three bits of good news.

The first: In June, we had left him in Hu-
liaipole, birthplace of the anarchist Makh-
no—but he is well beyond that now, and 
even if I am prohibited from disclosing his 
location, I can say that he has progressed 
several dozen kilometers.

The second: His advance has come 
with minimal losses—and we are finding, 
unchanged by victory, the same ruined 
tanners, fishermen, and merchants, more 
determined than ever to return and retake 
Mariupol and Crimea.

And then, most of all, he has a surprise 
for us: Recalling long nights where Gilles 
Hertzog had told his men the story of 
France’s liberation, Scarface has gotten 
the Ukrainian high command to allow 
him to rename his troops—the 197th 
of the A7363 Brigade—the Charles de 
Gaulle Battalion.

The ceremony takes place, in the humid 
country calm of his HQ camp, around a 
toast served on the hood of a 4x4.

With our friend and fellow  team-
mate  Serge  Osipenko, he has 
had  a  large  blue, white,  and red 
flag made, the exact size of the battalion’s 
flag, and a row of men deploys the two 
standards at arm’s length, as if they were 
one banner.

Together, Ukrainians and French as one, 
we sing our two national anthems.

There is only one hint of darkness. On 
the road back, toward the south, they point 
out a drone shot down the night before.

It’s a giant white bird with its guts 
ripped out. And looking carefully we can 

Hence the strategic importance, in this 
battle for energy launched by the state ter-
rorist Putin, of coal mines in Donbas, and 
today, of the Pavlograd mine into which 
we are going to descend.

Here the frontline passes 245 meters 
underground. Accessed through a metal 
elevator cage, narrow and rickety, that 
plunges into the bowels of the earth. Then 
wagons take us 3 kilometers farther, to the 
end of a poorly lit gallery held up by steel 
beams and rusty iron mesh. This is the ex-
traction zone, with its lateral piercings, no 
higher than a meter at best, where you have 
to crawl, sometimes on your belly, to see 
the miners, in the lung-clinging dusty air, 
attack the vein with jackhammers.

You think, even if the security con-
ditions maintained by DTEK, the own-
er company, are optimal,  of gas explo-
sions.  Of blackouts, always a threat, 
causing short circuits in the ventilation 
systems, blocking the fire sprinklers, stop-
ping the conveyers that move the precious 
black gold. It’s impossible not to think of 
a strike causing a cave-in and blocking 
exits. So the black faces cross themselves, 
as if heading to the front, before the gild-
ed wood icons at the entrance to the last 
gallery. We sing the Ukrainian national 
anthem, four hours later, on our way back 
up, before resurfacing into the fresh air.

The battle of coal, in France in 1945, 
ended the odyssey of the Resistance.

noble task of going to seek out, in the 
most difficult zones, the lost and vulner-
able civilians in need of evacuation.

We meet, at the foot of a  railroad 
bridge  crossing, in a restaurant that 
serves a good borscht and  stale  pota-
to chips.

Milburn  shares how he created  the 
NGO. His decision to call it the Mo-
zart Group in opposition to  the 
Wagner Group,  the Russian merce-
nary assassins.  The time where  he 
led some of the most high-risk evacu-
ations from Azovstal  in Mariupol. Or 
the network of correspondents who, 
today, let him know of an invalid or el-
derly person in this or that village, or of 
a homeless person who would like to flee 
but has neither anywhere to go nor the 
means to pay a guide. And Milburn of-
fers me the chance to join him on the 
day’s operation.

But there’s a problem. My Ukrainian 
escort, expecting imminent enemy action 
and judging me too exposed, is against it. 
I listen. Then rethink. We decide, with 
my photographer Marc Roussel, to catch 
up with the two Mozart Humvees. But 
too late: They’re too far. They’ve cut off 
their telephones. And we find ourselves, 
after the last Ukrainian checkpoint, alone 
in the heart of Bakhmut, in the silence of 
the empty city, at the train crossing that 
was the only landmark from Milburn’s 
briefing that we can recall.

After a half hour, we hear an explosion. 
Then another. A third. The Ukrainians 
were right. They are targeting and trying 
to assassinate Mozart. Yes, Mozart’s hu-
manitarian mission, aimed at by three 
deadly drones, which narrowly miss.

In Bakhmut, that’s what the Russians 
are left to do. Beaten fairly and soundly, 
they try to take their revenge on brave 
and peaceful unarmed volunteers who 
have come, while risking their lives, to 
save the meekest of the humble. What 
a disgrace!

In Zaporizhzhia, we saw a city terrified by 
Vladimir Putin’s blackmail of positioning 
his artillery and his troops inside a nucle-
ar plant.

We slept in Kryvyi Rih, where a hit on 
a dam just a few hours after we left had 
flooded Lyoubov Adamenko and left part 
of the city without electricity.
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“Tolstoy held that  
it is impossible,  
in war, to totally
 encircle an army. 
Tolstoy was wrong. 
The proof is 
in Kherson.”

And it’s here in Odessa that it finds its 
provisional outcome!

For, deep down, it’s all right here. The 
city of Babel and Pushkin was, back then, a 
besieged Troy. It knew not if it would 
be Teruel or Guernica, if it would live or 
die. No traveler could have predicted back 
then that Putin “wouldn’t dare” turn the 
most European of  Ukraine’s  cities into 
another Mariupol.

Today Odessa breathes. It is reborn. 
Like in Mykolaiv, the old cafés on Derib-
assovskaya Street timidly begin to reopen. 
And even if the bronze statue of the French 
founder of the city, the Duke of Richelieu, 
is still buried under its mountain of white 
sandbags, the walls that barred access to 
the Potemkin stairs and the port have 
come down.

We climb aboard one of the patrol 
boats of the Ukrainian navy.

Some 30 meters long, carrying a 30 mm 
cannon, its mission is interception and 
surveillance. It is responsible for scour-
ing the sea, night and day, for any sign of 
hostile presence. A ship like it probably 
calculated the target coordinates that al-
lowed a cruise missile to sink the Russian 
Navy ship Moskva, which remains one of 
the signature Ukrainian military exploits.

Today, no suspicious activity.
No enemy ships, the crew tells me, until 

at least Snake Island.
And though this Ukrainian army was 

attacked six months ago on land, air and 
sea, we must bow to the evidence: Just as 
they control the skies over Kyiv and have 
begun to retake land lost in the Donbas, 
in Odessa they appear to be queen of the 
seas again.

I am not saying that the match is over. 
And Putin, like all cornered dictators, 
could well go all-in to avoid the debacle, 
surrender, and international courts.

But it’s the law. In the end, when Goli-
ath is spineless and David valiant, victory 
will be David’s. And the moment always 
comes when the machines of war and 
death seize up.

Ukraine is winning the war—and sav-
ing Europe along with it. 

This article was originally published on 
September 22, 2022.

Translated from the French by  
Matthew Fishbane.

quarter where the first day of class-
es had, thankfully, been pushed back.

And the governor of the Oblast, Vi-
taly Kim, who is, along with President 
Zelensky and the mayor of Kyiv, Vi-
tali Klitschko, one of the most popular 
figures in the country, tells us while sur-
veying fresh ruins and the grand avenues 
still under threat of the Iskanders: “Our 
regional geography, with its lakes and 
waterways, was at the start of the war, 
the enemy of the Russian attackers—but 
now for the same reasons, it makes the 
counteroffensive difficult.”

Only here’s the thing. There is a 
big difference between today and the 
start. Missiles may fall. Alerts may fol-
low alerts. Sirens, at midday, may ring 
out  continuously from loudspeakers 
warning of maximum danger and that all 
must seek shelter. But the citizens aren’t 
afraid anymore. They no longer heed the 
loudspeakers nor the sirens. And on the 
tree-lined, deliciously southern Maidan 
where we took a break on the terrace of a 
sushi restaurant, the old men continue to 
play chess as if nothing was happening, 
the old women lay out in the sun, the ad-
olescents flirt, and the “hero of Ukraine” 
we are interviewing carries on narrating 
his exploits.

Only the dogs panic, running among the 
trees and crying out in a deathly fashion.

It was in Odessa that, six months ago, I 
began my engagement with this new 
Ukrainian war.

see electronic parts stamped “Made in 
France” …

As military secrecy dictates, we agreed 
not to reveal what we saw of the Ukrainian 
forces around the southern port of Kher-
son, which was at the start of this dirty 
war, the only regional capital to fall into 
Putin’s hands.

Suffice to say that we drove from 
Bereznehuvate to  Yavkine,  Bilozir-
ka and Kiselivka. We went through criss-
crossing roads whose potholes threatened 
to break our axles at every bump. And we 
saw the arc that encircles and besieges 
the city.

We saw mortars, many of them, in 
the thickets.

Armored reconnaissance BRM-1Ks 
from the Soviet era, as well as  Ura-
gan self-propelled multiple rocket launch-
ers, buried between villages.

A Sukhoi overhead, above the cheers of 
villagers, hitting a munitions depot in the 
suburbs of Kherson and returning a few 
minutes later, under the radar and without 
enemy reaction.

Inhabitants who, a few hours after 
the Russians bombed the  Bereznehu-
vate bridge over the Inhoulet river, come to 
haul away the exploded tar and, with tape 
measures, survey the size of the holes and 
the task of reconstruction ahead of them.

We interviewed, in a rear-guard pla-
toon, Sergeant Andrei Loussenko, who 
fought in Mariupol, where so many of his 
brothers had died under a Russian missile, 
and the soldier Serguei Serhiyenko, who 
wore a patch identifying himself as “poet” 
on his uniform, and who wrote the hymn 
of his battalion.

In short, a people at war. With still 
insufficient munitions, but closer to the 
strategic parity Zelensky was aiming for 
by the end of summer. A vise closing on 
an occupying army cut off from its rear 
and exhausted.

Tolstoy held that it is impossible, in war, 
to totally encircle an army. Tolstoy was 
wrong. The proof is in Kherson.

In Mykolaiv, farther to the west, on the 
road to Odessa, the situation is less clear.

Last night, a missile launched from the 
Black Sea hit an old factory shared, before 
the war, by artisans and small businesses.

Another fell today, a few hours later, at 
dawn, on a school in the administrative 
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of this billionaire-funded bureaucratic 
apparatus does not make for very in-
teresting or original reading. Open any 
center-left journal at random and you 
will find the likes of this, from a recent 
interview of an academic named Wendy 
Brown in Dissent: “It is also important 
not to stay inside our tiny circles be-
cause most of our inherited traditions of 
political theory, including critical the-
ory, have in them the masculinism, the 
whiteness, the colonialism, and, above 
all, the anthropocentrism that have 
brought us to our current predicaments 
with racism, with the planetary crisis, 
with democracy, with gender, which is 
still always a secondary consideration.” 
The only ingredient lacking from this 
NGO word salad is crunchy croutons, 
in the form of the acronyms that stud 
post-intellectual progressive discourse: 
DEI, CRT, AAPI, BIPOC, LGBTQ+. 
Wokespeak is Grantspeak.

Meanwhile, in one area of public 
policy or politics after another, Pro-
gressivism, Inc. has shut down debate 
on the center-left through its inter-
locking networks of program officers, 
nonprofit functionaries, and center-left 
editors and writers, all of whom can 
move with more or less ease between 
these roles during their careers as bu-
reaucratic functionaries whose salaries 
are ultimately paid by America’s richest 
families and individuals. The result is a 
spectacularly well-funded NGOsphere 
whose intellectual depth and breadth 
are contracting all the time.

In the 1990s, you could be a progres-
sive in good standing and argue against 
race-based affirmative action, in favor 
of race-neutral, universal social pro-
grams that would help African-Ameri-
cans disproportionately but not exclu-
sively. Around 2000, however, multiple 
progressive outlets at the same time an-
nounced that “the debate about affirma-
tive action is over.” Today race-neutral 
economic reform, of the kind champi-
oned by the democratic socialist and 
Black civil rights leader Bayard Rustin 
and the Marxist Adolph Reed, is stigma-
tized on the center-left as “color-blind 
racism,” and progressives in the name 
of “equity” are required to support 
blatant and arguably illegal racial dis-
crimination against non-Hispanic white 

The End of Progressive 
Intellectual Life

How the Foundation-NGO complex quashed innovative thinking and 
open debate, first on the American right and now on the center-left

BY MICHAEL LIND

I 
have never liked the term 
“public intellectual,” but like 
its 19th-century predeces-
sor, “publicist,” it describes a 
social type that plays a use-
ful role in liberal democra-

cies in which at least some government 
decision-making is influenced by open 
debate rather than secret discussions 
behind closed doors. To influence vot-
ers, public intellectuals write for a gen-
eral educated public (not necessarily the 
less-educated majority) in ordinary lan-
guage, not jargon. Like the policymak-
ers whom they also seek to influence, 
they are necessarily generalists. In the 
service of what the Brazilian-American 
public intellectual Roberto Unger calls 
a strategic “program,” public intellectu-
als ponder connections among different 
policy realms—economic, foreign, and 
cultural—if only to ensure that one pol-
icy does not contradict another. Public 
intellectuals tend to annoy their own 
side by probing its internal weakness-
es, while trying to convert members of 
the other team rather than simply de-
nounce them.

The centralized and authoritarian 
control of American progressivism by 
major foundations and the nonprofits 
that they fund, and the large media in-
stitutions, universities, corporations, 
and banks that disseminate the progres-
sive party line, has made it impossible 
for there to be public intellectuals on 
the American center-left. This is not to 
say that progressives are not intelligent 
and/or well-educated. It is merely to say 
that being a progressive public intellec-
tual is no longer an option, in an era in 
which progressivism is anti-intellectual.

If you are an intelligent and thoughtful 

young American, you cannot be a pro-
gressive public intellectual today, any 
more than you can be a cavalry officer or 
a silent movie star. That’s because, in the 
third decade of the 21st-century, intel-
lectual life on the American center-left 
is dead. Debate has been replaced by 
compulsory assent and ideas have been 
replaced by slogans that can be recited 
but not questioned: Black Lives Matter, 
Green Transition, Trans Women Are 
Women, 1619, Defund the Police. The 
space to the left-of-center that was once 
filled with magazines and organizations 
devoted to what Diana Trilling called 
the “life of significant contention” is 
now filled by the ritualized gobbledy-
gook of foundation-funded single-issue 
nonprofits like a pond choked by weeds. 
Having crowded out dissent and debate, 
the nonprofit industrial complex—Pro-
gressivism, Inc.—taints the Democratic 
Party by association with its bizarre ob-
sessions and contributes to Democratic 
electoral defeats, like the one that ap-
pears to be imminent this fall.

Consider center-left journals of opin-
ion. In the 1990s, The New Yorker, The 
Nation, Dissent, The New Republic, The 
Atlantic, and Washington Monthly all 
represented distinctive flavors of the 
center-left, from the technocratic neo-
liberalism of Washington Monthly to the 
New Left countercultural ethos of The 
Nation and the snobbish gentry liberal-
ism of The New Yorker. Today, they are 
bare Xeroxes of each other, promoting 
and rewriting the output of single-issue 
environmental, identitarian, and gender 
radical nonprofits, which all tend to be 
funded by the same set of progressive 
foundations and individual donors.

It is not surprising that the output 
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dissidents and the fusion of the Progres-
sivism, Inc. party line on immigration 
with the anti-union, cheap labor poli-
cies favored by the Wall Street Journal 
and Silicon Valley was complete.

The energy debate provides anoth-
er example of the closing of the pro-
gressive mind. As recently as the early 
2000s, some environmentalists favored 
reducing atmosphere-heating carbon 
emissions by expanding nuclear power, 
replacing coal with lower-carbon natu-
ral gas, or both. By 2010 these positions 
had been thoroughly anathematized by 
Progressivism, Inc. Not only all fossil 
fuels but all nuclear energy—which pro-
vides 20% of utility electric generation 
in the United States, roughly the same as 
all renewable energy sources put togeth-
er—must be completely eliminated from 
the energy mix, according to the Green 
commissars. Insofar as only around 
11% of global primary energy, and only 
around a quarter of global electricity, 
comes from renewable energy (chiefly 
hydropower, which has limited poten-
tial for expansion), the Green fatwah 
against nuclear energy seems self-de-
feating—as well as certain to shovel 
American money to China, which holds 
near-monopolies on the rare earth met-
als and production facilities used to 
make things like solar panels and lith-
ium batteries. China also happens to be 
a major source of the fortunes of some 
of the billionaires who fund progressive 
media and NGOs.

At this point in history, the founda-
tions and advocacy nonprofits of Pro-
gressivism, Inc. do not even bother to 
go through the charade of public debate 
and discussion before imposing a new 
party line. Half a century of debate, 
discussion, and activism gradually led 
to a majority consensus among Ameri-
can voters in favor of “negative liberty” 
for gay men and lesbian women, whose 
right to be free as individuals from dis-
crimination in employment, housing, 
and military service does not require 
other Americans to undertake any ac-
tions, and leaves people perfectly free 
to oppose homosexuality on religious 
or other grounds.

In striking contrast, in a few years the 
ideology of gender fluidity went from 
being an obscure strain of thinking 

a graphic novel—that is to say, a com-
ic book.

Back in 2015, Ezra Klein, then editor 
of the “progressive” outlet Vox, asked 
Senator Bernie Sanders about the idea 
of “sharply raising the level of immi-
gration we permit, even up to a level of 
open borders.” Sanders replied in alarm: 
“Open borders? No, that’s a Koch broth-
ers proposal.” The lobby FWD.us, fund-
ed by Facebook and other large tech 
corporations that prefer hiring inden-
tured servants (H-1bs) bound to their 
employers instead of free American 
citizen-workers and legal immigrants, 
denounced Sanders for holding “the to-
tally-debunked notion that immigrants 
coming to the U.S. are taking jobs and 
hurting Americans.” Vox then published 
an article by Dylan Matthews entitled 
“Bernie Sanders’s fear of immigrant 
labor is ugly—and wrong-headed.” “If 
I could add one amendment to the Con-
stitution,” Matthews declared, “it would 
be the one Wall Street Journal editorial 
page editor Robert Bartley once pro-
posed: ‘There shall be open borders.’” In 
2018, the progressive author Angela Na-
gle was canceled by Progressivism, Inc. 
when she published an essay in Amer-
ican Affairs, “The Left Case Against 
Open Borders.” By 2020, when Matthew 
Yglesias, a co-founder of Vox, published 
One Billion Americans, the purging of 

Americans and “white-adjacent” Asian 
Americans, for fear of being purged 
as heretics.

Immigration policy provides an even 
more striking example of the power 
of Progressivism, Inc. to crush debate 
among actual progressives. Up until 
around 2000, libertarians and employ-
er-class Republicans wanted to weaken 
laws against illegal immigration and 
expand low-wage legal immigration, 
against the opposition of organized la-
bor and many African-Americans—who 
for generations have tended to view im-
migrants as competitors. The Hesburgh 
Commission on immigration reform, 
appointed by President Jimmy Carter, 
and the Jordan Commission, appoint-
ed by President Bill Clinton and led by 
Texas Representative Barbara Jordan, 
the pioneering civil rights leader who 
was left-liberal, Black, and lesbian, both 
proposed cracking down on illegal im-
migration—by requiring a national ID 
card, punishing employers of illegal 
immigrants, and cutting back on low-
skilled, low-wage legal immigrants. 
As late as 2006, then-Senators Barack 
Obama and Hillary Clinton both vot-
ed for 200 miles of border fencing in 
the Southwest.

Then, virtually overnight, the pro-
gressive movement flipped and adopt-
ed the former talking points of the 
Chamber of Commerce cheap-labor 
lobby. While Democratic politicians 
deny that they oppose enforcing immi-
gration laws, center-left journals and 
journalists keep pushing the idea of 
open borders, in alliance with crackpot 
free market fundamentalists. On April 
12, 2022, David Dayen in the American 
Prospect wrote that “declining immi-
gration rates since the pandemic have 
contributed to labor shortages in key 
industries and harmed Americans who 
rely on those services.” Dayen linked to 
an article in the libertarian Wall Street 
Journal bemoaning rising wages as a 
result of lower immigration. On Feb-
ruary 20 of this year, The New Yorker 
published a long essay by Zoey Poll, 
“The Case for Open Borders,” a fawn-
ing profile of the libertarian ideologue 
Bryan Caplan, author of Open Borders: 
The Science and Ethics of Immigration, 
which, appropriately, takes the form of 

“You cannot be a 
progressive public 
intellectual today, 
any more than you 
can be a cavalry 
officer or a silent 
movie star.”



7December 16–22, 2022 • 23–29 Kislev, 5783tabletmag.com

say anything about it, Ford will cut off 
our money.”

Shoe-horning is what I call the pro-
gressive donor practice of requiring all 
grantees to assert their fealty to envi-
ronmentalist orthodoxy and support for 
race and gender quotas, even if those top-
ics have nothing to do with the subject of 
the grant. It is not necessary for the do-
nors to make this explicit; their grantees 
understand without being told, like the 
favor-seeking knights of Henry II: “Will 
no one rid me of this turbulent priest?” In 
the last few years, even the most techno-
cratic center-left policy programs—ad-
vocating slightly higher earned income 
tax credits or whatever—have often re-
written their mission statements to refer 
to “climate justice” and “diversity” and 
routinely sprinkle Grantspeak like “the 
racial reckoning” and “the climate emer-
gency” throughout their policy briefs in 
the hope of pleasing program officers at 
big progressive foundations.

Thanks to the takeover of the Amer-
ican center-left by Progressivism, Inc., 
there is literally nothing for a progres-
sive public intellectual to do. To be sure, 
there are plenty of other kinds of mental 
work that you can perform as a mem-
ber of the rising generation of young 
progressives even in the absence of a 
functioning public intellectual sphere. 
You can keep your head down and 
doubts to yourself, as you work on the 
technocratic policy that appeals to you 
the most: raising the minimum wage 
or free school lunches, perhaps. Or you 
can write endless variants of the same 
screed denouncing Republicans and 
conservatives as rabid white nationalists 
threatening to create a fascist dictator-
ship right here in America. Or you can 
join mobs on Twitter and social media 
to take part in Two-Minute Hate cam-
paigns against individuals or groups 
singled out for denunciation that day 
by Progressivism, Inc. Or you can try to 
obtain fame and bestseller-status and 
wealth and tenure by getting the atten-
tion of the MacArthur Prize committee 
and editors at The Atlantic by audition-
ing for the role of Designated Spokes-
person for this or that “protected class” 
or minority identity group (non-bi-
nary Middle East or North African 
(MENA), for example, not low-income 

protect, found themselves boycotted by 
multinational corporations and sports 
leagues. Corporate employees and uni-
versity personnel who questioned the 
New Party Line now did so at risk of 
being fired or punished. All of this hap-
pened just between 2012 and 2016, with 
no public debate or discussion within 
the progressive camp, and no attempts 
to persuade conservatives, libertari-
ans, liberals, or even pre-2012 progres-
sives—only a sudden diktat from above, 
accompanied by contemptuous threats 
of punishment. In 2012, progressives 
were allowed to agree with Barack 
Obama and Hillary Clinton at the time 
that marriage should be between a bi-
ological man and a biological woman. 
By 2020, you were a hateful reactionary 
conservative bigot if you did not agree 
that some men can be pregnant and 
some women have penises.

Who decides what is and is not permis-
sible for American progressives to think 
or discuss or support? The answer is 
the Ford Foundation, the Open Society 
Institute, the Omidyar Network, and 
other donor foundations, an increasing 
number of which are funded by fortunes 
rooted in Silicon Valley. It is this donor 
elite, bound together by a set of common 
class prejudices and economic interests, 
on which most progressive media, think 
tanks, and advocacy groups depend 
for funding.

The center-left donor network uses 
its financial clout, exercised through 
its swarms of NGO bureaucrats, to im-
pose common orthodoxy and common 
messaging on their grantees. The meth-
ods by which they enforce this disci-
pline can be described as chain-ganging 
and shoe-horning.

Chain-ganging (a term I have bor-
rowed from international relations the-
ory) in this context means implicitly or 
explicitly banning any grantee from pub-
licly criticizing the positions of any oth-
er grantee. At a conference sponsored by 
the Ford Foundation that I attended more 
than a decade ago, an African-American 
community activist complained to me 
privately: “Immigration is hurting the 
people in the neighborhoods we work 
in. The employers prefer illegal immi-
grants to young black workers. But if we 

on the academic left to becoming the 
centerpiece of a radical program of 
social engineering from above carried 
out simultaneously by progressive, cor-
porate, and academic bureaucracies. 
During President Obama’s second term, 
Americans were startled to be told by 
the federal government that Title IX, a 
civil rights law passed as part of the Ed-
ucation Amendments of 1972, actually 
required gender dysphoric teenage boys 
to join girls’ sports teams and shower 
with girls, and that all public school 
bathrooms had to be rebuilt to be uni-
sex. States that resisted this bizarre mis-
reading of Title IX, which eliminated 
legal distinctions grounded in biolog-
ical sex that the statute was written to 

The Scroll’s  
Year-End Review
February 14, 2022

Super Bowl LVI, in which the 
LA Rams beat the Cincinnati 
Bengals in a dramatic fourth-
quarter comeback, will also be 
remembered for its halftime show, 
which was headlined by Dr. Dre (a 
son of Compton, a stone’s throw 
from where the game was played) 
and featured hip-hop legends 50 
Cent, Mary J Blige, Snoop Dogg, 
Eminem, and Kendrick Lamar. 
The Super Bowl is America’s last 
shared festival, the game an arena 
of sanctioned combat. This year’s 
halftime show assembled a group 
of artists who have produced 
some of the most interesting and 
trenchant critiques of the war on 
drugs, police brutality, and urban 
poverty, inside a prettified LA strip 
mall to entertain the country and 
offer muted condemnations of 
state violence. Kendrick Lamar 
lopped off “popo” from a line in 
“Alright,” a song that served as an 
anthem for protesters opposing 
police brutality, before Eminem 
took a knee (apparently, with the 
NFL’s permission) in solidarity with 
Colin Kaepernick. The show then 
went on.
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and their favored nonprofits and me-
dia allies is resulting in electoral disas-
ter—this time, for Democrats. The pro-
gressive foundations, billionaires, and 
woke corporations backed a California 
initiative to legalize anti-white and an-
ti-Asian discrimination; it lost, in part 
because so many Black and Hispanic 
Americans support the ideal of a col-
or-blind American society. Democrats 
underperformed dramatically in 2020, 
even after COVID killed the economy 
and terrified most Americans, because 
the slogans of foundation-backed non-
profits—like Defund the Police and 
comparisons of the U.S. border patrol 
to the Gestapo—alienated many Dem-
ocratic voters as well as swing voters. 
Black Democrats have favored can-
didates like Joe Biden and New York 
City Mayor Eric Adams who oppose 
anti-police radicalism. And a major rea-
son for the political shift of Hispanic 
voters in Texas border counties is their 
opposition to the Democratic Party’s 
toleration of mass illegal immigration, 
summed up in the fatuous slogan “No 
human being is illegal.”

Conservatism, Inc., including flag-
ship journals like the National Review 
and flagship think tanks like the Heri-
tage Foundation, remains a museum of 
mummies. Today, Progressivism, Inc. is 
equally brain-dead. What survives of 
intellectual politics in the United States 
today consists of a growing number of 
exiles from establishment wokeness on 
Substack and a growing number of dis-
sident leftists, conservatives, and popu-
lists, some of whom have come together 
in new publications like American Af-
fairs, Compact, and The Bellows, and in 
quirkier couture shops like Tablet.

Having watched from up close over 
the last four decades as cliques of foun-
dation program officers, individual bil-
lionaires, and their nonprofit retainers 
lobotomized first the American right 
and then the American left, I hope that I 
may live to see the American center-left 
free itself from top-down orthodoxy 
and welcome dissension, discussion, 
and debate once again. But I doubt I will 
live that long. 

This article was originally published on 
April 12, 2022.

the program officers. The addiction to 
foundation dollars has reinforced the 
disastrous ‘no enemies to the right’ pol-
icy. The last thing the foundations want 
is for one set of grantees to criticize the 
policy views or intellectual standards of 
other grantees.”

Sound familiar? In hindsight, the end 
of the Cold War under Ronald Reagan 
and George Herbert Walker Bush wit-
nessed a golden age of discussion and 
controversy on the American right, as 
neoconservatives debated paleocon-
servatives and religious right thinkers, 
and national security hawks debated 
isolationists and foreign-policy realists. 
Around 1992 that window suddenly 
closed, as right-wing foundations like 
Bradley and Olin made it clear that the 
only nonprofit organizations and jour-
nals that would receive funding would 
be those that espoused a new version of 
“fusionism”—uniting neoconservative 
fantasies of American world domination 
in foreign policy, libertarian fantasies 
about privatizing Social Security, and 
religious-right wishful thinking about 
a Christian or Judeo-Christian revival.

Thanks to blacklisting and censor-
ship, foundation-imposed groupthink 
triumphed on the right, consolidating 
Conservatism, Inc. and driving away 
those of us who sought to put the life of 
the mind above the life of the party. A 
decade later, President George W. Bush 
attempted to implement fusionist con-
servatism with a rigor that Reagan nev-
er attempted. In foreign policy, the Bush 
administration used 9/11 as an excuse to 
invade Iraq and attempted to realize the 
conservative fantasy of an American 
global empire, plunging the Middle East 
into chaos and bringing Iraq War critics 
Barack Obama and Donald Trump to 
power. In domestic policy, Bush tried to 
partly privatize Social Security, creating 
a voter backlash. The 2004 Bush-Rove 
campaign against gay marriage, calcu-
lated to bribe working-class Evangelicals 
into voting for the party of tax cuts for 
the rich, backfired and led to majority 
acceptance of gay men and lesbians and 
the defection of many younger Protes-
tant Evangelicals.

On today’s center-left, as on the 
bygone center-right, the groupthink 
imposed by behind-the-scenes donors 

Scots-Irish Appalachian heterosexu-
al Pentecostalist).

You can even be a professor. High-pro-
file American progressive academics 
like Paul Krugman and Jill Lepore and 
Adam Tooze who moonlight as public 
affairs commentators are not public in-
tellectuals—they have the pre-approved 
left-liberal opinions on all topics that 
are shared by nine-tenths of the U.S. ac-
ademic bureaucracy, from the richest Ivy 
League superstars to the lowliest adjunct 
at a commuter college. Back in the early 
1990s, when as a young neoconservative 
Democrat I worked for The National In-
terest, our publisher Irving Kristol ex-
ploded in comic exasperation one day: 
“People are calling professors intellec-
tuals! Professors aren’t intellectuals. 
Intellectuals argue with each other in 
cafes and write for little magazines. Pro-
fessors are boring people who take out 
their dusty 20-year-old notes and give 
the same lecture over and over again.”

Unlike academics who recite the ap-
proved current center-left positions on 
all issues, genuine intellectuals, even 
if they happen to be employed by uni-
versities, are unpredictable and aggra-
vating. They criticize their own allies 
and appreciate what other schools of 
thought get right. They do not indulge 
in contrarianism for its own sake but 
tend to be controversial, because they 
put loyalty to what they consider to be 
truth above party or faction. Needless to 
say, such people tend to perform quite 
poorly when it comes to the boot-lick-
ing, rote repetition of political slogans, 
acronym-juggling, groupthink, and “do-
nor servicing” that constitute the forms 
of intellectual activity favored by big 
foundations and NGOs, whether of the 
right or of the left.

Young progressives who remain in-
vested in the life of the mind rather 
than the life of the party may take some 
solace from the fact that we have lived 
through this kind of foundation-driven 
extinction-level event in our nation’s 
intellectual life before. In “Why Intel-
lectual Conservatism Died,” published 
in Dissent back in 1995, I wrote that 
“instead of boldly attacking falsehoods 
wherever they are found, conservative 
editors tend to print only what they 
believe will confirm the prejudices of 
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Three Blind Kings
A Q&A with geostrategist and Pentagon guru Edward Luttwak

BY DAVID SAMUELS

B
eing an enfant terrible 
at the age of 79 is not a 
task that can be under-
taken lightly. Most men 
are simple conformists 
from childhood on. For 

those with more adventuresome tem-
peraments, a flurry of rebellion in their 
teens or 20s is usually the prelude to a 
failure of imagination or will that in 
turn precedes some kind of domestic 
establishment. There are children and 
careers to consider. Who has time to go 
running off to Ladakh to get shot at? A 
desk job, with perhaps some rock climb-
ing or motor boating on weekends, isn’t 
a bad life, compared to many of the al-
ternatives. Better to be led blindfold-
ed to the edge of the pit than to take 
the entire weight of your existence on 
your shoulders, and collapse before you 
ever get there. On the way there will 
be songs and dances, and the voices of 
children at play. The fall will come, and 
then winter, followed by spring. Then it 
will be summer again.

The truly independent of mind and 
spirit never listen to these voices. They 
can’t. They will carve their own paths, 
which will end up in sorrow and tears 
most likely. Sometimes madness. Not 
because it is wrong to have adventures 
but because that is the human fate, 
against which they determined long 
ago to take up arms. They are mon-
sters. Lovable monsters, sometimes, but 
always monsters. Rebel angels. Repro-
bates. Rock stars. You name it. We ad-
mire them, and hope that they fail, not 
because of who they are, primarily, but 
because of how their success or failure 
makes our own ambitions look petty. In 
its thirst for order and control, our soci-
ety today has a special bone to pick with 
these people, who are mostly though 

not always male—meaning that they 
are racist, sexist, white supremacist, 
egocentric, narcissistic transphobes. 
To which I answer, is the world really 
better off without monsters? I don’t 
think so.

Edward Luttwak is an enfant terrible 
at 79 because he is gifted, and because 
he has played the role all his life. He 
skyrocketed to international attention 
at the age of 26 with the publication of 
his first book, Coup d’Etat: A Practical 
Handbook, a title that pretty well en-
capsulates the esprit of a long and dis-
tinguished career spent pingponging 
between various battlefields, the pages 
of the TLS, and the halls of the Penta-
gon. In a different country, in a different 
age, a self-made polyglot expert in mili-
tary history and geostrategy who could 
speak half a dozen languages and had 
a thirst for adventure and occasional 
bloodshed would be running Indochina, 
and would then retire to the countryside 
to write a memoir of his campaigns and 
fuck the servants.

In America, which takes its uneasy 
and often forgetful relationship to its 
own empire as a mark of virtue, Lutt-
wak’s fate was otherwise. Unlike, say, 
Henry Kissinger, whose chilly German-
ic brain made him an influential court-
ier in six or eight administrations, not 
to mention incredibly rich—Luttwak 
would remain a gadfly in the corridors 
of power. Where Kissinger was cold, 
Luttwak was hot. Where Kissinger flat-
tered, Luttwak was abrasive, and de-
lighted in puncturing authority. Where 
Kissinger was cerebral, and talked about 
systems, Luttwak was hot-blooded, and 
wanted to touch and feel the stuff that 
the world is made of. He was too unruly 
and unflattering and independent-mind-
ed to be given any real responsibility 

for anything. No one wants a bona fide 
monster as secretary of defense.

On the other hand, Luttwak was too 
smart, with his big 16-cylinder brain, 
and too energetic, and too often right, 
to be banished to some provincial uni-
versity to teach Byzantine military his-
tory to the children of accountants and 
dentists. Better to keep him in Chevy 
Chase, and give him contracts to chase 
after narco-terrorists or to study Chi-
nese expansionism to his heart’s content 
until he suffers a heart attack.

Well, good luck with that. With the 
God of Israel firmly on his side, Edward 
Luttwak will live until he is 120 years 
old, and continue to delight in skewer-
ing his enemies, and baffling D.C. poli-
cymakers who prefer more orderly ar-
rangements of dominoes on the table to 
the messy stuff that the world is actually 
made of. Long may he thrive.

What follows is a transcript of a re-
cent three-hour-long conversation at 
Luttwak’s home in Maryland, accompa-
nied by glasses of chilled vodka, from 
which Luttwak himself notably re-
frained. The conversation has been ed-
ited and condensed for ease of reading, 
with all the controversial parts left in.

THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF A 
D.C. WIZARD

David Samuels: Edward, you are a 
Washington fixture, surrounded by a 
flourishing mythology that suggests 
among other things that you are a Ro-
manian vampire who was raised by the 
Mafia. So let’s get it straight.
Edward Luttwak: I was brought up by 
parents who, at no point, believed that 
they were Romanian. They were living 
in Romania, and quite happily. The part 
of the world that I came from is the only 
province in the whole of Europe where 
there was no Holocaust. In Banat, where 
we lived, nothing happened.

My parents were international peo-
ple. In 1938, they went on honeymoon 
to Bali because KLM introduced service 
to Bali, so they went. My mother’s fami-
ly’s house, in Timisoara, is a main tour-
ist attraction. It’s called the Baruch Pal-
ace. So my mother’s family were people 
who had palaces. My father had rented 
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crying. Since I could take care of myself, 
I was fine there. I learned English. Then 
I went into the school’s British Army 
Cadet corps, and so forth.
DS: So there we have the making of a 
multilingual scholar-warrior with an 
intuitive grasp of grand strategy, who 
isn’t afraid of broken noses.
EL: Let’s apply your talents to the map 
on the table in front of us, then. The 
revelation of the past few months is 
that the world is dominated by three 
kingdoms, which everyone talked about 
as being strong in various dimensions 
but when put to the test have all turned 
out to be surprisingly weak. So let’s do 
a little tour of the three kings of the 
weak kingdoms, starting with Vladi-
mir Putin.

VLAD’S BAD BET

DS: How does it happen, Edward, that a 
person who for 20 years was seen as the 
one true strategist on the planet, a care-
ful man who never miscalculated, has 
blundered so badly? While other world 
leaders live in a fantasy world, we can 
always depend on Vlad with his KGB 
training to have a realist appraisal of 
events. Yet every part of his invasion of 
Ukraine looks like a tremendous mis-
calculation, and now it looks like he 
will wind up with Donbas, which no 
one actually wants, at the price of tens 
of thousand dead and wounded sol-
diers and the loss of half his tanks. 
EL: No. No. No. It was a terrible mis-
take, but there are circumstances that 
provide a level of clarity. I use Twitter, 
David. You never see my tweets.
DS: Twitter rots people’s brains, so no 
thank you.
EL: But you did see my early tweets.
DS: “Not enough troops to occupy 
Ukraine, this is a disaster, finis Putin.”
EL: The fighting started at approxi-
mately 1 o’clock in the morning, Feb-
ruary 24th. I tweeted before that 
fighting. On the 23rd, I said, Russia is 
invading Europe’s biggest country with 
very small forces, that are counted as 
150,000 only by including things like 
dentists. The actual troop level was 
more like 110,000.

In another tweet, on February 25, I 
said, careful poker player Putin who 

one wins, then the older brother comes. 
If the older brother comes, then fathers, 
then eventually guns might come out. 
So we already knew all about deterrence 
and power politics.
DS: Did you make the mistake of assault-
ing any of the Mafia bosses’ children?
EL: No, no, no, no. We all knew what to 
do and how to do it. We formed a gang, 
first of all. Our gang had to control our 
street, so nobody from the other gangs 
would come in. Now, there was a socio-
economic gap between us and the oth-
ers, because aristocrats lived there. In 
fact, just two years ago, I was in Venice 
and went to see a childhood friend, the 
prince Alliata, who runs a foundation 
that owns an island there. He has a Bot-
ticelli in his apartment. I was at Alliata’s 
house when his father died over Monte 
Carlo while flying his own plane. All of 
this was my world in Palermo.

It was a paradise, also because Mon-
dello Beach is right there. The place 
where they invented ice cream in the 
12th century, because there’s snow on 
the mountains every winter, which 
they would bring down store in ice 
wells. It was a place where there were 
Arabs, Byzantines, Jews, all kinds of 
people. After centuries, it still had 
that atmosphere.

So from that paradisiacal place, they 
sent me to Milan, which was cold, rainy, 
and gray. They spoke Milanese. I spoke 
Sicilian. I broke noses. I got kicked out 
of school. Then I got kicked out of a sec-
ond school.

My parents then had no choice but 
to send me to boarding school in En-
gland. I didn’t speak a word of English, 
but my mother knew it well because she 
had taken English as a third language in 
Timisoara. She was a woman who did 
nothing but read books and play tennis. 
As I say, her family’s house, the Baruch 
Palace, is one of the main tourist at-
tractions in Timisoara. It’s a spectacu-
lar building.

Anyway, they wrote, “He doesn’t 
speak English, so we don’t know if he’s 
intelligent or even educable, but it’s all 
right, Mrs. Luttwak, he can take care 
of himself.”

What the Italian teachers wanted was 
no violence. What the British teachers 
wanted was no running off to teacher 

the house where we lived. He didn’t own 
it. He owned warehouses and railway 
wagons. I actually saw one in Yugosla-
via, in 1963.

My father lost everything, and he ar-
rived in December 1947 to Naples. He 
then went to Palermo, Sicily, because he 
figured that Palermo is the only place in 
the world where he, as an international 
trader, would be able to become a mil-
lionaire in three years, which happened. 
The reason is that he was well-informed. 
He read that the British had created the 
National Health Service and the Nation-
al Health Service distributed orange 
juice to pregnant women. They’d been 
to London. He knew there weren’t too 
many orange trees there.

So they went to Palermo and bought 
the green oranges on the tree. When 
they were ripe, they shipped them to 
London. He became very rich, very fast. 
Then, unfortunately, he developed an 
insane passion for a new technology 
called polyvinyl chloride, PVC. He went 
to Milan to set up a factory to electroni-
cally meld PVC.
DS: He was not wrong.
EL: I know. But he was very wrong for 
me because I loved Palermo. The Mila-
nese children would make fun of me. I 
would break their noses.
Dalya Luttwak (Edward’s wife, an artist, 
who grew up on a kibbutz in Israel): Ed-
ward, Edward.
DS: David Samuels: Tell me for three 
minutes about your upbringing in Pal-
ermo, who your classmates were.
Edward Luttwak: We lived in the best 
part of Palermo because my parents, be-
ing Central Europeans, had a total need 
for opera and classical music. There’s 
an opera house and a concert hall. They 
brought over the world famous violinist 
Yehudi Menuhin and other such people. 
We lived right there.

Many families around us were all 
aristocratic but they sent their children 
to boarding school in Tuscany, so they 
wouldn’t speak the Sicilian dialect. But 
my parents loved Palermo and they were 
not going to send me away. The only 
people who were both rich and nonar-
istocratic were the Mafia bosses. So I 
grew up with the Mafia bosses’ children.

Already, by the age of 6, we knew that 
we couldn’t fight each other because if 
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RUSSIA’S FAILED COUP DE MAIN

DS: So what exactly was the Rus-
sian strategy, aside from terrifying the 
Ukrainians through terrible tweets? DS: 
They had a plan.
EL: The Russians carried out a classic 
coup de main. A coup de main is like 
a coup d’etat, except it’s done in a for-
eign country. They helicoptered these 
troops to Kyiv. They come from an air 
assault brigade, they were vaguely elite 
forces. They landed by helicopter in 
the Antonov airfield, which is not Ky-
iv’s airport. That airport is on the other 
side. Boryspil.

They landed there because the Anton-
ov factory makes very big airplanes, and 
so there is a very long runway. The An-
tonov factory is closed, so the only peo-
ple there are people who are described 
in the Western press as national guard. 
OK. They are not national guard. They 
are gendarmerie, they are like Italian 
Carabinieri or something like that. They 
are middle-aged guys who are guarding 
something. These fellows are assaulted 
by Russian airborne troops.

So they telephoned their head-
quarters, which called the presidency. 
Whereupon the landscape is, instead 
of running away, the defense minister 
and the mayor of Kyiv, all these people, 
they call and say: Whoever you are, go 
to the Antonov field. The message is: 
Go to Hostomel, meaning the locali-
ty of the Antonov field, and whoever 
you are—single soldiers, units, guards, 
go there, with whatever means you 
can. They went by motorcycle, by 
taxi, whatever.

Now, when a group of disparate 
guards, soldiers, and policemen attack 
a cohesive elite unit with automatic 
weapons, what should have happened 
is a massacre. Instead, what happened 
was that these Ukrainians who got 
there were absolutely ferocious and 
bounced them right out of the airfield 
into the woods.

Now the purpose of the Russians 
who came by helicopter was to secure 
the runway for the arrival of the air-
borne troops who were loaded on the 
Ilyushin 76, which is the big Russian 
aircraft. They were going to bring in 
many more troops. With the first lot 

guess you flew by helicopter, over 
Iraq or Afghanistan. I’ve had a gun in 
my hand and I’ve shot somebody and 
I have his helmet in my study. I have 
used a bazooka. I have actually been 
in combat. None of you guys have 
been in combat, because you have only 
fought people who had no artillery, 
no armor, no air power. And you don’t 
know what you’re talking about. All of 
this stuff you’re telling me in the war 
games. I said, no, this is not going to 
happen. What will happen is that the 
bloke is going to pick up a gun.
DS: He is not going to be persuaded to 
surrender via his iPhone.
EL: The Russians believed it too. The 
Russians were also hybrid warfare en-
thusiasts in their war colleges and war 
games, and so on.

So now, this is absolutely not new. In 
August 1914, when the fighting start-
ed in Europe, on the allied side there 
were Belgian officers, most of whom 
had fought in the Congo. There were 
French, who had fought in Indochina, 
but also in Africa. And British, who 
had fought everywhere. On the other 
side were Germans who were com-
pletely virgin, had no combat experi-
ence, because the only German colo-
nies were Togo—which was very small, 
and where there was almost no fighting 
at all—Cameroon, and Pacific Islands. 
In Tanganyika there was a famous mul-
tiyear war but only after 1914. So the 
Germans had no combat experience, 
whereas the allies had combat experi-
ence that completely misled them.

It took six months or so for the al-
lies to realize that any officer who had 
combat experience in the colonies was 
a menace and should be sent back to 
do logistics and stuff like that, because 
they have no idea what it means to fight 
a drilled European force. Right? So this 
has happened before.

Both the Russians and the Ameri-
cans were intoxicated with false war 
doctrines, which were given a false 
idea of veracity, because they suppos-
edly came from combat experience. 
All these people had ribbons on their 
ribbons, campaign ribbons galore. But 
the war games, none of them were with 
Afghans or Iraqis. They were with Chi-
nese and Russians.

won Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and 
Crimea, without any fight, has gone to 
the roulette table and put everything 
there. And then I said, finis Putin, 
end Putin.

Concurrently, I was having a fight 
with what you might call the intelli-
gence community. The head of the CIA 
is a retired ambassador, Mr. Burns, who 
is a sensible chap. But the director of 
national intelligence, who comes from 
the CIA is not. What they forecast for 
the war was: The Russians move, Zelen-
sky escapes, the government dissolves, 
and the Ukrainian army left without 
orders doesn’t fight.

That was the estimate of both the 
U.S. intelligence community and of the 
FSB, because in Moscow, they gave the 
intelligence responsibility to the FSB 
on the fiction that Ukraine is part of 
Russia, instead of the SVR [Foreign In-
telligence Service].

Now, the fact is that the Americans 
and the Russians had exactly the same 
estimate. OK. Exactly the same esti-
mate. Indeed, Biden notoriously offered 
to evacuate Zelensky.

There are basically three reasons.
First, the military intelligence ad-

visers both on the Russian side and 
the American side all belong to the 
same church. This church preaches 
“fourth-generation warfare,” hybrid 
warfare, postmodern information 
warfare—all new stuff, praised as 
nonkinetic. Kinetic is the term for 
war fought by blockheads, just people 
shooting people. They were drunk, 
both the Russians and the Ameri-
cans, on this idea that you have cyber 
this, you have cyber that, and that the 
Ukrainan soldier—
DS: Once he opens his iPhone, the 
Ukrainian soldier won’t be able to 
function mentally anymore, his mo-
rale will collapse, and he will lay down 
his weapons and surrender.
EL: They believed this nonsense. I have 
gone to war games until basically I got 
kicked out. Why was that? Because 
I would go to these war games and I 
would see these people, even three star 
generals running the war games. And I 
would say, fellows, I don’t know where 
you have been, OK: And I don’t know 
what experience you have of war. I 
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“The Americans 
believed this 
mumbo-jumbo 
just the same as 
the Russians did. 
They all believed 
this nonsense, 
because none 
of them has real 
combat experience.”

how you kill a general? You don’t need 
intelligence to kill the general, all you 
need is a radio receiver, because you 
don’t have to decipher the communica-
tion. You are doing traffic analysis, you 
are determining that from this place, 
there’s a lot of radio messages coming 
and going.
DS: Therefore someone important 
is there.
EL: You don’t have to know what it is, it 
could be a Chinese laundry that was just 
set up, but most likely it’s a command 
post. That’s all it was, and the intelli-
gence people were boasting about it.

Do you know how blockchain works?
DS: Yes, my son has made me a believer 
in the almighty blockchain.
EL: It creates an irrevocable past. A 
tweet is a blockchain of statements. Be-
fore tweets, we only had “I told you so.” 
Now you can say, “Look it up, it’s right 
there.” For me, professionally, it’s been 
quite important.

This is the one case where Biden 
picked it up immediately. This time 
there was immediate action. They were 
boasting, and suddenly the president 
makes a front-page statement saying, 
“Shut up about this.”

THE NICOTINE CRISIS 

 DS: Why do educated people believe 
in obvious stupidities like the crush-
ing power of hybrid warfare in such a 
herdlike way? A big reason of course is 
class interest—they are getting rich off 
it. Now there is also the role of Twit-
ter and other networked social plat-
forms in reinforcing the dominance of 
the mass mind, and punishing dissent-
ers from the consensus from which ev-
eryone else is making money.

A reason that is less well-explored, 
I believe, is the West’s war on nico-
tine. The massive brain outages we see 
throughout the West, and particularly 
in America, are in no small part due to 
the war on smoking, which both makes 
people smarter and kills them before 
they become senile.

Absolutely. One book I’ve never writ-
ten, is “The Impact of the Arrival of 
Nicotine and the Scientific Revolution.” 
A big jump in intellectual achievement 
that took place among Europeans, all 

They don’t know things. They were 
completely wrong about warfare.

I want to tell you, that if the NATO 
forces had gone to war, it would be just 
the same.

TWITTER AS INTELLECTUAL  
BLOCKCHAIN

DS: The American intelligence com-
munity is now boasting about its 
involvement in the killing of 15 Rus-
sian generals.
EL: You really don’t see my tweets, be-
cause I tweeted about that.
DS: I’ll open a Twitter account when 
they pay me a minimum of $4 a word 
to tweet. It will be worth it, I promise.

So what did you say?
EL: President Biden immediately in-
tervened. I’ve known Joe Biden for 
40 years. I tweeted that whoever it is 
who’s leaking this information, which 
is, by the way, misleading, they need to 
be punished. Immediately, Biden then 
went public, and then I tweeted, “Pres-
ident Biden has publicly called on these 
intelligence heads to stop these leaks.”
DS: What’s the point of antagonizing 
this guy, of adding to his humiliation, 
and revealing U.S. capacities? Isn’t that 
a no-no?
EL: Bureaucrats boasting, saying, “Oh, 
those generals, we did it.” You know 

of 1,500 or so, they were supposed to 
be driving into Kyiv with these eight-
wheel armored vehicles that came 
straight down from Belarus by going 
across the border. These are very fast 
vehicles that can reasonably drive at 
80 kilometers an hour. So once the air-
borne troops get off the planes, they get 
on those vehicles, drive to the center of 
Kyiv and capture all the key headquar-
ters just as in a coup d’etat. That was 
the plan.

Meantime, there’s a very long ar-
mored column being assembled at the 
border to do the triumphal entry into 
Kyiv and impress everybody there, and 
in the world, by an endless procession 
of armored vehicles, making the Russian 
army look immense. Armored vehicles 
would be streaming through central 
Kyiv in an unending parade for hours. 
Every reporter in the world would say, 
my God, the majesty. That is the column 
that was then stranded.
DS: Picked apart by drones.
EL: All of this was predicated on the 
fact that cyber war, hybrid war, this in-
formation warfare, targeting the social 
media mind, would do its job. And none 
of it worked. Because what happened 
was that the gendermerie telephoned 
Kyiv, and people in Kyiv telephoned 
each other, and they jumped into ve-
hicles, got there. So the first of the 76s 
was blown up on the runway. And the 
others seeing a big fight ...
DS: Said, we’re not landing.
EL: And then, the column, the ceremo-
nial victory column ...
DS: Was stuck.
EL: Was stuck very badly. Because when 
a 50-ton tank is stopped completely, to 
restart it from velocity zero to moving 
velocity uses a lot of fuel. So after a few 
stops and starts, they run out of fuel.
DS: Which was not part of 
the calculations.
EL: That’s correct. It was supposed to be 
a rolling parade, and it was all designed 
according to theories of hybrid war, 
fourth-generation warfare, designed to 
crush resistance.

The important point is this. The 
Americans believed this mumbo-jumbo 
just the same as the Russians did. They 
all believed this nonsense, because none 
of them has real combat experience. 
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despite repeated large-scale failures 
combined with a complete absence of 
accountability that suggests that Amer-
icans would be much safer if the CIA 
were abolished. To what extent do you 
think this is caused by what appears to 
be an innate American inability to ob-
tain and evaluate human intelligence, 
as opposed to electronic collection—at 
which America excels.
EL: All of it, 100%. There’s a complete 
absence of human intelligence. If there 
were any human intelligence in Kabul, 
they would’ve overheard people in the 
bazaar laughing at the fact that if you 
pay a little extra, you entered the Af-
ghan army as an officer. [The CIA] nev-
er go in the streets, they had no idea 
who the Afghans were.
DS: But Edward, if Zelensky had fled, 
would their assessment have been right? 
And if so, does the joint Russian and 
American failure simply come down to 
the unexpected bravery of one man?
EL: No. It wasn’t Zelensky not leav-
ing, it was that by the time when the 
buildup threats and the warnings start-
ed and they started accumulating forc-
es and this was going on, this group of 
people compacted into a core that was 
determined to fight. The mayor of Kyiv 
was this—
DS: I’ve spent time with him, yeah.
EL: He is exactly what he seems to be, a 
large, belligerent guy, a world champion 
boxer. Is that guy really going to give up 
because of pictures on his iPhone? No. 
Every instinct he has tells him to fight. 

Now a coup de main is like a coup 
d’etat. If there are a few determined 
people in front of the presidential pal-
ace, there’s no difference, it’s over. That’s 
why every coup in the world has always 
been based on neutralizing whoever is 
nearby. Any mobile force near the cap-
ital has to be specifically neutralized. 
Instead, hundreds of people showed up 
with their rifles at the airfield in Kyiv.

DINNERS WITH VLAD, AND 
THE NEED FOR A DIRTY, 
CONTEMPTIBLE COMPROMISE

 DS: How well do you actually know 
Vladimir Putin?
EL: I was in Leningrad with Putin in 
1990, and I used to invite him to the 

would be immediately successful, 
there’s no point in disrupting our econ-
omy. Kyiv will fall in 24 hours. That was 
disastrous, because Putin watched the 
Germans. They are his big customers, 
and he’s German-oriented, he speaks 
German. The German announcements 
gave him a green light.
DS: You’re saying that the Ger-
man assessment was based on the 
U.S. assessment.
EL: Entirely based on the U.S. assess-
ment. Now, the German BND [Federal 
Intelligence Service] is a useless orga-
nization of time servers. They simply 
relayed the U.S. assessment. So, bad 
intelligence destroyed deterrence, be-
cause the wrong intelligence about 
what would happen in Ukraine fed 
into the German policy, which had the 
effect of inviting Putin in. If the Ger-
mans had told Putin on February 23rd 
what they would do on February 25th, 
he would never have invaded. OK.

If you go through the tweets of those 
days, I started tweeting about the in-
telligence community, just saying, “17 
agencies,” or is it 18, I forget, “none of 
whom believe in speaking foreign lan-
guages, who were all in Kyiv, had no 
idea who the Ukrainians were. They 
confused the Ukrainians with some 
other people that surrendered,” and 
things like that. I started attacking 
them head on, and then I started push-
ing for something that I am pushing 
for, trying to recruit senators to hold a 
series of hearings on the performance 
of the intelligence community, not 
merely then, but in other cases. Like 
their estimate that Kabul would hold 
out for two years, even without any 
U.S. assistance. The CIA always has a 
briefer at the White House who is often 
a rather attractive woman, who pack-
ages things to make presidents happy.

The CIA’s assessments that Kabul 
would resist the Taliban for a long time 
and that Kyiv would fall in 24 hours are 
sufficient grounds for emptying out its 
buildings, fumigating them thoroughly, 
and restaffing with people who are actu-
ally interested in foreign countries and 
therefore know a language or two really 
well, and have traveled the world.
DS: The intelligence community in-
creases its budget and power every year 

of whom smoked. The social history of 
nicotine begins with the sharpening of 
the brain. I stopped smoking long ago 
but still I miss it.
EL: So what’s your solution?
DS: Nicotine patches. You may not like 
it aesthetically, and I agree, but it actu-
ally does give your brain the fix that it 
needs. Take away my nicotine patches, 
and I am immediately 5-10 IQ points 
stupider, which I can’t afford.
EL: Are you on them now?
DS: Yeah. I’m permanently addicted to 
nicotine patches, which have the advan-
tage of not causing a slow, painful death 
from lung cancer.
EL: I have been thinking about that. An 
easy remedy for the stupidity of man-
kind is to go back to nicotine.

Anyway, all of these are very import-
ant factors, war games, intoxicated peo-
ple ...
DS: The fourth-generation hybrid war-
fare thesis. I buy it. And that’s why the 
United States, in public, is offering Zel-
ensky a free ride out of Ukraine.

They wanted to show that they are 
not just doing nothing. I’m the president 
of the United States. I’m taking action! 
I’m saving the poor man’s life.

Because my holy doctrines tell me 
that it’s inevitable that the Ukrainians 
are going to collapse.

WHY THE CIA MUST BE ABOLISHED

EL: When I heard about the intelli-
gence assessment that forecast a swift 
Russian victory I blew up and I said, 
this is total rubbish and it’s dangerous. 
Why? Because it’s shared with the Ger-
mans. So the Germans say, we will not 
stop certification of Nord Stream 2, be-
cause Putin will inevitably win.
DS: And we will not allow any 40-year-
old weapons we sent to Estonia to go 
to Ukraine.
EL: That’s right. We will not supply one 
round. These are the 122-millimeter 
howitzers, which had belonged to the 
East German army, taken over by the 
West German army. And the Estonians 
wanted to donate them to Ukraine. And 
the Germans said, you can’t do it be-
cause they were briefly German.

This was all based on the German as-
sessment that, because the intervention 
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story about his Jewish teacher 
from childhood?
EL: No. The story he told me was com-
pletely different than the story that 
[Russian Chief Rabbi Berel] Lazar has 
told the world.

The story he told me was that he 
knows about all the Jewish festivals. 
And that is because they were in a com-
munal apartment growing up, where 
they shared a bathroom and kitchen 
with another family. The family was a 
Jewish family. Is that what Lazar said?
DS: Yeah. Lazar told me that.
EL: They had two children. He was a sin-
gle child. And so he would eat that food 
and he got to know about the holidays.
DS: How do you expect this Ukrainian 
war to end?
EL: Well, how I would like it to end is 
with a weak and contemptible com-
promise. I would like it to end with the 
Russians being offered the opportuni-
ty to have a properly supervised pleb-
iscite in Luhansk and Donetsk oblasts, 
and may the best man win. Putin can 
turn around and tell the Russian peo-
ple he won a great victory, the right of 
plebiscites for the poor Russians. If he 
loses the plebiscites, so be it. To have 
a plebiscite you have to have first a ne-
gotiation, which requires an armistice. 
To have an armistice you have to have a 
cease-fire. The moment there is a cease-
fire, you lift all the sanctions, so that 
the Russians have a reason to respect 
the cease-fire. Lift them all at once. And 
that’s how we get out.
DS: Now there is a victory party here 
in Washington that wants the Ukraini-
ans to first kick out all the Russians, and 
then Putin will fall, and then maybe we 
will put the Russian generals on trial 
for their crimes.
EL: I don’t want any of that stuff. I’m 
completely opposed to it. They need to 
have a dirty, contemptible compromise.

THE FARCE OF THE 
CHINESE CENTURY

DS: In February of this year, at the 
Olympics in Beijing, Xi Jinping, who 
according to Chinese Communist pro-
paganda is master of planet Earth, signs 
his famous “no limits” pact with Putin, 
who is going to take Ukraine, neutralize 

the biggest of Putin’s oligarchs and his 
inner circle, his alternative government.
DS: Why were you inviting him to din-
ner every night?
EL: I was in Leningrad working for the 
Italian oil company AGIP, part of ENI. 
It’s a bit of a tragic story. The head of 
AGIP hired me to go to facilitate the 
donation to the city of Leningrad of a 
copy of the Bocconi business school of 
Milan. They hired me to negotiate that 
gift with a counterpart, the deputy of 
Sobchak, the recently elected mayor 
of Leningrad, who was the first free-
ly elected public official in the Soviet 
Union. The deputy’s job was to interact 
with foreigners like me. That was Putin.

Putin and I could speak of course, be-
cause he’s a German-speaker, as I am. So 
I was doing this thing for this head of 
operations of AGIP who then got caught 
up within two years in a huge political 
scandal and ended up in pre-trial deten-
tion at the San Vittore prison where he 
hung himself. 
DS: What were your impressions of Pu-
tin when you knew him?
EL: He was a disciplined person. He was 
poorly dressed. He was a poor munic-
ipal employee, he and his wife. They 
couldn’t go into the foreign currency 
shop, which meant they couldn’t have 
a decent meal at the hotels, which only 
took foreign currency.
DS: Now tell me what you thought of 
him as a working partner.
EL: He seemed quite serious, careful. 
That was a lot of the original conversa-
tions. When I first met him, I met him 
with the Italian, OK, who came with all 
the panoply of the chief executive of an 
oil company, with a sort of magnificent 
appearance. Putin was very modest. I 
was modest.

And then the Italian went off and I 
did all these negotiations. And every 
evening we would continue working 
over dinner because then he could get 
decent food at these foreign curren-
cy places.
DS: Was he attentive to detail?
EL: Yeah. Very much. He was a munici-
pal employee, and he was very focused 
on the details of his work. But we did 
have personal conversations. One of 
them was about Jews.
DS: Did he tell you the famous 

only two decent restaurants in town at 
the time, which were in Finnish-operat-
ed hotels called Pribaltika and Pokasia 
which only accepted foreign curren-
cy. At the time, he was a poorly paid 
municipal employee, right? He social-
ized with other poorly paid munici-
pal employees.

Even then, when nobody knew that 
Russia was a capitalist country, you 
couldn’t buy any land for a villa on the 
Baltic shore, too expensive. Putin and 
his friends couldn’t afford it. So they 
found land on a less beautiful lake, one 
farther away from the city, and they es-
tablished the Ozero cooperative. It was 
a legal entity, even in Soviet times, called 
a cooperativa. The members of that co-
operative are the people now known as 

The Scroll’s Year-End 
Review
March 23, 2022

The congressional leaders 
tasked with overseeing payday 
lending reform have received a 
payoff. According to data from 
OpenSecrets, the payday loan 
industry has given $3.4 million in 
campaign donations to 67 of the 
78 senators and representatives 
who sit on the two committees 
that oversee the loan industry: the 
Senate Committee on Banking, 
Housing, and Urban Affairs and 
the House Committee on Financial 
Services. Payday loans are short-
term, high-interest loans that use 
the borrower’s future paycheck as 
collateral. The industry is rife with 
predatory lenders who capitalize 
on the paycheck-to-paycheck 
precarity of the working poor, often 
by charging interest rates as high 
as 600%, which can tick up even 
higher when borrowers struggle 
to pay back their debt. The payday 
industry has been making these 
campaign donations—and spent 
$4.2 million on lobbying efforts in 
2021—as the committees consider 
legislation that would cap interest 
rates at 36%.
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of factories that serve Western supply 
chains, especially at the higher ends 
of the technology ladder, and then you 
lock it down for several months. You say 
people can’t leave their apartments. You 
stop all the factories dead, ships can’t go 
in or out of the port. The value that you 
are destroying in those three months is 
enormous, and at least some of those 
Western countries will move their pro-
duction elsewhere. Isn’t he killing the 
golden goose?
EL: It is the fate of Xi Jinping to be 
punished for whatever he does that was 
well-meant—and if not well-meant, at 
least comprehensible, understandable. 
First, he looks around and decides that 
income disparity in China had become 
excessive, so he starts taking action in 
regard to business in general and in re-
gard to the real estate market to stop. 
You know there’s a Gini Index, to stop 
China going right over the Gini Index.

Now, that however has the effect of 
slowing down the Chinese economy 
much more than they realized. The sec-
ond thing that happened is that he takes 
on high tech, primarily because of his 
personal jealousy of Jack Ma. Because 
when Jack Ma holds a convention, there 
are 20,000 people who are absolutely 
enthusiastic about him, which is very 
unlike the meetings of the Communist 
Party. So Jack Ma’s followers go crazy 
when they see him, and he’s jealous of 
that, so he decides to move against Alib-
aba, and he goes after Tencent, and then 
he goes after all of them except—
DS: This is the notion that the social 
importance of these billionaires be-
came so huge that it’s threatening the 
primacy of the party.
EL: Yes, and his own prominence is 
threatened by it. There was, I think, also 
an element of jealousy because the ad-
mirers of not just Jack Ma, but all these 
other guys are very enthusiastic. There 
are these videos in the annual meetings, 
you can see the YouTube of the meet-
ings of Alibaba where he comes dressed 
as a woman singer or something like 
that, and they’re meeting in a big, giant 
stadium and they’re all going crazy for 
it. It’s the best party they’ve ever been 
to in their lives. So there’s an element of 
jealousy that is personal.

Xi Jinping is not what you call a 

but in the end, they are more like paid 
mercenaries than a global empire. The 
world they fought for was going to be 
inherited by the Chinese, not by Russia.
EL: That’s what the Chinese would be-
lieve, yes, but the Russians didn’t think 
that. Actually, if you went to Moscow, 
people would tell you, “Oh my God, Si-
beria is being lost to China, there are all 
these Chinese.” When you leave Mos-
cow and you go to Khabarovsk, which is 
on the border, they’d say, “What a joke, 
the number of Chinese here is no great-
er than it was 20 years ago. And we can 
crush them.”

In Vladivostok, there is a wonderful 
female scholar at the Navy University, 
this is the university run by the Rus-
sian Navy. She wrote an article about 
Chinese border policy and about active 
claims and dormant claims. In that ar-
ticle, she says that the Chinese are ad-
vancing many territorial claims against 
the Japanese, for the Senkakus, against 
the Philippines, against the Indonesians 
for the Natuna offshore, and for almost 
the whole of Arunachal state in India 
and part of Ladakh. Then she said, “And 
then there are the dormant claims that 
will be activated when the Chinese feel 
strong enough to do so.” Two of them, 
the most important, are the Treaty of 
Aigun in 1858 and the Beijing Conven-
tion of 1860, involving the transfer of 
the maritime provinces to Russia.

Now, the official translation of 
Vladivostok into Chinese is a straight 
transliteration, Fúlādíwòsītuōkè, that is 
Vladivostok in Chinese characters. But 
unofficially, they use Haishenwai, which 
is not of course Chinese, it’s Manchuri-
an, because the whole Chinese claim to 
Manchuria, Tibet, and Xinjiang is bo-
gus because they were all under Man-
chu rule when the Chinese themselves 
were under the rule of the Manchu. It’s 
like Sri Lanka claiming to rule India 
because both were ruled by the British, 
and this false claim is the basis of every-
thing there.

XI SLAUGHTERS THE GOLDEN 
GOOSE OF SHANGHAI

DS: Why did Xi lock down Shang-
hai? You have a city of 25 million peo-
ple with an enormous concentration 

Germany, and crack NATO, paving the 
way for the Chinese century, whose in-
evitability has already been recognized 
by such luminaries as Henry Kissinger 
and Graham Allison. So is it right to see 
Russia as China’s hammer?
EL: Things may be different now, but 
until then, I have to tell you that the 
Chinese were very respectful of the 
Russians. The Russians were extremely 
confident that the Chinese could always 
outwit them in business and become 
rich and all that. But wait till they have 
to fight, only Russia can do it.

Because of the presidential confer-
ences that Putin invited me to, once he 
became president of Russia, I also went 
to Vladivostok. Once, when I had a few 
extra days, I went along the border, 
down to the Amur river. I noticed that 
all along the border, the Russians were 
all behaving very much like the mas-
ters of the situation. Even though the 
Chinese towns across were much more 
built-up, more modern, richer looking. 
Still, the Chinese were very respectful 
of the Russians
DS: Russian man big, Chinese 
man small-boned.
EL: That’s right. So I don’t think there 
was that master-poodle relationship.
DS: No, I don’t mean master-poodle. 
But the Chinese economy is obviously 
a lot more sophisticated and powerful, 
and the Russians have brute force that 
they could bring—so that’s the match.
EL: The Russians have never confront-
ed anybody who wasn’t richer than 
them and more advanced than them. 
The French and Napoleon were more 
advanced than the Russians. The Ger-
mans were more advanced.
DS: There’s been a Russian-Chinese for-
eign policy condominium for the last 
decade—let me finish, and then you can 
tell me why I’m wrong. In Syria, when 
you look at the Russian deployment 
there, there was always a Chinese war-
ship that would be tagging along with 
the four Russian warships. Then if you 
look at Mongolia, the population is 20-
to-1 Chinese, and the Russians had to 
give the Chinese a 50% interest in all 
the mining interests there. So Russians 
were more aggressive, they were actual-
ly going to fight in Syria and other plac-
es, or sending in the Wagner Group, 
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lost as well. So the only thing he had to 
fall back on was the Wuhan policy, and 
he miscalculated. 

AMERICA, WHO’S IN CHARGE?

DS: Now let’s talk about the third weak 
kingdom, the United States.

When I look at the United States from 
the outside, as an America-loving out-
sider, I see a country in the throes of one 
of those periodic implosions that are 
not entirely legible to non-Americans. 
You have manias about race. Manias 
about gender identity. You have the will-
ful disaggregation of universities and 
other institutions under the banner of 
wokeness, which is a doctrine of blind 
obedience to a party line established by 
people who are 95% illiterate and can’t 
remember what they decreed last week. 
Policy is a product of hardened dogma, 
and therefore inevitably fails. Gas pric-
es are crazy. Nearly 50% of children in 
urban school systems have basically just 
stopped going to school.

And you have a so-called elite that 
spits hysterical contempt for the peo-
ple in whose name they ostensibly rule, 
denouncing them as a pack of racist, 
sexist, white supremacist, transphobic, 
gun-toting disease-spreaders who will 
hopefully soon die out and be replaced 
by a more obedient class of servants. I 
guess it’s not surprising that the Ameri-
can aristocracy is pretty much the worst 
aristocracy on Earth—bad manners, 
bad taste, bad art, hostile to religion 
and the popular arts. Their concept of 
largesse is to establish a foundation to 
combat climate change by instructing 
the yokels not to eat meat. The last ar-
istocracy that showed this kind of con-
tempt for its own people and popular 
folkways was the French in the days of 
Marie Antoinette.

So, in two years, does it all go back to 
normal? The wonder and the terror of 
American life has always been the coun-
try’s capacity to destroy itself, and then 
be born again. Joe Biden looks lost. But 
is Kamala Harris really any better?

So far as I can tell, the person who is 
in charge of the main parameters of U.S. 
government policy commutes between 
his mansion in Kalorama and his man-
sion in Hawaii, on his way to becoming 

of the Uyghur, discovered that in Xi’s 
China, you can become a Uyghur at any 
time. And get detained. That was a huge 
shock for them.
DS: Explain why Taiwan is off the ta-
ble, which is what your analysis implies.
EL: He cannot give them Taiwan, be-
cause he is discovering that if it does 
anything forcible at all, the bulk car-
riers will stop arriving in China. The 
Ukraine war taught China that the G7 
run the world economy, period. Not 
diffusion of power, you know, Tur-
key and Brazil, Mexico. None of that. 
The G7 decide, then ships don’t arrive 
in the ports of China. You don’t need 
the U.S. Navy to blockade China. The 
bulk carriers from San Diego, from Los 
Angeles, from Australia, from Brazil, 
simply don’t arrive. And if the animal 
feed doesn’t arrive in China, then with-
in three months, they have to slaughter 
all the pigs. Then there will be no more 
eggs, no chickens, no eggs, no milk, 
no meat.

So, the Chinese would go back to 
having what they had in 1976, when I 
was first there and Mao was alive, and 
the Chinese were eating rice, sorghum, 
millet, with a little cabbage. Once in 
a while, there would be a fragment of 
pork or chicken. Very well-connected 
people would be able to get an egg for 
their daughters, so their skins would 
not be undernourished, you know, so 
they would have smooth skin. When 
you would occasionally see a girl with a 
nice skin, you could tell her father was 
someone important.

Now Shanghai airport is a single air-
port. And when you go to the depar-
ture hall, the Shanghai airport, it is an 
arc, right. Which is over one mile long. 
They would fly, of course, to Vancou-
ver, to San Diego. In the cooler months, 
they would fly to Bali. Eighty percent of 
these departures are Shanghai people.

The Beijing people, many them are 
bureaucrats, very stolid, stay-at-home 
types. And the Cantonese are noodle 
merchants, you know. They just go to 
Bangkok, to sleep with cheap prosti-
tutes. Shanghainese are the elegant peo-
ple in China.

But Xi fell back on it because he lost 
the economic growth story, he burned 
it with his policy. The Taiwan story he 

simple person, he’s not. I have writ-
ten an article about Xi Jinping’s rela-
tionship to Faust, he’s obsessed with 
Faust, he knows it by heart. I wrote an 
article, and it’s called “Goethe in Chi-
na.” I was in Shanghai once, and I ran 
into the head of, I don’t know what it’s 
called, the foreign languages universi-
ty or something like that, and he told 
me that they had decided to translate 
Goethe into Chinese. Now, Goethe has 
never been fully translated in English 
or French because, in addition to all 
the plays and everything else, Goethe 
was a government official who wrote 
memoranda and reports, so the cor-
pus of Goethe is much bigger, like 20 
times bigger than Shakespeare. Yet all 
of Goethe is available in Mandarin in 
81 large volumes. Why? Because of 
Xi Jinping.
DS: So the Chinese business class gets 
the message, and they realize their mon-
ey is no longer secure, because it doesn’t 
buy the backing of the party anymore, 
because Xi is a jealous and powerful 
God—so they withdraw their capital.
EL: Yes. So the Chinese economy starts 
slowing down, OK. And so Xi has to fall 
back on his other claim to glory, as the 
man who defeated the virus in Wuhan 
because very early on, he took person-
al charge in Wuhan. He did make the 
mistake of allowing the party meeting 
to take place. But then, you know, he 
used these extreme measures. So he be-
came the man who defeated the corona-
virus. And he is forced to fall back on 
that claim because the economy is slow-
ing down.

So when Shanghai starts, he’s going 
to replicate his success in Wuhan on 
an even bigger scale, because that’s all 
he has left to validate his rule. Except, 
Shanghai is different than Wuhan. Wu-
han is a huge city. You know that. It’s 12 
million people, whatever. And Wuhan 
is not a primitive city. Wuhan is actu-
ally where a lot of Chinese publishers 
are. But it is a drastically lower-income 
city than Shanghai with drastically less 
involvement in the outside world. Very 
few people in Wuhan travel, except for 
once a year. Shanghai is different.

When they applied this COVID poli-
cy to Shanghai, the Shanghainese, who 
had never commented on the detention 
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guys who are now being attacked all over 
California because the other Indians say 
that if you’re not a Tamil, you don’t get 
any jobs at the top. So, she comes from 
an elite conservative background.

I was Nimitz professor at Berkeley 
briefly, and heard that Kamala Harris’ 
father was notoriously the most con-
servative person in the department in 
Berkeley. If she ever becomes president, 
a lot of people are going to be very—
DS: Do you think Kamala Harris will 
be president?
EL: She will most likely ...
DS: Not be president.
EL: As you know, political power is the 
best medicine. But if she does become 
president, she’s going to disappoint a lot 
of people. By the way, do you see that 
house there? That’s her chief of staff.
DS: The house with the Black Lives 
Matter sign?
EL: No, no, that is a Zionist Jewish guy 
who put up the sign. The reason he 
keeps them is because somebody took 
them and threw them away. So then he 
put up this new sign even though no 
one cares about Black Lives Matter any-
more, now that the entire organization 
was revealed to be a scam.

THE ETERNAL 
DISAPPEARING PEOPLE

It’s an old story. What’s happening in 
America today with Jews has hap-
pened before.

It happened when the largest and 
richest Jewish community was in Egypt 
when it was run by the Romans. The 
Jews learned Greek, and started push-
ing their way into the Greek academies. 
The Greek elite in Alexandria realized 
that these Jews, who had come with rags 
through the desert, were all literate, be-
cause to be Jewish, you have to be liter-
ate. And the Jews are competing with 
them in their academies, and in sports, 
and they are winning.

So, the elite start organizing an-
ti-Jewish riots in Alexandria. The Ro-
man governor doesn’t want any trouble. 
He sides with the majority. The Jews 
send a delegation to Rome, headed by 
a very Hellenized Jewish guy—Philo 
of Alexandria.

When Philo went to Rome, Caligula, 

policy guy. He liked to pick and choose 
what he liked from the menu, and he’s 
done that. Otherwise, he’s happy to let 
Biden fail, which makes him look even 
better by comparison. Hey, who do 
you like better—Biden, Trump, or me, 
Barack Obama? Miss me yet?

Obama’s problem is that he’s too 
impatient and ego-driven to let others 
make the comparison—he has to drive 
it home himself, by showing up at the 
White House, calling Biden the vice 
president, and leaving the poor man 
talking to the drapes, while everyone 
vies for photo ops with his Royal Air-
ness, the last Democrat who wasn’t a 
pathetic, abject failure.

Obama’s Achilles’ heel has always 
been his egotism. It comes off him in 
waves. He’s like the prep school cool kid 
version of Trump.
EL: Brett McGurk, he is a serious per-
son. Also I think Kamala Harris is 
worth considering. OK, Biden locked 
himself into a box by saying that he’s 
going to have a Black vice president. 
The Black vice president became a 
Black woman vice president along the 
campaign, to achieve more perfect 
wokeism. So then he frantically looked 
around for the most conservative Black 
woman he could find in the Democrat-
ic Party. And that was Kamala Harris, 
who lost out in California politics, be-
cause as attorney general she want-
ed to send to jail welfare mothers who 
live from federal money and don’t send 
their children to school. And when she 
enunciated this idea, she basically got 
blown out of politics. When she was 
running for president, Blacks wouldn’t 
vote for her. Word spread that she was 
anti-Black because she was anti-crimi-
nal and all that stuff.

Now her father, who is Black, is the 
most conservative person in the world. 
He made his one and only intervention 
during the campaign when some regular 
interview asked Kamala Harris, “What’s 
your attitude to marijuana?” and she 
replied “Well, I’m from Jamaica.” Her 
father went and called the radio station 
and said, “If my daughter had come 
within a mile of marijuana until she got 
married”—he would have slapped her. 
Her mother is a Tamil Brahmin. Brah-
min from Tamil Nadu, OK? They’re the 

a billionaire. But it is forbidden to speak 
of him. Good luck finding a single news 
story about how the ex-president of the 
United States communicates with his 
protegees in the White House, while he 
zips back and forth on the private jets of 
his billionaire friends talking shit about 
poor Joe Biden.

What else is he up to these days? 
Watching ESPN and imagining himself 
as the next Denis Johnson, is my bet.
EL: In the Obama White House, ev-
erybody made fun of Joe Biden. Biden 
shows up at the meetings, the Nation-
al Security Council, and he says these 
ridiculous things like the Afghan army 
is a fraud. The people who made fun of 
him then are now staffing the Biden ad-
ministration. That’s true.

Now the only person that he neutral-
ized was Susan Rice because he put—
DS: He didn’t neutralize her. She’s the 
domestic policy coordinator in the 
White House, despite not having for-
merly spent a single day of her career 
on domestic policy. So why is she there? 
Because Obama trusts her to faithfully 
relay his thoughts and desires, when he 
has them.
EL: No, no. Wait. Biden neutralized her 
in regard to foreign affairs.
DS: Obama got what he needed. He al-
ready has his team directing the partic-
ular area of foreign affairs that he cares 
about, which is the Middle East. What 
does he need Susan Rice there for? To 
set U.S. policy for China or Nigeria? 
Why should he care?
EL: The whole of Obama simply would 
not have Biden do what he wanted, 
which is to give no job to Susan Rice. 
Susan Rice was the one that was mak-
ing fun of Biden every day. Every time 
Biden wanted to say something, Susan 
Rice would cut him off and treat him 
with contempt. That’s when Obama in-
sisted that he has to have Susan Rice 
in the White House. So Biden created 
the Domestic Policy Council, and put 
her there.
DS: Robert Malley runs Iran. Brett Mc-
Gurk runs the rest of the Middle East. 
McGurk’s gimp in Syria, Michael Rat-
ney, is the new U.S. ambassador to Sau-
di Arabia. So tell me, what base did 
Obama leave uncovered?

Obama was never an in-the-weeds 
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they were hardly any Jews in Egypt for 
the Muslims to convert.

American Jews are in transition 
on their way to disappearance. What 
you’re seeing is the disintegration of 
the community. The reason why there 
are Reform synagogues here is to gen-
tly convey people into non-Judaism. 
The ones who are Orthodox but wear 
suits and ties, the doctors and lawyers, 
are dying out too. Phenomena like J 
Street are part of that. Anybody who 
is associated with J Street, even if they 
are totally obtuse after a while, must 
realize that it exists in order to provide 
legitimacy for communal euthanasia.

So they are therefore against Israel 
and everybody who’s associated with 
Israel, including the Emirates and the 
Saudis, and so on. What disappearing 
people do is all kinds of weird things. 
Strange things. But you must under-
stand that this story has been going on 
for 2,000 years.

The Temple in Jerusalem was a very 
expensive operation where you buy 
animals and slaughter them. It was 
a large-scale butcher shop with lots 
of money and people wearing funny 
clothes. All of that was sustained by 
the money from Egyptian and other 
wealthy Jews abroad in Greece, Rome, 
France. They disappeared. There’s no 
trace, by the way, of any persecution. 
It’s the absence of persecution that 
caused the disappearance.

Luckily, throughout Jewish history 
there were always people who were 
not modern.
DS: The 10%. The untalented 10th. The 
remnant of Zion. Except, of course, for 
the Israelis, who have advanced fight-
er aircraft and a large arsenal of nucle-
ar weapons.

So is America disintegrating or not?
EL: Well, I think the United States 
is perhaps less kind of crazy than it 
seems. I recently met the only Hispan-
ic member of the cabinet. Do you know 
what his name is? Mayorkas, and he’s 
from Cuba. And you know what lan-
guage he spoke? Romanian. The only 
Hispanic member of the Biden admin-
istration is a Romanian Jew, OK? 

This article was originally published on 
June 12, 2022.

food in Egypt, the Jews in Egypt be-
came numerous, very rich, and very as-
similated. And by the time of the Mus-
lim conquest, they had disappeared.
DS: So far the story is excellent, Ed-
ward, but you have skipped a key part.
EL: Which is what?
DS: Who was Philo of Alexan-
dria’s nephew?
EL: No idea. Philo himself was not 
comfortable in Hebrew.
DS: Philo’s nephew was Tiberius Al-
exander. Named Alexander, because of 
the family’s roots in the city of Alex-
andria, he excelled at riding and oth-
er Roman arts. His best friend at prep 
school was the son of a famous Roman 
general, Vespasian.
EL: Titus.
DS: Correct. So, Titus and his Jew-
ish pal Tiberius Alexander go to prep 
school together, to the Ivy League 
of Rome.
EL: Oh, OK. I see where you are going 
with this.
DS: And together, with Titus’ father, 
they destroy the rebellious Jewish 
state in Judea, which is then renamed 
Palestine, and then Vespasian goes to 
Rome, where he soon becomes em-
peror, leaving Titus in charge of his 
armies. So Titus and Tiberius Alexan-
der go up to Jerusalem, sack the city, 
and destroy the Temple, all of which is 
recorded by Vespasian’s Jewish slave, 
the former Jewish rebel Josephus, who 
is sitting there in the tent with them 
during the siege. So the Temple is de-
stroyed by a Roman, with the help of 
two Jews.
EL: Your story about Tiberius Alexan-
der simply means that they were part 
of the ruling class. Fine.
DS: You have to admit it’s a telling mo-
ment in Jewish history.
EL: Egypt is the richest country of the 
ancient world, OK? In the Western 
sphere. So, in that richest part of the 
world, the Jews are not only success-
ful, but rich, and also politically secure.
DS: And their sons and nephews are 
friends with the sons and nephews of 
Roman emperors. And look where it 
got them!
EL: Political security and everything 
else. So they assimilate and disappear. 
By the time of the Muslim conquest, 

the Emperor Gaius Caligula, made fun 
of him for not eating pork. And said 
things like, “In the winter, when it’s 
cold, what is better than a pork sand-
wich?” Even wealthy mansions had a 
small window in the kitchen where 
the kitchen slaves were entitled to earn 
money by pushing hot dogs through 
this small window. And suddenly Gai-
us said, “You don’t eat pork. You must 
be completely out of your mind, with 
this religion of yours.” But he recalled 
the governor, who was only trying to 
avoid trouble, and the governor, upon 
approaching the emperor, ran into 
some steel that cut off his neck.

So thereupon, the Jews in Alexan-
dria, in Egypt, which was the America 
of that time, because there was always 
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The congressional leaders 
tasked with overseeing payday 
lending reform have received a 
payoff. According to data from 
OpenSecrets, the payday loan 
industry has given $3.4 million in 
campaign donations to 67 of the 
78 senators and representatives 
who sit on the two committees 
that oversee the loan industry: the 
Senate Committee on Banking, 
Housing, and Urban Affairs and 
the House Committee on Financial 
Services. Payday loans are short-
term, high-interest loans that use 
the borrower’s future paycheck as 
collateral. The industry is rife with 
predatory lenders who capitalize 
on the paycheck-to-paycheck 
precarity of the working poor, often 
by charging interest rates as high 
as 600%, which can tick up even 
higher when borrowers struggle 
to pay back their debt. The payday 
industry has been making these 
campaign donations—and spent 
$4.2 million on lobbying efforts in 
2021—as the committees consider 
legislation that would cap interest 
rates at 36%.
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The Cult of Masked 
Schoolchildren

History will not look kindly on our evidence-
free decision to make kids suffer most

BY VINAY PRASAD

A
s we enter the third 
year of the pandemic, 
every child age 5 and 
up is eligible to receive 
a COVID vaccine in 
the United States. Odd-

ly, this development has been accom-
panied by increased pressure on kids 
to wear masks in school. Some private 
schools have gone beyond cloth-mask-
ing and mandated N95 (or equivalent) 
masks for children as young as 4. The 
Berkeley Unified School District in Cal-
ifornia recently began transitioning stu-
dents to N95-level masking. This isn’t 
a matter of protecting children, their 
teachers, or their grandparents; it’s delu-
sional and dangerous cultlike behavior.

The way to reduce scientific uncer-
tainty when it comes to practices like 
masking young children is to conduct 
randomized studies. When it comes to 
masking kids in schools, the global sci-
entific community has launched no such 
studies during the pandemic. The U.K. 
government recently commissioned a re-
port on the efficacy of masks in school 
settings, which failed to identify any 
clear evidence in favor of this practice. 
Moreover, the authors write:

Wearing face coverings may have 
physical side effects and impair face 
identification, verbal and non-verbal 
communication between teacher and 
learner. This means there are downsides 
to face coverings for pupils and students, 
including detrimental impacts on com-
munication in the classroom.

Let’s start with cloth masks, which 
have been the most common type of fa-
cial covering used to cover kids’ faces in 
school. In the only cluster randomized 

trial conducted during the pandemic 
among adults, cloth-masking failed to 
improve the primary outcome of COVID 
cases that were confirmed with a blood 
test. In an umbrella review I conducted 
with Jonathan Darrow of Harvard and 
Ian Liu of the University of Colorado, 
we concluded that cloth-masking simply 
doesn’t work. A month later, the former 
health commissioner of Baltimore told 
CNN the same:

The United States is uniquely aggres-
sive in masking young kids. Contrary to 
scientific evidence, the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and the American Acade-
my of Pediatrics advise that children as 
young as 2 should wear masks. Europe 
has always been more relaxed on this is-
sue, and the World Health Organization 
advises against masks for kids under 6 
and only selectively for kids under 11.

Data from Spain on masking kids is 
sobering. The figure below shows the R 
value—a measure of how fast the virus 
spreads—by age. Spain mandated masks 
at a specific age cutoff. If masks have a 
visible effect, we should see a step down 
in the graph at the age kids start to wear 
them (i.e., the spread should drop at the 
age masking begins). But as you can see, 
there is only a slow, deliberate, upward 
trend with no steps down. Based on the 
evidence only, it would be impossible 
to guess which age groups are wearing 
masks and which are not.

Data from ‘Age-dependency of the 
Propagation Rate of Coronavirus Dis-
ease 2019 Inside School Bubble Groups 
in Catalonia, Spain,’ November 2021The 
Pediatric Infectious Disease Journal

This simply means that masking was 
not associated with a large effect in 

slowing spread. (If you’re curious, kids 
started to wear masks in this study at 
age 6.)

Now let’s consider N95 or equiva-
lent masks that are designed to filter a 
high percentage of particles. To achieve 
this goal, N95 masks require a snug fit 
and validation. Notably, there are no 
approved N95s for kids because these 
masks have not been subject to valida-
tion for young people. All masks sold 
with this moniker are merely “N95-
style” masks thought to be equivalent, 
possibly. Berkeley and other school dis-
tricts have mandated them anyway, even 
though no study suggests the policy can 
slow the spread of COVID.

What is the goal of masking policy? 
Does it at least help to “slow” the spread? 
Pre-vaccine, it made sense to try to de-
lay infection until all those who wished 
could be vaccinated, the latter being an 
intervention that does have a demonstra-
ble effect on rates of serious disease and 
death. While cloth-masking does little 
if anything to delay infection, universal 
N95-masking might have indeed been 
helpful. But does this goal still make 
sense after vaccines and omicron?

Omicron has shown it is able to infect 
even vaccinated people relatively easi-
ly (even though, yes, vaccines do still 
appear to protect from severe disease). 
The fact that omicron is widely spread 
by vaccinated people, coupled with its 
rapid rate of spread, means that sooner 
rather than later we will all be infect-
ed—a conclusion shared earlier this 
month by Anthony Fauci. But if infec-
tion is inevitable for everyone, then it no 
longer makes sense to wear a mask. Even 
the most effective mask can’t avert infec-
tion; it can only delay it while causing in-
convenience, discomfort, and difficulty 
speaking, all of which are detrimental to 
the educational and emotional well-be-
ing of schoolchildren.

Put another way, while we don’t know 
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face coverings in all settings includ-
ing education.”

One justification I often hear for 
masking kids is some variation of, “My 
kids are masked and they’re doing just 
fine.” I hear and see this frequently from 
professional colleagues—people with 
doctorate-level training and consider-
able financial resources to help support 
the children in question. But is the same 
true for a child whose mother works long 
hours and spends prolonged time in day 
care? Do all kids get the same stimulation 
outside of school to compensate for the 
pandemic-era deprivations we subject 
them to? The answer to these questions 
is likely no. While the assertion is often 
made that masking kids is a form of un-
selfish behavior—and that those who op-
pose it are the real selfish ones because 
they put others at risk—the data appears 
to support the opposite conclusion.

Because U.S. masking policies are 
largely forms of virtue-signaling and 
public health performance, it’s not 
surprising that they are often blatant-
ly self-contradictory and absurd. Re-
call that the CDC and AAP have both 
advised masks for kids ages 2 to 5, in 
contrast to WHO guidelines. To get a 
sense of this policy in practice, think of 
the day care centers that made toddlers 
wear cloth masks except during nap 
time, when they sleep side-by-side with 
their peers in the same room. Similarly, 
schools that mandate masks have little 
choice but to lift those requirements 
at lunchtime.

Due to the failures and absurdities of 
these measures, some doctors, educators, 
and public health authorities have been 
working on coming up with offramps to 
school masking policies. But the difficul-
ty of doing so is a direct byproduct of 
the lack of evidence to support masking 
kids in the first place. If you don’t under-
stand the circumstances in which masks 

immunosuppression and other severe 
medical problems should seek the guid-
ance and advice of their pediatrician in 
order to decide what is best for their 
child. But the majority of parents of 
healthy kids should put their fears of 
COVID into perspective. A (pre-vac-
cine!) analysis from Germany shows that 
if a child is infected with COVID—with 
or without preexisting conditions—
there is an 8 in 100,000 chance of going 
to the intensive care unit. According to 
the same study, the risk of death is 3 in 1 
million, with no deaths reported in the 
over-5 age group. These risks are aston-
ishingly low.

What about the effects of long 
COVID? The best data we have suggests 
that between 0% and 2% of kids who 
are infected will experience symptoms 
beyond any control measures. But the 
larger point is that if infection is inevi-
table—if it is just a matter of time—then 
considerations of long COVID are moot. 
No matter how we reach the destination, 
we will have to help children who devel-
op long COVID. This is true whether we 
make them wear masks or face shields, 
or hold their breath every time they 
go indoors.

When it comes to the downsides of 
masking kids, I want to be clear that no 
prior study truly informs the moment: 
In all of human history we have never 
masked so many children for so many 
hours a day for so many years. As such, 
we have very little data from which to 
draw lessons. We simply do not know 
the long-term impacts of this evi-
dence-free intervention.

Yet the preliminary evidence that 
we do have is illuminating. Fifty-nine 
percent of U.K. teachers in April 2021 
stated that asking pupils to wear 
masks made understanding them a 
“lot more difficult.” We know that 
when someone conceals their lips it’s 
harder to comprehend what they’re 
saying. This effect is of course more 
pronounced among children with 
hearing and learning disabilities. For 
this reason, a recent “evidence sum-
mary” from the U.K. Department of 
Education concluded, “Government 
guidance continues to be that chil-
dren aged under 11 years old should 
be exempt from requirements to wear 

whether Berkeley’s school masking pol-
icy will in fact slow the spread, we do 
know it’s a bad policy regardless: If it 
works, it merely delays an inevitable 
brush with COVID, and is therefore 
unnecessary; if it doesn’t work (and the 
impossibility of children maintaining 
a proper fit and seal for hours on end 
suggests it can’t), it is simply a piece of 
public health theater whose side-effects 
are likely to be severe, and is there-
fore unnecessary.

Should kids and parents be afraid 
of COVID? Parents of kids with 

The Scroll’s  
Year-End Review
April 15, 2022

While peer nations have seen 
their life expectancy recover 
since the start of the pandemic, 
the United States life expectancy 
declined in 2021, largely because 
of an increase in deaths among 
white Americans, according 
to a new study awaiting a peer 
review. Before vaccinations were 
widely available in 2020, high-
income nations like the United 
States suffered a significant 
drop in life expectancy because 
of the pandemic death toll. 
Then, as vaccinations rolled out 
in 2021, most nations saw their 
life expectancies recover—all 
except the United States. The 
already-existing gap between life 
expectancy in the United States 
and that of similar countries 
widened to more than five years, 
the researchers reported. The 
continual decline of U.S. life 
expectancy—which was 76.6 
years in 2021, down from 78.86 
two years prior—is attributed 
to several causes, including 
widespread obesity across the 
population, which increases life-
threatening medical conditions, 
and a mismanaged response 
to the pandemic by local and 
federal actors.

Our shared Jewish life, at 
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actually help or don’t help, it’s hard to 
know when to stop. The logical moment 
for a masking reset was the widespread 
availability of vaccination for kids ages 
5 to 11, but that opportunity came and 
went at the end of last year.

Masking is now little more than an 
appealing delusion. It arms us with 
a visible symbol that communicates 
our commitment to minimizing the 
pandemic’s damage. It makes some of 
us feel empowered by giving us some-
thing “we can do” in the face of a large-
ly invisible threat. To a certain extent, 
this is understandable. But most of the 
masks worn by most kids for most of 
the pandemic have likely done nothing 
to change the velocity or trajectory of 
the virus. The loss to children remains 

difficult to capture in hard data, but 
will likely become clear in the years 
to come.

Less forgivable is the decision we’ve 
made as a society to shift the anxieties 
of adults onto the youngest members of 
society, who count on us to defend their 
interests before our own. It is thanks to 
the nature of this particular virus, rath-
er than the foresight of American insti-
tutions or adults, that COVID has been 
relatively impotent against children. 
The majority of kids who have been 
infected have recovered without sequel-
ae. And yet we continue to impose the 
most harmful and onerous restrictions 
on the youngest among us. While we 
purportedly do it to protect other age 
groups, empirical analysis suggests, for 

instance, that school closures in a given 
community have done nothing to slow 
the spread among the elderly in the 
same community.

When the history books are written, 
we will not look wise or kind for insist-
ing that kids and toddlers wear masks 
for hours on end, year after year, without 
ever testing this policy with controlled 
trials. We will look ignorant, cruel, fear-
ful, and cowardly. We might even look 
worse than our primitive ancestors who, 
when faced with great plagues, engaged 
in all sorts of bizarre, superstitious be-
havior—but which rarely included mak-
ing kids suffer most. 

This article was originally published on 
January 20, 2022.
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In a way, the only thing I know that I 
believe in is … brokenness.”

Ryan went on to explain that, when 
he gets into political debates with 
friends and acquaintances these days, 
those on the “other side” aren’t all lib-
erals or all conservatives or in fact all 
from any other previously recognizable 
camp. Instead, they are the people in 
his life who, regardless of how they 
vote or otherwise affiliate, remain in-
vested in the institutions and political 
ideologies that now leave Ryan cold. 
Many of them acknowledge that there 
are problems, even serious ones, with 
universities, newspapers, nonprofits, 
both political parties, what have you, 
but they see these as normal, fixable 
challenges, not signs of fundamental 
brokenness. To them, the impulse to 
consign weighty institutions to the 
dustbin of history feels impulsive and 
irresponsible—like arson. To Ryan, 
staying committed to decrepit struc-
tures, and insisting to others that they 

Brokenism
The real debate today isn’t between the left and right. It’s between those 

invested in our current institutions, and those who want to build anew.

BY ALANA NEWHOUSE

T
wo years ago, I wrote an 
essay in which I tried to 
explore the growing 
sense, made more glar-
ing during the first year 
of the pandemic, that 

whole parts of American society were 
breaking down before our eyes. The 
central idea was that we must accept 
what is broken beyond repair in order 
to build our communities and institu-
tions anew.

Among the many people who wrote 
to me in the aftermath was a man 
around my age named Ryan, who intro-
duced himself as a West Point graduate 
and combat veteran, biracial and from a 
multi-generational Black military fam-
ily. “I’ve lived and traveled all over the 
world, but I cherish my family’s deep 
roots in a small town in rural Ohio,” he 
wrote. “It seems very dark some days, 
but your closing nails it: ‘It can almost 

feel easier to believe it can’t be done. But 
it can.’”

As I did with many others who wrote 
me heartfelt notes, I reached out to 
Ryan and asked to meet over Zoom. It 
turned out we had more in common 
than either of us had guessed, and we 
began a correspondence that’s endured 
since then.

At one point last year, Ryan said some-
thing that struck a nerve. “I don’t know 
what I identify as these days, because 
everything has gotten so scrambled,” he 
noted. “I’m not a Democrat or a Repub-
lican, I don’t even think I could define 
myself narrowly as either a liberal or a 
conservative anymore. The one thing I 
know that I fundamentally do believe is 
the premise of your piece, that the dom-
inant institutions of American life—in 
education, in the arts, in politics—are 
either totally broken or so weak or cor-
rupt that they’re becoming irrelevant. 
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connection at all: Russiagate, school clo-
sures, content moderation by tech com-
panies, government surveillance, masks, 
U.S. investment in China, and more. 
Part of the explanation is that Tablet’s 
mission was never just to make the 
world smarter about Jews; it was also 
to make Jews smarter about the world.

But a related reason has to do with an 
increasingly dominant sensibility in our 
pages that, inspired by Ryan, might be 
called brokenism. At its base, broken-
ism revolves around the idea that insti-
tutions and even whole societies can and 
do decay—sometimes in ways that are 
obvious, often in ways that are not.

Now, to observe that a critical mass 
of American society is broken does not 
mean that America is falling like Rome 
or descending hopelessly into chaos 
like Weimar Germany. This country 
survived a civil war, the failures of Re-
construction, the Industrial Revolution 
and its destruction of previous ways of 
life, plus the political violence of the 
1960s and the economic shocks of the 
1970s—and arguably came out stronger 
after these crises.

Which is why many people under-
standably see our current moment as 
a wave of change that can be ridden 
successfully—without overblown di-
agnoses or radical solutions. These are 
status-quoists, people who are invest-
ed in the established institutions of 
American life, even as they acknowl-
edge that this or that problem around 
the margins should of course be tackled. 
Status-quoists believe that any decline 
in quality one might observe at Yale or 
The Washington Post or the Food and 
Drug Administration or the Ameri-
can Federation of Teachers are simply 
problems of personnel, circumstance, 
incompetence, or lack of information. 
Times change, people come and go, sta-
tus-quoists believe—this outfit screwed 
up COVID policy, yes, and that place 
has an antisemitism problem, agreed. 
But they will learn, reform, and recover, 
and they need our help to do so. What 
isn’t needed, and is in fact anathema, 
is any effort to inject more perceived 
radicalism into an already toxic and po-
larized American society. The people, 
ideas, and institutions that led Ameri-
ca after the end of the Cold War must 

are fundamentally safe when they’re 
clearly not, is what feels reckless.

Most Americans don’t fall squarely 
into one of these two camps. Around 
40% don’t even vote. But among the 
people who do engage in debates about 
this country’s future, the ones doing it 
most compellingly are not those still 
stuck in the battle between “Democrats” 
and “Republicans,” or “liberalism” and 
“conservatism.” The most vital debate 
in America today is between those who 
believe there is something fundamen-
tally broken in America, and that it’s an 
emergency, and those who do not.

Which is why this is the debate that 
has, over the past few years, been given 
center stage at Tablet. On the one hand, 
we publish stories showcasing what is 
good about the status quo in American 
and in Jewish life: what institutions 
are working, what fears are overblown, 
which elites are doing good work, and 
what is decent and right about popu-
lar ideas. Half of our readers find these 
pieces at best silly and at worst naive, 
even dangerously so.

On the other hand, we also publish 
stories about institutions and ideolo-
gies that may appear to be functioning 
but are in fact failing in perilous ways, 
and how to think about developing new 
institutions, communities, and ideas to 
replace them. These articles are often 
marked by a desire to challenge, some-
times aggressively, what was previously 
considered settled wisdom, and even 
more so by a deep skepticism about the 
actions and motives of established insti-
tutions and public figures—the federal 
government, blue chip corporations, 
the admissions office at Harvard, and 
so on. The other half of our readership 
finds these stories crackpot or paranoid, 
or worse.

To those who wonder why such dif-
ferent kinds of stories are being pub-
lished by the same magazine, let me ex-
plain: We aren’t confused; we are having 
a fight—and it’s one you might benefit 
from joining.

Over the past few years, even as Tablet’s 
audience has grown, some readers have 
questioned why a Jewish magazine has 
taken so much interest in topics that, at 
first glance, appear to have no Jewish 

The Scroll’s  
Year-End Review
May 19, 2022

The Disinformation Governance 
Board, a Department of Homeland 
Security panel created to expand 
the government’s regulatory power 
over social media platforms and 
public speech, has been “paused” 
following weeks of mockery and 
criticism, and will now be subject 
to a 75-day review focused on ways 
to improve public sentiment about 
its mission. The board was to be led 
by the controversial disinformation 
expert Nina Jankowicz, who had 
earlier helped perpetuate the false 
claim that reporting based on 
Hunter Biden’s laptop was Russian 
disinformation and had dismissed 
claims of anti-conservative bias 
on digital platforms while insisting 
that “often it’s liberal voices that 
are being silenced, particularly 
minority voices.” Prior to the pause 
announced this week, Jankowicz 
and the board had faced harsh 
criticism from both conservatives 
and civil libertarian groups including 
the American Civil Liberties Union. 
Though it was nominally designed 
to continue DHS’s efforts to combat 
online misinformation that began 
before the Biden administration—
particularly misinformation used 
by human smugglers to coerce 
migrants over the U.S. border—the 
board’s mandate expanded that 
effort into something much broader: 
to coordinate the sprawling agencies 
under the DHS banner, as well as the 
Biden administration, in an attempt 
to mediate the online distribution of 
information about issues as varied as 
vaccines, election fraud, and Russian, 
Chinese, and Iranian disinformation 
campaigns. 
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“Bernie Sanders 
and Elon Musk 
are brokenists, as 
are the famously 
leftist Glenn 
Greenwald and the 
famously capitalist 
Marc Andreessen.”

grounded in the idea of biological differ-
ences between men and women. They 
are working-class people and families 
whose livelihoods have been taken from 
them by a new and rapacious form of 
turbo-capitalism. They are free speech 
advocates who can’t figure out why the 
left no longer feels like home. Broken-
ists feel certain they were considered 
ordinary people just a few years ago, 
but are now routinely accused of being 
reactionaries or “extremists,” often with 
real social and professional consequenc-
es. Former ACLU President Nadine 
Strossen, economist Jeffrey Sachs, writ-
er Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie—these 
people aren’t kooks; they have serious 
and well-argued concerns about how 
American society and its political and 
economic landscape are developing.

For their part, status-quoists believe 
their side is the one coming together 
under the banner of righteousness and 
sanity. The fringes, they say, are fertile 
soil for radicalism, and radicalism leads 
to danger. It’s not a surprise, these peo-
ple argue, that antisemitism is rising in 
popularity and intensity—and that it’s 
coming from the extremes of both sides 
of the political aisle.

And the argument of the sta-
tus-quoists isn’t simply defensive. They 
admit that many ideas and institutions 
are in bad shape, but they believe that 
change comes best from within—not 
because they are satisfied with the 
world as it exists, but because the status 
quo is the least bad option. Most new 
endeavors fail, they point out, and the 
ones that already exist have survived 
for a reason. Foundings are rare, dif-
ficult, and highly contingent—both 
Jewish tradition and the American 
constitutional system are based on the 
idea that what’s old is wise, that the 
past has a legitimate claim on the pres-
ent, that change should be incremen-
tal and toilsome, and that it’s easier to 

teams and then, midway through class, 
divide each side and swap the halves to 
make two new teams. That’s kind of like 
what is happening in America today.

And it’s not simply that people are 
switching affiliations while the political 
parties largely remain the same. Instead, 
the parties themselves are changing—
and in some cases swapping—what they 
stand for, a reality that observers from 
what used to be the right and the left are 
both starting to grapple with.

One popular explanation for this dy-
namic is that it’s an example of horse-
shoe theory—the idea, first posited 
by French philosopher Jean-Pierre 
Faye, that extremists from both left 
and right have more in common with 
each other than they do with suppos-
edly level-headed centrists from their 
own parties. But, to be fair, that’s fun-
damentally a status-quoist argument. 
Many of today’s brokenists, especially 
since the spring and summer of 2020, 
are not fringe fanatics lustily drawn 
to authoritarianism. They are parents 
and teachers enraged by COVID school 
closures and the learning loss their chil-
dren suffered, especially the most vul-
nerable among them. They are writers 
and artists creeped out by increasingly 
flagrant government surveillance and 
demands for creative conformity. They 
are feminists whose life’s work has been 

continue to guide us through the turbu-
lence ahead. What can broadly be called 
the “establishment” is not only familiar, 
status-quoists believe; it is safe, stable, 
and ultimately enduring.

On the other side are brokenists, peo-
ple who believe that our current institu-
tions, elites, intellectual and cultural life, 
and the quality of services that many of 
us depend on have been hollowed out. 
To them, the American establishment, 
rather than being a force of stability, is 
an obese and corrupted tangle of federal 
and corporate power threatening to suf-
focate the entire country. Proof of this 
decay, they argue, can be seen in the un-
conventional moves that many people, 
regardless of how they would describe 
themselves politically, are making: 
home-schooling their children to avoid 
the failures and politicization of many 
public and private schools; consuming 
more information from YouTube, Twit-
ter, Substack, and podcasts than from 
legacy media outlets; and abandoning 
the restrictions, high costs, and pathol-
ogies of the coasts for freer and more 
affordable pastures in the Southeast 
and Southwest.

Brokenists come from all points on 
the political spectrum. They disagree 
with each other about what kinds of 
programs, institutions, and culture 
they want to see prevail in America. 
What they agree on—what is in fact 
a more important point of agreement 
than anything else—is that what used 
to work is not working for enough peo-
ple anymore.

In fact, both brokenists and sta-
tus-quoists are attracting people from 
what was formerly known as the left and 
the right. That’s how you get left-wing 
guests on Tucker Carlson, and lifelong 
members of right-wing royalty making 
frictionless transitions into mainstream 
darlings. Marxist thinker Adolph Reed 
is a brokenist; Cass Sunstein is a sta-
tus-quoist. Resistance Democrats like 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Never 
Trumpers like Liz Cheney—these peo-
ple are status-quoists. Bernie Sanders 
and Elon Musk are brokenists, as are the 
famously leftist Glenn Greenwald and 
the famously capitalist Marc Andrees-
sen. When I was in elementary school, 
our gym teacher used to split us into two 
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“Brokenists like 
to think that their 
own worldview 
is edgier, braver, 
sexier, and that 
they’re making 
more converts 
than enemies.”

American society were many of the 
institutions currently undergoing rad-
ical change. The great public schools, 
private universities, media companies, 
publishing houses, law firms, and na-
tional corporations—these were the 
stepping stones to acceptance and suc-
cess for Jews. What Jewish mother isn’t 
proud of her daughter or son, the lawyer 
or doctor, with a degree from Harvard 
or Yale or Princeton? It’s no wonder that 
if you walk around Ivy League campuses 
these days, you see Jewish names like 
Milstein, Schwarzman, and Bloomberg 
on so many newer buildings standing 
proudly alongside older buildings with 
names like Witherspoon, Harkness, and 
Eliot. Who cares about the student fly-
ers advertising Israel apartheid week or 
a few mezuzahs knocked off doorposts? 
We made it, and we are grateful. Many 
of us are invested in the credentialing 
institutions of American life not only 
because we benefited from them our-
selves, but also because we want oth-
ers—not just our own kids, but kids of 
other races and religions and from other 
countries—to have that same privilege.

Perhaps more than many of us want 
to accept, however, Jewish success in 
America came not from some big-heart-
ed, multicultural tolerance (which 
didn’t exist) nor from our ability to 
“pass” through prejudices and censors 
(we couldn’t), but from a commodious 
idea of what an American can be.

Jewish achievement, Jewish surviv-
al, and Jewish identity all depend not 
on radical acceptance—the idea that 
we have to be celebrated, not just tol-
erated—but on the specifically Jewish 
insistence on radical difference. Jews 
are called upon to eat, dress, pray, work, 
grieve, marry, and learn in distinct ways 
that, throughout history, have often 
made us objects of distrust and hatred. 
Yet we are required, as Jews, to be will-
ing and able to sit by ourselves—even, 
if need be, to endure tremendous dis-
comfort. The freedom to be different, 
while also being accepted as Americans 
just like anyone else, has for us been the 
great miracle of this country—and the 
reason it has been one of the brightest 
spots in our four millennia of existence.

The value of this American idea has 
been thrown into question of late, and 

them, than a Jewish one. It has long 
been a basic premise of nearly all Jewish 
thought, from the rabbis of the Mishna 
and Talmud to the kabbalists of Safed, 
that the world is broken. The idea that, 
on one hand, God should have never 
created the world, and that, on the oth-
er, we are nevertheless commanded to 
embrace life, is the one point on which 
the legendary Jewish sages Hillel and 
Shammai are said to have agreed. The 
world is cracked, but we still have to live 
in it—which means that it is important 
to situate ourselves, mentally and phys-
ically, in places where we can have good 
and safe lives.

But it also means that we must be sen-
sitive to the tremors that warn of im-
pending earthquakes that could make 
our current homes dangerous. At differ-
ent points in our history, that place was 
Spain, England, France, Turkey, Cairo, 
Baghdad, Beirut, Safed, Vilna, Warsaw, 
Prague, Vienna, Berlin, Paris, and too 
many others to count. In all of those 
places, things got bad at some point; in 
some of them, so bad that they became 
irrevocably broken to us. In others, Jew-
ish life went on, and continues to flour-
ish in different ways to this day.

For the last 200 years, American so-
ciety has been central to global Jewish 
survival and success. And central to 
the Jews’ successful integration into 

destroy or run away than it is to remain 
and reform.

What’s more, they see in history plen-
ty of examples of institutions that have 
been in advanced stages of decay, only to 
be transformed in useful and innovative 
ways. For status-quoists, universities to-
day don’t prove brokenists right, but are 
instead a prime example of why they’re 
wrong: In 1900, Harvard and Yale were 
just finishing schools. Partly because 
of Jewish assimilation, then the Cold 
War and government-backed scientific 
research, they became world-class re-
search institutions during the second 
half of the 20th century. They retained 
the superficial traditions of the old fin-
ishing schools, but in fact transformed 
into something approximating meri-
tocracies. They did so because of mar-
ket pressures, because of geopolitical 
events, and because the more parochial 
university presidents were eventually 
replaced by more broad-minded ones. If 
you had said in 1930 that the Ivy League 
was broken, you would have been right: 
They were hothouses of racism, an-
tisemitism, and anti-intellectualism. But 
it turned out that there was a way to put 
their money, real estate, and prestige to 
productive use. They became impressive 
institutions—not perfect, but special 
enough that brokenists now look back 
at them with longing and nostalgia.

And then there were this month’s 
elections, which the status-quoists 
rightly see as a win for their side. Bro-
kenists like to think that their own 
worldview is edgier, braver, sexier, and 
that they’re making more converts than 
enemies. Perhaps they’ll eventually be 
proven right, but as far as the midterms 
were concerned, it’s not happening yet.

There is no better platform for a con-
versation about which parts of society 
are functioning well, which really are 
broken, and what can be done to fix 

Everything you need to know at 
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its future viability is being hotly debat-
ed right now. Which is precisely why we 
should follow the cracks in the founda-
tions of American society not in the way 
a pundit follows “politics” or “partisan-
ship” or the “culture wars,” but more 
like a seismologist tracks sudden slips 
in tectonic plates. Throughout Jewish 
history, the ability to notice whether 
and how and when the ground is shift-
ing has been a salient feature of life—or 
else a lesson purchased at the highest 
possible cost.

When it comes to American institu-
tions, though not America itself, I am 
a brokenist—both because of my sense 

of the problems (which I explored here 
and here) as well as the possible solu-
tions. The ferment in American life and 
culture is now on the fringes—among 
the creative types who are too far gone 
for the establishment institutions to 
control, and the outsiders who oppose 
those institutions, and the builders 
who are too busy obsessing over their 
own life project to notice or care much 
about what the status-quoists think. 
That’s where the cultural energy is: in 
innovative new prep schools for young 
Black men in rural Georgia; in young 
families quitting the cities for rural ar-
eas; in science and biotech landscapes 
run by swashbuckling pioneers who 
bob and weave around bureaucratic 
obstacles, expanding the possibilities 
for how life is and can be lived, and 
performing medical and technological 
feats we’d once have easily described 
as miracles.

At the same time, as someone who is 
deeply engaged in Jewish life, who ad-
mires and loves many people who work 
in Jewish institutions, I also embrace 
the status quo. I know that the dentists 
and lawyers and bakers and butchers 
who form the backbone of every living 
Jewish community don’t currently live 
on the chain, or in self-made communes. 
They live in an imperfect world that has 
always been imperfect, and from which 
people have often been able to generate 
safety and even beauty by committing to 
stakes already in the ground.

There is, though, one thing that is 
nonnegotiable to me. We are in a his-
toric moment of flux. Regardless of 
your political or religious or cultural 
allegiances, you must not be surprised 
by the fact that the world is changing, 
or that change often spans a spectrum 
of feeling from uncomfortable to very, 
very bad. Whether you see yourself as 
a brokenist or a status-quoist (or nei-
ther), you must not be surprised by a 
world that looks different from what 
you had grown used to. You must not 
be surprised when we are considered 
“the enemy” on an increasing num-
ber of college campuses or in the 
pages of storied newspapers; you 
must not be surprised when famous 
athletes or beloved musical artists or 
crafty politicians want to turn their 

The Scroll’s  
Year-End Review
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Gone are the days when 
corporations would bust union 
drives with good old firings and 
intimidation. With unionization 
efforts surging at companies 
across the country, from coastal 
behemoths such as Amazon and 
Starbucks to small businesses 
operating deep in red states, 
management is changing its 
tactics and looking to take 
advantage of “social justice-driven” 
campaigns by “attempting to co-
opt the language of social justice 
movements and embrace trends 
around self-growth and positive 
lifestyles to counter demands for 
unionization,” according to The 
Intercept. Such tactics were at 
the forefront of a conference this 
past April on “union avoidance,” 
where experts who were once 
branded as anti-union consultants 
have blossomed into “diversity 
executives” or developers of 
“belonging”; such figures now form 
part of a $340 million industry 
that advises companies on how to 
exploit the language of diversity 
so that management can walk the 
tightrope of appearing “inclusive” 
while destroying demands for 
greater pay and benefits.

fans against us; you must not be sur-
prised by election results, or Supreme 
Court decisions.

This idea is central to our mission 
now. No Tablet reader in 2022 should 
scan the news in the morning and find 
herself shocked. When you wake up and 
look at your phone and the headlines at 
least make sense, however bad the news 
may be—that is when you know you are 
inside an authentically Jewish conver-
sation. To see the cracks in the building 
before it collapses—that is a Jewish ex-
perience. To argue about whether the 
building can be saved or has to be evac-
uated—that is a Jewish debate. To find a 
way to somehow invent an entirely new 
kind of building—that is a Jewish act. 
To dismiss the cracks as unimportant 
and suppress questions, so that the next 
day’s news shocks you all over again—I 
wish you luck in your efforts, but don’t 
confuse your approach with the values 
of Jewish engagement.

Once you stop spending your time be-
ing outraged, you’ll realize how much 
energy you have for whatever work you 
want to do. Leave. Stay. Build something 
new; invest in current institutions to see 
if they can be made better. Think brave-
ly and creatively about what America 
needs for a stable and rich future. Be 
deliberate about what you’re doing, and 
try to understand those who do and see 
things differently. What you encounter 
might seem or actually be misguided or 
outright wrong, foreign, scary—even 
dangerous. Engage anyway.

A handful of readers misread my 
original essay as a downer. As my friend 
Ryan understood, my goal is not to dis-
courage people, but precisely the oppo-
site: to give hope. The ground is mov-
ing again. Everything bad comes from 
change, but so does everything good.  

This article was originally published on 
November 21, 2022.
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The Minyan:  
Non-Jewish Spouses

A roundtable discussion about interfaith marriages,  
raising Jewish children, navigating Jewish  

and non-Jewish holidays, and where people do 
—and don’t—feel welcome

BY ABIGAIL POGREBIN

The Minyan is a series of moderated roundtable discussions about the state of 
the Jewish community in America from a variety of perspectives. By bringing to-
gether at least 10 people from a shared demographic or background—“everyday” 
people with personal opinions, not “experts” or titled professionals who earn their 
salaries by crafting statements on these issues—we hope to foster conversations 
that will illuminate how different kinds of people think about the larger Jewish 
community, and their own place in it. 

M
any non-Jews in in-
terfaith marriages 
do not feel connect-
ed to Judaism or the 
larger Jewish com-
munity—and many 

don’t seek those connections, perhaps 
because their Jewish spouses are them-
selves less engaged. But others are in-
terested: They study Judaism, join 
synagogues and communal organiza-
tions, and celebrate Jewish holidays 
with their spouses. Some self-identi-
fy as Jewish, although they have not 
converted. And, perhaps surprising-
ly, most of them raise Jewish children; 
a full two-thirds of intermarried cou-
ples are raising their kids Jewish—
something that requires significant 
involvement in Judaism and the Jew-
ish community.

According to a 2020 Pew survey of 
Jewish Americans, 42% of married re-
spondents had a non-Jewish spouse. 
Those numbers are on the rise: Accord-
ing to the same study, among those who 
got married since 2010, 61% were in-
termarried—and excluding Orthodox 
Jews, among whom intermarriage re-
mains rare, 72% were intermarried.

In this installment of The Minyan, 
we wanted to find out how non-Jewish 

spouses find Jewish connection—or 
not—and when and where they feel 
welcome. When we set out to ask 
non-Jewish spouses about their hon-
est experiences in an interfaith union, 
we deliberately narrowed the field to 
those married to Jews who care about 
being Jewish. Our curiosity focused on 
partnerships in which religious practic-
es had to be discussed or negotiated at 
some point in the relationship.

The Participants
Their ages, locations, the religions 
they were raised with, and how they 
identify now

Neil: 51, Memphis, Episcopalian. “I 
identify with Judaism now even 
though I did not convert. I think I’m 
a card-carrying member of the tribe.”

Kavya: 31, New York, Hindu. “I self-
identify as Hindu.”

Marie: 63, Boston. “Raised Catholic, but 
my father was Lutheran. I identify 
with Judaism and will probably 
convert.”

Paige: 30, Seattle, Catholic. “I identify 
as J.I.T., or Jew in Training.”

Andrea: 53, Maryland. “Raised 
Presbyterian and would now self-
identify as interfaith.”

Charles: 59, New York City, 
Catholic. “Card-carrying Jew, 
wholeheartedly.”

Christina: 53, Denver. “I identify 
neither as Christian, nor Jewish; I’m 
somewhere else.”

David: 60, Virginia. “Grew up with 
my family attempting to make me 
Catholic—didn’t work.”

Brendan: 49, New York City. “I’m a 
lapsed Catholic, have no affiliation, 
and no guilt about my lapsed 
Catholicism.”

Margaret: 78, Tennessee. “Grew up 
Catholic, but we have a Jewish 
home.”

Dinah: 68, Manhattan. “Grew up in a 
devoutly Catholic family; I would 
now consider myself part of a Jewish 
family.”

Benjamin: 35, Brooklyn. “Grew up 
mostly Catholic, but I self-identify 
now as leaning toward Judaism.”

Tablet: How many of you had met very 
few Jews before you met your spouse? 
Raise your hand. I see five out of the 
12 of you: Margaret, Brendan, Dinah, 
Christina, and Paige.
Margaret: I grew up in a pretty WASPy 
environment. Protestant, Presbyterian. 
There were some Jewish kids at school, 
but not really close friends. My fami-
ly was very Christian, very religious. 
So I kind of looked at Jewish people as 
“not saved.”
Neil: I don’t think I ever ran across 
anybody Jewish on the eastern shore 
of Maryland. There weren’t any syna-
gogues or Jewish community centers. 
Where I went to college, you just didn’t 
see Jewish organizations on campus. I 
don’t think I met anybody Jewish till 
I met my wife. And that’s when this 
whole new world opened up for me.
Dinah: My neighborhood was ethnical-
ly diverse, but not religiously diverse. 
Almost everyone was Roman Catholic.
Brendan: I grew up around a lot of 
Catholics, went to Catholic high school, 
Catholic college, went to church every 
Sunday. So I didn’t really have much 
visibility into Jewish people and Juda-
ism my entire life until I met my hus-
band, Eyal.
Tablet: Raise your hand if you think 
that your spouse’s parents or family felt 
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Tablet: This is a safe space, Neil.
Neil: For me growing up, Christmas 
was more about the celebration of fam-
ily, exchanging gifts, the joy of Santa 
Claus, that magical morning. It took a 
little bit to get my wife to have a Christ-
mas tree. We decorate the house, much 
of it in Hanukkah themes as much as it 
is snowmen. Not religious decorations, 
but more like winter.
Tablet: Which Jewish holiday has be-
come meaningful to each of you?
Andrea: For me, for sure, it would be 
Passover, in part because that was the 
first holiday where I joined my hus-
band after a year of dating. It was so 
different from my experiences with 
religion growing up, where religion 
happened at church; reverence meant 
being quiet, observant, listening to 
other people. It was not so participa-
tory. Then when we went to Passover 
Seder at our extended family’s home, 
it was lively. There were puppets used 
in the retelling. Lots of laughter. Peo-
ple singing together at the table, some-
thing that would never have happened 
at my house growing up. And the Pass-
over story itself can be poked, prod-
ded, interrogated, and connected to 
current politics, refugees, or other 
marginalized populations. That all was 
so different for me. I loved it. It was, 
at times, raucous. People were talking 
over each other and telling stories. It 
was very new for me to experience re-
ligion in the home setting; the home 
is itself a small sanctuary in Judaism. 
You can observe or celebrate a holiday 
at home. It doesn’t have to be in a syn-
agogue or a house of worship, and it is 
still so meaningful and reverent, even 
though there’s irreverence thrown in.
Margaret: Passover is also my favor-
ite. There are so many things that you 
can relate to that holiday about the 
world today. It’s not just about the 
Jews; it’s about a lot of people that have 
been oppressed.
Brendan: I enjoy the Jewish holidays 
that are largely food-based. Passover 
is actually my least favorite because it 
takes just so long to get to the food.
Marie: Passover has definitely been 
a big part of the family. We don’t eat 
bread the week following the Seder; 
that’s an important part for me, too.

because I didn’t attach religion to them. 
My husband accepted it, didn’t love it. 
Then eventually all the Jewish ritu-
als were integrated into our lives as a 
family. We converted the girls to Juda-
ism and my husband adopted them and 
they recently had their bat mitzvahs. So 
we are now full-in, but there are vestig-
es of those things that still exist.
Tablet: Does there remain some dis-
comfort for your husband, or are the 
Christmas tree and Easter egg hunt 
now just part of the routine?
Charles: A story might answer that. 
We were a year into our relationship, 
we did the Easter egg hunt, and after-
ward he said, “I think I’m going to head 
home.” I was so crushed. Later I said, 
“Help me understand what happened 
when you just left.” And he said, “I was 
so deep in this other world that I kind of 
panicked.” We’ve since talked through 
so many other moments like that in or-
der to understand one another; I feel 
very lucky that we can. We even joke 
about it now: Escape from Easter.
Tablet: The Easter Exodus. [Laughter] 
Paige, I see you raised your hand?
Paige: We have a nonreligious tree 
that I like just to make our house 
more festive. We do have a Star of Da-
vid tree-topper for our Hanukkah 
bush, so it’s definitely not a Christmas 
tree, but it’s something green around 
the holidays.
Andrea: I think the first time that we 
had a tree was 12 or 13 years after we 
got married, after we had two kids. 
The first was like a [miniature] Char-
lie Brown Christmas tree that my hus-
band had picked out. No judgment. 
The tree has since grown—correlated 
to my husband’s comfort level. Now I 
have a full-size Christmas tree, but we 
did uncouple the tree and traditions 
from consumerism. We have a Christ-
mas tree, but we handmake all of our 
ornaments together; they all have a sto-
ry within our family. We make home-
made presents for each other. So the 
tree itself is part of that scaled-down-
but-homespun holiday.
Neil: Well, now I feel like a complete 
jerk speaking after Andrea, because I 
am all consumerism when it comes to 
the holidays in our household. [Laugh-
ter.] We are not making our gifts!

disappointed they were not marrying a 
Jew. I see only one: Christina.
Christina: Disappointment would be 
too strong. It would have been the pre-
ferred direction. I have to give my moth-
er-in-law credit, though, because she 
said, “You’re 99% perfect.” [Laughs.] 
I’ll take it.
Dinah: I always felt extremely welcome, 
but my husband was 36 years old and 
his parents were so desperate for him 
to get married, I could have been an 
Irish setter.
Tablet: Who has a Christmas tree in 
your house today as a matter of course? 
I see four: Charles, Andrea, Neil, and 
Paige. Did I miss anyone?
Christina: We just started the past cou-
ple of years after our daughter hit 21.
Kavya: The Christmas tree is a strange 
tradition in my family because we are 
Hindu, but growing up in the U.S., we 
had nothing else to celebrate when ev-
eryone had time off during the Christ-
mas and New Year’s holidays. So we 
always had a Christmas tree. Ironical-
ly, my [Jewish] husband always had a 
Christmas tree, too. So we continue the 
tradition in a way that is meant to be 
celebratory and festive, not religious by 
any means.
Tablet: Charles, was the tree a discus-
sion in your relationship?
Charles: It was. I had twin girls on 
my own before I met my husband, and 
they were 4 1/2 years old when I met 
my husband. I was definitely separated 
from Catholicism and exploring Uni-
tarianism at the time, but we followed 
the tribal rituals: Easter egg hunt and 
the Christmas tree. I have eight broth-
ers and sisters and we grew up Cath-
olic, so it’s what I did with the girls. 
Once my husband and I were married, 
the tree and Easter were a discussion 
because the girls were 8 at the time 
and already connected to those ritu-
als, which were actually nonreligious, 
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“Every time we 
go to synagogue, 
the quality of 
the sermons is 
amazing. For that 
reason alone I wish 
every Christian 
could go to one 
of those services, 
honestly, because 
they would be 
blown away.”

Tablet: Can you tell me why the holiday 
is reflective for you?
Kavya: I find the occasion very 
thoughtful—contemplating the year 
prior, wanting to be inscribed in the 
Book of Life. All of that is very uni-
versally resonant to me and how I 
want to approach the world. I feel 
very lucky to be part of a communi-
ty and a synagogue that’s Reform that 
welcomes me to partake in those sorts 
of observations.
Charles: I felt very much as Kavya did: 
Yom Kippur is such a moment for me—
the visceralness of self-reflection and 
taking responsibility for my own ac-
tions, really being honest with myself 
about the parts of how I am and how 
I act that I’m not so proud of, what 
that means in the world. The fasting 
helps make that more acute. Listen, 
the whole thing is not a party. It’s not a 
comfortable moment to look into your-
self. The fasting was hard at first, but it 
helps me connect with the honesty. It’s 
very powerful.
Paige: I don’t fast, but I do really like 
Yom Kippur as a day to reflect on the 
previous year. Sometimes my husband 
and I talk about our reflections—before 
he gets too grouchy from fasting. But it 
is a really nice pause.
Tablet: If you go to synagogue at all 
during the year besides the High Hol-
idays, raise your hand. I see seven of 
you: Marie, Dinah, Neil, Charles, An-
drea, Margaret, David. And I see Chris-
tina is gesturing “sometimes.” Let’s start 
with David—you told me you value syn-
agogue services; can you say why?
David: What I’ve heard so far in this 
conversation is that a lot of people 
are looking for things that feel univer-
sal or familiar. But I’m also looking for 
those things that are unique. When I go 
to services I’m listening for those mo-
ments during prayer or a sermon where 
there’s something new for me, some in-
sight into the journey that is the Torah 
or into the nature of what it means to be 
human. I’m looking for those moments 
when there’s something new that I can 
bring back to my life, not just some-
thing that’s familiar from some oth-
er context.
Tablet: Do you consider study to be a 
large part of your Jewish path?

conversation with somebody, then in 
mid-sentence they cut off and they’re 
talking to somebody else. It was jarring 
for me. It’s been 17 years in my relation-
ship. It’s taken a long time to adjust to 
the idea that this is just what happens. 
So I started doing it: I started getting 
loud. And then everyone’s like, “Why is 
Brendan yelling?”
Tablet: Before we move beyond Yom 
Kippur, is there anyone who might 
want to talk about why you’ve chosen 
to fast or not?
Margaret: It just doesn’t mean anything 
to me. For people for whom it means 
something, that’s wonderful. But just to 
make yourself miserable—which some 
people are when they fast—it’s not re-
ally about the religious part for them, 
they’re just going to get through the day 
because it’s a challenge.
Dinah: How do you join your family to 
break a fast if you haven’t fasted?
Margaret: No problem. You just eat.
Kavya: I go to services. Yom Kippur 
is one of my most treasured moments 
for reflection. I don’t fast, though my 
husband does, because fasting has rel-
evance in Hinduism and I try to both 
support my husband while also staying 
true to how I identify religiously.

Tablet: Do you also mark the 
High Holidays?
Marie: We go to temple on Rosh Hasha-
nah and Yom Kippur and we also fast 
on the day.
Dinah: We fast also.
Tablet: How many people here fast? I 
see five hands: Charles, Benjamin, Di-
nah, Marie, Neil.
Brendan: We were invited to a real-
ly nice dinner by a friend of ours on 
Yom Kippur. This friend had a client—a 
very wealthy woman in town from Tex-
as who was taking all these folks out 
to a great restaurant. Our friend said, 
“I need fun gays at this dinner. Please 
come.” So we went. Amazing restau-
rant. Great spread. It’s the kind of Ital-
ian restaurant where there’s a waiter 
per person—they’re just tripping over 
each other, and the food’s coming out, 
all sorts of …what’s that mushroom that 
gets shaved over risotto?
Dinah: Truffles!
Brendan: Yes, the waiters are ask-
ing, “Oh, would you like truffles?”—
for $100, $200. Just the most amazing 
meal. And my husband, Eyal, to his 
credit, is sitting there in the chair hav-
ing only ice cubes because it’s Yom Kip-
pur, while everyone else is eating. I ask 
him afterward: “How were you able to 
do that?” And he says, “That’s the point: 
As I’m giving all this up, I’m actually re-
minded what this holiday is about.” And 
I said, “I’d like to say that I feel terrible 
that I didn’t do that fasting along with 
you, but ... you know ... at least we don’t 
have a tree.”
Tablet: One of the things you described 
in our pre-interview, Brendan, was how 
you had to adjust to the rhythms of a 
Jewish family.
Brendan: I come from a nice Catho-
lic family. My parents have been mar-
ried 50 years, three kids. We would 
have dinner in New Jersey, and the 
way the conversation goes in my fami-
ly, one person speaks at a time. Everyone 
else listens. There’s no interrupting, 
no speaking over. You kind of wait 
your turn. Then I meet Eyal. His fam-
ily is Israeli, and the first time I go to 
their dinner, we’re sitting in the kitch-
en and everyone is literally just yelling 
at each other. It’s like shouting, inter-
rupting, and you think you’re having a 
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this message of tikkun olam. We are all 
here to make the world a better place, 
no matter what you come from as a reli-
gion. Our rabbi here in Memphis is phe-
nomenal at that, always reaching out 
to others. And to hear that come back 
within the Jewish community was real-
ly shocking to me.
Tablet: Benjamin, do you have thoughts 
on the Jewish welcome?
Benjamin: Yes. I grew up in France and 
my wife is also French. I met her here 
in New York, and when she told me she 
was Jewish, there was absolutely no 
question—is this right or wrong? For 
me, it was just: I love this person. But 
when it was time to meet her parents, 
I was starting to question: Is her family 
going to accept me? After we met them 
for the first time, they said, “It’s as if you 
were always part of the family.” I felt 
immediately welcomed. My wife is not 
really observant—she doesn’t do Shab-
bat, but we do the big holidays like Yom 
Kippur, Hanukkah, Pesach. And I start-
ed doing a little research about Judaism 
and found this course [Exploring Juda-
ism] at Central Synagogue in New York 
that Rabbi Lisa Rubin was offering. I 
reached out and I told my wife, “I want 
to understand a little bit more about 
your religion.” I followed this course for 
six months. We did it together. It was 
such a great path. I keep exploring.
Tablet: It sounds like your experience 
has been positive so far.
Benjamin: I never had a bad experi-
ence. I think the weirdest experience I 
had was the first time I went to a syn-
agogue for Yom Kippur. It was a lot 

synagogue—a different one, where your 
daughter became a bat mitzvah?
Christina: Yes. Even before she was 
born, my husband said it was very im-
portant to him that she be raised Jew-
ish. I agreed, for a lot of the reasons 
people just talked about: being able to 
question, connection to heritage, and 
having a wonderful extended family. I 
really wanted her to understand—when 
we sit down to Passover Seder, what 
is going on and how do you fit in? As 
we were looking for a synagogue, the 
choice was entirely up to me. My hus-
band said, “I just want you to be 100% 
comfortable.” We found a wonder-
ful temple here that is mostly inter-
faith families.
Tablet: Is anyone else comfortable re-
counting a time—either related to 
synagogue or in the Jewish communi-
ty—where you did not feel particular-
ly welcome?
Neil: I’m on the board of a Jewish or-
ganization here in Memphis. Matter 
of fact, I was the first non-Jew to be a 
part of the board and be part of the ex-
ecutive committee. In one of our board 
meetings, we were having some break-
out sessions focused on the challenge 
of the organization, which was that 
its membership was becoming more 
non-Jewish than Jewish. There was a 
big debate about how we can get more 
Jewish membership into the organi-
zation. Someone said, “Well, I can tell 
you that it’s really going to go downhill 
when we have a non-Jew on the board.” 
And my head just flipped around. I said, 
“Well, then we must be going to hell, 
because you already have it: That’s me.” 
That really ticked me off. I am 100% in-
vested in this organization, I’m on the 
executive committee, giving my time, 
and then to hear that come back to me 
… I was ready to just be done with it. I 
went home, talked to my wife and a cou-
ple of other board members and they 
said, “You’ve got to remember, that was 
an older Jewish member of the commu-
nity who thinks about that organization 
in a different light than where we’re go-
ing today.”
Tablet: Did you stay involved?
Neil: I’m still part of the board. But that 
really took me aback, because one of 
the things I think Judaism is about is 

David: Yes. I approach it from primari-
ly an intellectual, spiritual perspective. 
One of the holidays that our family has 
really joined in fully is Simchat Torah, 
where you get that sense of the vastness 
of the Torah. The rabbi hits on key mo-
ments and you realize just how gigan-
tic all this is. And then you dance and 
have food.
Marie: I grew up in France going to 
French cathedrals, which were very 
cold. There was no community. My 
mother took us, we dutifully did our 
thing. The experience of going to a 
Jewish service was hugely different. 
What I have taken away from services 
is the ability to question everything. 
When my kids were growing up, we cel-
ebrated Christmas at my sister’s house 
with my mother and we would go to 
church … The sermons were so thin. It 
was really about, “Believe this because 
I told you so.” There was no question-
ing. When my kids went through their 
bar mitzvahs and were confirmed, one 
of the young men who was being con-
firmed was able to say, “I don’t believe in 
God, but I identify with being Jewish.” 
And I thought, “That is so great.” Every 
time we go to synagogue, the quality of 
the sermons is amazing. For that reason 
alone I wish every Christian could go to 
one of those services, honestly, because 
they would be blown away.
Tablet: Can I go to Christina for a sec-
ond? Was there a moment in your expe-
rience with Jewish life that was not so 
warm or welcoming?
Christina: My very first experience in a 
synagogue was when I went to Rosh Ha-
shanah services. It was the biggest house 
of worship I’d ever stepped foot in, in a 
big city. There were very wealthy peo-
ple there, dressed to the nines—nothing 
like what I experienced going to church 
growing up. I already felt like a fish out 
of water. This was in the early ’90s and 
the study had come out from the Jew-
ish Council of Federations about how 
Jews marrying non-Jews was becom-
ing the new crisis of American Judaism. 
I’m sitting there, 22 or 23 years old, first 
time in a synagogue. And that is what 
the sermon is about: how what my fian-
cé and I are doing is ending Judaism. It 
was pretty awful.
Tablet: But you still chose to join a 
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what makes your child Jewish accord-
ing to rabbis?
Kavya: The concept of matrilineal de-
scent is one that we’re contending with. 
My husband’s Conservative clergy have 
advised him that if you really want your 
child to feel completely Jewish and not 
have their Judaism questioned, then 
you should give them a mikvah, which 
is essentially a conversion. This is some-
thing that we struggle with. Reform Ju-
daism does actually honor patrilineal 
descent. But even in the context of Re-
form Judaism these rabbis will concede 
it is very possible that experiences like 
what Dinah outlined would be quite 
common were our child not to be con-
verted. We struggle with that. I think 
it’s structurally unwelcoming and that’s 
a challenge. If you think about Judaism 
in America and the fact that, of mar-
riages that are happening right now, 
more than 50% are actually marriages 
with a non-Jew, there needs to be more 
change more quickly.
Tablet: Charles, I know that your hus-
band has a brother in Israel who is ul-
tra-Orthodox. Can you talk about how 
you’ve managed those interactions?
Charles: He left his family in California 
to move to Israel in his early 20s and he’s 
super ultra-Orthodox. His kids don’t 
speak English and his parents couldn’t 
be alone with them when they visited 
for fear of unduly influencing them. 
It’s been a point of pain for his family. I 
went to Israel for the first time this sum-
mer with my husband. His parents sold 
their house after 35 years in Pasadena 
and moved to Jerusalem—into the same 
neighborhood as their son, who called 
the house while we were there and gave 
a lot of excuses about why he couldn’t 
come. My husband didn’t tell me until 
later that on that phone call, his broth-
er said, “I can’t visit you because you’re 
with Charles.” It wasn’t shocking to me. 
It was just hurtful. I sort of don’t care 
about what his brother thinks because I 
have a Jewish life with my husband, our 
daughters are Jewish, we have the most 
remarkable community at our temple. 
But I was surprised at how much it hurt. 
I saw how much it hurt my husband.
Brendan: Kavya’s story really hit some-
thing in me. I feel completely loved by 
my in-laws and completely accepted. 

synagogue, by my husband’s family, 
and my own family, I realized the wid-
er world doesn’t accept us in the same 
way. One of my children had an expe-
rience that was very difficult. He was 
traveling in Israel, and there was an 
opportunity to wear tefillin. The rab-
bi who was instructing a group of kids 
traveling together suddenly turned 
to my son and said, “Is your mother 
Jewish?” And when he answered no, 
ripped the tefillin off him. It was a re-
ally unfortunate experience. I’m won-
dering if anybody else has that sort 
of experience, where yes, we feel like 
we belong, but not everybody agrees 
that our children are part of the Jew-
ish family.
Marie: Yes. When we got married in the 
’80s, my father-in-law had been presi-
dent of a temple in New Jersey, and 
the rabbi wouldn’t marry us. The can-
tor, who herself was interfaith and had 
converted, wanted to marry us, and he 
wouldn’t let her. Then we had trou-
ble when our son was born: The mohel 
asked me what my Hebrew name was 
and I didn’t have one, so he refused to 
do the bris. That was the only time and 
I was so upset.
Kavya, has there ever been a time 
where you felt the Jewish community 
had expectations you weren’t comfort-
able with?
Kavya: I’ve experienced a similar dy-
namic. I have felt very welcomed by my 
husband’s parents, who are Conserva-
tive, and his community. It’s only now, 
since he and I have had our first child 
together, who is 7 months, that in some 
ways the rubber is hitting the road. We 
got married in an interfaith way where 
the rabbi and the pandit both co-offici-
ated. It was clear to me that there were 
hang-ups with respect to tradition-
al and Conservative Judaism, with re-
spect to our union. My husband knows 
a number of Conservative rabbis who 
essentially told him, “I’d love to marry 
you, love you and your family, but es-
sentially, I wouldn’t be able to operate 
as a rabbi were I to do this, so unfor-
tunately, I can’t co-officiate the wed-
ding.” To me, I felt sad on behalf of 
my husband.
Tablet: And now that you have a child, 
how are you navigating the question of 

more traditional than a Reform syna-
gogue and I went with some friends and 
my wife was there as well, but we were 
separated. I ended up in the men’s space 
and initially had absolutely no under-
standing of what was going on. After I 
took the Central course, I really under-
stood the meaning of this holiday. Now 
we observe it.
Dinah: After years of feeling very com-
fortable and accepted by my Reform 
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Number of the Day: $420,000
The amount the Democratic 
Congressional Campaign 
Committee (DNCC) has spent 
supporting a right-wing MAGA-
aligned House Republican 
candidate over his more moderate, 
anti-Trump opponent in a key 
midterm race in Michigan. Although 
candidate John Gibbs is closely 
aligned with former President 
Trump and incumbent Peter 
Meijer previously joined 10 other 
Republicans in a vote to impeach 
Trump following the January 6 
Capitol riot, the DNCC has backed 
Gibbs because it sees him as an 
easier opponent to defeat for 
Democrats in the general election. 
It’s one of several such high-
stakes gambles the DNCC has 
made to engineer more favorable 
midterm races, pouring in millions 
of dollars to push a slate of far-
right candidates in Maryland, 
Pennsylvania, Colorado, and other 
battleground contests where 
Democrats believe they have an 
upper hand. The strategy hasn’t 
been foolproof, failing to secure 
the desired opponents in two 
California races. It also comes with 
significant risk. Hillary Clinton’s 
campaign made its own attempts 
to raise Donald Trump above other 
Republicans during the primary, on 
the assumption he’d be the weaker 
foe in the general election.
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“Religious identity 
does not have 
to be formed in 
opposition to 
something else.”

they don’t fit cleanly in a box. But I view 
this multifaceted approach as distinctly 
Jewish, where we are always question-
ing and trying to find our place in an 
evolving time.
Tablet: I know you are all aware that the 
history of suffering and persecution in 
the Jewish story is often discussed in 
the Jewish community as something 
that confers a kind of responsibility, a 
mantle that the next generation is car-
rying in terms of continuity, honoring 
ancestors, particularly those who per-
ished simply for their identity, regard-
less of their observance. I’m wondering, 
for those of you with children, do you 
feel like there is some kind of narrative 
there that you can’t be part of, that your 
kids will be part of—a sense of respon-
sibility, connection to the past, some-
thing inherited and owed?
Marie: One of the reasons I didn’t con-
vert was that I just felt like I hadn’t 
earned the right to be Jewish … It’s 
not just a matter of slapping a different 
name on myself. Now that my kids have 
been raised Jewish and have close re-
lationships with their Jewish relatives, 
they can take that on. It took me this 
long to figure out that I could, too.
Margaret: My roots aren’t Jewish, and 
I don’t think I can ever feel as Jewish 
as my children do. I know a lot of Jew-
ish history. I’ve done a lot of studying, 
immersed myself in learning the histo-
ry of the Jews. But I still don’t have the 
roots that I think someone who’s born 
Jewish does.
Charles: I feel a little bit of that. The 
whole thing is a warm embrace in my 
life. But once in a while I’ll be in the 
pew or at a meal or in a conversation 
and I get a twinge of like, “This isn’t—I 
wasn’t born this way,” much as I have 
adopted and adore it in my life. The 
feeling comes on as a surprise once in 
a while.
David: Guilt is universal. Catholic guilt, 
Jewish guilt. We can all share that.
Paige: This is something that I’ve re-
ally struggled with in the context of 
converting: You can convert to a re-
ligion, but how do you convert to a 
peoplehood? We were recently on an 
organized trip to Israel and a speak-
er from Hillel International suggested 
we think about conversion to Judaism 

Paige. And how many are raising those 
kids as Jews—not interfaith at all? I’m 
seeing eight out of the 10 who have 
kids; Andrea and Kavya have an inter-
faith approach.
Andrea: We’re raising our kids as in-
tentionally interfaith. They have an un-
derstanding of both religions. They’re 
both deeply felt. When you do that, it 
requires a nuanced understanding. Re-
ligious identity does not have to be 
formed in opposition to something else. 
It can be part of this very complicated 
identity that we all have. My kids and 
I have some sense of being on a spec-
trum in terms of religious identity, be-
ing able to code-switch, depending on 
who we’re with, what we’re doing. I 
think that kind of bi-literacy, bilingual-
ism, can increase our understanding in 
the world. Everything is so fractional 
right now, so divisive. I just have hope 
that people who are in interreligious 
marriages are maybe a microcosm for 
how the world can bridge difference.
Kavya: This idea of having a multifac-
eted identity, I realize this might strike 
some as sacrilegious, but it’s not that 
novel, the idea that our children can 
celebrate two deep lineages and back-
grounds. We want our children to feel 
equally entitled to both of those birth-
rights, not have to choose and be half 
this or half the other. I think our big-
gest challenge and struggle is consis-
tent with what so many have said here: 
It’s possible that our children will go 
through hurtful experiences because 

But the thing that has become apparent 
to me over time is that that would not 
be the case if we were not in a same-sex 
relationship. If I were a woman and he 
were straight, there is no way that we 
would be together. I’ve seen the fami-
ly dynamics with his nephews who are 
starting to date. It is expected that they 
will marry a Jewish woman and hope-
fully an Israeli. It is a hard and fast rule 
in that family. The only reason we’re to-
gether is through the miracle of the ex-
ception that we’re gay and that we can’t 
have kids without a lot of work and a lot 
of money. So I feel like it’s this miracle 
that’s happened inside this family.
Christina: I wanted to touch on the 
matrilineal aspect. I can’t speak to Ka-
vya’s experience exactly, but I do know 
that after my daughter went through 
Hebrew school and despite all of her 
family attendance at Passover, fasting, 
her bat mitzvah, Birthright, and all the 
things that she felt really made her Jew-
ish, she goes off to college and is told 
she’s not Jewish. She has a friend whose 
mother is Jewish, but this girl has not 
gone to synagogue or done anything in 
the Jewish community, and it was said 
to my daughter, “Oh, so Abby’s Jew-
ish, you’re not.” It just blew her away. 
She was like, wait a minute, I put in the 
work. So it’s good to have such an ac-
cepting, warm, and welcoming family, 
but you run up against these things out 
in the world that are so painful.
Paige: Sometimes relatively small 
slights by family members can hurt a 
lot more than you realize. My husband’s 
immediate family is amazing—they’re 
super welcoming. But some of his ex-
tended family are Orthodox, and when 
it came time for our wedding, because I 
wasn’t Jewish (but a rabbi was marry-
ing us), their rabbi said that they could 
not come to our ceremony. They were 
absolutely not allowed to. They could 
come to our reception, but they would 
be somehow tainted by coming to our 
wedding. I had put in all this work—we 
had a pretty Jewish wedding—and it 
was just so hurtful. It’s interesting how 
much these things can get to you, espe-
cially when you’re trying to put in the 
work to be part of the tribe.
Tablet: How many of you have kids? 
I’m seeing all 12 except for Brendan and 
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“Remember that 
we chose the 
chosen people. 
We didn’t have to. 
Maybe we’re more 
adaptable than we 
are convertable.”

Tablet: What do you feel you don’t un-
derstand about Judaism?
Andrea: Gefilte fish.
Marie: Orthodox Judaism. I don’t get it.
Margaret: It’s pretty amazing to me 
that the Jewish people have survived, 
and that people still choose to be Jew-
ish in spite of all the suffering, discrim-
ination, and hatred.
Christina: For the longest time I just 
could not get my head wrapped around 
the idea that someone could be Jewish 
but not believe in God. I was just like, 
I can’t. I grew up thinking, “Religion 
means you believe in God.” But for Jew-
ish people, it’s not religion; it’s bigger 
than that: personhood, culture, lineage. 
I’m more comfortable with it now, but it 
took me forever.
Paige: It’s interesting to hear people 
on this call who say they feel Jewish, 
because this is something I’m still try-
ing to figure out: For most Jews, what 
makes you Jewish? Is it having a Jew-
ish mom or having a Jewish family for 
40 years?
Tablet: What would you want others to 
know about the non-Jewish spouse?
David: There’s a great well of love 
in all of us for the Jewish people and 
the religion.
Dinah: Remember that we chose the 
chosen people. We didn’t have to. May-
be we’re more adaptable than we are 
convertable. But we made a choice.

as adopting into a family; you’re not 
going to have the genealogical back-
ground that links you to slaves in 
Egypt, but you’re part of the fami-
ly now, and any responsibility for the 
family comes with you as a new mem-
ber. That actually was helpful to me 
because I never wanted to feel like I 
was co-opting Jewish peoplehood. 
This adoption framework has been re-
ally helpful to me lately.
Tablet: As you all weighed the decision 
to convert, why have you chosen not to?
Margaret: I think part of it was that 
I didn’t want to hurt my parents, my 
family. Even though they knew we had 
a Jewish home and our kids had b’nai 
mitzvah and Jewish weddings, it’s just 
something there. I haven’t felt com-
pelled to do that. We live a Jewish life. 
I consider myself Jewish. I guess maybe 
conversion is a public thing that I just 
don’t want to do.
Benjamin: It’s not that I don’t want to 
do it, it is that I’m still in the process 
of learning about it. I don’t want to just 
take a course and have a piece of paper. 
I view it as a long-term approach. Ob-
viously my wife is Jewish. We have a 
son who’s 10 months old. We have de-
cided to circumcise him. We decided 
that he was going to be raised Jewish. 
But for right now, I don’t feel the need 
to convert. Will I ever do it? I cannot 
give you the answer because I don’t have 
it myself.
Brendan: I love Benjamin’s answer 
there. For me, I get to be part of another 
culture, family, and people while being 
able to retain my own identity, history, 
and personhood. You can celebrate one 
without actually becoming it yourself.
Neil: I was going to add a couple piec-
es of humor. First, I’m just lazy, so I 
just haven’t gotten around to doing it. 
Second, I joke with my wife: She and I 
both are on our second marriages. And 
in her first marriage, he was Protestant, 
he converted, then they got divorced. 
So I figure if I convert, she’s going to 
leave me to go get the next one, because 
she’s just bringing in more Jews into 
the tribe. I agree with Benjamin and 
Brendan: I feel that I am Jewish. I fol-
low all the Jewish rituals and traditions 
and don’t have a strong need to go get 
the certificate.

Charles: Share and be patient with 
the non-Jewish spouse. Judaism is so 
dense and there’s so much complexity. 
The questioning is the beauty but also 
the struggle. There’s so much to under-
stand. I had the benefit of my husband 
and loved ones, who have unfolded it 
for me and been patient.
Kavya: I love my husband and I 
don’t think he’d be who he was if he 
wasn’t Jewish.
Paige: Having a non-Jewish partner is 
a great way for the Jewish partner to 
learn more about what you really want 
out of being Jewish. Looking at it with 
new eyes can be powerful.
Brendan: My introduction to Juda-
ism came because of the relationship, 
but the exposure to the culture and the 
people has been a wonderful addition 
in my life.
Marie: Give us the benefit of the doubt. 
Dinah said it best: We chose and that 
should be honored and supported. Also: 
One of the biggest differences is I don’t 
order enough food for parties. [Laughs.] 
So make sure the non-Jewish spouse or-
ders enough food.
Christina: If the concern is that the 
non-Jewish partner will pull your Jew-
ish child or the Jewish partner away 
from the religion, flip that on its head 
and maybe think about being more em-
bracing, more welcoming. It might turn 
out just the opposite.
Neil: Don’t judge a book by its cover.
Benjamin: I’m going to echo what Di-
nah started with: We chose. It’s real-
ly the most important thing to me, the 
decision that we made. In our case it 
was mutual.
Andrea: I would just say this: You may 
have to teach us how to safely slice a 
bagel.  

This article was originally published on 
September 15, 2022.

Spirituality, ritual, and more at 
tabletmag.com/sections/belief
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The Idol and 
the Mosque

The rebuilding of a temple that may never have existed on the site 
of a destroyed mosque in Ayodhya is part of a larger, decadeslong 
attempt by Hindu nationalists to recreate India in their own image

BY SIDDHARTHA DEB

A
yodhya, under the 
dirty gray monsoon 
sky, was a surprise and 
a disappointment. All 
the way to this town 
in the northern state 

of Uttar Pradesh, the most populous, 
largest, poorest, and possibly most vi-
olent state in one of the most violent 
countries in the world, the promise of 
change had been insistent. It lay behind 
me, in the sheet metal cordoning off the 
heart of New Delhi and demarcating 
the $2 billion Central Vista project that 
will erect a new parliament complex 
and a new residence for India’s prime 
minister, Narendra Modi. It glittered on 
the edges of the pristine, mostly empty 
airport at Lucknow, where I had flown 
in from Delhi, and along the freshly 
tarred highway that took me, in a four-
hour drive, from Lucknow to the town 
of Faizabad. Most of all, it lay ahead, in 
Ayodhya, Faizabad’s twin town, where 
Modi and his cohort of Hindu-right po-
litical groups are building a grand tem-
ple to the Hindu god Ram on the site of 
a destroyed mosque.

In October 2022, the new parliament 
will be complete; in December 2023, 
the temple. In May 2024, Modi and his 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)—the po-
litical party that is the electoral wing of 
the Hindu right—expect to win national 
elections for a third consecutive term. 
In 2025, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak 
Sangh (RSS), the five-million-strong 
paramilitary organization that is the 
fountainhead of the Hindu right, will 
mark a century of existence. For a signif-
icant section of Indian society, all this, 

taken together, marks a beautiful con-
vergence. It means that India is close to 
achieving its true self, a futuristic nation 
that has fulfilled, in spite of assaults by 
Muslims, communists, and the West, its 
grand promise as an ancient, supremely 
advanced, Hindu civilization.

The centerpiece of this millenari-
an fantasy is the 57,000-square-feet, 
three-story sandstone temple being 
constructed in Ayodhya. If the parlia-
ment complex is necessary to maintain 
the facade of India’s democracy, the tem-
ple is of far greater resonance. It con-
secrates, supposedly, the birthplace of 
Ram, the blue-skinned, man-king-god 
who is the troubled protagonist of the 
epic poem Ramayana composed be-
tween 200 BCE and 200 CE. Given that 
the temple is being built on the ruins of 
a 16th-century mosque—the Babri Mas-
jid—constructed by the Mughal dynasty 
just coming to power then in the Indian 
subcontinent, the temple is intended as 
a mark of Hindu supremacy in India and 
perhaps of the beginning of the end of 
the Muslim presence here. As a local 
RSS official called Dr. Anil told me one 
morning, humanity itself originates in 
Ayodhya. Here is where the first man 
Manu was born after the great flood, 
along with the first woman Satrupa, he 
said. This is where Ram was born, the 
ideal king of a utopian kingdom—Ram 
rajya—that will soon be revived on the 
Indian subcontinent.

And yet when I visited in August, Ayo-
dhya-Faizabad was nothing more than 
a warren of muddy, waterlogged lanes 
and squalid buildings, the Ram temple 
just another hoax of the sort India has 

served up in plenty over recent decades. 
A model of the temple sat under a glass 
box in the reception of the hotel I was 
staying in. An ochre-colored complex of 
cupolas and spires, it appeared generic 
and unimaginative, completely

adrift from the glorious temple archi-
tecture historically found in India. It is 
being designed by a Gujarat-based fam-
ily close to Modi that specializes in con-
temporary Hindu temples, among them 
one in New Jersey raided last November 
by the FBI for using forced labor.

The hotel itself wallowed in sullen 
suspicion of its guests. The Canada-res-
ident Indians who owned it had turned 
the white, once-elegant mansion—be-
longing to a former socialist legislator 
who had been defeated in 1948 by a 
Hindu right smear campaign about his 
atheism—into a shabby sequence of 
rooms, the large windows in the cor-
ridor firmly shut against the red-bot-
tomed monkeys marauding along the 
rooftops. The Wi-Fi worked, but only 
near the reception. There was no bar. 
Meals were served only in the rooms, 
and the bathroom floor was uneven, 
collecting runoff water from the show-
er and clumps of the plentiful mud I 
tracked back from outside.

The streets outside weren’t much 
better. Apart from SUVs muscling their 
way through the chaotic traffic and the 
occasional smartphone in the hands 
of a passerby, nothing seemed to have 
changed over the past half century. The 
Muslim driver, a boy in his late teens 
whose only glimpse of a world beyond 
came from a brief stint driving trucks 
between Lucknow and Delhi, voiced 
his despair quietly as he guided the car 
through the streets. He wanted to get 
out, he said, but he didn’t know how.

He drove me around and showed 
me the sights available for those who 
couldn’t leave. There, he pointed out, 
was the afim kothi—the opium house—a 
haunted ruin of a mansion with crum-
bling boundary walls that marked the 
arrival of British colonialism in the late 
18th century. The opium the peasants 
had been forced to cultivate had been 
exported to China, the descendants of 
the impoverished peasants shipped as 
indentured labor to Fiji and the Carib-
bean. Across from the opium house was 
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the Babri Masjid. The Hindu right’s 
version of this story was that Ram had 
manifested himself to seize back his 
birthplace; the more prosaic truth is 
that a Hindu monk from one of the most 
powerful monasteries in the area snuck 
the idol in, aided surreptitiously by sym-
pathetic Hindu government officials. As 
tensions rose, heavy iron padlocks were 
placed at the mosque gates. A complex 
legal dispute followed, with Muslims as 
well as three rival Hindu monastic or-
ders claiming the right to worship in the 
structure while idol and mosque slum-
bered more or less undisturbed through 
the coming decades.

In 1984, the Vishwa Hindu Parish-
ad—the World Hindu Council—de-
manded that the mosque be torn down, 
claiming that Muslims had destroyed 
an ancient temple that commemorated 
the spot as the birthplace of Ram and 
built the mosque on top of it as an act 
of deliberate humiliation. There is no 
historical evidence that Ram existed; 
that present-day Ayodhya coincides at 
all with the celestial Ayodhya spoken 
of in the Ramayana; or that any other 
temple previously occupied the spot 
where the Babri Masjid was built. But 
the VHP—one of numerous Hindu right 
groups affiliated with the RSS—was un-
deterred by these factual hurdles and de-
manded that a temple to Ram be built at 
the site. By 1989, its temple campaign 
was in full swing, with donations and 
shilas—bricks—being solicited from all 
over India and the wealthy Indian dias-
pora in Britain and the United States. 
Bricks to build the temple, some of them 
made of gold, wound their way across 
the country toward Ayodhya in long, 
ceremonial processions that were inev-
itably accompanied by violence. When 
the national elections took place that 
year, the BJP’s share of parliamentary 
seats rose from 2 to 85.

By the next fall, the temple-build-
ing campaign had moved up another 
notch. On Sept. 26, 1990, L.K. Advani, 
the avuncular-looking president of the 
BJP, began a symbolic rath yatra—a 
chariot procession—across the country 
in a Toyota pickup outfitted as an an-
cient Hindu chariot. His starting point 
was Somnath, a town in Gujarat some 
6,000 miles southwest of Ayodhya 

increasingly popular in the west in the 
1920s. M.S. Golwalkar, who became 
chief of the RSS in 1940 (and who is 
named by Modi as a major inspiration 
in his book Jyotipunj, or “Beams of 
Light”), wrote approvingly of Germa-
ny’s “purging the country of the Semitic 
Races—the Jews,” and urged Hindus to 
manifest a similar “Race Spirit” in re-
gard to Muslims.

The end of colonialism in 1947 and 
the traumatic partition of the subconti-
nent into India and Pakistan allowed the 
Hindu right to carry out violent purges 
in areas where Hindus were a majority. 
At least a million people were killed, 
millions more displaced, hundreds of 
thousands of women and girls sexu-
ally assaulted, with Hindus, Muslims, 
and Sikhs all caught up in the spiral 
of suffering and hate. But soon after 
these traumas, the RSS appeared to run 
aground. On Jan. 30, 1948, a Hindu ex-
tremist shot Gandhi dead for being too 
conciliatory toward Muslims and Paki-
stan. Although the RSS claimed that the 
assassin was no longer an active mem-
ber of the organization, it was banned 
for a brief period and disappeared from 
mainstream public life.

As it turned out, being underground 
agreed with the RSS’s cultlike tenden-
cies. Even after the ban had been re-
voked, electoral maneuvering was left to 
its political front, the Jan Sangh—which 
morphed into the BJP in 1980—while 
the RSS focused on its ideal of building 
a patriarchal Hindu nation. It recruited 
boys between the ages of 6 and 18, using 
doctrinaire lectures, a distinctive khaki 
uniform, and a routine of paramilitary 
drills to mold their “Race Spirit.” In-
dividuals can be members of both the 
RSS and the BJP, and the latter’s top 
leadership, including Modi, inevitably 
worked in the trenches with the RSS be-
fore making the move into parliamenta-
ry politics.

It was a combination of decadeslong 
deep organizing with a massive pub-
lic campaign that finally overcame the 
Hindu right’s consistent electoral fail-
ures and handed it the keys to India. In 
December 1949, just as the Hindu right 
was emerging from the backlash that 
had followed Gandhi’s assassination, a 
Ram idol appeared mysteriously inside 

the postcolonial Indian state’s contri-
bution to the memory of this violence, 
a vast, open dumping ground littered 
with garbage.

We moved on. There was the Gulab 
Bari—the Pink House, characterized 
today by blackened onion domes and 
minarets, with echoing corridors where 
young Muslim men and women took 
selfies and a lone fakir silently contem-
plated the ineffable. A mausoleum for 
the 18th-century Shia Muslim monarch 
Shuja-ud-Daulah, it was built at a time 
when Faizabad had briefly been cap-
ital of Awadh, a tributary state to the 
Mughals. And there, finally, was the 
muddy brown Ghaghara river, which is 
called the Sarayu when it touches Ayo-
dhya on its journey downstream. Ram 
had drowned himself in the Ghaghara 
around here, I was told; the temple to 
our left marked that event.

Rain came down hard on the new, 
slippery concrete paving the riverbank. 
People—priests, attendants, their fami-
lies—napped inside the temple complex. 
Young men loitered outside, trying to 
find some pleasure in their surround-
ings, while ragged children scurried 
around selling peanuts and flowers. 
Most of all, the promenade seemed to 
belong to the cows, protected by a Hin-
du-right law that promises punitive 
measures against anyone “endangering 
their lives,” a piece of legislation that 
has resulted in roving lynch mobs tar-
geting those suspected of bovine endan-
germent. Bony, whitish, and dirty, the 
cows were scattered everywhere, depos-
iting their shit wherever they wanted. I 
stepped on a pile of cow shit and went 
down. The driver helped me up and we 
stared at each other in silent, mutual, 
despair. There was nothing to say.

In 1984, with only two members in In-
dia’s nearly 600-strong national parlia-
ment, the Hindu right seemed to have 
reached a terminal point in its turbulent 
history. Hindu political organizations 
had proliferated in the early 20th cen-
tury under British rule, the most signifi-
cant of them being the RSS. Funded and 
led by upper-caste men, the RSS com-
bined ideas of Hindu revival spread by 
people like the late 19th-century monk 
Vivekananda with the racial theories 
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“‘When Ram was 
here, there was 
no Islam, no 
Christianity,’ 
he said.”

and eventually joining the RSS. Now 
he was the Prant Prabhari—the area 
chief—of the Rashtriya Muslim Manch, 
the Muslim wing of the RSS.

He seemed particularly proud of two 
achievements in this capacity. He had 
organized a ceremonial meal where 
Muslims had been served milk and 
fruit instead of biryani, the Persian-in-
fluenced dish of rice and meat more 
common on festive occasions. “Meat, 
fish, the eating of these things is a sin,” 
he said. In the switching out of meat 
for fruit and milk, he clearly felt that he 
had in some sense briefly liberated the 
Muslims from their sinful existence and 
converted them into upper-caste, vege-
tarian Hindus. He had also convinced 
local Muslims to donate money for the 
construction of the Ram temple. “The 
soil is India,” he explained. Ram was the 
ideal Indian, they were Muslims living 
in India: Where was the contradiction?

I hadn’t known that the RSS had a 
Muslim wing, and I didn’t know quite 
what to make of Dr. Anil. Slight, bald-
ing, with a gentle paunch and lively eyes, 
he didn’t project the violence I associat-
ed with the RSS. He was a Kshatriya—
the warrior caste—but it was hard to 
take him seriously as a combatant. He 
laughed a lot, although never at himself, 
and a boyish self-satisfaction radiated 
from him, remarkable for a man in his 
early 40s. He had arrived at around 8 in 
the morning in my hotel room carrying 
a motorcycle helmet, the very perso-
na of a busy professional who started 
his days early and worked long hours. 
Dismissing my offer of tea because he 
was required, as an RSS man, to avoid 
all intoxicating substances, he filled the 
ugly, airless room with his soundbites: 
“The RSS is purely interested in the de-
velopment of the nation, not individu-
als”; “The RSS is not a political party. 
It does not depend on the BJP”; “There 
is no casteism in the RSS.” To this, he 
occasionally added the specifics of his 
personal story. The “doctor” referred to 
his Ph.D. in library and information sci-
ences. He now worked as “guest faculty” 
at Dr. Ram Manohar Lohia University 
(a university named after an anti-colo-
nial, socialist politician). He also owned 
a computer and photocopying business 
near the university.

brought down. In six hours, the entire 
mosque has been leveled to the ground.

Dr. Anil remembers the demolition and 
the events leading up to it as a time of 
great clarity. His father had been a “lead-
er” in the Samajwadi Party (SP), which 
had opposed the temple project and was 
in power in Uttar Pradesh when the first 
group of kar sevaks arrived in Ayodhya 
in 1990. Dominated by the Yadav caste, 
a largely agricultural group, the SP’s 
electoral success was built on an alli-
ance between Yadavs and Muslims that 
challenged the upper castes consolidat-
ed around the Hindu right. Dr. Anil’s fa-
ther, who was upper caste, was moved 
sufficiently by the fervor of kar sevaks 
passing through their village to nearby 
Ayodhya to switch political allegiance. 
“When he crossed the river, it was as a 
kar sevak to take part in the struggle 
against the mosque,” Dr. Anil said.

Dr. Anil appeared to think of this 
transformation in his father as only 
natural, the coming to life of a higher 
principle. “When Ram was here, there 
was no Islam, no Christianity,” he said. 
He would expand on that idea later, but 
that morning he was in a hurry to get 
the essential points of his life across. 
He himself had been loyal to the Hindu 
right from the beginning, starting as a 
member of the student wing of the BJP 

where a Hindu temple had been sacked 
in the 11th century by a Muslim ruler 
from Ghazni, in present-day Afghani-
stan. The man in charge of organizing 
the procession was Narendra Modi, 
captured in photos as a brooding pres-
ence on the Toyota chariot. Like the 
procession of bricks, Advani’s chariot 
and the kar sevaks or volunteers who 
planned to build the temple with their 
bare hands provoked sectarian rioting 
in the cities, towns, and villages they 
passed through. Advani was arrested 
before he reached Ayodhya, but kar se-
vaks already in town stormed the Babri 
Masjid on Oct. 30. The ensuing police 
response led to the deaths of 16 men, 
according to the official account, while 
the Hindu right claimed that more than 
50 had been killed. Riots broke out all 
over India while the BJP withdrew sup-
port for the coalition government then 
in power in Delhi. When a fresh round 
of national elections was completed in 
the summer of 1991, the BJP increased 
its tally of parliamentary seats from 85 
to 120.

The increasing electoral success of the 
BJP against the backdrop of escalating 
violence meant there would be one final 
move in this phase of its temple cam-
paign. On Dec. 6, 1992, while Advani 
and leaders of the BJP watched from a 
nearby rooftop, members of the Hindu 
right rushed the barricades around the 
mosque just as they had done two years 
earlier. Their numbers, this time, were 
far greater; the police were now partly 
intimidated and partly sympathetic to 
their cause

Grainy footage from the time is 
available from the Indian television 
program Eyewitness and its reporter, 
Seema Chishti. It is just past noon, and 
thousands of men, some saffron-clad, 
clamber over the fence, banging away 
at the three domes of the mosque with 
whatever they have at hand; rocks, 
picks, hammers. In contrast to an early 
morning demonstration by RSS volun-
teers—purposeful, military—this is a 
crowd in a state of frenzy. Nevertheless, 
there is enough forethought to carry out 
the Ram idol and its canopy before at-
tacking the mosque. It takes two hours 
for the first dome to collapse, another 
90 minutes for the second dome to be 
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magazine that his excavations had ac-
tually revealed temple pillars predating 
the mosque. Lal went on to have a fruit-
ful post-retirement career, publishing 
evermore speculative books asserting 
that Ram was a historical person and 
receiving two of the highest civilian 
awards in India from the BJP govern-
ment in 2000 and 2021.

In 2003, another dig, ordered by the 
courts, began on the site of the demol-
ished mosque. The dig was carried out 
by the Archaeological Survey of India 
(ASI), a state body that reported to the 
BJP-led government in Delhi. Khalid 
Ahmad Khan, a septuagenarian who had 
been a member of the Muslim alliance 
opposing Hindu claims on the land, had 
described the dig to me in his house the 
previous day. Khan had been present as 
an observer on behalf of the Muslim 
petitioners, the court-appointed ar-
rangements displaying a portentous at-
tention to balanced representation; 33% 
of the 51-member team from the ASI 
had been Muslim, with the same pro-
portion of Muslim labor chosen for the 
actual digging. The 2003 dig, according 
to the report eventually filed by the ASI, 
uncovered material going back as far as 
the 13th century BCE, including “glazed 
pottery, tiles and bones.” But the ASI’s 
main contention was that “a massive 
structure” existed at the site “from the 
10th century” CE on top of which the 
16th-century mosque had been built, 
and that the “remains” recovered of this 
10th-century structure contained “dis-
tinctive features found associated with 
the temples of North India.”

Khan did not believe that the material 
found provided evidence of a Hindu, as 
opposed to a Buddhist or Islamic site. 
Surrounded by voluminous files of legal 
documents and newspaper clippings, he 
gave the impression of clinging to the 
illusion of democracy and constitution-
al principles against an ever-encroach-
ing reality. Anxious to assert his loyalty 
to India and his cordial relations with 
the Hindu religious leaders, Khan told 
me that the Hindu argument had been 
based entirely on faith and belief. The 
Muslims, however, had depended on 
evidence. “We produced revenue re-
cords, government affidavits, and arti-
facts. They said their records had been 

in the state where nearly 800 Muslims 
were killed and 150,000 displaced.

In 2014, Modi, proudly flaunting this 
record of anti-Muslim violence, won the 
BJP the national elections and became 
prime minister. A second, even more 
emphatic, victory in 2019 was anointed 
by India’s Supreme Court in November 
with a judgment that gave the govern-
ment the go-ahead for the building of 
the Ram temple.

On Aug. 5, 2020, while the corona-
virus raged unchecked in India, Modi, 
dressed in shiny, flowing clothes and a 
white KN95 mask, carried out a long 
ceremony inaugurating the construc-
tion of the temple. While images of 
Ram and a model of the temple were 
flashed in front of diaspora supporters 
gathered in front of a giant screen near 
Times Square, Modi offered prayers 
to the Ram idol and the 88-pound 
silver brick that will serve as the key-
stone of the foundation. Addressing a 
subsequent gathering of Hindu-right 
grandees, many of them dressed in 
the distinctive saffron that is meant to 
mark the detachment of the Hindu as-
cetic from all worldly affairs, Modi did 
not forget to mention that along with 
Hindu pride and assertion, the temple 
would also bring massive economic de-
velopment to the region.

The one area in which Ayodhya does 
seem to have grown is as a pilgrimage 
destination for rural pilgrims who are 
directed with casual brutality through 
metal barricades by armed policemen 
in khaki. Past shops selling sweets and 
flowers the pilgrims went, hustled by 
ravenous-looking men offering to be 
guides, past the competing shrines of 
dueling monasteries, the most prom-
inent of them the steep, fortresslike 
shrine of Hanumangarhi that sits on the 
outer perimeter of Ramkot, the mythi-
cal fort of Ram. Beyond, behind more 
barricades and guarded by more armed 
police, lay the disputed center where the 
new temple was being constructed.

Had a great Hindu temple to Ram ever 
previously existed here? The claim is a 
surprisingly recent one. In 1990, B.B. 
Lal, an archaeologist who had conduct-
ed digs around the mosque in the mid-
’70s and reported little of significance, 
suddenly claimed in a Hindu-right 

It was possible to read these details 
as characteristics of an entrepreneurial 
multitasker dabbling in politics, educa-
tion, and business, someone exempli-
fying the energies that have been un-
leashed in Modi’s India. But then, there 
was the fact that, like almost everyone 
else I sought to interview, Dr. Anil came 
to the hotel room because there was 
nowhere else to meet in Faizabad-Ayo-
dhya, no cafés or bars or restaurants 
offering the possibility of a social life. 
His guest faculty position had been ter-
minated 15 days earlier because he had 
come to the end of a four-year contract; 
he had massive debts and his business 
wasn’t going well; he had pulled his 
daughter—the youngest of three chil-
dren, the other two being boys—out of 
school because he didn’t have money for 
the fees and didn’t believe she was learn-
ing anything anyway.

The harsh truth about Ayodhya 
seemed to be that very little had 
changed there for the better even if the 
temple-building campaign had made its 
effects felt all over India by fueling the 
rise of the Hindu right throughout the 
country. Modi, in particular, seized on 
it, taking its combination of violence 
and spectacle further by giving it the 
distinctive stamp of his paranoid per-
sonality. In February 2002, on the 10th 
anniversary of the demolition of the 
Babri Masjid, 59 kar sevaks returning 
from Ayodhya to Gujarat were killed in 
a fire engulfing the compartment of the 
train they were traveling in. Later inves-
tigations suggested that the fire might 
have originated from a malfunctioning 
cooking-gas cylinder. The Hindu right 
blamed it on Muslims, some of whom 
had quarreled with the kar sevaks at 
the railway station just before the fire 
erupted. Modi, who had recently be-
come chief minister of Gujarat, was 
accused of unleashing a series of riots 
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months of his retirement, he was nom-
inated to the Rajya Sabha—one of the 
two houses of the Indian legislature—by 
Modi’s government.

“There is no specific finding that the 
underlying structure was a temple ded-
icated to Lord Ram,” the Supreme Court 
judgment conceded. It also agreed that 
the demolition of the mosque had been 
illegal and that the Ram idol had been 
smuggled illegally into the site in 1949. 
Nevertheless, on the basis of “documen-
tary and oral evidence,” it decided, in 
tortuous prose, that the “faith and belief 
of Hindus since prior to construction 
of Mosque and subsequent thereto has 
always been that Janmaasthan of Lord 
Ram is the place where Babri Mosque 
has been constructed which faith and 
belief is proved.” It ordered the site to be 
handed over for the building of the tem-
ple, while an alternative location, on the 
outskirts of the town on the highway to 
Lucknow, was to be given to Muslims 
for a new mosque, to replace the one 
that had been destroyed.

One afternoon, I went to meet Dr. Anil 
at his copy shop. We were planning to 
travel to Karsevakpuram, the Ayodhya 
neighborhood that has gone from be-
ing a temporary encampment for kar 
sevaks in the ’90s to becoming a perma-
nent feature of the town. But elections 
for the Uttar Pradesh legislature were to 
take place in February 2022—which the 
BJP would go on to win on March 11—
and Dr. Anil needed me to wait until a 
television crew had arrived to interview 
him. We waited in the shop, a cubicle 
dominated by a photocopy machine and 
a desk holding a computer and printer. 
Generous cracks ran across the unpaint-
ed floor, dust sat on open shelves built 
into the wall, and brown plastic stools 
served as chairs, the brand name stickers 
still attached.

When the television crew arrived, we 
stepped out and went over to the edge of 
the highway. The name of the channel, 
according to the burly, bearded produc-
er, was Newsprint. It wasn’t a joke. He 
was earnest, maybe slightly evasive as he 
told me the channel was based in Delhi 
and uploaded directly onto YouTube. I 
wondered if it was part of the Hindu 
right’s fecund disinformation network 

India. But this temple would not be old-
er than the 10th or 11th century CE, and 
it featured, according to the ASI’s own 
report, gods and goddesses other than 
Ram. Except in the Hindu right’s color-
ful murals and popular television skits, 
no one seems to know quite what hap-
pened between the 10th and the 16th 
centuries, when the Babri Masjid came 
up. It is quite possible, for instance, 
that the large mosque was built on top 
of a smaller Islamic place of worship, 
which could indeed have been built on 
a Hindu temple built on top of a Bud-
dhist structure.

The ASI report itself had noted de-
fensively of its “evidence” that its work 
had been done hurriedly and under dif-
ficult circumstances, including height-
ened security checks, torrential mon-
soon rains, and monkeys who made 
a mockery of the court’s directions to 
preserve materials “under lock and seal.” 
The Supreme Court judgment in 2019 
that granted the site to Hindus spent an 
enormous length of time going over the 
arguments and counterarguments of the 
ASI report. The judgment, in keeping 
with the verbose nature of the Indian 
judiciary, is over a thousand pages long, 
filled with floral asides that bring in 
comparisons to ships and corporations 
to decide if Ram can be considered a 
“legal personality,” with references to 
Wordsworth, Karl Popper, and the “dis-
tinguished archaeologist, Sir Mortimer 
Wheeler” thrown in.

As significant as the verbal excess of 
the judgment might be its extratextu-
al aspects. The five-judge bench deliv-
ering it was headed by Ranjan Gogoi, 
who had been appointed as chief justice 
of the Supreme Court under the Modi 
government a little over a year earlier, in 
October 2018. Hounded by accusations 
of sexual harassment and persecution 
by a junior employee, Gogoi went on 
to deliver a series of controversial ver-
dicts in favor of the Modi government, 
including the removal of a special pro-
vision for the Muslim majority in Kash-
mir and the creation of a register that 
targeted Muslims in Assam and stripped 
at least a million of them of their Indian 
citizenship. Eight days after delivering 
the Ayodhya judgement, Gogoi retired 
from the Supreme Court. Within four 

destroyed. I was there during the dig-
ging. They found no proof.”

Vineet Maurya, another opponent of 
the temple whom I had met in my hotel 
was also skeptical of the Hindu temple 
theory. Maurya, who converted in his 
youth from Hinduism to Buddhism, was 
engaged in a legal dispute with the gov-
ernment about its forcible acquisition of 
his family home in Ayodhya as part of 
its expanded temple complex. Maurya, 
who came from a family of agricultur-
al laborers, had belonged to one of the 
castes at the bottom of the hierarchy. His 
break with Hinduism had been accom-
panied by a long journey of educating 
himself. He had a law degree, was learn-
ing Pali so he could read Buddhist texts, 
and was studying for a master’s degree 
in ancient history from Awadh Univer-
sity. He believed that the oldest civili-
zational artifacts discovered at the site 
were Buddhist rather than Hindu, and 
as such the site should be turned into 
a “national monument” that brought in 
tourists and pilgrims interested in In-
dia’s Buddhist past.

Given that the area in the sixth cen-
tury BCE had been a Buddhist center of 
some repute called Saket, it is quite like-
ly that a Buddhist structure had indeed 
existed on the site. It could also be that 
a Hindu temple was later established on 
the site as Buddhism was pushed out of 
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“It’s a humanitarian crisis,” 
Philadelphia’s councilman at large, 
Allan Domb, told me about the 
city’s Kensington neighborhood—
now the largest open-air drug 
market in the United States. One 
evening last November, Domb rode 
with a city cop through the streets 
of Kensington and encountered 
what he described as a nightmare, 
stopping the cruiser over and 
over again because of the number 
of drug users that were so high 
they “were just laying down in the 
middle of the road.”
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“What else 
was the entire 
project of Ram 
rajya other than 
endless symbolism 
evoked to obscure 
tawdry reality?”

spite of being vastly outnumbered. The 
BJP’s cow protection laws had result-
ed in feral cattle running wild and de-
stroying crops in the fields, one of the 
men shouted. His companion, younger, 
more cerebral, responded to his hecklers 
with verve, talking about the corruption 
of the Hindu-right politicians whose 
names could be found in the Paradise 
Papers. The reporter got increasingly 
flustered, as did Dr. Anil. At the univer-
sity across, classes had ended, and stu-
dents slowed down on their way home 
to listen. A few were women, but they 
did not linger long. The Muslim woman 
had departed with her children, without 
speaking, and it was almost entirely a 
male crowd gathered now around the 
television crew.

Although it was all talk, there was 
a physicality to the scene, the height 
and burliness of the Yadav men offer-
ing a challenge that could not easily 
be quashed. The crowd got larger and 
louder, and small, independent quarrels 
began to break out on the edges, Dr. Anil 
struggling to be heard above the noise as 
he faced the camera once again. Another 
big man entered the scene, his political 
affiliation obvious from his Brahmin’s 
topknot. I got the impression that he 
had been summoned there to wrest the 
initiative back, which he did by ignor-
ing all questions from the reporter and 
raising his voice in a chant. It was the 
war cry of the Hindu right coming out 
of his mouth, the same one that had 
resounded in the air the day the Babri 
Masjid was demolished, the same one 
that Muslims hear when pogroms break 
out, that clogs the television channels 
and social media networks in India as 
prelude or punctuation to a vitriolic 
outpouring of abuse. “Jai Shri Ram,” he 
shouted, and “Jai Shri Ram,” the crowd 
responded, tentatively at first and then 
louder by the moment. The Yadav men 
laughed, shook their heads disbelieving-
ly, and exited the scene.

Another billboard featuring the Mo-
di-Yogi combine graced the entrance 
to the site where the bricks gathered in 
the nineties are kept. It was hard to be-
lieve that these were the shilas gathered 
from all over India and abroad, bless-
ed by priests in Sanskrit and trucked 

his pronouncements. He was followed 
by a man called Haji Syed Ahmed, a 
member of the Muslim wing headed by 
Dr. Anil. Ahmed, too, spoke in sound 
bites, confident of the good work be-
ing done by the Hindu right, although 
the most distinctive thing about him 
was his elegance in that crowd of slov-
enly Hindu men. He wore a long gray 
kurta, white pajamas, and stylish blue 
sneakers. His neatly trimmed beard, 
his white skullcap, and blue checkered 
keffiyeh indicated his status as a devout 
Muslim, as did the adjective “Haji” be-
fore his name. Earlier, he had told me 
a convoluted story about his shop be-
ing forcefully occupied by another man 
with political connections and his hopes 
that the Hindu right would be able to 
get it back for him. He was, he admitted 
sorrowfully, more or less ostracized by 
other Muslims for his overt support of 
the Hindu right. There were others Dr. 
Anil had summoned to give their views, 
including a Muslim woman in a hijab 
who was distracted from the interview 
by her restless toddler children.

The lovefest for Modi and Yogi 
looked like it would go on forever, but 
two passersby decided to intervene. 
Both men appeared to be supporters 
of the SP, confident and articulate in 

of talk shows, trolls, and WhatsApp 
groups, and if the intention behind film-
ing outside was to create as much of a 
public spectacle as possible. Later, when 
I searched for the channel on YouTube, I 
couldn’t find it. In the moment though, 
the afternoon sun down beating down 
on the television crew and its subjects, 
the interview seemed both elaborately 
contrived and deeply revealing of con-
ditions in Ayodhya.

The BJP was seeking reelection in 
the place that had changed its political 
fortunes, where a utopia once existed, 
where—according to a pamphlet widely 
available in Ayodhya—virtuous Hindu 
men and women lived in sky-high man-
sions where the floors were heaped with 
gems. I took a look at my surroundings. 
Across from me, the Buddhist-inspired 
domes of the Ram Manohar Lohia uni-
versity offered a faint reminder of other 
histories of the region. And yet all pasts 
seemed irrelevant against the distress-
ing reality of the present.

A billboard hemmed in by electric 
wires and hung crookedly from a tree 
looked down at the crew. The most 
prominent of the faces displayed on it 
were that of Modi and Yogi Adityanath, 
the shaven-headed, saffron-clad Hindu 
monk who is chief minister of the state 
and whose reputation for instigating an-
ti-Muslim violence rivals that of Modi’s. 
The long years of their combined rule 
had not produced much: a newish side-
walk already cracked and smeared with 
garbage and cow shit; small, crammed 
shops similar to Dr. Anil’s; and bright, 
garish advertisements for banks, mo-
bile phones, and tutoring agencies that 
promised a pathway to a government 
job. Over 40% of the population in the 
district is illiterate; nearly 40% lives be-
low the poverty line.

None of this appeared to have any 
purchase on the interview that unfold-
ed, the knot of people around the cam-
era caught in billowing dust and exhaust 
from passing vehicles. The gathering 
was still small, but there was a practiced 
TikTok flourish to the young reporter 
as he began, twisting his body into a V 
and pivoting on his sandals as he held 
the mic in one hand and gestured with 
his other at the people gathered around. 
First in line was Dr. Anil, confident in 
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jeans was introduced to me as a North 
American working for the Hindu cause. 
We made small talk about New York. “I 
have no time for you today,” Rai said fi-
nally. “But tomorrow, I can give you 15 
minutes. Come here at 5 p.m.”

The next evening, I waited for near-
ly an hour at Karsevakpuram. Neither 
Rai nor any of his entourage showed up. 
Instead, I found myself chatting with a 
man called Hazari Lal who sold incense 
and ayurvedic medicine at an exhibition 
hall near the front gate. A giant mod-
el of the Ram temple sat under bright 
fluorescent lights, beige rather than the 
ochre chosen for the version under con-
struction. A large photograph of Ashok 
Singhal, the VHP president at the time 
of the demolition, squatted in front of 
the model, the base of the temple clut-
tered with random slabs of marble and 
what I assumed were consecrated shilas. 
Paint had flaked off in patches from the 
yellow guard rail around the model and 
the pink walls of the hall. A raised relief 
map of the temple site occupied the out-
er perimeter of the model; apart from a 
few yellow blocks indicating buildings, 
the rest was unpainted concrete, as if 
the maker had become exhausted half-
way through the project.

Lal, insisting that I sit with him, 
brought plastic chairs out into the open 
so that we would see Rai if he showed 
up. Lal had been a kar sevak during the 
attempt to storm the Babri Masjid in 
1990. Two years later, he returned for 
the successful assault on the mosque. 
He described climbing up to one of the 
domes and of falling from it, injuring 
his head and fracturing his left hand. 
He had been imprisoned for two weeks 
for his part in the demolition and then 
released on bail. Beyond that, there 
had been no legal repercussions for 
his actions.

There was no guilt, no self-con-
sciousness, in Lal’s telling of the story. 
The mosque and Muslims were a for-
eign imposition to him, and his world, 
apart from that spectacular outburst in 
the early ’90s, appeared to have been 
largely side-stepped by modernity. Al-
though only in his early 60s, he gave the 
impression of being an old man, aged 
according to the calendar of impover-
ishment that holds sway over so much 

the temple throughout banks in India—
is said to have been siphoned off. Land 
near the temple had allegedly been ac-
quired by a close relative of a senior BJP 
functionary and then flipped over to the 
temple trust at many times the purchase 
price. A member of the temple trust 
committee had also apparently rented 
out offices to Larsen & Toubro, the In-
dian engineering firm—the name harks 
back to the Danish men who started the 
original, colonial-era company—con-
structing the temple pro bono.

I had tried talking to this member. His 
name was Dr. Anil Mishra, the doctor in 
this case referring to his homeopathic 
practice. Mishra, who had apparently 
installed an elevator inside his multi-
story home to signal his newly acquired 
affluence, sounded alarmed when I 
called him. I should talk to his colleague 
Champat Rai, general secretary of the 
temple trust committee, he said. He 
himself was unable to tell me anything. 
I was unsurprised by Mishra’s refusal 
to talk to the media. The Hindu right, 
which refers to journalists as “press-
titutes,” is choosy about who it grants 
access to and what it reveals. But Dr. 
Anil—the original one—was confident 
that he could introduce me to Rai, and 
so we loitered inside Karsevakpuram, 
the quiet of the evening occasionally 
interrupted by monkeys jumping from 
rooftop to rooftop.

A convoy swept in, white SUVs dis-
gorging men in crisp white clothes, the 
policemen and hangers-on attentive. Dr. 
Anil suddenly appeared diminished, but 
I could also see something of his deter-
mination as he attached himself to the 
men striding into the main office, in-
troducing first himself and then me. I 
could sense the shimmering outline of 
a system built entirely on patronage and 
influence and that Dr. Anil’s stock had 
perhaps risen subtly because, in spite of 
his modest motorcycle, his failing copy 
shop, and his truncated position at the 
university, he had brought a journal-
ist from the United States with him to 
this place.

Inside the office, Rai listened to my 
request for an interview, his smooth, 
clean-shaven face animated by some-
thing that could have been suspicion, or 
fatigue, or both. An Indian man wearing 

to Ayodhya in ceremonial processions 
of kar sevaks displaying unsheathed 
swords. The place had the feel of a 
storage shed, with waterlogged ground 
crisscrossed by policemen changing 
shifts, elderly kar sevaks in saffron 
dhotis going out for evening walks, and 
monkeys foraging for food. The bricks 
were stacked in untidy columns against 
the walls, along with elaborately carved 
columns that seemed to belong to some 
forgotten 1.0 version of the Ram temple.

Promises had been made that the 
bricks would be used for the temple be-
ing constructed, but it seemed unlikely 
that more than a few would find their 
way there. And yet what else was the 
entire project of Ram rajya other than 
endless symbolism evoked to obscure 
tawdry reality? A temple stood in the 
center of the yard, but it was not the 
temple that caught the eye as much as 
the murals decorating its outer wall. 
History had been turned there into a 
singular story of the oppression visited 
upon Hindus and their courageous re-
sistance: Cruel-looking men in vaguely 
Arab outfits brandished swords and fired 
cannons at the temple supposedly torn 
down to make way for the Babri Masjid; 
next to them, the Sikh reformer Govind 
Singh was busy fighting on horseback, a 
deft touch meant to draw the Sikhs into 
the Hindu right project; below, the faces 
of two brothers from Kolkata killed in 
the police firing of 1991 looked out, the 
calm resolution of their faces borrowed 
from iconic representations of Indian 
anti-colonial revolutionaries.

Karsevakpuram itself was different, 
the symbolism held in check for the qui-
eter machinations of power. It housed 
the offices of the VHP, which had front-
ed the assault on the mosque. Armed 
sentries were on duty around the large 
complex, neat and quiet, with flowers 
and well-watered lawns. It was the first 
time since I had been in Ayodhya that 
I felt a sense of order, and with it came 
the sensation of being in close proxim-
ity to authority.

Fifteen Hindu men comprise the 
committee in charge of the construction 
of the temple, which is already mired in 
controversy. A vast amount of the mon-
ey donated for construction—there are 
pictures of Modi soliciting money for 
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perfunctorily, tossing some flowers in 
my direction while waving a white, cer-
emonial whisk with the other.

Although Dr. Anil seemed inclined to 
introduce me to one senior priest after 
another, I persuaded him out of Hanu-
mangarhi. In front of us lay the site of the 
future temple and the temporary shrine 
housing the Ram idol. Dr. Anil was dis-
appointed that we were approaching it 
from the commoners’ entrance rather 
than through the VIP access route that 
allowed important people to drive right 
up to the gate and avoid the crowds. In-
stead, we waited in front of the security 
booth in a long, straggling line, exposed 
to marauding monkeys and touts hus-
tling people to leave their belongings 
in lockers available at nearby shops. At 
Hanumangarhi, the pilgrims had been 
mostly poor and local, many of them 
women and the elderly. Now I began to 
spot urban, middle-class men who had 
come from southern India and Kolkata.

Through the security booth we went, 
stepping into a corridor enclosed above 
and to the sides by wired netting, like a 
bunker from which to monitor the posi-
tion of an opposing army. An excitement 
animated the crowd as we progressed 
through the labyrinthine corridor, ac-
companied by the shouts of policemen 
asking everyone to keep moving.

Everyone slowed down again as we 
approached the temporary shrine. The 
idol was set well back from the pilgrims 
sequestered in the iron corridor, atten-
dant priests handing out packets of con-
secrated sweets through an opening in 
the wired netting. I lingered as long as I 
could. After the decades of violence in 
the name of Ram, portrayed in memes 
as a muscular uberman, all veiny biceps 
and chiseled six-packs, the appearance 
of the idol, small, dark-skinned, and 
with big manga eyes, was unexpected. 
Because this was Ram’s birthplace, the 
idol was of an infant Ram—Ram Lalla—
and just a little over 6 inches tall.

been emptied out for him, and he had 
stood directly in front of the Hanuman 
idol, swirling a lit lamp and muttering 
a prayer.

We had no such luck. We climbed 
the 200 steps, on top of which a sign 
announced “Only Hindus May Enter.” 
In front, a crowd jostled to get closer to 
the shrine, priests leaning down from 
the inner sanctorum to accept their of-
ferings. Dr. Anil led me into the press 
of bodies and glided away. I stood there 
amid the crush of bodies, uncertain of 
what to do. I could barely make out the 
features of the Hanuman deity. Later, 
when watching Modi’s visit on You-
Tube, I would get a sense of it, diminu-
tive and aniconic, a far cry from Angry 
Hanuman. I held my bag of pedas up, 
found a priest willing to receive it, and 
then I was out of the crush, relieved.

Dr. Anil looked at me with surprise. 
“What did you do with the pedas?” he 
asked. He stared at me with astonish-
ment when he heard that I’d given them 
to the priest but not taken them back, as 
I apparently should have. When I first 
met Dr. Anil, all I had told him was that 
I was a journalist based in New York 
writing a story on the Ram temple. Dr. 
Anil had come to the conclusion that I 
was a devout, right-wing Hindu all on 
his own. Now I could sense a hesitation, 
as if he was considering for the first time 
who I might really be. Standing with my 
back to the crowd, I felt a wave of un-
ease. Just the day before, The Guardian 
had published a piece of mine on the 
Modi government’s practice of planting 
malware on the computers of activists 
and incarcerating them for years with-
out trial under an anti-terror law.

But the moment passed. Dr. Anil, 
happy to have a chance to laugh at me, 
decided that I was merely displaying the 
ignorance of someone not born in the 
Hindu heartland. We went into the of-
fice area to try and find the head priest, 
a man whose Persian title of Gadd-e-
nashin—Keeper of the seat—indicated 
the origins of Hanumangarhi in the 
time of Muslim kings. The Gadd-e-
nashin was not in, however, and Dr. Anil 
led me to another priest, a gigantic man 
who sat on an open platform meeting 
devotees. I went through the motion of 
seeking his blessing, which he granted 

of life in this part of India. There were 
hints of personal tragedy, of a son who 
worked in a factory and whose little girl 
had died. When he posed for a picture 
for me or took out an old mobile phone 
to ask me to enter my number on its tiny 
keypad, I got the sense of a man mim-
icking what he had seen others around 
him do, which is probably why in spite 
of his violent past as a kar sevak and his 
proximity to power, he evoked mostly 
vulnerability. His right eye was opaque 
with a cataract. I recalled how the pre-
vious day, he had asked Dr. Anil if he 
could help him find a clinic where the 
eye could be checked out. Dr. Anil had 
been pleasant but noncommittal. Later, 
he had compared Lal to Rai. “Some have 
the capacity to rise, others don’t,” he had 
confided to me. “That is the only differ-
ence between men.”

One morning, as I made my way into 
the heart of Ayodhya with Dr. Anil, 
we bought pedas—round hard discs of 
sweet cream that look like cheese—as 
an offering from a sweet shop owned by 
one of Dr. Anil’s Hindu-right colleagues. 
We left our slippers there for safekeep-
ing as well; our phones and wallets we 
had already given to the driver of the 
car, waiting in a parking lot on the edge 
of the pilgrimage zone. It was early but 
already crowded, the pilgrims clus-
tered in front of Hanumangarhi, where 
three streets converge in a blur of noise 
and color.

The ground was slimy under our feet 
as we climbed up to the shrine of Hanu-
man, the monkey god. A beloved, all-ac-
tion figure in the Ramayana, where he 
is Ram’s most devoted ally, Hanuman 
too has morphed in recent years into an 
icon of violent Hindu masculinity. He 
is now visible everywhere, particularly 
on motorcycle windscreens and the rear 
windows of cars, as “Angry Hanuman,” a 
contorted face in saffron and black that 
went viral after Modi praised the design 
at an election rally in 2018.

Modi, accompanied by Yogi and 
trailed by bodyguards and a television 
crew, had visited the Hanumangarhi 
shrine in August 2020 after the Ram 
temple ceremony. He had used an al-
ternative entrance, one that allowed 
him to avoid the climb. The shrine had 
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“We ate sitting on 
the floor, served by 
a muscular monk 
with a Brahmin’s 
topknot and a 
wicked sense 
of humor.”

its full impact on the akhara. I was 
invited to lunch with the monks—the 
mahant ate separately—in the main 
building. It was in the old North Indi-
an haveli style, with an inner courtyard 
around which the shrine and the quar-
ters of the monks were arranged. The 
deity faced into this courtyard, and I 
was led past it by monks in their early 
teens who looked at me with curiosity. 
The kitchen was narrow, with old, high 
ceilings. The meal consisted of rotis 
and rice with dal and a vegetable curry.

We ate sitting on the floor, served 
by a muscular monk with a Brahmin’s 
topknot and a wicked sense of humor. 
When I apologized and said I hoped 
that they had not been waiting because 
of me—the interview with the mahant 
had gone on beyond their lunch hour—
he replied, “You’re exactly the reason 
we’ve all been waiting with empty bel-
lies.” There was no malice in the com-
ment. When I later asked the assembled 
monks, ranging from the teenage boys 
to men in their 70s, how they had been 
affected by the coronavirus, the same 
man responded. “We’ve all come here 
to die,” he said, referring to the belief 
that by cutting off ties to family and 
the material world and living out their 
years on sacred ground, they had the 
opportunity to break the cycle of re-
birth. “But god has a way of not giving 
people what they want,” he chuckled. 
“So those who want to live are dy-
ing, and those of us who want to die 
are living.”

I found his humor refreshing, dis-
playing perhaps an awareness that 
lives, religious as well as secular, are 
built in part on fantasy. That had been 
apparent when I asked the mahant 
about the daily routine of the Ram Lal-
la idol. The mahant had been bemused 
by my question, but not annoyed. It had 
taken him a few phone calls to deter-
mine the exact details. The infant Ram 
was woken at 5 in the morning, I was 
told. He was bathed and then offered 
aarti, a ritual in which an open flame is 
waved to accompanying songs, the first 
of five such aarti sessions punctuating 
his day. From 7 to 11, devotees came to 
visit Ram Lalla. He ate at 11:30, took a 
nap, and was woken again at 1:30 for 
a second round of visitors. At 6:50, he 

he adjusted his clothes when it was 
time for a photograph or the manner 
in which he conveyed to me that his fa-
vorite subjects as a college student had 
been English, economics, and Sanskrit. 
His original name had been Dinendra 
Kumar Pandey. Like all monks, he was 
required to dispense with his caste 
name and take on a common last name 
used by everyone. He became Dinendra 
Das in 1992, when he took his vows. In 
2017, he became the mahant.

The wealth, ambition, and aspiration 
that the Ram temple had precipitated 
all around was more intermittent in its 
presence in the Nirmohi akhara. The 
mahant’s room was big and airy; the 
floor had been tiled recently and the 
ductless air conditioner on the wall 
was new and sleek. They were planning 
to rebuild the two other structures in 
the complex, grassy and overgrown, 
set back from one of the narrow lanes 
curling through Ayodhya. One build-
ing would be converted into a guest 
house for visiting devotees and monks. 
The other would be torn down for a 
new complex where the shrine would 
face outward, toward the road, in a 
concession to modern sensibilities 
that require even a deity to advertise 
its presence.

But if change was coming, indeed 
had already come, it had not yet made 

This was the god who had changed 
the fortunes of a nation. He had been 
smuggled in under the cover of dark-
ness, in 1949, and hurried out amid the 
noise of a mosque being brought down, 
in 1990, a god placed here and there by 
his followers. Now, he looked like a doll 
sitting in a temporary dollhouse in front 
of a bunker inside a fortress. We had 
just seen the site of his future temple, 
marked by yellow earth movers strand-
ed in the vastness of an empty square.

Not long after my visit to the temple 
site, I went to meet Dinendra Das, a 
member of the temple trust committee. 
Das is the mahant—head—of the Nir-
mohi akhara, a powerful religious or-
der that owns temples and monasteries 
in a number of states in north India. It 
is one of the claimants to the disputed 
site in Ayodhya, but it has been side-
lined by the Supreme Court’s decision 
that the Ram idol will be represented 
on earth by representatives of the VHP. 
Das’ presence on the committee seemed 
to reflect the compromise worked out 
by the Hindu right, where politicos like 
Rai and Mishra called the shots while 
the priests were kept onboard in sym-
bolic positions.

I had been told that Das and his 
akhara were disgruntled with their 
secondary role, but Das revealed noth-
ing of this discontent when I met him 
in his monastery. With his saffron garb 
and flowing grey hair and beard, he was 
far more personable in real life than the 
cross-eyed photo of his displayed on 
the temple trust website. It was obvi-
ous that his position in the committee, 
along with his status as an important 
religious leader, had brought some 
perks into his life. An official car was 
parked in the yard for his use, complete 
with government license plate and VIP 
lights. A personal bodyguard, a police-
man in plainclothes, stayed present 
throughout my conversation with him.

Yet there was also a difference be-
tween him and power brokers like Rai 
as well as with aspirants to power like 
Dr. Anil. Das was far more awkward, 
flattered that a journalist from New 
York had arrived to interview him. 
There was something appealing about 
the transparency of his vanity, the way 
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faithful to him while in captivity. Even 
a fire test of purity by Sita cannot stop 
the tongues wagging, and Ram banishes 
a pregnant Sita to the forests. All this is 
the backdrop to his utopian rule. Even 
his death has a tinge of darkness to it, 
with Ram—at least in some versions—fi-
nally drowning himself in the river.

It is possible to argue that this very 
frailty and conflict in Ram endeared 
him to the spiritual traditions that rose 
around him. Often, the stories and songs 
composed and sung about him came 
from marginalized sections, from men 
of the weaver caste like Kabir and from 
women like Mirabai, people removed 
from direct access to wealth, power, 
and knowledge. But these approaches to 
Ram are a long way from the toxic ver-
sion on display in Ayodhya and in India 
at large, a version that always tends to-
wards Purushottam Ram.

I recalled how Dr. Anil, after the visit 
to the temple site, had been in a gregar-
ious mood that appeared to have noth-
ing to do with his having visited Ram 
Lalla. As we walked back past shops 
selling religious souvenirs, saffron 
scarves featuring the Angry Hanuman 
prominent among them, the conversa-
tion had turned, somehow, to Muslims. 
“They had their chance in 1947,” he said. 
“They wanted a separate Muslim nation 
and they got it. Why do they still stay 
on here?” They were mostly Hindus who 
had long ago converted to Islam. To stay 
on in India, they should reconvert, he 
believed. What if they wanted to be in 
India as Muslims? I asked. He shrugged. 
“What can we do? We can’t kill them,” 
he said. They should have their voting 
rights and any state benefits taken away, 
he believed. They could live and work in 
India no more. It was a horrifying vision, 
one that has already been put into place 
in Assam and was the other part of the 
culture of Ram that the temple would 
bring into being.

Earlier in the day, just before we vis-
ited the Ram idol, Dr. Anil had wanted 
me to stop by at an apartment he had 
bought as an investment. It was close to 
the center of Ayodhya, and he described 
to me how everything would be trans-
formed once the temple was complete. 
The river bank littered with cattle sheds 
and shit would be converted into a 

had a substantial dinner of puris, sab-
zi, and kheer. At 7:30, after a final dose 
of aarti, he was put to sleep and the 
shrine shut down for the night. Two 
bodyguards were always present, in 
eight-hour shifts, but they were not al-
lowed to carry weapons.

There was something odd but en-
dearing about a monastic order of 
childless men ostensibly devoted to 
taking care of a never-changing, nev-
er-growing infant. But these rituals of 
care were a long way from the Hindu 
masculinity I had seen in evidence all 
over Ayodhya. Khan, the Muslim op-
ponent of the temple, had told me with 
some sadness that the Hindu right did 
not really believe that Ram was a god. 
“The temple is not being built to Ram 
the god but to Ram the ideal man, what 
they call ‘Purushottam Ram,’” he had 
said. This was certainly how Dr. Anil 
had referred to him. “Ram is not a com-
mon man. As a son, brother, cousin, his 
character is that of ‘Maryada Purushot-
tam’,” he had told me on our first meet-
ing. “Why do institutions today fail?” 
Dr. Anil had continued. “Why do we 
have murders and rapes? The writers 
of the constitution forgot our past. 
The constitution brings things from 
the outside. In Ram’s time, there were 
no locks in houses, no gates in tem-
ples. This temple will start that culture 
of Ram.”

And yet Ram the ideal son, brother, 
and king is a long way from the versions 
of him encountered in the many adap-
tations of the Ramayana that flowered 
in the Indian subcontinent and beyond 
through the centuries. Although he is 
the seventh avatar of Vishnu, and in that 
sense immortal, Ram doesn’t always re-
member his divine antecedents. Often, 
he struggles with events and actions and 
their consequences, and his life is, from 
one perspective, utterly tragic. Banished 
from Ayodhya because his father wants 
to appease his younger wife—Ram’s 
stepmother—who wants her biological 
son to inherit the throne, Ram is unable 
to prevent the abduction of his wife Sita 
while in exile. When he wins her back, 
after an epic war that involves the help 
of Hanuman and other monkeys, he is 
hounded by the suspicions of his conser-
vative subjects that Sita has not remained 
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In July, the National Health Service 
(NHS), England’s public health care 
agency, closed London’s Tavistock 
gender clinic following a damning 
external review that raised multiple 
safety concerns about the treatment 
of its teenage patients. This week, 
a U.K. law firm announced a 
medical negligence lawsuit against 
the shuttered facility, which was 
home to Britain’s only Gender 
Identity Development Service and 
specialized in the use of hormone 
therapy puberty blockers to treat 
teenagers who presented with 
gender dysphoria.

Serving roughly 19,000 children 
since it opened its doors in 1989, 
Tavistock saw demand for its 
services explode in recent years. 
While it treated just 97 children—half 
of whom were born male, the other 
half born female—in 2009, by 2021 
it was managing annual referrals 
of 5,000 teenagers, with 2 out of 
every 3 born female. According to an 
independent review commissioned 
by the NHS earlier this year, which is 
still ongoing, the extensive waitlists 
amplified the “unsustainable 
pressure” mounting on the clinic, 
which had adopted “an unquestioning 
affirmative approach” to treating 
gender-dysphoric teenagers. The 
lawsuit and closure of the clinic come 
after London’s High Court ruled in 
2021 that patients who were 16 years 
or younger were not old enough to 
provide the legal consent required 
to receive what the court described 
as the “experimental treatment” of 
puberty blockers at Tavistock.
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promenade. Condominiums would come 
up everywhere, as would a new airport 
being constructed not far from his 
photocopying business. Devotees with 
dollars in their bank accounts would be 
whisked from Delhi to Ayodhya by air 
or a high-speed train. They would relax 
in luxury, seven-star hotels on the out-
skirts of the town and be driven along 
wide highways directly to the new Ram 
temple. The website for the temple of-
fered additional details. Visitors would 
be able to enjoy a “special peace zone for 
deeper meditation,” gaze at a “Lily-pond 
[sic] and Musical Fountains,” and check 
out the VIP cousins of the cattle I had 
seen everywhere being pampered at the 
“Adarsh Goshala” shelter for cows.

The highways existed—I had been on 
them. But Dr. Anil’s apartment was at the 
end of a grim block of concrete—hous-
ing bearing the unmistakable stamp of 
being built for the lower middle class by 
a government agency. There were cars 

parked in front of the two-story build-
ings in a demonstration of the upward 
mobility that had come to Ayodhya. But 
the electric wires ran in manic fashion 
from rusting, crooked poles, the paint 
had peeled off the walls, and mildew 
grew like an alien infestation on the 
window ledges. Dr. Anil led me to his 
second-floor apartment, empty, still in 
the process of being finished. He spent 
a long time washing the stainless steel 
sink. Then he showed me the squat toi-
let, which he said had been relocated at 
considerable expense because it origi-
nally pointed in a direction considered 
wrong by the scriptures. Everything 
about the apartment and its surround-
ings was miserable, but Dr. Anil’s energy 
and optimism seemed boundless.

I could understand why. Ayodhya, 
after all, is only the start of the libera-
tion the Hindu right envisions for India. 
In Varanasi—a city far older and much 
more central to Hindu traditions than 

Ayodhya—the Gyan Vapi mosque sits 
surrounded by barricades and police-
men while the Shiva temple next door 
is expanded along lines similar to what 
is being done with the new Ram tem-
ple. There are demands to install an idol 
inside a mosque in the town of Mathu-
ra because it supposedly occupies the 
birthplace of Krishna, another avatar of 
Vishnu. There is even talk that the Taj 
Mahal is really an ancient Shiva temple 
appropriated by Muslims that must be 
returned to its former glory. The Ram 
temple coming up in Ayodhya, built 
with stone from Rajasthan, designed 
by an architect from Gujarat, funded by 
dollars from the diaspora in the West, is 
only the beginning of an effort to con-
struct a past that never was, in the hope 
of devising a future from which India’s 
Muslim inhabitants can be erased. 

This article was originally published on 
April 7, 2022.

Code Pink
How Pitchfork darling Ariel Pink became a music industry untouchable

BY ARMIN ROSEN

I
t was a sunny Wednesday 
morning in February, and 
43-year-old Ariel Rosenberg, 
better known to the world 
as Ariel Pink, had an emp-
ty schedule. The former in-

die rock icon had descended into a state 
of professional living death, a condition 
that looked as irreversible to him as ac-
tual death. His career was now a list of 
accomplishments that didn’t matter 
anymore. He drew no encouragement 
from his 800,000 monthly Spotify lis-
teners, or the 20,000 listens—now up 
to a healthy 120,000—for a recent sin-
gle he had done nothing to promote 
and that the music press had ignored. 
His fortunes were disconnected from 

his run of four consecutive albums 
that had received Pitchfork’s covet-
ed Best New Music distinction, all of 
which had cracked the Billboard 200. 
He was shunned and unwanted despite 
past collaborations with pop stars like 
Miley Cyrus and Azealia Banks, which 
were only footnotes in a vast catalog 
spanning a quarter-century, an output 
whose sound and sensibility had gone 
from that of an unknown teenager tin-
kering with an eight-track tape recorder 
to the defining rock ethos of the 2010s, 
simultaneously unsettled and propul-
sive, meaning and meaninglessness sus-
pended inside layers of kitsch and haze 
and nostalgia. It was like none of it had 
ever happened.

“I definitely feel older than most 
people, I suppose,” he said as he stared 
into the morning sunlight from his liv-
ing room in Los Feliz, his back to the 
beanbag chair, disco light, and electric 
cradle. Rosenberg talks in halting mur-
murs and in clear, paragraphlike spurts. 
He has a slight, even boyish frame, and 
his eyes possess a sharp, vulpine qual-
ity, giving off the possibility of being 
wired to a mind that’s only glancingly 
similar to yours. His hair was reaching 
toward shoulder-length but wasn’t shag-
gy—with no shows or video shoots on 
the horizon it had returned to its nat-
ural dirty blond. “It already feels like 
it’s a has-been sorta thing, like I had my 
moment,” he continued. “I’m an artist, 
you know,” Rosenberg told me in a lat-
er interview. “My consideration is not 
the customer. I don’t really care about 
the customer.”

Rosenberg’s career collapsed when 
he attended the January 6, 2021, rally at 
the White House, an event which he has 
been at pains to explain is distinct from 
the violent siege of the U.S. Capitol 
several hours later. Amid a media fury, 
Mexican Summer, his label and owner 
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Did it matter, I asked Rosenberg as we 
smoked cigarettes out on the stoop, that 
his music had been so good—was the 
quality of his art any consolation now 
that so much of his life and career had 
fallen apart? Of course it wasn’t. “I’m 
being erased from history,” he calmly 
stated, as if reporting the temperature. 
“And it’s not gonna take much time.”

Los Feliz is a postcard sent from a much 
better world, at least for an East Coast 
visitor: Palm trees of Suessian propor-
tions tower over neat little villas cling-
ing to the zig-zag hills. “This is the East 
Side,” Rosenberg said. “The West Side 
is even more of a parody.” Rosenberg 
likened present-day LA to “a police 
state.” “The whole American experi-
ment is done as far as I’m concerned,” 
the musician said as we walked through 
the streets.

Rosenberg grew up in Pico-Robert-
son, one of the centers of west LA Jew-
ish life. His father is a gastroenterologist 
from Mexico. Rosenberg describes his 
mother as a “Deep South Baptist.” The 
couple divorced when Rosenberg was 
young; he says he “never saw them get 
along.” Rosenberg attended Temple Em-
manuel Community Day School until 
he was 12, a nonreligious Jewish school 
“run by people into the kibbutz idea.”

Rosenberg appeared on Tucker Carl-
son in a conspicuous Magen David 
necklace, and his time at a liberal day 
school belonging to a shrinking strain 
of American Judaism proved formative 
to his self-understanding. “The message 
wasn’t worshiping God,” he said of his 
early education. “The gist of it was: Be 
different. You’re special because you’re 
different. Embrace your difference, 
your specialness. Embrace that every-
one might be against you. You’ll use 
it to your advantage.” Rosenberg also 
appreciated Judaism’s emphasis on hu-
man fallibility. “We worship the story 
of us failing God over and over again,” 
he said. “We read it every year. We com-
municate the story of how we fucked up 
in God’s eyes.”

Rosenberg said he showed no special 
musical talent in childhood. But he had 
a musical imagination, even before he 
started playing the bass, the first in-
strument he taught himself. He would 

and conformist alternative cultural in-
dustry, now defaults to party-line in-
tolerance when it encounters things it 
can’t integrate.

Cancellation, the most important 
recent artistic movement native to the 
United States, is the enforcement of a 
sweeping new values system whose 
power has nothing to do with how many 
people buy into it, and certainly not 
with the quality of the choices it makes. 
Rather, it is an action-oriented aesthetic 
that joins the perceived self-interest of 
upper-level management to the higher 
idealism of the artists and institutions 
at the bottom of the multibillion-dollar 
American cultural ecosystem. At ev-
ery stage of the culture industry, from 
artists to the entertainment executives 
they despise, and from moguls and own-
ership to the rank-and-file labor they 
exploit, everyone reached the simulta-
neous conclusion that America’s moral, 
political, and intellectual space had be-
come unacceptably or even dangerously 
permissive. Cancellation came from the 
pressures of the moment, from an ear-
nest sense of social responsibility, and 
from a dark and eternal human need to 
control and exclude from which artists 
are not immune. The arts were deemed 
to be infested with racists, misogynists, 
transphobes, and other enemies of prog-
ress whose work or behavior felt suspi-
ciously off in the fevered, life-or-death 
struggle that Donald Trump, white 
supremacy, the patriarchy, the corona-
virus, TERFdom, rape culture, and the 
impending climate apocalypse had all 
unleashed. A culling was overdue.

At the receiving end were the Ariel 
Pinks of the world, who never cared if 
they fit in even before the cancellation 
craze, and proved incapable of protect-
ing themselves once it came for them. 
Rosenberg’s career is the story of how 
indie rock purged monsters that the cul-
ture had wrongly tolerated—or perhaps 
it’s the story of how even the most sup-
posedly open sectors of the American 
creative scene abruptly slammed shut, 
losing any remaining patience for the 
complexities and cognitive dissonances 
that form the bulk of human existence. 
Both are really the same story, of how 
American culture got so stupid and so 
boring so quickly.

of most of his discography, announced 
they had dropped him. An appearance 
to plead his case on Tucker Carlson’s 
Fox News show, along with harassment 
allegations from an ex-girlfriend, sealed 
Rosenberg’s ostracism. He can no longer 
tour, for fear that venues will be boy-
cotted and that promoters will refuse 
to work with him. Longtime friends and 
collaborators vanished. Ill-wishers have 
photographed Rosenberg and his wife, 
Lyndsie Earle, in their neighborhood 
and posted their stalker images on social 
media. Earle says her husband has re-
ceived “hundreds of death threats” since 
January of 2021. Just going out in pub-
lic carries potential consequences. “I’ll 
go somewhere and people tweet about 
it immediately,” Rosenberg told me.

Rosenberg’s personality, like his 
music, doesn’t entirely fit together, al-
though perhaps no one’s does under 
close enough scrutiny. “The thing is,” 
one acquaintance of Rosenberg’s told 
me in the spring of 2021, long before I 
knew I’d be writing about him, “Ariel 
Pink dropped acid every day for like, 10 
years. He was probably on acid when he 
went on Tucker.” Maybe that explained 
his jumpiness, along with his crazed 
look of existential-level torment, that 
made the interview such colossally 
awkward and compelling television. 
But Joe Kennedy, Rosenberg’s former 
guitarist, assures me that an Ariel Pink 
whose brain is constantly being fed 
mind-altering drugs is “just in people’s 
imaginations.” No drug of any kind ever 
came up over my hours of speaking with 
him, not even weed. In conversation, he 
veered between otherworldliness and 
cold rationality, like someone who had 
asserted a logic and control over himself 
that made sense only on its own terms, 
and possibly only to him.

“I know he’s just fucking with peo-
ple sometimes,” says Earle. “Sometimes! 
And sometimes he’s serious. Sometimes 
he is serious but doesn’t mean exactly 
what he’s saying. That’s one of the more 
complicated things about him.”

From one angle, such fluidity springs 
from open-mindedness, sometimes 
even depth. But this is not the angle 
much of American culture takes right 
now. What’s left of the culture, and es-
pecially what’s left of a corporatized 
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physical objects, or word of mouth. In 
2003, Rosenberg gave CD copies of his 
albums to a member of the band Ani-
mal Collective after a performance at 
the Echo in LA. Three months later, the 
Baltimore powerhouse ran out of mu-
sic to listen to during a long drive and 
popped one of the discs into their tour 
van’s stereo. Within a matter of months, 
The Doldrums became the first non-An-
imal Collective-related release on Paw 
Tracks, the band’s new record label. 
Worn Copy, another early Ariel Pink 
cassette, got an official release from the 
label the following year.

In Melbourne, Australia, a respected 
local music authority and record store 
employee suggested Shags Chamberlain 
check out two vinyl records: An album 
by Le Orme, a 1970s Italian prog rock 
group, and Worn Copy, which Cham-
berlain assumed was also the work of 
an entire band of Italians. The record 
became an obsession, especially around 
other musicians. “I was like, you have 
to check out this new Italian prog. It’s 
fucking crazy. It’s got everything I like 
about music. It’s crazy catchy, it lures 
you in but you can never grab it. It’s 
dreamy, it’s impactful, it fucking rocks. 
This is the shit. And of course I realized 
it’s like, a weird American guy making 
music on a four-track or an eight-track 
in his bedroom.”

Chamberlain gave the album to a mu-
sician friend. She had an idea: They’d 
form a label to issue the album in Austra-
lia, invite Ariel Pink to the country for a 
tour, and then play in his backing band. 
The shows happened, and Chamberlain 
would later join Rosenberg’s lineup. But 
the now LA-based Aussie’s first serious 
contact with Ariel Pink was as puzzling 
as Heasley’s and Falkner’s had been. “I 
initially thought that I’d be playing key-
boards,” Chamberlain said of the Worn 
Copy touring band-in-progress. “But no 
one was able to play the bass because the 
basslines are sort of like this one con-
tinual part. It’s this nonlinear thing—it’s 
not like there’s a bassline that repeats 
every four bars. It’s a performance that 
goes through the whole album. And not 
only is it difficult to comprehend and 
play, it’s difficult to hear it.”

“I had these little melodies in my head. 

recordings that he’d produced alone, 
playing guitar, consumer-grade syn-
thesizers, and bass onto heavily over-
dubbed cassette tapes. This cache of 
songs, which formed the great majority 
of his released material up until 2010 
and included music he reworked for 
later recordings deep into the next de-
cade, ranged from dark bubblegum pop 
to nine-minute, one-man progressive 
rock symphonies, to psychedelic freak-
outs that are even harder to categorize, 
the music’s almost assaultive strange-
ness hanging in fearful symmetry with 
its creator’s songwriting gifts. Almost 
nothing followed a typical verse-cho-
rus-verse structure. His work was full 
of interpolations, abruptly dropped 
melodies, genre parodies, and sharp 
turns, riven by long canyons of atonali-
ty and excess.

Rosenberg’s work baffled even the 
most weathered experimentalists. Kurt 
Heasley, frontman for the beloved art 
rock band Lilys, first met Rosenberg 
in Philadelphia in 2000. What struck 
Heasley most was Rosenberg’s ability to 
record in his bedroom at a studio lev-
el of sonic fullness without losing “the 
familiarity and comfort of eight-track 
cassette recording.” Heasley had tried 
to recreate the “monitoring environ-
ment” Rosenberg had made for himself 
in California, using roughly the equip-
ment Rosenberg himself had used. He 
couldn’t do it.

Jason Falkner, an accomplished song-
writer and guitarist and future Ariel 
Pink collaborator, first saw Rosenberg 
play a nearly empty room in Los An-
geles in 2001—at that point, Ariel Pink 
stood on stage alone, singing over back-
ing tracks. Falkner was blown away. 
“There’s a whole cauldron of stuff going 
on in that early music that is just unique 
and strange and scary and beautiful at 
the same time. It just had all of these 
kinds of contradictions.” No one in the 
LA of the early 2000s was making any-
thing like it. “He was definitely on an 
island,” Falker recalled. “Ariel kind of 
created a scene here that didn’t exist.”

Rosenberg’s art traced a journey that 
is impossible now, in a time when mu-
sic is digitally compressed to the point 
of vandalism, and spreads through al-
gorithms rather than live performance, 

rummage through the bargain bin at 
record stores, and pick out albums he’d 
never heard of according to “a broad 
assessment of what the music would 
be, based on the limited facts in front 
of you.”

He spent most of his college years 
at CalArts, where he roomed with the 
future musician John Maus, and also 
met Tim Koh, who became Rosenberg’s 
bassist. (Rosenberg told me he dropped 
out just short of graduating and nev-
er finished his degree.) The education 
most applicable to Rosenberg’s future 
came through his high school job at 
the long-defunct record store Second 
Time Around, where he would plun-
der crates of unwanted vinyl, “sifting 
through trash, becoming a hoarder of 
sorts … I was ready to do that the rest 
of my life.” I asked him to name an artist 
he’d discovered during this early phase 
of creative life. He replied with some-
one I’d never heard of: Tod Dockstader, 
a pioneering yet now largely unknown 
ambient electronic composer of the 
1970s and ’80s who had made a living 
writing transitional music for network 
television and crafting the soundscape 
of Tom and Jerry cartoons.

As Rosenberg tells it, he discovered 
his creative mission when he was still 
in his late teens, one based on a desire 
to disappear into the discarded music 
of record store bins. In other interviews, 
Rosenberg has mentioned being bul-
lied as a child—maybe he savored the 
freedom and safety that disappearance 
could offer. “I wanted to be a forgotten 
person. I made music that was forgotten 
by design,” he told me. Liberated from 
the judgment of present or future gen-
erations, he could build his own realities 
and his own aesthetic without any em-
barrassment or help. “I wanted to not 
be subjected to standards of good and 
bad,” he told me. “I wanted to do some-
thing exceptional, with its own metrics 
of how it’s supposed to be processed 
or consumed.”

The oldest recording of Rosenberg’s I 
could find on the internet is an 85-min-
ute tape made in 1996. It has a Docksta-
der-like quality, with droning overdubs 
interrupted by flashes of melody and 
song structure. Between 1998 and 2003, 
Rosenberg made hours of low-fidelity 
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day,” says Alex Lee Moyer, a filmmaker 
and longtime friend of Rosenberg’s.

At the same time, Rosenberg only 
ever followed his own internal guid-
ance, a principle with an uneven record 
of success when applied to contexts 
beyond music. He is “a world-class con-
trarian,” says Kennedy, an “antagonist,” 
adds Chamberlain.

“He accepts he is only going to be him. 
Playing with that is his agent provoca-
teur role,” Heasley further explained. He 
spoke to me by phone from Yogaville, 
a retreat in rural Virginia where he has 
occasionally lived and worked. Medi-
tation is a needed psychic respite from 
Heasley’s more than 30 years as a cul-
tishly followed psychedelic rock adven-
turer. The man behind Lilys, more than 
just about anyone, would know whether 
there’s any balance to be had in a life like 
Ariel Rosenberg’s. “He’s gonna listen to 
the teacher within and say, I’m gon-
na do the exact opposite. I don’t even 
know if it makes him happy anymore,” 
he said of Rosenberg. “I don’t know if 
it makes me happy anymore,” Heasley 
added, laughing.

Rosenberg and I wound through sunny 
Los Feliz. For about an hour, it proved 
difficult to keep Rosenberg focused on 
anything other than the collapsing state 
of his music career, of America, and of 
humankind in general. The post-Janu-
ary 6 freeze-out had been more com-
plete than nearly anyone realized, he 
explained as we stalked the empty LA 
sidewalks. It wasn’t just that he was un-
welcome wherever he went. His friends 
had left him, including some close ones.

Take John Maus, for instance. Maus, 
who roomed with Rosenberg at CalArts, 
is an even more idiosyncratic figure than 
Rosenberg. One of the most astonishing 
live performers of his generation of in-
die artists and something of a recluse, 
he holds a philosophy Ph.D. and spent 
years building his own analog synthesiz-
ers for his 2017 album Screen Memories, 
only to later declare that their impact 
was often unhearable even to him. Maus 
and Rosenberg traveled to the January 
6 White House rally together, standing 
at the fringes of the crowd. Rosenberg 
thinks that Maus—who, unlike Rosen-
berg, disavowed any support for Trump 

It’s not rocket science. It’s not a crazy 
formula,” Rosenberg explained between 
kisses on his 6-month-old daughter’s 
forehead. “I do what I do intuitively.”

“In my mind it’s a totally different 
beast than it is for the rest of the world,” 
he said of his music. “It’s a wishy-washy 
machine organ-pump sound that’s out in 
the stratosphere. There’s no instrument 
that can make it. It’s this undulating, or-
ganic machinelike thing. I’m trying to 
achieve that sound.” The music erupts 
into the liminal inner vacuum between 
being and nonbeing all at once. “When 
I hear it in my head I hear the whole 
thing: the arrangement, the production. 
I have to keep it in my head exactly as I 
hear it.”

I did not automatically trust that 
what Rosenberg was telling me about 
his songwriting methods was all that 
strictly true. But it was: “What goes on 
in his head and the things he’s able to 
hear are very complex and harmonical-
ly rich,” Joe Kennedy confirmed. When 
Rosenberg had a full band, Chamberlain 
explained, he would teach the songs by 
humming each part for each individ-
ual musician. “All the melodies were 
in there, even all the parts. He has the 
countermelodies and the beat and the 
rhythm and the full production.”

“I absolutely believe that he is capa-
ble of thinking in four-part chorale har-
monization,” Heasley told me. “He can 
think what the bass voice is doing. And 
he can play it, that’s the thing.”

Whatever Rosenberg might say about 
his urge to make forgotten music, an 
artist working from sounds that only 
he can hear and communicate risks be-
coming an egomaniac. There are enough 
points of collaboration in Ariel Pink’s 
discography that it’s clear this wasn’t a 
problem, at least not musically—Cham-
berlain recalls Rosenberg traveling to 
Australia in the early 2010s to record 
with the Avalanches, the legendarily 
mysterious turntable composers; when 
I asked him about those sessions, Rosen-
berg couldn’t recall what music they’d 
made or whether any of it became pub-
lic. Perhaps Rosenberg’s methods made 
it easier to work with other artists. “He’s 
the kind of person where if he has a good 
idea he’ll give you his good idea because 
he knows he’ll have 10 good ideas that 
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The CDC announced on Thursday 
that its advisory committee on 
immunization practices voted 
unanimously to recommend 
COVID-19 mRNA vaccines for 
children aged 6 months or older 
beginning in 2023, a vote that 
the CDC is expected to endorse. 
Insurance companies are supposed 
to cover the cost of the vaccines 
following the CDC guidance, 
which is important since Pfizer 
has already said it will quadruple 
the price for its vaccine to at least 
$110 per dose following the end 
of the federal vaccine-purchasing 
program in 2023.

The CDC’s recommended 
immunization schedule is not a 
federal mandate, and while local 
and state municipalities generally 
adopt the CDC’s suggestions on 
vaccine requirements for their 
public school students, already the 
governors of Virginia, Colorado, 
Iowa, Florida, Tennessee, and 
Oklahoma have vowed to not 
mandate the vaccine. But the 
CDC’s recommendation will ripple 
outside of schools as pediatricians 
generally consider the agency’s 
suggestion as the gold standard for 
their own patients. “The CDC made 
the right decision. Every year 3.5 to 
4 million children are born in this 
country who are fully susceptible 
to COVID,” Paul Offit, director of 
the Vaccine Education Center at 
Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia, 
told The Scroll. But it’s unclear 
how much the vaccines will reduce 
the number of childhood cases, 
as studies continue to show that 
vaccines fail to prevent infection. 
Earlier this month, the CDC said 
86% of all children aged between 6 
months and 17 years have already 
been infected at least once by the 
novel coronavirus. 
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out of my system so that I don’t have to 
do it anymore,” he said of his music. “I’m 
trying to exorcise it so that I can move 
on to some other hobby.”

The closest analog to Ariel Rosenberg, 
and maybe the person who best explains 
his defamiliarizing churn of motives, is 
his friend and occasional collaborator, 
R. Stevie Moore. Moore, the Nash-
ville-born son of Elvis Presley’s former 
bassist, has self-released an estimated 
500 records since the late 1960s, using 
his own recording equipment and play-
ing nearly every instrument.

Rosenberg first encountered Moore’s 
work in 1999 during a hunt for Cure 
bootlegs. He found a copy of Every-
thing You Wanted To Know About R 
Stevie Moore But Were Afraid to Ask, 
a compilation of highlights from the 
1970s, when Moore sounds as if he’d 
discovered post-punk entirely on his 
own, in between detours into deranged 
rockabilly, virtuosic heavy blues, and 
songs that were too slapdash to be en-
tirely serious, but too good to merely be 
jokes. On the cover, Moore’s eyes blaze 
through a pair of heavy glasses and his 
mouth is open to maximum width. “It 
looked like a Thomas Dolby kind of 
thing. Who is this mad scientist? It can’t 
be real,” Rosenberg recalled thinking. 
And then he thought: “I totally identify 
with this guy.”

Rosenberg mailed Moore a copy of 
The Doldrums. The two became corre-
spondents, and then friends—Rosen-
berg was one of Moore’s biggest ad-
vocates, insisting he was a wrongfully 
overlooked, low-fi trailblazer. Rosen-
berg and Moore recorded an album to-
gether in 2013, titled Ku Klux Glam. It 
is a work of crackling spontaneity, and 
the record, I suggested to Moore, where 
Rosenberg seemed like he was having 
the most fun. “Others have said that,” 
Moore agreed. “But that’s all tongue-in-
cheek because a lot of his gloominess is 
a put-on. Maybe—we just don’t know! 
He’s a good actor as well as a musician 
and composer.” Although, Moore added: 
“Sometimes you act without even real-
izing it.”

For a certain generation of music 
fans, the image of a post-millennial psy-
chedelic freak is epitomized by Anton 

They think they have their own agen-
cy but they’re very naive. They’re per-
fect vectors for influencing people, and 
they’re very influenceable.”

Humanists cling to the hopeful illu-
sion that art is inherently redemptive—
any ordeal can be made worthwhile so 
long as art results from it. Artists them-
selves tend to know better. They aren’t 
moved by the things we think should 
move them. Love, God, light, nature, 
tradition, community, justice, wisdom, 
and truth are only sometimes the causal 
bedrock of books, films, and music, but 
frequently it’s resentment, paranoia, 
failure, narcissism, discomfort, appe-
tite, boredom, and compulsion that bet-
ter explain their existence. Artists often 
look into themselves, and look out at the 
world, and see things very differently 
than we imagine they do.

As we wandered his neighborhood, 
Rosenberg strayed into conspiracy the-
ory. The pandemic was, more likely than 
not, an intentional means of experi-
menting on the human race through 
vaccination—perhaps Bill Gates was 
involved. Big tech and big business 
and mainstream politicians had allied 
to destroy what was left of the coun-
try. Rosenberg mentioned something 
called Agenda 21, which I decided I 
wouldn’t Google. How seriously should 
I take any of this? I wondered. I settled 
on “not very”: This was a crankish rant, 
assuming he believed any of it. (In a 
later interview, Rosenberg told me he 
got vaccinated in the summer of 2021, 
before traveling to Hawaii.) And crank-
ism is common enough, even and maybe 
especially among artists, that a life with-
out exposure to it is probably a sign of 
prejudice rather than virtue.

At last we got back to the apartment, 
and I all but demanded Rosenberg ex-
plain what art can do to make life in the 
hell-world he imagines us to be living 
in any better. “Nothing,” he replied. “In 
fact, people should protest by not mak-
ing art. I think to make art in this day 
and age is irresponsible.” A thin smile 
emerged, as if he relished trying out this 
extreme argument. Did he mean it mo-
ments later, when he said that artistic 
creation wasn’t a sublime unity of in-
ternal or external forces, but something 
more like a purge? “I’m trying to get it 

in the days after January 6—now lives 
in fear of his career being destroyed 
over his perceived political beliefs.

But Maus had tested the waters of 
uncanceling Rosenberg. Rosenberg says 
that Maus invited him to work as the 
sound engineer for his headlining set at 
Substance, a three-day festival held at 
the Belasco in LA in November of 2021. 
“I told John immediately: I appreciate 
the invite but I’m not sure that I’m even 
allowed in the building, man.”

Rosenberg was broadly correct. “We 
noticed Ariel Pink is on the John Maus 
guest list for Substance,” read a message 
that Restless Nites, one of the festival’s 
promoters, sent to Maus. “We’re fans of 
John Maus of course, but adding Ariel 
to the mix will only raise complaints 
and concerns. The potential optics of 
Ariel being at Substance is too trigger-
ing for people and something we feel 
could affect the perception of Substance 
overall. We need to protect Substance 
as well as the audience and performers, 
and the Ariel situation feels like a can 
of worms we don’t want to open. We 
basically would like Ariel off the guest 
like and not [to] attend Substance.” The 
message was careful not to categorically 
bar Rosenberg from coming, and also to 
give no specific explanation as to why 
Rosenberg could be considered threat-
ening. Maus explained to Rosenberg 
that as much as he’d like to cancel his 
set out of principle, he still needed the 
money. “I said, I’ll pay you the money,” 
Rosenberg recalled. “I know they’re not 
paying you that much.” The two haven’t 
spoken since. (Christopher Tipton, a 
U.K.-based promoter who helped man-
age Maus’ Substance appearance, con-
firmed much of Rosenberg’s account 
by email: “If I remember correctly the 
festival did object, but didn’t outright 
ban Ariel’s attendance,” he wrote. Tip-
ton added that Rosenberg working 
sound had been “mooted but not con-
firmed.” When reached by phone, Maus 
told me he “had to check with Ariel” 
before talking to me. Maus couldn’t be 
reached after that, and Rosenberg told 
me he never called. Repeated emails to 
Restless Nites, and to three of their top 
executives, were not returned.)

“Artists are slaves,” Rosenberg said 
later in the afternoon. “They’re stupid. 
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“Humanists cling 
to the hopeful 
illusion that art 
is inherently 
redemptive—any 
ordeal can be made 
worthwhile so 
long as art results 
from it.”

to warn us about how internet clout 
wars had drained the world of beauty 
and wonder, in the case of “My Girls,” 
Animal Collective’s 2009 hit, or about 
how millennials were treading water in 
an ever more meaningless world, in the 
case of “Nothing Ever Happened,” Deer-
hunter’s early masterpiece.

Ariel Pink’s breakthrough was a 
five-minute song called “Round and 
Round,” the fifth track on Before To-
day, his first record on 4AD. Pitchfork 
named it the best song of 2010, ahead 
of Robyn’s “Dancing On My Own.” 
The progression from soft disco to an 
ecstatic sing-along chorus, held togeth-
er through high-arcing guitars and the 
dadaist ring of an antique telephone, 
sounded like it came from beyond a 
world that the young consumers of 
indie rock were already beginning to 
distrust. Like a lot of Rosenberg’s best 
songs, “Round and Round” contains a 
disquiet that somehow moves both with 
and against the music, a melancholy hid-
den in the synths and guitar reverb and 
whispered lyrics. “I was like wow, he to-
tally did it,” Joe Kennedy, Rosenberg’s 
longtime guitar player, recalled of his 
first time hearing “Round and Round.” 
“He figured it out.”

Before Today is a strange record, with 
re-workings of earlier numbers and 
multiple cover songs, including one of 
an Ethiopian jazz instrumental. “From 
the inside it almost doesn’t seem like a 
full album worth of material,” Kennedy 
said. The record’s self-assured looseness 
was part of what made it special. Rosen-
berg remembers the recording process 
as a chaos of musicians and producers 
quitting or getting fired. He expressed 
a stunning lack of fondness towards his 
most celebrated record. “I won,” Rosen-
berg said of his battle with his critical 
detractors at Pitchfork, when asked to 
reflect on what’s still his best-known 
release. “And they gave me a 9.0.”

In retrospect, 2010 was the tail-
end of the height of the final era in 
which American indie rock still real-
ly mattered. According to the Puritan 
hindsight of the present day, it was a 
time when the wrong things were val-
ued and the wrong people rewarded, 
many of them allegedly horrible men, 
agents of abuse and patriarchy whose 

indie rock’s highest levels of popularity 
in 2010. The indie infrastructure was 
mostly still intact: Streaming hadn’t 
gutted artist pay; cops and yuppies 
hadn’t destroyed the New York DIY 
scene. The Goldenvoice-AEG-LiveNa-
tion cartel that controls big- and even 
medium-ticket American live music was 
years in the future. But the encroach-
ments of the coming world were already 
obvious. The Williamsburg waterfront 
had begun its transformation from 
America’s underground rock hub into 
a horrific living version of The Sims. By 
2015, Death by Audio, the Williamsburg 
scene’s beer-soaked mainstage, would 
be demolished to make way for Vice’s 
headquarters, not long before Disney 
invested $400 million in the once-sub-
versive alternative media leader.

In the previous era, the Strokes had 
been the emblematic cool kid rock band, 
classicist Manhattan preppies promis-
ing a return to a better age. Today, the 
ideal rockstar is someone like Big Thief’s 
Adrianne Lenker, a harmless critical dar-
ling who went to music school and who 
doesn’t threaten anything or anyone. 
The early 2010s belonged to artists like 
Animal Collective, Deerhunter, Beach 
House, and Ariel Pink, genius-freaks 
who emerged from basements and bed-
rooms and Ford Transit vans from places 
like Baltimore and the Atlanta suburbs 

Newcombe in the cult classic “Dig!,” a 
2004 documentary in which the Brian 
Jonestown Massacre frontman comes 
across as a megalomaniac wannabe cult 
leader at war with the music industry. 
But the free-spirited pop savants of 
the 21st century were the spiritual chil-
dren of R Stevie Moore, working alone 
with whatever instruments or comput-
er programs they had, uploading their 
creations onto MySpace or Soundcloud 
or Bandcamp, or maybe just hoarding 
them in caches of unreleased WAV files 
or cassette tapes. From Chief Keef to 
Bradford Cox, the creative rebels of the 
era were often instructable figures in 
their non-musical lives, artists whose 
selves were contained somewhere deep 
within their work and possibly nowhere 
else. This obscurity explains why enig-
matic pop musicians from the cultural 
fringes connected in an age when the 
twin forces of social polarization and 
social media were beginning to sap 
much of the spontaneity out of Amer-
ican culture. Artists who seemed to 
come from nowhere—who were deep 
in conversation with their own manias 
or their own genius—were the only ones 
who still sounded fresh and interesting.

In December of 2019, Moore an-
nounced on his website that he was re-
tiring. He would be releasing no more 
music, playing no more shows, and 
giving no more interviews. He made 
an exception to speak with me about 
Rosenberg. Moore said they shared an 
urge to create, without the fear of a re-
cord label—or of anyone—saying no to 
them. “That was part of the fun,” Moore 
said of his own oceanic output. “No one 
could stop me.” This was the trait that 
had brought Moore and Rosenberg to-
gether: They operated with a thrilling 
lack of guardrails and little sense of 
self-interest. “I never have held anything 
against Ariel for being there, or doing 
that,” Moore said of the January 6th 
White House rally. “It’s like, what the 
fuck was he thinking? But that doesn’t 
surprise me about Ariel. We’ve always 
loved each other because we’re both 
such reckless fools.”

It now makes sense that, after a five-
year break from songwriting and noth-
ing but negative reviews from Pitch-
fork, Ariel Pink would finally ascend to 
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more revealing song is “Sexual Ath-
letics,” which opens with a sing-song 
of obnoxious carnal boasts before the 
track slows and we discover the pathos 
beneath the speaker’s appetites: “All 
I wanted was a girlfriend, all my life” 
Rosenberg whimpers. “Put Your Num-
ber in My Phone” pulsates with dark 
sexual desperation, held within one of 
the best pure pop melodies of Rosen-
berg’s career. “Black Ballerina,” about 
a comically doomed strip-club visit, 
would be an act of self-cancellation if it 
were released today.

Male songwriters have always inter-
rogated their own complexes toward 
women, even at the risk of revealing 
themselves to be pigs—Blood on the 
Tracks hasn’t dimmed in status, while 
perhaps the best record of 2021, Tyler, 
the Creator’s Call Me if You Get Lost, is a 
concept album about obsessively trying 
to sleep with a best friend’s girlfriend. 
But codes of public behavior were rap-
idly changing, at least for rock musi-
cians, as Rosenberg soon discovered.

4AD arranged a media day in the 
run-up to Pom Pom’s release, in which 
journalists were given 15-minute blocks 
with Rosenberg. The very first inter-
view was with an Australian outlet. He 
began talking about being recruited to 
help with Madonna’s upcoming album. 
“They need something edgy. They need 
songwriting. She can’t just have her 
Avicii, her producers or whatever, come 
up with a new techno jam for her to gy-
rate to and pretend that she’s 20 years 
old. They actually need songs. I’m part-
ly responsible for that return-to-values 
thing,” Rosenberg said, in full Ariel 
Pink mode.

Madonna’s music publisher had in 
fact invited him to an early “songwrit-
ing camp” for her upcoming record, a 
rudimentary stage of the modern album 
production process in which scores of 
possible authors are gathered to develop 
material that the pop star might even-
tually record—pop albums now being 
industrial-scale operations, the work 
of hundreds of people. Rosenberg was 
giving the Australians a punched-up 
version of what he’d actually been told.

But the comments, which could be 
twisted into a male dismissal of Ma-
donna as a brainless sex object, were an 

Southern Poverty Law Center classified 
“feminists” as a hate group, a jibe which 
did not show up in Pitchfork’s writeup 
of the appearance. Then he claimed, or 
maybe joked, that a “feminist” had re-
cently maced him, which did make the 
Pitchfork writeup. “I did everything 
right,” he quipped to his co-panelists. 
“That was the most offensive thing to 
her.” (In 2014, Rosenberg told the You-
Tuber Alexi Wasser that he had in fact 
been maced by an unnamed woman he’d 
slept with when, the next morning, they 
had a sharply escalating verbal disagree-
ment over who would pay the bill at a 
smoothie bar. As a Stereogum writeup 
sensibly notes, “It’s a crazy story and 
I’m not sure exactly what to believe.”) 
More controversies were still to come, 
of course.

Mature Themes, the 2012 follow-up 
to Before Today, proved that the earlier 
record hadn’t been a fluke, and that the 
bedroom pop savant could execute on 
the scale of traditional albums played 
by entire rock bands. Pom Pom, Rosen-
berg’s third and final record in his con-
tract with 4AD, would be the most am-
bitious release of his career and as close 
to a confessional album as Rosenberg 
has ever made. “I died unknown,” begins 
“Dazed Inn Daydreams,” the set closer, 
and my personal choice for the greatest 
of all Ariel Pink songs. Then comes a 
chorus of dreadful enormity, a heavier 
variation on a tune Rosenberg had writ-
ten over a decade earlier and the cry of 
someone gazing into their own obso-
lescence with exhileration and terror. 
“I used to pray, but now I scream—Lord 
help me, no more daydreams,” Rosen-
berg bellows in harmony with drummer 
Don Bolles and the French singer SoKo, 
with Jason Pierce of Spiritualized blast-
ing thunderbolts of guitar. (The song’s 
Grant Singer-directed music video, in 
which the ’70s LA glam rocker Rick 
Wilder plays a future vision of a forgot-
ten Ariel Pink, was a co-production of 
Urban Outfitters. The video disappeared 
off of the chain store’s YouTube channel 
sometime before mid-2021, according to 
both a Reddit thread and the WayBack 
Machine. Multiple calls and emails to 
Urban Outfitters’ public relations de-
partment went unreturned.)

From the vantage of 2022, an even 

awfulness was embedded in their very 
music. This increasingly common line 
betrays a revealing need to establish 
the present-day’s superiority over an 
era when the art, the parties, the drugs, 
and the creative environment were all 
much better than they are now. A mis-
fit record like Before Today could still 
crack the 160s of the Billboard chart, 
helped along by music critics whose 
analysis wasn’t hamstrung by questions 
of social virtue. Pitchfork once called 
“Round and Round” “one of indiedom’s 
most unifying and memorable songs in 
2010.” Today, no one talks about “indie-
dom.” Conde Nast owns Pitchfork.

“I’ve been canceled before,” Rosenberg 
told Tucker Carlson. “I’ve been canceled 
many times. I know how that whole 
thing works.” Most musicians of the in-
ternet era live behind a thick protective 
layer of handlers and media profession-
als. Not Ariel Pink. “There was no ‘call 
Ariel’s manager and he’ll set it up for 
you,” Kennedy said. “You were calling 
him directly.” Anyone who got ahold of 
Rosenberg would be richly rewarded: 
When a YouTuber asked Rosenberg if 
he had any advice for his young fans, 
he instructed them to “turn gay.”“I’ll be 
the biggest asshole, the biggest troll,” he 
told Pitchfork in 2014. “I love the West-
boro Baptist Church, because I love be-
ing able to remind people that this is a 
country where you can say, ‘You’re going 
to go to hell,’ and you won’t go to jail. 
People hate that.”

“He goes into an interview and be-
cause of his contrarian nature it’s al-
most painful for him to give the canned 
answer you’d expect somebody to 
give,” Kennedy explained. “It has to 
be something that deconstructs the 
whole process.”

In September of 2013, Rosenberg ap-
peared on Red Eye, the late-night Fox 
News show hosted by Greg Gutfeld, who 
is a fan of Rosenberg’s music. His appar-
ent confusion at what he was doing on 
a late-night right-wing schmooze-fest 
alongside Dana Perino—possibly an act, 
though it’s hard to tell—gives the seg-
ment a hypnotic quality, as if footage 
of two entirely different talk shows had 
been spliced together.When he finally 
spoke up, Rosenberg asked whether the 
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“‘He’s sort of a 
grumpy old man,’ 
Moyer noted. ‘If 
you’ve met Ariel 
once, you can tell 
he’s not really a 
storm-the-Capitol 
kind of guy.’”

Jameson as a possible alternate version 
of himself. Less speculatively, the record 
is another of Rosenberg’s explorations 
of whether art, or really anything, can 
still be meaningful even if it proves 
temporary and forgotten—its title track 
evokes the unnerving clash of possibili-
ty and existential dread someone might 
experience while driving down Sunset 
Boulevard in the late afternoon.

As with Pom Pom, the album’s roll-
out was marred by a characteristically 
strange blowup. During the recording, 
Rosenberg had been in a relationship 
with Charlotte Ercoli, a much young-
er woman who had directed one of his 
music videos and contributed backup 
vocals on the album—it is Ercoli’s voice 
joining Rosenberg’s in the chorus to 
“Feels Like Heaven,” a sinister slow-
dance and album highlight. The tour 
to promote Bobby Jameson began with 
four nights at The Chapel in San Fran-
cisco in October of 2017, with John 
Maus as the opener.

“Maus was getting a lot of hype at the 
time,” Kennedy recalled. “Ariel and John 
have this very intense kind of friendship 
where they’re best friends, but there’s 
some kind of element of competition 
between them … they get into these 
super theoretical kinds of discussions 
that turn into arguments. It was always 
kind of tense when John was around. 
And those four days were kind of like 
the peak of it.” Rosenberg had been 
drinking heavily the night before that 
first show. His vocal cords were shot, 
and he had to go on after Maus, who is 
difficult or even impossible to match as 
a live performer.

Ercoli, who often appeared with 
Rosenberg’s touring band, joined him 
onstage for the San Francisco shows. 
Early in that first concert, Rosenberg 
seemed to be trying to push Ercoli into 
the crowd. Then he appeared to pin her 
to the stage, kissing her in a way that 
more than one eyewitness found to be 
aggressive. A few people standing near 
the front walked out in apparent dis-
gust. The rest of the audience found 
the incident to be an unremarkable and 
possibly premeditated element of the 
larger performance. It didn’t become 
any kind of controversy until the music 
press discovered a Reddit post from a 

for 20 minutes and leave.” (For what 
it’s worth, Santo Domingo was the co-
chair of a Conservation International 
gala honoring Joe Biden in 2018, and 
his wife donated to Biden’s presiden-
tial campaign.)

There was excitement at Mexican 
Summer when it landed Rosenberg. The 
label offered to buy, and then rerelease, 
most of Rosenberg’s back-catalog, aside 
from the three records 4AD owned. The 
Doldrums, Worn Copy, and others would 
be remastered and reissued, with fan-
cy vinyl and new liner notes. For about 
$10,000 a record, Rosenberg sold his li-
censes to some of the work he cared the 
most about.

Dedicated to Bobby Jameson, the only 
record of new material Rosenberg re-
leased with Mexican Summer, is named 
after an LA musician and Frank Zappa 
affiliate who nearly achieved stardom in 
the 1960s before drifting into alcohol-
ism and petty criminality, affecting an 
absence from the public eye so total he 
was widely presumed to be dead. After 
learning that one of his albums from 
the ’60s had been reissued without his 
permission, Jameson resurfaced, and 
built a late-in-life following as an auto-
biographical blogger and YouTuber who 
raged against the unfairness of the mu-
sic industry. It is perhaps overly psychol-
ogizing to speculate that Rosenberg sees 

irresistable grandstanding opportunity. 
“Ariel Pink’s delusional misogyny is em-
blematic of the kind of bullshit [every] 
woman in this industry faces daily,” 
tweeted the electronic musician Grimes, 
from a level of fame far beyond Rosen-
berg’s. In return, Rosenberg called her 
“stupid and retarded.” The British mag-
azine NME’s review of Pom Pom serves 
as a final, indecisive word on the dustup, 
calling Ariel Pink “a genius, a freak, a 
trailblazer, a creep; maybe a misogynist, 
or maybe just misunderstood.”

But back then the incipient moralism 
of the 2010s still felt both harmless and 
necessary, and it didn’t have the abili-
ty to end anyone’s career. In late 2014, 
Pitchfork published an “op-ed” by the 
rock musician Alana McArdle, titled 
“Ariel Pink’s Joke Isn’t Funny Any-
more.” “While he brings himself a lot 
of headline-grabbing attention, he’s ac-
tually bringing a spotlight to the very 
real and pervasive racism and misog-
yny that is deeply embedded in indie 
rock to the surface,” she wrote “All that 
needs to happen now is that we all rec-
ognize this.” McCardle would have to 
wait a few years for the culture to catch 
up with her. At the time the article was 
published, Rosenberg still had one more 
Pitchfork Best New Music ahead of him.

His contract with 4AD satisfied, 
Rosenberg switched labels, signing a 
one-record deal, with an option for a 
second record, with Brooklyn-based 
Mexican Summer. The label occupies 
an important middle tier of the indie 
economy—they produce artists that 
go on to bigger deals at more estab-
lished outfits, but they also attract bet-
ter-known names who want the kind of 
focus and attention that only a smaller 
shop can provide.

Mexican Summer had another ad-
vantage for signees. Though the label 
frequently laid off staff, mostly paid in 
the $35,000-$40,000 a year range, its 
co-owner is Andres Santo Domingo, 
the New York-raised scion of Colombi-
an beer magnates. Despite being worth 
some $1.6 billion, Santo Domingo isn’t a 
total absentee at Mexican Summer. “He 
was a really interesting guy,” one former 
employee recalled to me. “Nobody knew 
him. He would come to the office once a 
week and yell on the phone in Spanish 
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not really a storm-the-Capitol kind 
of guy.”

Pink is interviewed by Tucker Carl-
son on Carlson’s Fox News show

The next morning, Rosenberg re-
ceived panicked text messages from 
Mexican Summer label chief Keith 
Abrahamsson. “There’s this thread from 
Keith that’s just going like ‘dude, thanks 
for telling us. Like, Jesus fuck, I’m pissed 
man. You should’ve let us know.’” Rosen-
berg thought Abrahamsson was angry 
about his presence at the White House 
rally, which tens of thousands of other 
people had attended. He didn’t think 
he owed his record label any explana-
tion for his decision to attend a politi-
cal event at which the president of the 
United States had spoken. Rosenberg 
had tweeted to confirm he had attend-
ed the rally to support Trump. (Maus, 
in contrast, reacted to the growing furor 
by tweeting a link to a 1937 papal en-
cyclical condemning Naziism.) “At this 
point I hadn’t read any articles or any-
thing like that, so I didn’t know exactly 
what [Abrahamsson] was referring to,” 
Rosenberg claimed.

The “articles” were early reports 
that Rosenberg had been at the Capi-
tol, based solely on Moyer’s Instagram 
photo placing him in Washington. 
“Surprise, Surprise, Ariel Pink and 
John Maus Attended Trump’s Capitol 
Rally,” a January 7 blog post on New 
York magazine’s website still reads, de-
spite that claim being false. “Yesterday, 
right-wing extremists broke into the 
U.S. Capitol Building and stormed the 
Senate floor in a shameful and violent 
attempt to stop the official certification 
of Joe Biden’s election win. Hours lat-
er, images surfaced showing that musi-
cians Ariel Pink and John Maus were 
in attendance,” Vice reported, with 
Rosenberg’s denial buried later in the 
article. Pitchfork’s post quickly clari-
fies that Rosenberg was not at the Cap-
itol. Spin, however, made it sound like 
Maus and Rosenberg had practically 
led the riot. “One thing you probably 
didn’t expect to see as democracy in the 
United States was under siege were two 
musicians from the 2010s taking part 
in the rioting during the violent insur-
rection January 6 on Capitol Hill,” the 
music magazine reported. “Yet, there 

narratively satisfying explanation for 
Rosenberg’s loyalty to the ex-president, 
as it motions towards the uneasily close 
kinship between art and political huck-
sterism. The real explanation, in Moy-
er’s view, is less poetic. “He just really 
supports Trump,” she says. “And not in 
an edgy way. More in like a boomer kind 
of way. He really looked at it like Trump 
is the president and he was honored to 
see the president speak.”

Rosenberg traveled to Washington 
with John Maus, and says he covered 
the costs of their Airbnb while Maus 
paid for the plane tickets. Moyer, who 
was in the capital to film the scheduled 
Stop the Steal rally outside the White 
House as part of a documentary about 
the conspiracist broadcaster Alex Jones, 
was under the impression Maus was 
tagging along with Rosenberg. “I think 
John just wanted to do some freak tour-
ism,” Moyer said. The president began 
speaking at noon, kicking off an hour-
long rant in which he promised never to 
concede the election and urged further 
protest, with the aim of stopping Vice 
President Mike Pence from certifying 
the electoral vote count at the Capitol 
later that day. Rosenberg then decided 
it was time for a nap—but not before 
Moyer took a picture of Rosenberg and 
Maus in her hotel room at the W, a block 
over from the White House, and posted 
it to Instagram.

Crowds of violent demonstrators 
gathered at the Capitol later in the 
afternoon. Maus accompanied Moy-
er to the Capitol, joining her as she 
filmed—Moyer posted a short video of 
the musician pointing toward crowds 
of Trump dead-enders who might be 
worth documenting. There was never 
any evidence Rosenberg was anywhere 
other than the W Hotel during the Cap-
itol attack. But by the end of the day, 
the music press had used Moyer’s Ins-
tagram picture to craft a narrative con-
necting the alleged face of male tox-
icity in indie rock to an event already 
being likened to Pearl Harbor and 9/11. 
On the night of January 6, Moyer was 
surprised to be fielding questions from 
Pitchfork about Rosenberg’s alleged 
presence at the Capitol riot. “He’s sort 
of a grumpy old man,” Moyer noted. “If 
you’ve met Ariel once, you can tell he’s 

scandalized audience member, which 
Pitchfork didn’t pick up until four 
days later.

Rosenberg apologized for what he 
presented as a consensual stage antic 
that went too far: “My behavior on-
stage was gross and I can’t defend it,” he 
tweeted. “Wow,” Ercoli tweeted at the 
time. “Turns out a girl can’t have fun 
with her boyfriend on stage without 
being victimized by feminists. Could 
not be more bummed.”

The tour went on, as if the San Fran-
cisco crowd had witnessed nothing 
more than an extreme version of what 
they’d come to see anyway. But this had 
always been the problem with Ariel 
Pink, in the minds of his detractors: He 
had constantly been allowed to hide his 
alleged piggishness behind his artistic 
persona, without ever suffering any 
consequences. Should the consequenc-
es have included the total destruction 
of his career? If that’s what some people 
wanted, they wouldn’t have to wait long.

Rosenberg told me his motives for at-
tending the January 6, 2021, rally at the 
White House were simple: “I was there 
for the last opportunity to see the best 
fuckin president ever.”

It’s possible aspects of Rosenberg’s 
individual politics mesh with that of 
the former president. It’s also possible 
Rosenberg grew into a greater political 
awareness as the Trump era devolved, 
and as more and more aspects of Ameri-
can life became battlefields in an unend-
ing, all-inclusive civic crackup. None of 
the friends or collaborators I talked to 
remember Rosenberg showing any real 
interest in conservative politics, or any 
other kind of politics, before the Trump 
presidency. Rosenberg told me he had 
only voted for president twice: Once for 
Ralph Nader in 2000, and then again for 
Trump in 2020. Kennedy was on tour 
in Europe with Rosenberg during elec-
tion night in 2012, and says his band-
leader didn’t seem to care or even know 
about it.

Alex Lee Moyer, the filmmaker and 
longtime friend who met up with 
Rosenberg and Maus on January 6, 
speculated to me that he was part of a 
segment of admirers “who kind of see 
Trump as an artist.” This is the most 



52December 16–22, 2022 • 23–29 Kislev, 5783tabletmag.com

poptimism that is particularly prevalent 
in indie music nowadays, in many ways 
defies popularity. This is a natural out-
come of a commitment to art. Nonethe-
less, it is hard for an artist to wane in rel-
evance. Ariel has come up with all kinds 
of reasons to attribute a natural fading 
into the background of his musical proj-
ect, and gone as far to self-sabotage and 
destroy his legacy entirely to soothe or 
avoid a graceful exit. Now Ariel will for-
ever be known as ‘the indie rocker who 
went on Tucker Carlson.’ He has not only 
destroyed his musical legacy as a result 
of his vanity, but the legacy of our musi-
cal community and the artists that com-
prise it. Finally, I will always love Ariel’s 
music. I will never and have never sup-
ported Ariel’s politics. Unlike his music, 
his political ideology is as mainstream, 
vapid and idolatrous as it comes.”

On the day Rosenberg appeared on 
Carlson’s show, Pitchfork published an 
article about a judicial ruling denying 
Rosenberg a restraining order against 
Charlotte Ercoli, his former collab-
orator and ex-girlfriend. Rosenberg 
claimed that Ercoli had been spreading 
malicious rumors, including to Mexican 
Summer management and possibly to 
the media, falsely accusing him of var-
ious sexual improprieties. A Los Ange-
les County judge rejected the applica-
tion on the grounds that discussion of 

were indie rockers Ariel Pink and John 
Maus, front and center on the scene.”

On January 8, Abrahamsson texted 
that the outrage hadn’t died down and 
the label would be dropping Rosenberg, 
without saying what that meant for the 
Ariel Pink records for which Mexican 
Summer still held licenses. “I said that’s 
fine man, that’s the way it goes, I under-
stand. Just give me the music back and 
we’ll be fine. And then he’s like, well 
that’s ours to choose, Ariel,” Rosenberg 
recalls. “I‘m like, what? Wait, I don’t 
understand this. You want to say you’re 
not working with me anymore, why 
would you wanna keep my catalog?” 
Abrahamsson repeated that the records 
belonged to the label. Rosenberg threat-
ened to sue. “And that’s the last time we 
texted.” (I reached Abrahamsson by 
phone in mid-April. He gave me a blan-
ket “no comment,” and said he did not 
want to hear any of what I planned on 
asking him. Then he instructed me nev-
er to call again.)

On January 8, Mexican Summer is-
sued a now-deleted tweet, announcing: 
“Due to recent events, Mexican Summer 
and its staff have decided to end our 
working relationship with Ariel Rosen-
berg AKA Ariel Pink moving forward.” 
This wasn’t entirely true, since the label 
still owned the masters on the majori-
ty of Rosenberg’s discography, includ-
ing his most recent release. The tweet 
pointedly avoided saying which “events” 
led to Rosenberg being dropped.

“Literally overnight everybody dis-
appeared,” Rosenberg recalled. The 
musician received just a single serious 
offer of help—from Greg Gutfeld, the 
Fox host and longtime fan. “I knew he 
was being canceled over nothing,” Gut-
feld recalled. “These losers embraced a 
modern McCarthyism.” Rosenberg said 
Gutfeld helped connect him to Har-
meet Dhillon, a California lawyer and 
Republican power player, whose staff 
compiled a chart of media that had 
misreported Rosenberg’s presence at 
the Capitol, free of charge—they found 
over a dozen articles, from publications 
including the LA Times and USA Today, 
that linked Rosenberg to the violence 
on January 6. Gutfeld also connected 
Rosenberg to Tucker Carlson.

People around Rosenberg were split 
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as to whether the Carlson interview 
was a good idea. Rosenberg believed he 
had no other choice. No one with any 
platform of any size was willing to hear 
him out—except for the person with the 
highest-rated show on cable television. 
In the interview, Rosenberg looked de-
spondent as he explained that his career 
was over. He reaffirmed his support for 
Trump, but clarified that he accepted the 
legitimacy of Joe Biden’s victory in the 
2020 presidential election. Still, among 
the people whose minds he most needed 
to change, the interview solidified the 
impression that Rosenberg was an ex-
tremist whose politics were unthinkable 
in the modern-day indie rock scene.

I wanted a supporter of Ariel Pink’s 
exile to justify his career freeze-out. 
Several prominent music critics who 
had once written positively about 
Rosenberg’s work gave me a series of 
no-comments, a remarkable evasion in 
light of their job being to publicly com-
ment on music. “I hate to see the guy 
get off on having his name in my mouth 
here and there,” one of them explained. 
Management for Weyes Blood, whose 
2017 joint EP with Rosenberg had been 
removed from streaming after January 
6, said she was too busy in the studio 
even to answer questions by email; the 
members of Animal Collective, whatev-
er they thought about all this, also didn’t 
have time to talk.

The only reply for attribution came 
by email from Ramona Gonzalez, an 
LA musician who performs and records 
under the name Nite Jewel. In the late 
2000s, Ariel Pink was the driving force 
of a burgeoning LA avant-pop scene. In 
a 2016 interview, Gonzalez cited him as 
one of her chief inspirations. “I appreci-
ate Ariel’s iconoclastic behavior because 
it’s so different to everyone else’s bull-
shit positive attitude, which is just a way 
to make more money for themselves,” 
she said. But 2016 was a long time ago.

Gonzalez’s response to me is perhaps 
uncharitable, but it is at least a morally 
coherent explanation for Rosenberg’s 
post-January 6 treatment, one based in 
the unavoidable reality that art is creat-
ed and consumed in this world, rather 
than in some idealized or better version 
of it. Here it is in full:

“His music, which defies the 
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group of Mexican American skaters she 
had met at the El Sereno skatepark and 
fashioned into a punk band called the 
Vampiros. “They’re Playboi Carti meets 
the Sex Pistols,” she said. It turned out 
the Vampiros were Ariel Pink fans and 
didn’t care he’d been at the White House 
on January 6. “That night I think I woke 
up in a drunken haze and was just like, 
I’ve gotta text Ariel. I’ve got his number.”

“I was happy somebody found me 
useful.” Rosenberg recalled. “I thought 
it was a prank.”

Chaidez, the Vampiros, and Rosen-
berg wrote and rehearsed an album’s 
worth of songs. “You could tell he was 
a little bit broken but also that he need-
ed to unleash a lot of energy creatively,” 
Chaidez said of the recording process, 
which took place before the birth of 
his daughter. Rosenberg is unsure when 
the album will be released. He says he’s 
thinking about touring next year, even if 
he suspects it will be hard finding ven-
ues willing to book him that are of large 
enough size for the tour to be profitable. 
He estimates he’s spent about $15,000 
of his own money making and releasing 
the record.

The Key of Joy is Disobedience is an 
oddity even in Rosenberg’s catalog—
half of it is in Spanish, sung by mem-
bers of the Vampiros. None of it, except 
for a heavily distorted “fuck Donald 
Trump” dropped at the tail end of one 
of the middle tracks, refers to his can-
cellation in any way. It isn’t a broadside 
against his critics, or a justification of 
his actions. One song, “Footsteps,” is 
a shoegaze pocket symphony, Chaidez 
singing in a clean and expertly isolat-
ed vocal track that the production rests 
gently above the instrumentals, with 
Rosenberg whispering from nowhere 
to join her on the chorus. It’s slow, pa-
tient, ethereal, possibly capturing the 
mindset of someone mellowed by on-
coming parenthood. It is the product of 
an inner voice that somehow endured 
through everything.

Simon Halliday, who is the head of 
4AD, and thus a figure of considerable 
authority in the indie rock world, thinks 
that fans and the broader music indus-
try will be ready to welcome Rosenberg 
back one day. “I think he has an audience. 
His figures are solid and people are still 

image. Still others have created a sub-
culture of the canceled. In March, Buzz-
feed reported on a Peter Thiel-funded 
Manhattan film festival that served as a 
gathering for arts figures who had run 
afoul of the new orthodoxies. A rough 
cut of Moyer’s Alex Jones film screened 
as part of the event. An Ariel Pink song 
plays during the credits of the movie, 
but the quasi-redpilled arts communi-
ty is not Rosenberg’s crowd. He has no 
crowd now—he hasn’t apologized or 
opted for a public heel turn or sought 
out others who the cultural-industrial 
complex now scorns. Instead, in the 
months after January 6, his goal was 
regaining control of his albums from 
Mexican Summer, something he suc-
ceeded in doing after nearly a year of 
hard negotiation between their lawyers 
(Mexican Summer still owns Dedicated 
to Bobby Jameson, and will begin paying 
royalties to Rosenberg once the album’s 
revenue surpasses its production costs).

A number of people I spoke with not-
ed that Rosenberg had opportunities to 
squirm his way out of cancellation—he 
could have claimed he was in Washing-
ton not to support Trump but to assist 
Moyer, whose previous film Rosenberg 
had sound-tracked. He didn’t try to re-
make himself as a right-wing celebrity. 
“I could be situated to be useful in the 
right-wing cause,” Rosenberg mused. 
“The problem is I’m not big enough 
to matter.”

In early February of 2021, Lyndsie 
found out she was pregnant. The cou-
ple was married in Hawaii a few months 
later. Rosenberg estimates he spent 
$80,000 resolving his situation with 
Mexican Summer, costs only slightly 
defrayed by the maybe $15,000-$30,000 
in royalties he says he still receives from 
4AD in an average year. Few journal-
ists called. Aside from the odd podcast 
appearance, the Carlson interview had 
been his final public word on his ca-
reer implosion.

In March of 2021, Rosenberg received 
a phone call from Chloe Chaidez, a mu-
sician he had first met after a Charli 
XCX show in 2013, when Chaidez was 
in a band opening for the pop artist and 
recent Ariel Pink collaborator. In early 
2021, Chaidez had founded a record label 
and was figuring out what to do with a 

potential sexual harassment committed 
by a public figure was constitutionally 
protected speech.

Pitchfork obtained Rosenberg’s re-
quest for the restraining order, along 
with Ercoli’s motion to strike, and the 
judge’s final ruling, documents which 
anyone with a credit or debit card can 
purchase on the Superior Court of Los 
Angeles County’s website (Rosenberg 
seemed unaware that most restraining 
order cases in California are not under 
an automatic seal). Ercoli’s filings assert-
ed that the San Francisco incident had 
been an act of intentional assault, that 
her tweet addressing the controversy 
had been written under pressure from 
Rosenberg, that Rosenberg had “bullied 
[her] into [having] unprotected sex,” and 
that he had spread nude photographs of 
her without her consent. The Pitchfork 
story was a regurgitation of various 
court documents, buffered with some 
quotes from Rosenberg’s lawyer. The 
article did not quote Ercoli or Rosen-
berg, and mentioned no attempts to in-
dependently verify whether the claims 
in Ercoli’s filings were true.

According to both Rosenberg’s and 
Ercoli’s filings, Mexican Summer was 
aware of her allegations, which she 
communicated to Abrahamsson in a 
July 2020 letter. There is no evidence 
he ever acted on the letter. Rosenberg 
denied all of Ercoli’s allegations to me. 
Ercoli declined to comment for this ar-
ticle. Earle says she has firsthand expe-
rience of what domestic abusers are like, 
and insists that her husband isn’t one. “I 
worked really hard to escape the abuse 
cycle,” she told me. “That stuff is not to 
be made light of. I lost years of my life 
to it.”

“I can’t say whether Ariel was more 
or less misogynistic than other men in 
indie music,” Ramona Gonzalez wrote 
to me. “Ariel and I had a respectful, 
peer relationship. However, that doesn’t 
mean it didn’t exist just because I didn’t 
experience it.”

Some of the canceled have tried to bar-
gain with the mob, issuing obsequious 
promises that they will “listen” and 
“do better.” Others have leaned into 
their unpersoning, making their pariah 
status part of their relaunched public 
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checking him out. He’s still popular, in 
a way.”

Kurt Heasley has invited Rosenberg 
out to Yogaville in Virginia, but isn’t 
sure if he’ll ever show. R. Stevie Moore 
and Rosenberg remain in contact, al-
though Moore says he’s “caught some 
flack” for keeping up the relationship. 
Moyer believes Rosenberg is at the mer-
cy of forces that can’t really be predict-
ed, and that no one person can control. 
“What happens with him and his ca-
reer depends on what happens in this 
country in the next two years,” she says. 
“His destiny is a little bit tied to all of 
our destinies.”

Outside his apartment, Rosenberg told 
me he writes the lyrics last. “It’s sort 
of like a chore,” he explained as the 
shadows spread across Los Feliz and 
the sun disappeared behind the moun-
tains. “I don’t want to do them. What-
ever comes out first is what makes it 
to the tape.” This was narrowly true—
former bandmates recalled Rosen-
berg jotting down lyrics over dinner 
during the recording of Pom Pom. It 
also felt impossible, and almost like a 
deception. The words of his songs are 

often too deliberate to matter that lit-
tle to him, as Rosenberg himself some-
times hinted.

His daughter was inside, under the 
care of the couple’s babysitter. Lyndsie 
was off to class, for her final semester 
of art school. I had succeeded in pry-
ing Rosenberg away from his theoriz-
ing about Agenda 21 and the vaccine 
scourge. I told him I shared his feeling of 
technology stifling us, of the culture los-
ing its fun and possibility, of the old mu-
sic scene having been better, of things 
generally getting worse. He mentioned 
a song called “Artifact,” which he said 
he wrote in 2003, a jangling apocalyptic 
ballad that appears on Worn Copy. The 
lyrics ask if art can counteract time’s 
warping effect on memory, and wonder 
whether anything can hold transcen-
dent value as the world sinks into an 
unrecognizably meaningless version 
of itself.

“I am the son of the future,” Rosen-
berg began reciting, his head in a crouch, 
looking at the pavement. “Twenty-five 
years from now, try recalling the Gold-
en Age, when we heard these words for 
the first time. Please come back to the 
exact spot … Never forget the Golden 

Age.” He spoke faster and faster, in time 
with the rhythm of the words, as if he 
was remembering it all in the moment, 
surprised at how much of the song was 
returning to him at once. He batted 
his forefingers, like he was conduct-
ing himself.

“Neither teachers nor dads could see 
the world that they brought you to was 
bad. This is an artifact of that. This is an 
artifact, artifact of that—When the ter-
rorists spread the plague through com-
puter screens ...” “Oh, wow,” I exclaimed 
at the words “computer screens.” He 
didn’t stop. “... And they erase what was 
left of the West. Just a shopping mall.”

A smile crept across his face, at what 
might have been the closest thing to 
a performance of his music that he’d 
given to a stranger in months. “In 25 
minutes. The world’s gonna crack. It’s 
all gonna crack. Remember this tune 
made you laugh. But these days a laugh’s 
merely an artifact.”

Rosenberg finally looked up at me. “I 
wasn’t saying anything prophetic,” he 
said. “I was stating the obvious.” 

This article was originally published on 
June 15, 2022.

The Kveen
An English Jew pays his respects

BY HOWARD JACOBSON

I
t’s October 1954 and I, 
along with thousands of 
other Mancunians, am 
standing in the rain wait-
ing for the queen’s car to 
pass.  The school has dis-

tributed flags for us to wave but I don’t 
wave mine. Waving a flag is like sing-
ing along and I am not a singalong sort 
of person. But that doesn’t mean I am 
a republican.  Since she has taken the 
trouble to visit the North so early in 

her reign, I feel I am obliged to return 
her curiosity. And besides, this is his-
tory and I would like to be a small part 
of it.  Who knows? One day it might 
interest my grandchildren to be told I 
was there and saw her. But I don’t have 
the confidence to push my way to the 
front of the crowd lining the pavement 
or ask the people blocking my view at 
least to lower their umbrellas, and so 
only know from the roars around me 
that her car has been spotted, that she 

is near, that she is here, and that she 
has gone.

Later, my grandmother and my aunty, 
who are royalists of sorts and have cor-
onation mugs in their display cabinet, 
ask me what she looked like. Very pretty 
and very regal, I tell them. Every inch a 
queen. Not that I could see many inches 
of her in that big car. And, to be honest, 
I thought she looked a bit remote under 
her crown. Crown! Well, tiara then. And 
did she wave to me? I tell them I can’t be 
sure she waved to me in particular but I 
think she might have. What color were 
her gloves? Blue. Or black.

In fact, I thought it possible that she 
did glimpse me through the dripping 
thicket of umbrellas because I was the 
only boy not waving a flag. In all likeli-
hood, the only boy not waving a flag in 
the whole of her kingdom. The follow-
ing day I started to write a story about a 
queen who saw a boy not waving his flag 
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“Going solely on 
newsreels of her 
greeting a rather 
sad and lonely 
looking Prince 
Charles after they’d 
been apart for 
months, I thought 
her formal to the 
point of coldness.”

was the bedrock on which this majestic 
edifice was built. Enter, soon after, with 
the assistance of Handel, Zadok the 
Priest. “And as Solomon was anointed 
King / by Zadok the priest and Nathan 
the prophet. / So be thou anointed, 
blessed, and consecrated Queen.” Thus, 
with all conceivable pomp, did Eliz-
abeth become the recipient of her di-
vine right to rule not only in language 
taken from the Jewish Bible, but with 
precise reference to the Jewish Bible’s 
understanding of the solemn not to say 
controversial negotiations entered into 
before God would entitle a monarch to 
serve in his place.

I am not, of course, saying that the 
coronation was just a bat mitzvah with 
more smoke. Or that all the Old Testa-
ment allusions were apparent to me at 
the time. But language penetrates the 
mind, just as ceremony permeates the 
soul, in unaccountable and long-last-
ing ways. Zadok and Nathan, to take a 
trivial example, would forever be the 
name I chose for a fictional firm of Jew-
ish tailors.

It is the case, anyway, that English 
Jews repose great trust in the royal 
family and feel a respect indistinguish-
able at some points from affection for 
the queen.

Jonathan Romain, the rabbi of Maid-
enhead Synagogue, tells of how Princess 
Margaret, visiting the synagogue in 
1990, was surprised to hear the prayer 
for the good health and wise counsel of 
the queen, which is read in every syna-
gogue on the Sabbath, as it is in many a 
Jewish celebration. “How lovely,” Prin-
cess Margaret remarked. “They don’t do 
that for us in church. I’ll tell my sister.”

To explain why a synagogue might ex-
press more fulsome royalist sentiment 
than a church would take a lengthy 
excurse into Jewish history and the 
lessons which the Jewish people have 
learned in the course of their extended 
exile. But there’s a clue in the urgings 
of the prophet Jeremiah during the 
Babylonian captivity two and a half 
thousand years ago: “Seek the peace of 
the city where I have caused you to be 
carried away captive, and pray to Yah-
weh for it; for in its peace you shall have 
peace.” And while that advice hasn’t, in 

sparkled like the heavens, we smelled 
the incense and swooned.  Our teach-
ers had discussed the idea of the divine 
right of kings to better prepare us for 
the event, and now we could see ex-
actly what they meant.  If God wasn’t 
in that abbey making sure everything 
went according to His plan, he couldn’t 
have been very far away. The expres-
sion of a national religion, when it has 
the breath of the people in its sails, can 
overwhelm the senses. The soon-to-be 
queen herself, defender of the faith and 
supreme governor of the Church of En-
gland, seemed daunted by it. How much 
more intimidating and foreign, then, 
did it feel to the son of second-gener-
ation immigrants from Lithuania and 
Ukraine. And yet, as the service pro-
gressed, it became impossible, at least 
if one concentrated on the words, not 
to notice the Church of England’s—and 
therefore the queen’s—essential Jew-
ish lineage.

As she entered the abbey, Elizabeth 
was received with Psalm 122, praying 
for the peace of Jerusalem and the plen-
teousness of its palaces. In the moment 
before the archbishop laid his hand 
upon the Ampulla, he called upon God 
to bless and sanctify his chosen servant 
Elizabeth as he had of old consecrated 
kings, priests, and prophets to teach and 
govern “thy people Israel.” Suddenly I 

as she drove past and fell in love with 
his independence of spirit. She sent her 
courtiers out to scour the land to find 
him but they never did. Little by little 
she sank into a depression that none of 
her physicians could diagnose or cure. I 
had read fairy tales about unsmiling 
princesses who are made to laugh again 
by the antics of uncouth, provincial 
lads. Sleeping Beauty is a variation on 
that very theme, even if, in some tellings, 
the uncouth provincial lad is replaced 
by a handsome prince. I didn’t ever fin-
ish writing the story because I couldn’t 
think of any way of ending it that wasn’t 
preposterous, but I do wonder if some 
of those intruders who have scaled the 
walls of Windsor Castle or Buckingham 
Palace were likewise imagining them-
selves, if not as the provincial lad, then 
as the prince.

Ten years after the coronation, the 
then-Australian Prime Minister Rob-
ert Menzies, who had already written 
of the profound and passionate feelings 
of devotion the queen inspired, embar-
rassed the entire nation by welcoming 
her to the state opening of parliament 
in Canberra with words taken from the 
17th-century poet Thomas Ford: “I did 
but see her passing by / And yet I love 
her till I die.”

It might be going too far to say that it’s 
among the first functions of royalty in 
our great age of commoners to make us 
daydream, but there are too many myths 
and fables about kings and queens in the 
cellarage of our national psychologies 
for the few real monarchs that are left 
not to reawaken, even in the most re-
publican-minded, some of the old awe 
and fantasy.  Goodness knows what 
poem Menzies would have dredged up 
had he lived to see that fairy tale incar-
nate, Princess Diana, passing by. To her 
great credit, Elizabeth Alexandra Mary 
Windsor chose a more prosaic role for 
her reign, always allowing that a prosaic 
princess might still understand herself 
as divinely appointed to be queen.

Like the rest of the country, I’d 
watched the coronation on a small-
screen black-and-white television. To-
day we carry screens that size on our 
wrists. But there was no diminution of 
the day’s gloriousness. The music sent 
shivers down our spines, the diamonds 
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“How often, in 
silent communion 
with herself, must 
she have imagined 
another existence?”

as a Jew it was precisely this serious-
ness. Life was not a lark to her.

When Jews speak of being chosen 
they are not asserting spiritual supe-
riority. The covenant God made with 
them demanded a renunciation of fri-
volity and self-assertion in favor of the 
pursuit of ethical purpose. Call it a cov-
enant of impersonality and disinterest-
edness. In 1954 the queen entered into 
a near identically sober and demand-
ing covenant.

British Jews have had good reason 
to feel safe under the protection of the 
British royal family.  It is well-known 
that the Duke of Edinburgh’s mother, 
Princess Alice of Battenberg was hon-
ored by Yad Vashem in Jerusalem for 
hiding Jewish children in her house 
during World War II. In accordance 
with her own wishes, she is buried 
on the Mount of Olives in Jerusa-
lem. Prince Charles is a regular guest at 
Jewish charitable events and has spo-
ken out often and eloquently against 
antisemitism in all its forms. Whether 
or not the interest the royal family takes 
in Jews extends to their knowing many 
or reading the books they write or try-
ing the food they eat, I can’t pretend to 
know.  But atmospherically, by virtue 
of its principled a-political lukewarm-
ness, the royal family seems to prom-
ise refuge.

The queen herself had less to say, in 
public anyway, on these matters.  But 
it served her well to be above the fray, 
not only above politics, which ends 
up muddying whoever it touches, but 
above definitiveness.  Wasn’t it some 
such symbolic abstraction that was en-
joined on her when she was anointed 
in quasi-Old Testament language? The 
God of the Jews is invisible, an idea, the 
more sacred for being impalpable and 
quite probably not there at all. When-
ever I looked at a portrait of the queen, 
or heard her speak, I thought I saw, not 
indifference to the storms that shook 
the country, but the dispassionateness 
of someone who listened to a higher au-
thority than parliament or the people.

Adapted from a talk originally deliv-
ered on BBC Radio 4 

This article was originally published on 
September 21, 2022.

in messages to the nation—her avowed 
submission to a higher authority than 
her own—seemed heartfelt. Even critics 
who thought her an expensive anachro-
nism and reserved the word sacrifice for 
more heroic acts, agreed that she carried 
out her public duties with extraordi-
nary conscientiousness, was tireless but 
not pettifogging in upholding protocol, 
was graceful in small-talk, patient with 
fool prime ministers, respectful to wise 
ones, never allowing the habituated 
gravity of her expression to decline into 
boredom or disrespect. How often must 
she have wanted to run away or at least 
tear up her diary for a year? How often, 
in silent communion with herself, must 
she have imagined another existence?

Whatever the truth of her personal 
life, she did not carry her face light-
ly. It might be fanciful to say that ab-
stemiousness and renunciation were 
etched into it, but nothing in the way 
she looked out at us—her subjects, her 
people, the commonfolk, call us what 
you will—suggested that craven invita-
tion to intimacy we have come to ex-
pect from those we call celebrities. The 
queen commanded more column inches 
than any of them but she wasn’t on an 
errand to be better known or loved.

I have no warrant to talk for other 
Jews, but if there was one thing about 
her comportment that spoke to me 

all ages and in all countries worked to 
the advantage of Jews, they have by and 
large followed it, as much out of good 
manners as prudence. The Times col-
umnist Daniel Finkelstein reports his 
grandmother saying, “While the Queen 
is safe in Buckingham Palace, we’re 
safe in Hendon Central.” It’s Jeremiah 
brought up to date for Londoners.

But the practical advice of Jeremiah 
and the sweet optimism of Daniel Fin-
kelstein’s granny won’t alone account 
for the enthusiasm with which Jews re-
garded the person of the queen.

Though I hadn’t been able to see 
her for umbrellas when her motorcade 
drove past my school in 1954, I think my 
description of her as remote wasn’t far 
off the mark. Going solely on newsreels 
of her greeting a rather sad and lonely 
looking Prince Charles after they’d been 
apart for months, I thought her formal 
to the point of coldness. I didn’t come 
from an indiscriminately huggy fami-
ly myself, but those aloof handshakes 
made me feel I had never been out of 
my mother’s arms. And yet, yes, I got it. I 
understood that she would never be able 
to show all she actually felt—that’s if she 
did indeed feel more than she actually 
showed—because she wasn’t, and never 
could have been, “actual” in the way ev-
eryone else was.

With the entire world as witness, she 
had taken it on herself to “stand firm 
and hold fast from henceforth the seat 
and state of royal and imperial dignity 
which is this day delivered unto you in 
the Name and by the Authority of Al-
mighty God.” No woman born of mor-
tal could have risen from the coronation 
chair that day with such words vibrat-
ing through her and then got on with 
her day-to-day life, unless she consid-
ered the whole shebang to be one great 
theatrical imposture and her part in it 
to be frankly fraudulent; and while it is 
given to none of us penetrate the secrets 
of another person’s heart, the queen 
never for a single moment looked as 
though—or was described as though—
she had been playing a role in which she 
didn’t believe.

Of her reputed spirituality it is im-
possible, not to say impertinent, for any-
one who didn’t know her to speak, but 
the Christian sentiments she expressed 
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The Genizah of the Self
I bid goodbye to my boxes

BY MARCO ROTH

For AF, in memoriam

We shall carry it set
Down inside a pitcher
Out into the field, late
Wonderers errant in
Among the rich flowers.
Like a star reflected
In a cup of water
It will light up no path ...

—John Hollander

O
ver a year ago—it was 
last Tisha B’Av—I found 
myself moving house 
for the third time since 
2019. This move was the 
big one, resulting from 

the sale of the apartment in Philadel-
phia that my wife and I had bought to-
gether, renovated together, and had 
lived in for six mostly happy years and 
three mostly difficult ones. From the 
spring of 2020, we’d rented it out, fur-
nished, once we began the final unrav-
eling of our common life. Moves bring 
inevitable reckonings, moves like these 
exceptionally so.

Amid the furniture, the books, the 
rugs, and various objects—both those 
I’d acquired independently and those 
passed down from ancestors—I kept five 
boxes, two of them equal parts tape and 
cardboard, containing an archive of my 
mental life, or at least my professional 
mental life. There was a box full of con-
tracts for various articles and my book 
contract, drafts of that first and so far 
only book with copy-editor marks. Here 
were all the college and grad school 
syllabi and papers; notebooks from 10 
years of higher education; xeroxed ar-
ticles from course packets and research; 
graded tests; graded papers with com-
ments; drafts of early, never-completed 
stories on legal notepads; drafts of my 

never-completed Ph.D. dissertation; 
there was my undergraduate thesis 
on Proust; my first semester graduate 
school paper on Benjamin’s Arcades 
Project; all the worksheets and tests for 
the “Italian for Reading Knowledge” 
summer intensive course I’d needed 
to pass my last language requirement; 
there was that undergrad paper with 
a professor’s telling remark, “brilliant 
but self-defeating,” a memento from a 
riskier and more insightful era of stu-
dent-teacher relations.

How could I possibly hold on to all 
this stuff? What purpose did I think it 
served? It’s not as if I intended to re-
turn to my Ph.D. research at this point 
in my life, although all of it was in there, 
somewhere. The stories were juvenilia, 
or else written in my late 20s—which 
amounts to the same thing. Someone 
more dedicated to the art of memory 
or their own cult of achievement would 
have already digitized all this material, 
or at least alphabetized it. They would 
have arranged it lovingly, according to 
some clear principle, with accurate la-
bels. Instead, I’d thrown everything into 
boxes as if in a traumatic flight from 
some invading army. Except that the 
trauma here was nothing more (or less) 
than the reality of my own existence. 
For almost 15 years, possibly 20, I hadn’t 
acknowledged that I’d failed to live up 
to my own ambitions, or someone’s 
ambitions for me. Instead of facing up, 
I’d run away, with the boxes trundling 
along behind.

I’d been—I still felt, even in my late 
40s—“too young to hold on, too old to 
just break free and run.” The lyrics of 
Jeff Buckley’s immature love-gone-bad 
ballad seemed no less true for my rela-
tionship to my historical self. The box-
es were supposed to have contained the 
records of my ascent through American 

society (and, oh yeah, there it was, 
tucked inside a course packet, my col-
lege diploma!). I’d kept hold of all these 
documents not to provide myself with 
an index of failures and false starts, but 
because I believed myself redeemable 
in the way someone of my generation 
had been mostly trained to understand 
“redemption”—that is in terms of offi-
cial recognition in the form of salaries, 
diplomas, prizes and certificates, gold 
stars. Perhaps I’d hoped my child might 
one day, after my death, become inter-
ested in the father she at present has ab-
solutely no interest in knowing. Or with 
even more grandiosity, I’d imagined the 
interest of some future biographer. But 
what had this faith given me except a 
backache, some extra moving costs, and 
cramped closets?

I no longer felt the pleasant melan-
cholia and hint of promise that had 
greeted me the first two or three times 
I’d moved these same boxes. I no longer 
had the necessary belief that my own fu-
ture work would redeem their contents. 
I looked at my leavings, unpacked and 
stacked in piles on the floor of what I 
hoped would be my new writing room. 
Could I just throw it all out, Marie Kon-
do style, and give myself to the eternal 
sunshine of the spotless home office? I 
was too old to break free and run. But 
was it only vanity and shame—vanity’s 
silent partner—that held me back?

Both vanity and shame were there, for 
sure. But neither felt like the main ob-
stacle. If it was only vanity and shame, 
I’d be just as capable of burning it all in 
an act of defiant rage, of announcing a 
clean break with a past that I believed I’d 
absorbed and transcended. I could tell 
myself that it was the contents of the 
boxes that had failed me, not I who had 
failed. What vanity had made me keep, 
vanity would also make me obliterate: 
what shame had me keep, shame would 
make me disown.

There was something else in those 
boxes that I couldn’t quite figure out. 
I would describe it as a scruple. It felt 
bigger and older than me. It wasn’t on 
my own account that I was blocked from 
throwing out these papers.

For a while, I’ve cultivated a detached, 
semirepressed interest in what might be 
called “crypto-Judaism”: The survival of 
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“There was 
something else in 
those boxes that 
I couldn’t quite 
figure out. I would 
describe it as 
a scruple.”

A genizah, for those unfamiliar with 
the word, is an ossuary for any text that 
contains any version of the literally in-
effable names of God. The most famous 
of these sites, a storeroom in the old Ben 
Ezra synagogue in Cairo, where these 
once-holy documents were kept await-
ing a sanctified burial that—for reasons 
unknown—never quite happened, be-
came the indispensable archive for Jew-
ish historians of late antiquity, medieval 
Jewry in the Arab world, and centuries 
of Ottoman dominance. From the sixth 
to the 19th centuries of the common era, 
everything from Torah commentaries, 
philosophical texts of Maimonides and 
other sages, poems of Yehuda HaLevy, a 
simple “Baruch Hashem” in a letter from 
a traveler, payment records for laborers, 
or a merchant’s log found its resting place 
there. The Cairo genizah was also un-
usual for broadening the interpretation 
of what was to be preserved and thus 
sanctified. At some point, not only texts 
containing the holy name, but also any-
thing at all written in Hebrew script was 
deemed eligible for the genizah: so one 
also finds a child’s Hebrew lessons, com-
plete with doodles, not so different from 
my Italian and German exercise books, 
texts in Ladino from before the expulsion 
of the Jews, and in Yiddish from the 17th 
century. In Cairo, an entire archive of col-
lective Jewish selfhood was created and 
preserved, literally under- and over-writ-
ten by God, or a sacred language through 
which the universe speaks.

The thought that my boxes were my 
own genizah, that I’d created a genizah 
of the self, is no doubt absurd to any Or-
thodox Jewish reader. Did I think I was 
God, possibly? Sort of, maybe ... But if I 
had delusions, I came by them honestly, 
and I probably share them with many 
fellow Jews living in various forms of 
estrangement from organized religious 
observance. Secularism is not the same 
thing as atheism: It is the transmutation 
of the old idea of a separate divinity 
into an ineffable something within our-
selves—our bodies, our lives as citizens, 
or consciousness itself. Between the tra-
dition observed even in forgetting—as 
with the Mexican Marranos—and my 
idiotic desire to know which end is up 
on a blanket, falls an entire range of ob-
servances and sacred practices inherited 

My wife looked at me like I was be-
ing an idiot. In the word’s root sense of 
someone gripped by a private language 
and experience that can never be prop-
erly communicated, I was indeed being 
an idiot. It didn’t matter which end was 
up, so long as nothing tickled your nose 
when you tried to sleep. But somewhere 
inside me, at that particular moment, I 
understood the label to have the force of 
a divine seal. Without a way of marking 
and observing distinctions, like the dis-
tinction between the top and bottom of 
the blanket, a part of me felt an urgent 
sense of loss that can be read as a kind 
of displaced halachic yearning.

This same displaced yearning was the 
other thing inside my boxes; the same 
sense that I would be doing something 
“wrong” if I just dumped all these pa-
pers into garbage bags and abandoned 
them on the curb. But where was the 
wrong? What was I yearning for? I 
continued to make half-hearted efforts 
to clear up and sort through the piles. 
Some things I even succeeded in throw-
ing out, though I can’t tell you what they 
were. I was just a blind fury equipped 
with a paper shredder. Then, from an 
unlabeled file folder slipped a xeroxed 
essay, “The Name of God According to 
a Few Talmudic Texts.” That was when I 
understood what I was dealing with. I’d 
made a genizah of the self.

certain traditions and habits of Jewish 
religious practice among Jews—myself 
included—who have become uprooted 
and disconnected from any meaningful 
observance of either Jewish custom or 
law. The lines quoted above, from John 
Hollander’s poem “Violet,” allude to 
one such instance of “crypto-Judaism” 
among certain communities in northern 
Mexico and New Mexico who—perhaps 
even to this day—go out into the fields 
on Friday nights with candles “set down 
inside a pitcher.” The tradition outlast-
ed the memory of its origin, and it took 
genetics and anthropology to connect 
these villagers back to their Marrano 
past. These were descendants of forcibly 
converted Jews, driven to the margins 
of the Spanish empire, who continued 
to observe an occulted Kabbalat Shab-
bat for generations, until the meaning 
of the practice became a secret even 
to themselves.

The enduring legacy of this hidden 
Sabbath is one melancholy instance of 
the phenomenon. But others can just be 
funny. In a moment that came to seem 
like an allegory of my interfaith mar-
riage, my wife and I were once laying 
out a new summer blanket on the bed 
(she was already by this point well on 
her way to the new age spiritual trans-
formation that would bring about the 
marriage’s end a few years later). I no-
ticed we’d put the factory label face up, 
at the head of the bed, right at nose-tick-
ling height. “We’ll have to start again,” 
I said. Without a word, my wife left 
the bedroom, returned with a pair of 
scissors, cut out the label, and removed 
the stitches.

I’m not usually what contemporary 
psychobabble calls “OCD”; I don’t have 
particularly ordered habits; I don’t make 
the bed when I get up in the morning 
unless someone asks me to. But that 
moment, when my wife appeared with 
the scissors, was fraught with a kind of 
spiritual struggle for meaning and ex-
istence, like everything else we did to-
gether in those days. I—who have never 
been part of a kosher household, never 
had separate dishes, never performed 
the weekly Havdalah—I couldn’t stop 
myself. I said, “But now we’ll never 
know which is supposed to be the top 
and which the bottom.”
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and the uniquely American optimism of 
that triumphant generation.

My genizah of the self, on the other 
hand, was the result of what happens 
when God is no longer seen as worth 
hitting anyone about, but the self too is 
also taken for granted, no longer a tri-
umph to be earned. It was evidence of 
the congealed half-life of two vestigial 
inherited traditions, neither of them tru-
ly flourishing in me: the sanctity of the 
ineffable name within Orthodox Juda-
ism, and the sanctity of progressive Jew-
ish American immigrant success within 
liberal Judaism.

My former wife, in the decade since 
she’d left her home in the Balkans, had 
become far more American than me, at 
least in spiritual terms. She had come 
to reorder her life around an entity she 
called sometimes “the sovereign self,” 
other times “the higher self,” and at other 
moments “the true self.” At least as far as 
I was able to understand the cosmology 
she received in the form of spiritual rev-
elations during long meditation retreats 
with other like-minded people, this high-
er self was—as a Christian might put it—
consubstantial with God, the creator. It 
was God in the self. The true, higher, sov-
ereign self might be said to be the spark 
of the divine in all of us, unburdened 
from the weighty trappings of modern 
selfhood, beginning with the ego.

Although she said she’d also transcend-
ed such things as “judgment” or negative 
emotions of any kind, I could see the pity 
and impatience in her face when she saw 
me stacking the file boxes in the hallway 
of our old apartment for one more move. 
“You are keeping that?” she asked. The 
question and the look both told me that 
she believed that only when I could let go 
of my genizah with a genuine cheerful-
ness and peace of heart—as she had let 
go of all accumulations from her earlier 
life as an architect, an immigrant from 
the former Yugoslavia, a dutiful daughter 
and sister, and also my spouse—would I 
be on the road to replacing the false self 
of centuries past with the true self she 
liked to tell me was mine to claim.

This implied suggestion felt to me 
like a different and more complete kind 
of blasphemy than my own meek idola-
try: not only the assertion that the self 
was God, but that the true self did not 

in mutated, transposed, or retranscribed 
forms over the multigenerational jour-
ney from strict observance to liberated 
American selfhood.

The cult of the self that I’d erected 
belonged to this shadowland of habits 
severed from beliefs, yet not reattached 
to anything rational. It was a kind of 
zombified form of worship, or supersti-
tion. My respect for the written word, or 
name—mostly in the form of my words 
and my name—had only really congealed 
into a vague sense of taboo: “Thou shalt 
not obliviate.” But there was no project 
there that I could connect with the mean-
ing of my own life.

My sense of myself, in other words, 
did not exactly rise to the level of god-
head. It fell, in fact, quite a ways short of 
it. My imagination had never reached the 
conceit of a writer like Salman Rushdie, 
who wrote an entire semi-autobiograph-
ical novel (Midnight’s Children) in which 
Saleem Sinai, Rushdie’s alter-ego narra-
tor, is also a literal embodiment of the 
modern state of India. (In the same man-
ner, Rushdie once began a talk with the 
sentence “Rock and Roll and I share a 
birthday.”) I belonged to the generation 
of Jewish men about whom it made little 
sense to boast “My son, the doctor; my 
son the lawyer; my son the writer; my 
son the publisher.” We were already the 
doctors’ sons.

I’m part of the more problematical-
ly self-absorbed generation born after 
Philip Roth’s “The Conversion of the 
Jews,” the story that—in intellectual 
historical terms—succinctly articulates 
the paradigm shift in the American Jew-
ish imagination that replaced devotion 
to HaShem with the cult of “My Son!!” 
But the story does more than that. When 
Ozzie Freedman, who believes in open-
ing his mouth, climbs up to the roof of 
the synagogue to protest being slapped 
by the rabbi for asking a question, mak-
ing everyone say they believe in Jesus’ 
immaculate conception before he agrees 
to come down, he thereby enacts a dou-
ble secularization: not just of Judaism 
but also of Christianity. Belief in Jesus is 
incidental to the more important prom-
ise Ozzie extracts from the kneeling 
congregation: “you should never hit any-
body about God.” The story affirms the 
sanctity of individual self-expression 
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The Dutch government is moving 
forward with its plans to achieve 
a “net zero” climate agenda by 
putting thousands of farmers out of 
work in what amounts to a hostile 
takeover of the agriculture industry 
of the world’s second-largest food 
exporter, behind the United States. 
For years now, Dutch farmers 
have been protesting the rising 
costs of the government’s harsh 
environmental policies—for example, 
a 2019 ruling by the Dutch Council of 
State that requires every new activity 
that emits nitrogen to obtain a 
permit. But protests have increased 
over the past few months as farmers 
feel that their backs are against the 
wall. Now the ultimatum has arrived: 
The government announced plans 
to buy and close down 3,000 farms 
at a rumored 120% of market value. 
Prime Minister Mark Rutte has 
threatened to “force” the farmers 
to take the offer if they don’t accept 
it voluntarily. The Netherlands 
“nitrogen minister” MP Christianne 
van der Wal told Parliament last 
Friday, “There is no better offer 
coming.” The cabinet has set aside 
$25.1 billion to fund the transition. 

The mandated court order to cut 
emissions of nitrogen oxide and 
ammonia by 50% nationwide by 
2030 comes as the war in Ukraine 
has caused food shortages, and 
the United Nations estimates that 
2.3 billion people across the world 
are currently “food insecure.” On 
Saturday, in a video commemorating 
the Holodomor, Stalin’s starvation 
of millions of Ukrainians from 
1932 to 1933, Prime Minister Rutte 
committed $4.1 million to the World 
Food Programme, saying that the 
Netherlands was glad to support not 
only countries in need of food, but 
also Ukrainian farmers. 
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any way “absolute,” only that which per-
mits us to offer, to grant and be grant-
ed absolution.

In my own version of this story, I am 
the secretly adulterous woman and also 
the adulterous king. And what I thought 
I was sitting on all this time, guiltily—a 
record of my infidelity or my double 
infidelity—both to myself as a secular, 
emancipated Jewish American of the 
late 20th century and to the God of my 
ancestors—can indeed be “effaced” but 
not by being thrown out, abandoned and 
destroyed, but by being “submerged” into 
something else.

It was not for my own sake that I’d 
kept these boxes, but rather for Lévi-
nas’, for Marina van Zuylen’s syllabus 
on “Boredom, Aestheticism, and Artis-
tic Autonomy,” for Andreas Huyssen’s 
syllabus on the Frankfurt School and 
debates in the German avant-garde, for 
David Bromwich’s artfully arranged 
course packet on “Practical Criticism,” 
for David Pike’s notes on modernism and 
urbanism. What was in the box was less 
my past than the records of other minds 
that had come into my possession and 
been passed on to me. To the extent that 
I had mixed these records up with my 
own, had confused them for myself, I 
had complicated their preservation and 
also unnecessarily complicated myself. I 
was not keeping records any more than 
the Jews of Cairo’s Ben Ezra synagogue 
were keeping records when they put a 
fragment into the storeroom. My boxes 
were part of my relationship to others: 
my teachers, my friends, a life-world of 
an education at a particular moment 
in history that was increasingly un-
derstood, by the culture at large, to be 
an inaccessible, dead past that should 
properly be erased. By keeping these pa-
pers, I was keeping a little spark of that 
world going.

This wasn’t to say that it felt like my 
task to redeem that world, wholly, in this 
one life. Only that I was being asked to 
keep the flame in the pitcher. Everything 
else, the stuff that was just me, the sto-
ries, the contracts, the diploma, the note-
books, was no longer mine to preserve. I 
was allowed to erase them. 

This article was originally published on 
September 22, 2022

After the war, Lévinas also returned 
to the religious Judaism of his Vilna up-
bringing, but within a spirit of modern-
ist contradiction: Judaism occupied the 
same role for Lévinas as ancient Greece 
did for Heidegger—a kind of etymo-
logical and mystical grounding for his 
philosophical intuitions and arguments. 
Accordingly, Lévinas’ readings of the 
Talmud and of Jewish law focus more on 
the exceptional than the customary, those 
moments when the habits of traditional 
observance are troubled or shaken. So it’s 
not surprising that in his remarks on the 
“Name of God,” Lévinas is mostly inter-
ested in when it’s permitted to erase it.

He focuses on two related instances 
mentioned in the Talmud: The first is an 
ancient trial by ordeal of a woman sus-
pected of adultery without proof. The 
woman is supposed to appear before a 
priest who simply says to her, “If you 
have slept with some man other than 
your husband, then God [written as the 
tetragrammaton] make you an execra-
tion!” The woman then says, “amen.” 
The priest writes this all down and then 
“erases them in the waters of bitterness.” 
This act of erasure, which also erases the 
holy name, performs the reconciliation 
between husband and wife. It’s worth 
noting that it doesn’t really matter if the 
woman is truthful, so long as the ritual 
itself is performed.

The second instance is related to the 
first and involves that adulterous King 
David, who, according to a legend, at-
tempts to locate the spring that will 
serve as the source of running water for 
the Temple that Solomon will build—the 
Temple that David cannot build on ac-
count of his desire for the wife of Uriah 
the Hittite. According to the legend, the 
water rises up and “threatens to submerge 
the universe.” God then tells David to 
write the holy name and let it be washed 
away by the waters, “If, for the purpose of 
establishing harmony between man and 
wife, the Torah said, ‘Let my name that 
was written in sanctity be blotted out,’ 
how much more so may it be done in or-
der to restore wholeness to the world!”

The insistence on the ineffable sanc-
tity of Being, of the name, of identity is 
in this way transcended by the demand 
for peace, wholeness, healing, and rec-
ognition. Neither God nor the self is in 

include the particular sum of experi-
ences, stories, failures, successes, hopes, 
dreams, fears, and other emotions that 
made up a unique but limited “I am.” She 
was saying that having failed at who I 
imagined myself to be, so I must become 
someone else and call that other thing by 
the same name. So I took my boxes with 
me again.

I was still left with the problem of what 
to do with my papers. I did not feel any 
closer to a peaceful liquidation of my 
old self and its leavings; I felt burdened 
by them. A clue to the resolution of my 
genizah problem appeared in the same 
xeroxed text that had helped me name 
the problem to begin with: “The Name 
of God According to a Few Talmudic 
Texts” is part of a collection by the 
philosopher Emmanuel Lévinas, one 
of those deeply complicated thinkers 
who emerged out of the ashes of the 
Second World War. Born in Lithuania 
in 1905, raised in Paris, educated in 
Germany, Lévinas became first a dis-
ciple of Martin Heidegger’s thought. 
Having survived the war in a POW 
camp for French officers, he dedicated 
his life work to overturning Heidegger 
in Heideggerian terms.

Against Heidegger, who put Being or 
Ontology at the origin of philosophy, 
Lévinas argued that Ethics was primary, 
that Being or Essence in a philosophical 
sense only arises from a primary ethical 
relationship to another: be that moth-
er, God, or just the face of the stranger. 
Philosophy is thus the project of trying 
to understand our relationship to other-
ness, not to ourselves, not to some grand 
abstraction called “Being” or “God” or 
“Nothingness.” To give the most famous 
example from his work: The command-
ment “Thou Shalt Not Kill” is not merely 
a proscription offered by a third party—
called God—about the relationship of 
one human being to another. It is literal-
ly what the face of God says whenever it 
appears, especially in the form of other 
human faces. Killing isn’t just violence 
against the other, it’s violence against 
the self, against the whole of creation, 
which can only really ever exist in rela-
tionship to others. Selfhood, for Lévi-
nas, is almost a meaningless concept in 
the abstract.
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Valya
A love story

BY YELENA AKHTIORSKAYA

T
he whole four sea-
sons thing is basically 
a myth. We want to be-
lieve in it, and are disap-
pointed year after year. 
Our expectations set us 

up, our memories deceive us. In New 
York, there’s no such thing as spring. 
Because the city doesn’t need it, resid-
ing as it does in perpetual, merciless re-
birth. Whereas Odessa has no fall, out 
of the same consideration of redundan-
cy. Odessa is always dying out, mourn-
ing what it has lost, living in the wake 
of its heyday, letting go the last leaves of 
a more fertile time. Autumn is diffused 
into its spirit. But Odessa has a glorious 
spring that takes its sweet time, unfold-
ing gracefully and precisely, allowing 
no shortcuts. The land, sea, and sky are 
in agreement about the importance of 
sticking to tradition, even if they don’t 
remember why the procession of events 
must occur just so. Maybe it is simply 
out of neglect that the spring has been 
maintained in such fine condition. May-
be the thing you forget to fuss over is 
what gets preserved.

Since anything that ever happened in 
Odessa happened a long time ago, and 
the present has been created solely for 
remembering, we must train our gaze 
way back if we are going to see any-
thing. Even so, some things might ap-
pear a bit blurry or faded, with some of 
the dialogue distorted by time.

Many people took the spring for 
granted, but Valya wasn’t one of them. 
Odessa was still new to her, a revela-
tion. Clamoring and grumbling in the 
distance was the thunder of her past. 
In a little village on the Dnieper River 
were her parents and siblings, that mis-
erable, dull folk who she hoped to nev-
er see again. Was her heart encased in a 
block of ice? This was a different time 

and people, especially young women 
scraping to get by, didn’t ask pointless 
questions of themselves. Everything 
Valya loved, inasmuch as she was ca-
pable of love, was in Odessa. Her real 
family wasn’t the one she left behind, 
but Firachka and the Semyonovs, who 
took her in.

It was hard not to doubt her capaci-
ty for love, or any other emotion really, 
when everyone in the vicinity so fla-
grantly touted theirs. Valya didn’t get 
carried away. When others described 
her—if they ever did, I’m not sure there 
was much reason to—they mentioned 
her reserve, a quality that was notable in 
Odessa, where even the cats were opera 
singers. The emotional tenor of the city 
had no roof—everyone’s dramas were 
crescendoing all over the place. People 
were laughing, screaming, crying, do-
ing everything imaginable to maintain 
the hysterical pitch of humanity, so they 
wouldn’t have to stop and hear a single 
thought. Sometimes this pitch comfort-
ed Valya, other times it terrified her, but 
it always made her feel deficient. She 
wished she could tear down the walls 
within and join in the madness, the may-
hem, the muck.

Of course, she’d never be as alive 
as Firachka, but maybe that was for 
the best. All that aliveness didn’t do 
Firachka much good, she was constant-
ly struggling.

One of Firachka’s recent struggles had 
turned in Valya’s favor. Fira had gotten 
a job at the Odessa National Research 
Library—family connections. At first, 
she was terribly excited. How romantic, 
to spend your days among books! But 
within a few days she grew disenchant-
ed, as the reality was all bureaucracy and 
tedium. Fira handed off the job to Valya, 
saying, “It will be perfect for you.” And 
it was! Cataloging was in Valya’s nature. 

The smell of books was intoxicating. 
She transformed that ineffable scent 
into her fine penmanship, capturing the 
books like butterflies and housing them 
in systems of logic and order.

Valya was a voracious reader, dous-
ing herself in accounts of passion and 
despair. Books were a way to get your 
dose of living, without any of the risk. 
Reading was an activity that self-select-
ed cowards. Cowardice was just anoth-
er word for an intense imagination. An 
imagination grew the more you read, 
and the more the imagination grew, the 
harder it was to take a single step.

Valya was 24, an age by which a wom-
an should already have a family. But men 
weren’t drawn to Valya. She was pretty 
enough, but she lacked something. Men 
needed a dash of madness in their wom-
an. Men wanted their lives to be made 
hellish. They had to look at a woman, 
and see murkiness. Only if there was 
murkiness could they go fishing for 
their future. If the water was trans-
parent, without the magical sprinkling 
that turned it opaque, the deal made no 
sense. It was too obvious they were be-
ing gypped.

There were no chemical reactions to 
Valya’s personality. Everything added 
to it stayed separate, like oil in water. 
There was no spontaneous frothing, no 
strange mixing, never an unpredictable 
moment. Which was why she belonged 
in a library and why, by the looks of 
things, in a library she would remain. 
But only as long as she was allowed to 
reside with the Semyonovs. And it was 
only a matter of time before Firachka 
found a husband and he took Valya’s 
place in the Semyonov home. Then Va-
lya would have to return to her dreary 
village, and at that point she may as well 
kill herself.

Which may sound melodramatic, but 
Valya saw it as a practical, albeit last-
ditch solution to the dilemma of where 
to place her body. Would it be so terrible 
to stop existing? To mix with nature and 
forget her worries? The only difficul-
ty would be overcoming the aliveness 
within. Though she had far fewer emo-
tional outbursts than others, the writh-
ing animal in her chest was strong. She 
had a stubborn vitality. So many wom-
en made a huge fuss, but you knew that 
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immodest. “Don’t be scared,” Dodik said. 
“Fedya doesn’t bite. He only nibbles.”

“Valya,” she said.
“Looks like my work here is done,” 

Dodik said. He reached inside the car to 
honk the horn before he went off.

“What the hell does that guy have that 
I don’t?” Fedya asked.

Valya looked at him slumped at the 
wheel—he truly didn’t seem to know the 
answer. She felt bad for him, and this 
feeling of pity was like a door; it fright-
ened her. Grabbing her bag, she ran out 
of the car. When she heard the engine 
roar, she ducked into an alleyway and 
stood pressed to the wall, catching her 
breath. The smell of roasted zucchini 
and garlic reached her, and then the 
voices of two women arguing about but-
ter that had gone missing. Valya peeked 
out, finding the street empty. How silly. 
Fedya had probably stopped a dozen 
women that day. There was probably 
another woman in his car already. Valya 
reached into her bag for a sucking candy 
to calm her nerves and found that the 
bag had transformed back into her tat-
tered old thing.

Olga Borisovna was making cutlets in 
the kitchen. No one else was home. Fira 
was spending all her time with the lat-
est boyfriend.

Valya was a little bit terrified of Olga 
Borisovna. In the world Valya came 
from, women were meek, dominated by 
men. But Olga Borisovna was in charge. 
She was stronger than her husband, 
Efim, in every way. Her verdict allowed 
Valya to stay in the house. Very few 
mothers would have allowed this situa-
tion. The apartment was communal, so 
Valya and Fira slept in a little nook sep-
arated off by a curtain. Olga Borisovna 
and Efim slept on the other side of the 
room. Olga Borisovna originally agreed 
to let Valya stay for a few weeks, but 
those weeks had turned into months, 
and now almost two years had passed. 
This arrangement went unspoken. Ev-
ery day Valya feared that her stay would 
be terminated, although that would 
largely depend on Firachka finding a 
husband, and considering the scarcity of 
men after the war, and Firachka’s ability 
to go through them, the chances of that 
happening were slim.

greedy mouth, slimy lips, a hooked nose 
that went down to his chin, close-set 
eyes, gaping pores, a receding hairline, 
no neck to speak of, a barrel chest, hair 
sprouting everywhere. His hand was on 
the steering wheel. Two of the fingers 
were missing, middle finger and thumb. 
“Blown off,” he said.

“In the war?”
“No, in the gastronome.”
He laughed. Her stomach turned.
“You’re not from around here,” he 

said, “are you?”
She shook her head.
“I know this town better than any-

body. Let me show you around.”
“Thank you for the offer, but I live 

with someone who was born here, and 
we do everything together.”

Fedya exhaled in irritation. “So, you 
are married?”

“Married to Firachka?” Valya laughed.
Suddenly he honked the horn and 

stuck his head out the window and 
yelled, “Dodik, you don’t even say hello?”

A beautiful man in tight white pants 
ran over. Valya was stunned by Dodik’s 
beauty, and his obsequious manner. It 
was hard to believe that such a hand-
some man would be friends with some-
one as vile as Fedya.

While the two men talked, Valya 
looked around the car, which seemed 
to grow more spacious. Then she no-
ticed something strange: The floor was 
moving, and her feet were moving with 
it. Though she was only 5-foot-5, she 
wore a size 10 shoe. She was so mod-
estly made in every regard, except those 
flippers, which were changing shape be-
fore her eyes, shrinking, arches accentu-
ating, toes slimming and straightening. 
Fright made her grip ease and her bag 
fell to the floor. It, too, melted, trans-
forming into the bag she had admired, 
against the backdrop of Fira’s disap-
proval—Fira believed material pos-
sessions were shallow and beside the 
point—in the shop window on Derib-
asovskaya. Such fine leather, such an 
elegant clasp!

“Care to introduce me to the young 
lady?” Dodik said.

“She won’t tell me her name.”
When Dodik looked at Valya, she 

found it hard to breathe. His watery 
blue eyes would’ve made a flagpole feel 

extinguishing them would be no prob-
lem. For Valya, dying wouldn’t be easy. 
Her animal would want to fight.

She was walking home from work, 
drinking in the fresh spring air after a 
day in the dark stuffy atmosphere, when 
a car stopped beside her. It was as if the 
city suddenly noticed her and asked to 
see her identification. Driving the car 
was an ugly man with beady red eyes. 
“What’s your name?” he asked.

Valya gaped at him. “Are you 
the police?”

His lips curled, revealing jagged, yel-
low teeth. “Are you a criminal?”

“No!”
“Then I’m not the police. I’m Fedya.”
She kept walking. He kept following.
Valya wasn’t used to being courted. 

As already mentioned, she wasn’t mag-
ical or insane, vivacious or sensual, but 
sensible and self-aware. She hunched a 
little out of timidity. If God could grant 
her one wish, it would be to disappear, 
although of course that was her greatest 
fear as well.

The scene was extremely unsavory—
walking with a man on her trail, fur-
thermore a man in a car. He called to 
her, trying to get her attention, as if she 
were a cat. Finally, just out of a sense of 
decency, for the sake of the street, she 
got into the car.

It smelled of leather and cigarettes 
and gasoline and potato latkes and 
death—her death. She didn’t really 
care, now that she was inside the car. 
Her thought was that he would drive 
off quickly, do terrible things to her, 
and dispose of her body outside city 
limits. Hopefully he would hide her 
body well, so no one would have the 
misfortune of finding the mess. Maybe 
she could even ask him to do a good 
job, as a last wish.

“ What ’s  your name? ” Fedya 
asked again.

“I don’t give my name to strange men.”
“Are you married?”
Valya shook her head.
“Marry me,” Fedya said, “and I won’t 

be a strange man.”
Valya got annoyed. This guy really 

had no plan. He just wanted to talk, and 
keep talking. He thought she would be 
interested in him just because he had a 
car, but she was repulsed. He had a large, 
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“By my standards it 
was a tremendous 
apricot, but 
sometimes it was 
nice to look at an 
apricot and not do 
anything about it.”

with a hint of malice. “Let me take you 
for some ice cream,” Fedya said. “Come 
on, why are you running off?”

She was flying, the wind in her sails. 
The attentions of this strange man lifted 
her off the ground. Finally, she turned 
to him and was deflated. His face was 
oily and pimply. His large nose pulled 
the skin until it was red and thick like 
scar tissue. His mouth was large and 
wide. The spring left her step. She felt 
so heavy she could hardly keep walk-
ing. She got into his car and the engine 
roared, taking them down the open, lazy 
street lined in oaks.

Valya became disoriented. The car 
changed time. It rendered the city un-
recognizable. People looked so much 
smaller and more fragile, like pup-
pet versions of themselves. When she 
walked among the Odessans, they 
loomed large, like gods, ferocious and 
powerful, whereas she was small and 
contained. But now, as the car drove 
along the streets, these people looked 
pathetic. They were reduced, insignifi-
cant, their dramas laughable. They were 
crying and shouting over things that 
were already in the rearview mirror.

The car came to a halt. Fedya jumped 
out and disappeared into an alleyway, 
emerging a few minutes later with two 
ice cream cones. The deliciousness was 
tempered by having to watch him eat. 
He had one hand on the steering wheel 
while the other held the ice cream rath-
er too high, so he had to jump out of 
his seat in order to lick it. It was as if he 
were an animal and the ice cream was 
being held by his trainer.

Valya looked ahead, into the view in 
front of her, and became happy. It was as 
if each lick, and each block, were being 
converted into currency that was being 
fed into a piggy bank. After enough had 
been collected, she decided to inspect 
the piggy bank, to see how much was 
stored up. But the piggy bank had a big 
hole at the bottom and whatever was 
fed into it disappeared just as quickly. 
“Where are you taking me?” she asked.

“It’s a surprise.”
“I don’t like surprises.”
“How do you know until you find out 

what it is?”
“Please stop the car.”
But the car kept going.

Olga Borisovna. You’re kind. Even to 
your cat.”

A look of horror crossed Olga Bor-
isovna’s face. “I would never hurt Mur-
za! How could you even suggest such 
a thing?”

Olga Borisovna ran off to show Mur-
za some affection. Valya picked up an 
apricot and turned it around in her 
fingers. She hesitated over sinking her 
teeth into it, not because it looked unap-
petizing, in fact by my standards it was 
a tremendous apricot, but sometimes it 
was nice to look at an apricot and not 
do anything about it. “I always thought 
love was an event,” Valya said when Olga 
Borisovna returned. “But you’re saying 
it’s a choice.”

“Can’t an event be a choice? And 
vice versa?”

Valya kept turning the apricot. It was 
nice to be sitting in that kitchen, may-
be because she was choosing it to be so. 
Was she choosing how it felt, or was it 
just feeling that way all on its own, and 
was it just inside of her, this feeling, or 
outside of her as well?

The next day, Fedya’s car was parked 
outside the library. Something within 
Valya smiled. She walked right past the 
car with a quick, strong gait. He called 
to her. She kept going. The car pulled 
up beside her, purring compliantly, but 

Olga Borisovna’s dinner-making tech-
nique was haphazard at best. She threw 
everything she could get her hands on 
into a pot, including the newspaper. 
The mystery ingredient in the garnish 
was the hair the family shed—recycling 
was alive and well in the Soviet Union, 
without all the hullabaloo. Valya tried 
to offer her services, as she was a good 
cook, but her flavorful creations made 
the family’s stomachs ache. Stomachs 
were used to what they were used to.

Valya sat down at the kitchen table 
and picked up the scraps of the news-
paper Olga Borisovna deemed too 
unsavory to use in the stew. Her eyes 
glazed over the words industrial mech-
anization in the era of hegemonic grain 
elevation per molecule of release valve 
technolog y in infants of the breed citrus 
do not exceed quota.

“How did you and Efim meet?” 
she asked.

“What a silly question. We’ve always 
known each other.”

“But did you ever know each other 
less than now?”

Olga Borisovna paused, dangling a 
carrot over the pot. “Maybe a little.”

“What was it like then, between 
you two?”

The carrot resisted the pot. It kept 
jumping out. Olga Borisovna had to 
strangle it into the water. “The same, but 
he snored less, and had bigger eyebrows.”

“Did you prefer him that way?”
“I have never preferred Efim one way 

or the other.”
“And now—are you in love?”
Olga Borisovna sighed. “Oh, sure!”
This surprised Valya. She’d seen the 

movies. Gregory Peck and Audrey Hep-
burn were in love. Olga Borisovna and 
Efim didn’t give the same impression. 
“How do you know?”

“I love Efim because it’s easier that 
way,” Olga Borisovna said. “I could 
decide not to love him, just as I could 
decide to commit murder, but I choose 
to keep things as they are, because they 
aren’t so bad after all.”

“I don’t think you could murder any-
one!” Valya exclaimed.

Olga Borisovna looked offended. Or 
maybe she was just getting wafts off the 
stew. “Why not?”

“Because you’re a very good person, 
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paused. “Or if so, then it doesn’t matter. 
Jews are wonderful people, I’m con-
vinced of it.”

“I’m glad you think so well of us,” 
Fedya said.

Valya blushed. Then a wave of an-
ger pulsed through her. “You might be 
changing that.”

They looked at each other. Then 
they laughed.

Having laughed once, it wasn’t long 
before Valya laughed a second time, 
and a third. Fedya had a restless ener-
gy that captivated her attention, it took 
work to keep up. And his own story 
was comfortingly familiar. He consid-
ered himself an orphan even though 
his family was still alive. They were so 
self-involved, so crazy, that he never felt 
them to be a source of support. He’d had 
to do everything for himself, they never 
helped him at all. The only thing he felt 
toward them was hatred.

This was so refreshing to hear! Ev-
eryone in Odessa was so close to their 
families. There could be shouts, tears, 
even fistfights, but nothing perturbed 
the clannish sense of love and togeth-
erness. Valya pretended that she had it 
with the Semyonovs, but underneath 
she still felt essentially alone. It seemed 
Fedya felt that way as well.

“Let me take you for a nice meal,” 
he said. She protested. But the offer 
was hard to resist. The Semyonov stew, 
with its newspaper clippings, frizzy 
hair, neurosis crumbs, and guilt bulk 
wasn’t exactly calling to her. She’d 
been subsisting on it for so long and 
her stomach longed for something new 
and nourishing.

He packed her back into his car and 
drove to a restaurant where they were 
greeted like royalty. Led to the best ta-
ble. Served the best dishware. Valya was 
both in awe of the grandiosity and put 
off by it. Fedya’s crass manner pained 
her. But everyone else responded to it 
with great respect. Did she ever think 
that she would be eating black caviar by 
the spoonful? Could she ever have antic-
ipated this kind of treatment?

Wine was poured into goblets. “I 
thought you didn’t drink,” Valya said.

“This isn’t alcohol, it’s wine. Very 
good young wine from Georgia. Try it, 
you’ll see.”

People often commented on Valya’s 
nose, because it was practically nonex-
istent. She was being complimented not 
on something she had, but something 
she lacked. In a way, that’s all she was, 
a collection of lacks, strung together 
holes. The irony was that Valya’s sense 
of smell was very powerful. It was 
through scents that she processed the 
world. She was cautious only because so 
many things smelled so suspicious.

The sea rolled over onto its other 
side and let out a sigh. Fedya ran away 
from it, thinking he was in danger. Once 
he realized everything was fine, he as-
sumed a pose of confidence. “I run the 
vodka plant,” he said. “The only person 
above me is the director, but he is drunk 
all day, so I’m the one who makes all 
the decisions.”

Valya scrunched her nose. “So, you’re 
the one responsible for spreading that 
evil into the world.” How prudish she 
sounded. She looked down at her big, 
ugly feet.

“I hate the stuff myself,” Fedya said. 
“No one who likes to drink would’ve 
made it as far as I have—they would’ve 
drunk themselves into a stupor. I have 
to be in control all the time, especially 
since everyone else is wasted.”

“Then you never have a drink?”
“At meetings, I keep two bottles un-

der the table, an empty one into which 
I pour out the vodka from my ryumka, 
and another one with water to replace 
the vodka.”

Before long, Valya found herself 
telling Fedya of her situation, how she 
lived with her best friend from univer-
sity, Firachka, and her family. They were 
very kind to take her in, and they did 
their best to make her feel like family, 
but the situation was tenuous at best. 
It was nice to let this off her shoulders. 
As she told the story, she was surprised 
how negative it came out. This whole 
time she thought she was very happy to 
be where she was, but in fact from the 
words it would seem she was rather dis-
satisfied. “The Semyonovs are cultured 
and loving, but they are slobs. I try to 
clean up after them, but the mess pro-
liferates instantly.”

“Do you think it’s because they are 
Jews?” Fedya asked.

“Not at all!” Valya said. Then she 

“Don’t you hear what I’m saying? I 
want you to stop the car!”

Fedya grinned. He raised his hands 
and feet to show they weren’t touching 
the car, which kept shooting forward. 
“I’m not driving it,” he said, “you are. 
And if you wanted it to turn around, it 
would. Believe me, I have no intention 
of holding you hostage.”

Valya shifted in her seat. The car came 
to a halt in the middle of the road. She 
shifted again and it moved ahead grudg-
ingly. It must be true, she thought, I’m in 
control, I must want this. She looked at 
him in despair, but then a wall inside of 
her opened and the despair fell into it, 
and it almost felt pleasurable.

They found themselves at the beach. 
The beaches in Odessa were organized 
by fountains. The regular people, like 
the Semyonovs, bathed on Twelfth 
Fountain. The fabulous people bathed 
on Tenth Fountain. There were all the 
other fountains as well, but they didn’t 
matter. Fedya took her to the fabulous 
people fountain, at which Valya had 
only ever gaped from outside (it was 
fenced off, although there were holes in 
the fence and regular people managed 
to get through if they wanted to, but 
many regular people turned up their 
nose at the fabulous people fountain 
and wouldn’t want to go there even if 
they could, or at least they said as much).

The swimming season hadn’t yet 
opened. It was May, and early evening. 
The only people at the beach were hooli-
gans and drunk older couples, the scum 
of society, who were allowed to enjoy 
themselves even at the wrong time.

It was hard enough to sit next to Fed-
ya in a car, but at least in the sitting po-
sition they were on the same level. Now 
his head came up to her chin. Valya felt 
embarrassed to look at him, and he, too, 
seemed self-conscious. To combat this 
feeling, he walked really fast and spasti-
cally, as if trying to wriggle out from un-
der scrutiny, as if by moving fast enough 
no one would be able to pin him down 
and get a good look at what was there.

“You work at the library,” he said. 
“How do you like that?”

“I love it. It’s a pleasure to be around 
books all day, to smell them.”

“That is because you have a love-
ly nose.”
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who did all that caution-throwing. She 
would rather have no love than a com-
promised one.

“I’d love to be friends. But I can’t be 
more than that.”

Fedya sighed in irritation. “I have 
enough friends. Everyone wants to 
be my friend, to come and go as they 
please. I need someone who will love 
me, and commit to me, with her entire 
heart and soul.”

Valya found his words touching. She 
could empathize with his desires, and 
found it admirable how frankly he put 
them on the table. At the first sign of 
hesitation, he thrust himself on her, 
sticking his tongue so deep into her 
mouth that she felt the throb of its thick 
stem. A kiss existed not in the moving 
mouths, the action of the tongues and 
teeth and lips, but in the shadows that 
the two mouths cast on a wall that was 
visible only to the active participants. 
If you looked at Fedya and Valya kiss-
ing, it would not look out of the ordi-
nary, but if you looked at the shadows 
on the wall, you would see a man with 
his hands around a woman’s neck. It was 
sheer aggression, as if the only way to 
touch a woman was to overpower her, 
impose upon her, possess her through 
physical dominion. This was the way a 
dog might kiss, if a dog hated itself, if a 
dog had been beaten its entire life and 
had to fight for every grain of survival.

Valya went limp. A wave of nausea 
swelled through her and she pushed 
him off, or tried; he refused to be 
moved. Though he was smaller than 
she was, there was a storm of force in 
his barrel chest, with which he pinned 
her to the seat. With a snapping sound, 
she broke away from her body, disen-
gaged from the nausea, and floated off, 
looking down from a great height at 
the little green car in which their petty 
drama was taking place. How strange 
that a car offered itself as the symbol of 
freedom when it was just a little cage. 
When it was over, she said, “Thank you 
for everything, but please do not contact 
me again.”

He looked sheepish, imploring. “But 
we had such a good time.”  

This article was originally published on 
December 13, 2022.

a few more hours when I’ve been wait-
ing my entire life? We are meant to be 
together, Valya. You must be my wife.”

“That’s nice, but do I get a say in the 
matter?” Valya laughed, but she was 
trembling. All she had access to were her 
physical sensations, but how to interpret 
them was anybody’s guess. In one light 
her trembling had the characteristics of 
nausea, as if she had been poisoned and 
was feeling increasingly ill. On the other 
hand, it could just as easily be seen as 
excitement. She had long noticed that 
when something she was looking for-
ward to approached, she felt unwell. 
Sometimes she balked in the face of 
the things she wanted most, whereas 
things she didn’t care about, one way or 
the other, were easy to get through. All 
she knew, from her trembling, was that 
something important was happening.

“You don’t have to trust me on my 
word,” Fedya said. “You said that you 
like to smell books, right?”

Valya nodded.
“Close your eyes.”
Valya looked at him skeptically but 

did as told.
“Smell me.”
She inhaled. What she smelled was 

not Fedya, not the ugly little red-faced 
man who had just been sitting beside 
her, but a sweet smell. She inhaled sev-
eral more times just to experience the 
depth and complexity of the scent and 
each time she inhaled there were more 
notes, more depth, she could keep in-
haling and never get to the bottom. She 
opened her eyes and stared into Fedya’s 
bald pate. She had been breathing in 
his dandruff.

He looked up at her with lost, plead-
ing eyes that quickly transformed to a 
proud, aggressive gaze that refused to 
allow any space for self-doubt. “Well?”

That despair opened up within her 
again. “Yes,” she said, “it’s a nice smell.”

But what did that mean? What did 
that conscript her to? Did she owe him 
her love and support, a man who she 
found repellent once her eyes were open 
and she was no longer sniffing his dan-
druff? Though she was afraid of living 
fully, of living passionately, of throwing 
caution to the wind the way, for exam-
ple, Fira did, she still believed in true 
love, perhaps even more than people 

Valya took a sip and screwed up her 
face. “Not for me,” she said.

Fedya shrugged. “If you won’t drink 
it, I will.” He reached for her glass but 
she got to it first. “Maybe the taste will 
grow on me,” she said.

And would you believe it, she finished 
the glass almost with pleasure, although 
perhaps that arose more from a sense 
of accomplishment. The waiter came to 
pour more but she declined, under no 
circumstances could she have any more, 
despite which a drop or two managed 
to make it into her glass and she wasn’t 
about to let it go to waste. It did, how-
ever, when it shot out of her nose. Fed-
ya’s mind was a library in and of itself, 
containing a seemingly endless trove of 
jokes and anecdotes, which he delivered 
with masterful precision. The laughs 
kept coming, as did the courses, and she 
had the thought, not necessarily crystal-
lized into words, but saturated into the 
cloud of her being, that this was actually 
a good thing.

But that cloud dispersed once they 
were back in the car. He got serious, and 
said, “I have to tell you something. The 
night before I met you, I had a dream 
that I was going to find my future wife 
in the library. Now, I’ve seen many hor-
rors in my life, but none shook me like 
that. I’ve avoided the library for as long 
as I can remember. Why would anyone 
want to spend their life hidden away in 
a dark, dusty dungeon? And what kind 
of wife could I find for myself there—
every librarian I’ve seen is a sexless gob-
lin. Point is, the dream left me extremely 
startled. But I tend to follow my gut—it 
hasn’t failed me yet. So that day, I went to 
the library, held my breath, and walked 
into the mothball blast. I watched you 
for a long time. I saw the way you calmly 
and lovingly handle the books, the care 
and order with which you do everything, 
your inner peace, a peace I don’t have.

Usually, I don’t need to think twice, I 
know what needs to be done and I do it. 
But after watching you, I was left with 
a hole in my stomach, paralysis in my 
limbs, and total confusion in my mental 
apparatus. I have to admit you intimi-
dated me. I got weak and ran out to my 
car and waited for five hours until the 
library closed. Those hours passed in a 
moment, a sweet moment. What were 
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Beyond Thoughts 
and Prayers

The United Methodist Church takes on gun violence in America

BY MAGGIE PHILLIPS

G
un violence is a distinct-
ly American problem 
in search of a distinct-
ly American solution, 
and the United Meth-
odist Church (UMC) 

is nothing if not distinctly American. 
It was founded in the United States in 
1784, shortly after the end of the Rev-
olutionary War, and four years before 
the Constitution was ratified. Its found-
ing philosophy was one of individual 
change through participating in soci-
ety—and this was the governing princi-
ple at work recently in Pittsboro, North 
Carolina, where UMC pastor Brent 
Levy hosted an ecumenical evening of 
prayer and commitment to action to 
end gun violence, two weeks after the 
Uvalde, Texas, school shooting.

Pittsboro may not be an intuitive 
place to cover the response to Uvalde, 
which is nearly 1,500 miles away. How-
ever, as a microcosm of the gun control 
debate, North Carolina is illustrative. 
The Wall Street Journal listed North 
Carolina as one of the top states whose 
population has grown as a result of the 
COVID-19 mass migrations from blue 
to red states, but the picture is more 
complicated than that. Also in the top 
half of states for firearm injury deaths, 
the state has a Democratic governor 
and Republican-controlled legislature. 
This November, it has a seat up for 
grabs in a race that, as of this writing, 
may help tip the balance in the U.S. 
Senate in the Democrats’ favor, even as 
the Republicans look poised to sweep 
the House.

As I drove to meet Levy, I passed 
thick forests, rolling bucolic hills in-
tersected by picket fences, inns, and 

spas, historical markers for Revolu-
tionary War sites, and a yard sign for 
the Trump-backed Republican Senate 
candidate Ted Budd. At a traffic light, 
I waited behind a painting truck with 
a “Let’s Go Brandon” decal. When I 
arrived at the place where Levy and I 
had arranged to meet, a genteel shop-
ping center in nearby Chapel Hill, I was 
greeted by a “We Believe” window sign 
cataloging the proprietors’ putative 
progressive values. Inside, a non-neg-
ligible number of patrons wore masks, 
a much less common site in the more 
rural area of the state from which I 
had come.

It was stage 4 of the Tour de France, 
and the TV above the bar at the cy-
cling-themed Breakaway Café was 
showing the day’s 171.5-kilometer race 
from Dunkirk to Calais. It was also 
the day after Independence Day, when 
a gunman opened fire on a parade in 
Highland Park, Illinois, killing sev-
en. Levy had come in response to an 
email I had sent asking about Swords 
into Plowshares, the June 9 interfaith 
prayer vigil he had co-hosted with 
Presbyterian Church USA pastor the 
Rev. Andrew Taylor-Troutman.

“I think it was like this table, ac-
tually,” Levy said of where we were 
seated, describing how he and Tay-
lor-Troutman met to design the ser-
vice that would become Swords into 
Plowshares, which took place at Tay-
lor-Troutman’s Chapel Hill church, 
Chapel in the Pines. Levy’s church, 
The Local Church, is what is known as 
a church plant. The congregants came 
from a larger UMC church in Chapel 
Hill, Levy said, intending to establish 
a satellite campus in Pittsboro. As the 

congregation took shape, establishing 
relationships in the area, it became ev-
ident that The Local Church could and 
should be its own entity, he said, in or-
der to best serve the community taking 
shape in its new location.

Although Levy and The Local 
Church are something of a spinoff con-
gregation, holding Sunday services in 
a local charter school in the absence of 
their own brick-and-mortar location, 
Levy is far from alone. For about six 
to nine months before the ecumenical 
prayer vigil was conceived, he said he 
had been meeting at Breakaway Café 
with a group of other pastors, one 
Presbyterian and two nondenomina-
tional, for a monthly breakfast, “just 
for time together, to share.” Levy said 
the negative growth in mainline Prot-
estant denominations, and in organized 
religion in general, can create a com-
petitive atmosphere as clergy compete 
for scarce congregations. “You have to 
keep it in check,” he said. “Which is 
why these breakfasts, for me, were so 
important. Just to remember what’s 
important.” Levy said that meant mutu-
al encouragement, citing the words of 
the Apostle Paul: to rejoice with those 
who rejoice, and to weep with those 
who weep. “That allowed us to really 
connect on a deep level and trust one 
another,” he said.

It was this community through which 
Levy and Taylor-Troutman had devel-
oped a relationship, and which enabled 
Swords into Plowshares to come to fru-
ition. It was a likely ecumenical partner-
ship. The latter’s denomination, a more 
progressive wing of Presbyterianism, 
voted this summer at its 225th Gener-
al Assembly to conduct a 10-year cam-
paign to end gun violence, and to engage 
with companies in which its foundation 
and Board of Pensions invest, including 
Walmart and Dick’s Sporting Goods. 
“Commend and give thanks” for the 
corporations’ actions, read the gun vio-
lence committee recommendation. The 
assembly resolution noted that these 
companies “sell guns not classified as 
semi-automatic and assault-based weap-
ons” (classifications that both Second 
Amendment defenders and some gun 
control advocates describe as lacking 
in specificity).
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“A couple different things converged, 
I think, to make the event happen,” Levy 
said. In addition to his monthly break-
fast klatch, there was the church’s an-
ti-racism committee, which had begun 
almost exactly two years ago, after the 
2020 murder of George Floyd in Min-
neapolis. It had begun as an ad hoc task 
force, spearheaded by a woman who 
was interning at The Local Church at 
the time. Although she herself is Black, 
The Local Church is mostly not. “We 
wanted to discern as a mostly white 
church how to respond well,” Levy said, 
“But beyond response, how do we not 
let ‘sparkler syndrome’ happen.” It is a 
term he learned from one of his men-
tors, and an apt one for the day after 
the Fourth of July, meaning to quickly 
extinguish after shining with a brief, 
dazzling brightness.

Levy recounted how two nights after 
the events in Uvalde, The Local Church’s 
anti-racism committee convened one of 
its regular meetings. It was here that 
one member, a onetime prospective nun 
whom Levy describes as “a firecracker” 
of a woman, said, “Brent, we need to 
do something. We need to have some-
thing.” Levy said she suggested talking 
to other churches about an ecumenical 
event, “a night of prayer, or something, 
we could do.”

According to Levy, this planted a 
seed, and he thought of his friendship 
with Taylor-Troutman (“the first per-
son I called” early the next morning af-
ter the meeting, he said—“it wouldn’t 
have come together without Andrew”). 
The two pastors’ busy schedules and 
the hectic nature of the end of the 
school year for many people meant 
putting a date on the calendar around 
two weeks after the Uvalde shooting 
made headlines. Levy thought this was 
serendipitous, keeping the May 24 trag-
edy “in front of people when the world 
wants to move on to whatever the next 
thing is.”

The two men set a date, and began 
reaching out to local pastors and com-
munity leaders, leveraging their ex-
isting connections to create Swords 
into Plowshares.

Ecumenical orientation notwithstand-
ing, from its inspiration to its inception 

and realization, Swords into Plow-
shares was firmly within the Method-
ist tradition.

When Anglican clergyman John Wes-
ley initially set out to revitalize the faith, 
stripping the Church of England back 
to what he identified as the practices of 
the earliest Christians, his goal was not 
to found a new denomination. That’s 
according to a 2020 BBC radio panel 
about Wesley and the English origins 
of what we know today as American 
Methodism. The panel’s experts, with 
backgrounds in history and theology, 
explained that the term “Methodist” it-
self started out as an epithet for the var-
ious parallel revivalist movements that 
developed independently throughout 
18th-century Britain, all seeking a more 
earnest faith that streamlined the emo-
tion of personal experience with the ap-
peal of engaging sermons. In Wesley’s 
case at least, the panelists described how 
it also meant bringing about an ongoing, 
sincere conversion in the heart of the in-
dividual believer through (methodical-
ly) following a lively spiritual regimen: 
active participation in a community of 
other believers, liturgical prayer, regular 
reception of communion at the parish, 
and frequent hymn-singing, all while 
remaining under the doctrinal aegis of 
the Church of England.

That last specification changed after 
the Christmas Conference of 1784, a de-
finitive turning point for the movement, 
which took place thousands of miles 
from the country of its inception. Wes-
ley had previously selected an ordained 
Anglican clergyman named Thomas 
Coke as a superintendent to oversee his 
brand of Methodism’s missionary pres-
ence in America. Wesley asked Coke to 
ordain and elevate to the position of 
co-superintendent an itinerate preacher 
he had commissioned named Francis As-
bury. Asbury, however, insisted on being 
democratically elected by his colleagues, 

The Scroll’s  
Year-End Review
December 7, 2022

Some 3,000 police officers raided 
130 properties across Germany, 
Italy, and Austria on Wednesday 
night to apprehend 22 suspects tied 
to a terrorist cell that authorities 
say had plans to overthrow the 
German government. “The suspects 
are united in a deep rejection of 
the Federal Republic of Germany, 
which has in the course of time 
developed in a decision to initiate 
a violent coup for which they had 
made specific preparations,” the 
German federal prosecutor said. 
“The members of the organization 
understood that their endeavor 
could only be realized by using 
military means and violence against 
representatives of the state. This 
includes committing murders.”

The suspects taken into custody 
were part of the leaderless 
Reichsbürger movement. The 
loosely aligned collective counts 
more than 20,000 supporters who 
have created their own schools 
and official papers as part of 
their effort to build an alliance 
that will overtake the postwar 
German government they view as 
illegitimate. Members of the group 
hold to a variety of beliefs, with 
some who adhere to Nazi ideas 
and others with ties to QAnon 
conspiracy theories, though most 
hold to the core tenet that Germany 
is currently ruled by a deep state 
under military occupation that 
must be overthrown. A former 
legislator and a sergeant within the 
KSK, Germany’s special military 
command, were apprehended 
along with several ranking former 
military personnel, some of whom 
were heavily armed with illegally 
acquired weapons.

Tablet explores the past at 
tabletmag.com/sections/history
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“The publication 
that contains the 
church’s most 
recent policy 
positions and 
resolutions on 
various issues, 
includes a plank on 
its commitment to 
end gun violence.”

from the gospel of John, Chapter 20, in 
which the resurrected Christ appears to 
his disciples, still bearing the wounds of 
the crucifixion. He wishes them peace 
before he commissions them to go out 
to the world to forgive the sins of oth-
ers. Next, Levy said, came passing the 
peace, a traditional element of Method-
ist Sunday worship in which congrega-
tion members greet each other by say-
ing something along the lines of, “The 
peace of Christ be with you,” with the 
response, “And also with you.” He also 
encouraged attendees to get the name 
of someone they greeted, “as a way of 
forming bonds of community,” he said, 
“And recognizing that you’re not alone. 
The talking heads and the lack of a lot of 
nuance in the political sphere can isolate 
us, make us feel very alone.” According 
to Levy, this part went on for five to sev-
en minutes. “Like any good passing of 
peace,” he said with a smile, “we had to 
call everybody back.”

Next in the service, Levy and Tay-
lor-Troutman adapted the Litany in 
the Wake of a Mass Shooting, put out 
by an Episcopalian group of clergy, 
Bishops Against Gun Violence. After 
13 people were killed in a shooting at 
a bar in Thousand Oaks, California, in 
2018, the bishops developed the Litany, 
which they update after each U.S. mass 
shooting. In the Litany, each successive 
tragedy is briefly described, followed by 
the prayer, “Give to the departed eternal 
rest. Let eternal light shine upon them.” 
Levy described how different individu-
als from nearby churches and commu-
nity organizations, took turns reading 
parts of the Litany prayer. Over what he 
said was about 25 minutes, the church’s 
worship leader, Leah Benn, interspersed 
every few iterations of the prayer’s cata-
log of suffering and loss with the refrain 
from “Drive Out the Darkness,” a song 
by The Porter’s Gate, a theologically di-
verse Christian creative music collective 
and self-described “worship project,” 
with a sound that is more Avett Brothers 
than Amy Grant.

After the Litany, there followed an 
anointing with oil, which the UMC’s 
Book of Worship places in a healing 
context. “The oil points beyond itself 
and those doing the action to the Holy 
Spirit,” the Book of Worship explains. 

purple, causing years of ongoing specu-
lation about an imminent formal schism, 
as its more conservative elements either 
independently splinter off or persistent-
ly seek greater clarity from the UMC on 
controversial social issues. On one issue, 
however, the UMC is clear. Its 2016 Book 
of Resolutions, the publication that con-
tains the church’s most recent policy po-
sitions and resolutions on various issues, 
includes a plank on its commitment to 
end gun violence, which is a combina-
tion of practical and theological calls to 
action. The book’s guidelines on guns 
range from recommendations for prayer 
and pastoral care, to calling for safe gun 
storage by gun owners, and even specific 
items for legislative advocacy by church 
members, such as universal background 
checks, a federal minimum age of 21 to 
purchase firearms, and a ban on large-ca-
pacity magazines.

Swords into Plowshares took place 
in the same spirit, blending communal 
prayer and connection with a com-
missioning of its 60-strong attendees 
to go out into the world to effect real 
change. For the liturgy, Levy said he 
and Taylor-Troutman were concerned 
with how to “name the reality and not 
dance around it,” and to “offer space for 
lament, while also inviting people to 
move toward hope and action.” So, Levy 
said, the event began with a reading 

and the two men organized a December 
gathering, in which all the other itinerant 
preachers whom Wesley had commis-
sioned to spread his message through-
out the fledgling country assembled in 
Baltimore on Christmas Eve. By Dec. 27, 
Asbury was ordained superintendent. 
Within months, Coke, his erstwhile 
co-leader, had returned to England, and 
three years later, against Wesley’s wishes, 
Asbury adopted the title of bishop.

This wasn’t just an organization-
al overhaul. It was the beginning of a 
new, and thoroughly American, church 
calling itself the Methodist Episcopal 
Church in America. The Christmas Con-
ference pared the Church of England’s 
doctrinal 39 Articles of Faith down to 
25, including an article recognizing the 
authority of the president of the United 
States, Congress, and the Constitution. 
The assembly set a precedent by putting 
preeminence on debate and democratic 
consensus on matters of faith, as op-
posed to Wesley’s direct personal guid-
ance. And as the young country grew, 
so did Methodism. In anachronistic 
terms, Wesley was what we might call 
a Remainer during the Revolution, sup-
porting the monarchy and urging Meth-
odists in the colonies to do the same. But 
after the Christmas Conference found-
ing, Methodism soon evolved into an 
establishment American faith. It be-
came one of the mainline Protestant 
denominations: the white, Anglo-Sax-
on Protestant “WASP” denominations 
to whom membership was often a pre-
requisite for entry into gentile society. 
Along with Episcopalians, Presbyteri-
ans, and Lutherans, Methodists simul-
taneously have a history of supporting 
socially progressive causes (Wesley was 
an abolitionist, and The Local Church 
homepage mentions specifically that it 
is anti-racist and pro-LGBTQ+), while 
existing in the popular imagination as 
casserole-loving, mom-and-apple-pie, 
all-American squares. This tension is ev-
ident in perhaps the two most high-pro-
file Methodists in recent American life: 
Hillary Clinton and George W. Bush.

Levy describes his congregation, like 
North Carolina itself, as purple (“on the 
blue side of purple for sure,” he said). The 
UMC itself might also be described as 
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moving toward action, toward social 
justice, which has been thrown around 
a lot. But what I appreciate about our 
denomination, our tradition, is the root-
edness of that word, that it’s not thrown 
around for political gain, it’s not thrown 
around because it’s trendy, but it’s very 
much at the core of who we are.”

If Levy’s brand of UMC is progres-
sive, it’s a pragmatic, post-partisan one 
that is well-suited to its home state, 
where 55% of respondents to a recent 
Meredith College poll said that neither 
party does an accurate job representing 
its Americans’ views, and a third par-
ty was necessary. It’s also well within 
a tradition of “both/and” nuance that 
defines both the state and the UMC: A 
1919 history of the state says that the 
first Methodist preacher in North Car-
olina never left the Church of England. 
This is something that is unlikely to 
have troubled its founder, who himself 
defined a Methodist succinctly as “one, 
who has the love of God shed abroad 
in his heart.” It’s a movement that was 
defined from the beginning by a way of 
life, rather than group or denomination-
al affiliation. “Our faith is deeply rooted 
not in a political party, not in a trendy 
movement, but deeply rooted in the 
kingdom of God, and God’s dream for 
us and our community, a dream where 
swords are beaten into plowshares,” 
Levy said. “Not because we’re Demo-
crats. Not trying to be performative, 
either, but because this is who we are.” 

This article was originally published on 
August 17, 2022.

This story is part of a series Tablet is 
publishing to promote religious literacy 
across different religious communities, 
supported by a grant from the Arthur 
Vining Davis Foundations.

nonreligious liberals align? “While our 
nation and our families fragmented by 
gun violence need thoughts and prayers, 
we are also severely in need of action,” 
said The Local Church parishioner 
Brooke Davis in an email. “As a person 
of faith and an advocate, I believe the 
church can serve as a place not only of 
lament and solace, but as a community 
of movement and hope. Let us pray with 
you and for you, but not stop there. May 
we also link arms with you to make our 
homes and our communities safer.”

Proponents of serious gun con-
trol reforms often dismiss the phrase 
“thoughts and prayers” as an ineffectual 
bromide from the pro-gun right, a way 
of throwing up one’s hands on a life-
and-death issue, and leaving it up to di-
vine intervention. However, events like 
Swords into Plowshares seem to indi-
cate that these advocates of gun control 
risk overlooking effective allies in the 
“thoughts and prayers” crowd.

“You’ve heard so much, I’m sure, 
about this idea of ‘thoughts and prayers 
aren’t enough,’” said Levy. “And while 
that’s true, we can’t discount the impor-
tance of prayer in that it orients us, an-
chors us, moves us to action.”

Taylor-Troutman agrees. “The crisis 
of mass shootings can seem overwhelm-
ing, even causing me to despair,” he said 
of the service via email. “The collabora-
tion with The Local Church and other 
partners created a space for communal 
lament. Grief is not only more bearable 
in such a community of faith, there can 
even be a spiritual alchemy, where de-
spair turns to hope. I realize how vac-
uous ‘thoughts and prayers’ can sound, 
yet I have already seen our communi-
ty galvanized around the issues of gun 
control, in part, because of this event. 
Swords into Plowshares renewed my 
faith that bringing people together for 
worship can inspire faith into action.”  

In the Methodist tradition there is, Wes-
ley once wrote, “no holiness but social 
holiness.” It is a famous line in Meth-
odist circles, and one that Levy takes to 
heart. “Social holiness not only means 
there’s no such thing as personal holi-
ness alone,” he said, “There has to be 
community, but also the way that our 
faith is active, and that it necessitates 

“And the presence of the healing Christ, 
who is God’s anointed one.” During 
this time, Levy said attendees could be 
anointed personally, write a prayer on 
index cards that were provided, come 
forward to light a candle, or simply re-
main in personal silence. For those who 
chose anointing, “we anointed hands, 
primarily,” he said. Levy noted that 
it was the Thursday after Pentecost, 
which many Christians recognize as 
“the birthday of the church,” when the 
gospels describe the descent of the Holy 
Spirit, who Methodists assert “proceeds 
from the Father and the Son,” upon the 
first disciples, empowering them to go 
out and change the world after Christ’s 
ascension into heaven. Anointing with 
oil can mean different things in different 
Christian denominations, but for Levy, 
it meant a charge, a small amount of oil 
accompanied by a blessing and what he 
referred to as “a sending”: “It was re-
ally powerful to hold people’s hands,” 
he said, “Look them in the eye and say, 
‘These are the hands of the risen Christ.’ 
You’ve been called to this moment.”

There is a more somber note to the 
oil, in Levy’s mind. He brings up the 
instance in the gospels when, short-
ly before his death, a woman anoints 
Christ with oil, a foreshadowing of 
the preparation for impending burial. 
There was an element of this gravity 
to the anointing of Swords into Plow-
shares, what Levy calls a reminder of 
“the cost of discipleship.” For him and 
Taylor-Troutman, he said, it marked 
the turning point in the service, from 
lament to action. In conjunction with 
the service, The Local Church put out 
a resource guide with next steps, which 
includes membership information for 
groups like Moms Demand Action, and 
recommendations and guidance for 
contacting North Carolina Sens. Thom 
Tillis and Richard Burr, both of whom 
voted in support of the Bipartisan Saf-
er Communities Act, which President 
Biden signed into law in June.

In a recent edition of his newsletter 
The French Press, David French wrote 
about the political “God gap” between 
secular and religious Democrats, a 
fundamental rift in perspective on 
the direction of the country. But what 
about when the values of religious and 
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The Perfect Quince Jam
Trying to recreate a recipe that carries a history as broad as the 

Mediterranean, and as specific as my grandmother’s kitchen

BY ALEXANDER ACIMAN

I 
can remember every time 
I’ve been disappointed by 
a jar of quince jam. There 
was the dusty, gourd-
shaped jar I bought at a 
Jordanian grocery store in 

Chicago, the Wilkin & Sons Quince 
Jelly I knew already would fall flat 
even before agreeing to pay a dou-
ble-digit figure in freight from the 
U.K., the half-sized jar I bought at 
Le Bon Marché in Paris and managed 
to slip past customs, the North Afri-
can one algorithmically pushed to me 
on Amazon. In the near decade since 
my grandmother’s death, I have tried 
again and again to find a quince jam 
similar to the one she used to make, 
but none has ever come close.

My grandmother was born in Alexan-
dria, Egypt, in 1924. As a Jew living in 
the cosmopolitan port city with thou-
sands of years of international influ-
ence, the food she ate at home and on 
the streets, and later cooked, even when 
living in her apartment on 98th Street 
and Amsterdam Avenue, had no single 
point of origin. Nothing was ever only 
one thing; it was always an archeologi-
cal dig site of Egyptian, French, Greek, 
Turkish, Spanish, Italian, and Jew-
ish influence.

The beating heart of this vast Medi-
terranean influence is the quince.

Although rarely eaten in the United 
States, the quince, similar in appearance 
to a golden apple or a pear, is a staple of 
Mediterranean culture and has perhaps 
the most illustrious history of any single 
fruit. In the myth of Paris of Troy, the 
young prince presents Aphrodite with 
a quince—a gift that would accidental-
ly set off the Trojan War. In the 11th of 
his 12 labors, Hercules is tasked with 
stealing a quince from Hera’s garden. In 

Cato the Elder’s work De agri cultura, 
the oldest complete work of Latin prose, 
Cato describes techniques for preserv-
ing quinces. Apicius, the ancient Roman 
gourmet, was known to have prepared 
a dish of quince, honey, and leeks. The 
Holy Roman Emperor Charlemagne de-
creed that quince trees should be plant-
ed in his gardens. It is even believed by 
some that the apple eaten by Adam and 
Eve in the Garden of Eden was not an 
apple at all, but was, in fact, a quince.

The quince also shows up throughout 
Jewish history. After Spanish Jews were 
expelled in the 1400s, they brought 
membrillo—a dark, fragrant quince 
paste, more like candy than jam—to 
their new homes across the Mediter-
ranean in countries like Egypt, helping 
further spread the fruit’s popularity. 
Membrillo, still prepared the way it was 
hundreds of years ago, is sometimes 
served at Sephardic new year celebra-
tions, and can be found in the U.S.

Off the tree, quinces have a pale white 
flesh and a hard, bitter taste—imagine 
the worst pear you’ve ever eaten. But 
when cooked down they sweat out a 
tangy sweetness that has helped their 
influence last, literally, for thousands 
of years.

When my grandmother came to the 
United States after the expulsion of 
Egyptian Jews, she always found ways 
of filling her kitchen with the most 
elusive ingredients from her past life. 
One was more likely to find quinces and 
filo dough pastries in her fridge than 
white bread.

The author with his grandmother-
Courtesy the author

As a child, I thought her cooking was 
so good that she ought to open her own 
restaurant. Maybe it was this flattery 
that won me jars of her quince jam for 

special occasions. Whenever I came 
home from college, there was always a 
jar in her fridge and a warning to oth-
ers not to touch it. In the first week of 
September, as my birthday approached, 
I always knew, even when she was in 
her late 80s—even when I told her not 
to go through the trouble but hoped she 
might not listen—that it would always 
be there waiting for me. I would eat it 
sitting on her kitchen counter, often 
straight from the jar with a spoon, or as 
she prepared it, in a kind of accidental 
millefeuille of our family history: slath-
ered on a decadent cloud of French but-
ter atop a cracked shard of matzo, which 
she kept in the house year-round.

There is, of course, no way of recre-
ating the experience of walking into 
her apartment on the first cold after-
noon of early fall and finding a jar of 
quince jam prepared just for me. But, as 
it turns out, there also isn’t even a way 
to find a facsimile of it. When I am even 
able to find it in the U.S., commercial-
ly available quince jams are often too 
treacly. Sometimes they are just a pale 
jelly without any fruit at all, which for 
me is more like drinking the melted ice 
water at the bottom of an iced coffee 
rather than the real thing. Worst of all, 
the color is always wrong. Most quince 
jams are either electric orange or a deep 
burgundy, while my grandmother’s was 
a shade of pink-rose salmon, verging 
on orange, like the faded orange seats 
on the MTA. The way quince was my 
grandmother’s totem to life on the 
Mediterranean, for me it was my totem 
to her. At times since her passing, des-
perate to taste that elusive but familiar 
fruit, I have resigned myself to buying 
a block of membrillo, but it has never 
once taken me back to those afternoons 
in her kitchen.

This year, as the first week of Sep-
tember approached, I decided to try 
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“My grandmother 
was a woman who 
kept no records 
of anything, 
everything always 
ad hoc, free 
jazz, revised and 
improvised and 
reinvented at a 
moment’s notice.”

result was a stringy and almost candied 
fruit paste.

My next approach was to imitate the 
techniques of the Mediterranean grand-
mas of YouTube by cutting the quince 
into even chunks roughly an inch big. 
As the fruit boiled in sugar water, grad-
ually, I mashed them down into small-
er pieces.

These cubed variants were also all 
wrong. The first was too firm and con-
gealed, and far too sweet, with sugar 
masking the taste of quince entirely. In 
my next attempt, I cut the volume of 
sugar by half, which resulted in a fruit 
that wasn’t able to fully break down.

Courtesy the author
I spent two whole days failing again 

and again. In every version, the mashed 
quince, along with every surface in my 
kitchen, seemed to end up draped in a 
veil of sugary jelly because of the pectin 
from the stray bits of skin I’d accidental-
ly left on the fruit. It also seemed that 
the other recipes greatly underestimat-
ed the amount of water needed, and in 
no time at all, my fruit was sticking to 
the bottom of the pan.

Knowing that I had to eliminate the 
extraneous pectin entirely, I method-
ically peeled my final batch of fruit. 
Hoping for a finer dice that would 
still break down in a lower volume of 
sugar, I sliced the quinces as if I were 
preparing shingles for an apple pie, 
and then cut the slices again perpen-
dicularly. Even with a sharp knife, the 
toughness of the quince made these 
smaller cuts exceptionally difficult. 
The result was a series of very fine 
cubes. I put it to boil, mashed the soft-
ened fruit, and without much hope, 
left the stove alone.

Half an hour later, in the gathering 
dusk just after 6 p.m., before I even 
thought to check on the pot, I slowly 
sensed my apartment begin to swell 
with a sweet and long-forgotten vapor. 
It was a smell so familiar to me, so dis-
tinct that at the faint hint of it, sudden-
ly years of autumn days came back to 
me. I went to the stove and saw a blush 
of orange-pink across the fruit. I did 
not even have to taste it to know that 
this was it. This was my grandmother’s 
quince jam.

When I had set out to recreate my 

Combining these two sources, I estimat-
ed that I would need about 400 grams 
of sugar to about 600 grams of quince, 
with 3/4 of an ounce of lemon juice.

To reverse-engineer my grand-
mother’s recipe, I also had to reverse-en-
gineer other aspects of her cooking.

Often, recipes for quince jam call for 
boiling the seeds with the fruit because 
they contain a gelatinous compound 
called pectin. But not only was my 
grandmother’s jam looser than those I 
saw online, I also knew that her moth-
er—my great-grandmother—would 
take the discarded quince seeds and 
soak them in water to make a kind of 
hair gel. Already I had my first clue.

The second clue came when my fa-
ther remembered that when making 
carrot jam—which happened to be his 
favorite—my grandmother used a box 
grater. This is a popular technique for 
making quince jams. Quince is also an 
exceptionally hard fruit, and cutting it 
by hand would have been difficult for 
a woman in her 80s. The much more 
likely result would have been a trip to 
urgent care rather than a jar of jam.

This, as it turns out, was all wrong. 
Quince oxidizes quickly, even when 
soaked in water. Grating quince means 
that the yield often starts out a shade of 
brown much darker than the final salm-
on-rose of my grandmother’s jam. The 

and recreate my grandmother’s quince 
jam myself.

What I didn’t anticipate was how hard 
it is to actually find quinces. I went to 
no fewer than 12 grocery stores in Man-
hattan before finding any. I also learned 
from one fruit vendor that quinces are 
out of season in summer and are more 
likely to appear in late autumn. It struck 
me then that all I ever saw of the jam 
was the final product. If I, with all the 
resources of the internet at my disposal, 
was struggling, how had a deaf wom-
an with barely any English managed to 
find a rare, and out-of-season fruit for 
her grandson’s birthday? What other 
tedious lengths had she gone to just 
for me?

Once I had them, I was faced with an 
even more difficult task that stemmed 
from the history of the quince itself. 
Because the fruit is beloved by so many 
cultures, there are countless different 
versions of this recipe. Even in Egypt 
one might have found the vastly differ-
ent crimson Egyptian variety alongside 
the brickish Spanish paste. There is no 
single, codified grandma recipe handed 
down by the cooking gods at Ameri-
ca’s Test Kitchen, as there might be for 
something like strawberry jam. I spent 
hours watching Egyptian and Portu-
guese grandmothers on YouTube, us-
ing Google translate to interpret Greek 
food blogs, but all too often the result 
was a dark, somewhat jellylike paste, so 
unlike the one I knew.

The general ratio of sugar to fruit, 
spelled out in the pages of the popular 
preserve-making cookbook The Ball 
Book of Canning and Preserving, is any-
where from 30% to almost 100% sugar-
to-fruit by volume, with about half an 
ounce of lemon juice per pound of fruit. 
One thing that almost all the Mediterra-
nean grandmas of YouTube seemed to 
agree on was a ratio of one cup of sugar 
to one cup of diced or grated quince. 
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grandmother’s recipe, I imagined that 
because of her general imprecision in all 
things, the jam, too, would follow suit. I 
thought she was likely to have left some 
skin on the fruit and to have cut it into 
uneven chunks. This, perhaps, would re-
veal the singular charm behind her ver-
sion—something that did not conform 
to the usual laws of jam-making. But 
the path back to her jam was through 

something so precise, so methodical that 
I hadn’t thought to pursue it except by 
desperation. Only by doing the opposite 
of what I thought she might have done 
had I arrived at the recipe. Here was a 
contradiction I could hardly make sense 
of; my grandmother was a woman who 
kept no records of anything, everything 
always ad hoc, free jazz, revised and im-
provised and reinvented at a moment’s 

notice, and then, when you least expect-
ed it, when all logic should have dictated 
otherwise, here was evidence of the deft 
and delicate handiwork of a skilled arti-
san. The thought delighted me; sudden-
ly, years after her death, I had learned 
something new about her. 

This article was originally published on 
September 8, 2022.

Trapped in Translation
How to explain Judaism in English—a language whose 

terminology around religion is built on Christian concepts

BY SETH M. LIMMER

W
e can’t translate 
everything. At 
least not precise-
ly. Concepts exist 
in certain cultures 
that are absent, or 

markedly different, in others. We all 
know the adage that Eskimos have 47 
different words for snow. Whether or 
not that’s true, it is clear that Inuit and 
Yupik cultures have a closer connection 
to snow than do the residents of Ta-
hiti. It makes sense that these cultures 
would differentiate the many kinds of 
snowfall according to the many ways 
that those distinctions affect their dai-
ly lives. We even might be able to trans-
late some of these snow words into 
English: Aqilokoq is softly falling snow, 
piegnartoq is snow that’s perfect for 
sled-driving. We can know what these 
snow words mean. But unless and un-
til we understand the Eskimo mindset, 
we cannot truly glean what they signify.

English has words deemed essential 
for religion: faith, liturgy, Bible, even 
“religion” itself. None of these words 
really exist in Hebrew. Certainly, not a 
single one of these Christian concepts 
correlates directly to anything that 
can be considered Jewish. Of course, 
Modern Hebrew has the vocabulary to 

translate these English phrases. And, 
obviously, Judaism does possess ideas 
and structures that share a similarity 
with Christian concepts like worship 
and Scripture. But that similarity all too 
often masks a vast difference. That dif-
ference prevents us from understanding 
what Judaism is at its essence. But be-
fore we examine those differences, let’s 
go back and examine the origins of the 
English language.

The furthest back we can trace a dis-
tinct English language is to the sixth 
century, the earliest date for the emer-
gence of Old English. Now, Old English 
has far more in common with German 
than any English we know today; most 
scholars believe it is an utterly distinct 
language from Modern English. It’s only 
in the ninth century that Middle English 
emerges. Coming into its heyday after 
the Norman conquest of 1066, Middle 
English, as anyone who’s every struggled 
to read Chaucer knows, resembles our 
English, but is still a ways away. Most 
people have never heard of the “Great 
Vowel Shift” that marked the transition 
to Modern English, but with the arriv-
al of Shakespeare’s works and the King 
James Bible, the language we know to-
day was coming into its own.

Because of the time it took for English 

to evolve into anything we recognize to-
day, the tongue that shapes most Ameri-
can Jews’ thinking is at most 1,000 years 
old. Jewish traditions, in even the most 
cautious of counting, extend back 3,000 
years. Until the Greco-Roman period, 
Jewish thought was expressed in He-
brew; then, Aramaic, a sister language 
to Hebrew that was the international 
parlance of its day, became a secondary 
vessel for transmitting Jewish tradition. 
By the time Old English emerged around 
550 CE, the Torah and the Talmud, the 
two core texts of Jewish thought and 
practice, were effectively complete. 
The great frames and structures of 
Judaism existed before any Jew ever 
spoke English.

English, in contrast, was brought into 
existence, effectively and exclusively, by 
Christians. With rare exception or in-
cursion, the island of Britain was Chris-
tian before and since the emergence of 
English. As polyglot language, English 
has its roots in many places. In terms of 
religious phrases, Greek and Latin, and 
therefore, Christian, etymologies dom-
inate. Faith is derived from fidere, for 
“trust,” religion from religio, for “cult, 
or mode of worship.”Bible is from the 
Greek, ta Biblia: the Book. Leitourg-
ia, etymon of liturgy, is likewise Attic 
Greek for public performance. Each of 
these words, and every English word 
connected to religion, is born of and 
steeped in Christian thought.

Judaism is a square peg that refuses 
to fit in the proverbial round hole of 
Christianity. Hebrew not only precedes 
both Christianity and English, but it is 
markedly different in its vocabulary and 
concepts. As English evolved, it of neces-
sity coined terms to describe Christian 



73December 16–22, 2022 • 23–29 Kislev, 5783tabletmag.com

“Even the most 
honest attempts 
to understand 
Judaism 
authentically are 
unconsciously 
undermined simply 
because these 
attempts are in 
English, are limited 
by English.”

capture an essential element of Judaism: 
the self-conception as an Am, a people. 
From Torah’s time through our own, 
there are plenty of individuals who are 
born “Jewish” yet neither believe in nor 
acknowledge any sort of superhuman 
power who defines their code of living. 
Regardless, many of these individuals 
fully consider themselves “Jewish.” 
Judaism might overlap with certain 
aspects of “religion,” but it far exceeds 
the boundaries of such a limiting term.

Proof positive of the failure of “re-
ligion” to define Judaism is a phrase I 
have heard countless times in my career: 
I’m Jewish, but not religious. Early in 
my rabbinate, I took this assertion as a 
challenge. I would ask people what they 
found meaningful about their Jewish 
life, and answers would include every-
thing from cooking for holidays to do-
ing the work of social justice all the way 
through—shockingly—coming to Shab-
bat services. I sometimes sensed that 
what people meant when they said, “I’m 
Jewish, but not religious,” was that they 
loved Judaism—they were willingly en-
gaging with a rabbi, after all—but that 
they didn’t believe in God. Sometimes, 
I even tried to convince people that 
they were fully Jewish, and shouldn’t let 
anything stand in the way of their own 
self-perception. Over time, however, I 
realized that these people didn’t have 
a problem. The problem was the word 
“religion” itself. It’s a Christian concept 
that simply doesn’t fit Judaism.

Opening any Hebrew-English dictio-
nary will tell you that the Hebrew word 
for “religion” is dat. In this, there is a 
double irony. First of all, dat is a hardly 
Hebrew; it’s an Old Iranian loan-word 
that first appears in the biblical book 
of Esther, one of the later entrants in 
the Jewish canon. Secondly, dat means 
“law,” “edict,” or “practice.” In the book 
of Esther, dat indicates in one instance 
the edict of the king, and in anoth-
er the custom of drinking to excess. 
By the time of the Talmud, dat main-
tained this same semantic range from 
custom through law. It wasn’t until the 
revival of Modern Hebrew started by 
Eliezer Ben-Yehuda in the 19th century 
that dat came to mean “religion.” And 
why did this happen? Modern Hebrew 
needed to compete in the international 

essential Jewish concepts are about. To 
delimit these millennia-old, remarkably 
robust ideas with one-word terms born 
of alien Christianity is simply unfair. To 
truly appreciate Judaism, its core con-
cepts need to be liberated from their 
simplistic English “definitions.” Juda-
ism’s concepts, and Judaism itself, need 
to be appreciated for what they are, 
and—especially for English speakers—
need to be distinguished from common 
Christian concepts.

Let’s start with “religion.” It is only 
the fifth definition of the phrase in 
the Oxford English Dictionary that 
doesn’t use the word religion as part of 
the definition:

Belief in or acknowledgement of 
some superhuman power or powers 
(esp. a god or gods) which is typically 
manifested in obedience, reverence, and 
worship; such a belief as part of a sys-
tem defining a code of living, esp. as a 
means of achieving spiritual or materi-
al improvement.

Now, some might say this definition 
of religion describes Judaism perfect-
ly: There is a belief, or at least covenant 
with, Yahweh, which is manifest in a 
series of commandments that both de-
fine a code of life and set a prescribed 
course for worship. Even though I will 
argue later that little of that is true, this 
OED understanding of religion fails to 

phenomenon. Hebrew, the foundational 
language of Judaism, had no such need. 
Students of religion, a discipline that 
seeks to find parallels in order to appre-
ciate distinctions, might be horrified to 
find that there is no Jewish word for 
liturgy, that there is no Jewish word for 
faith, that there is no Jewish word for 
Bible, let alone one that can barely be 
made to fit “Scripture.” There is even no 
real Jewish word for religion.

In a moment, we will explore each of 
these important distinctions. But first, 
we should pause and reflect on the sig-
nificance of this unfathomable gap be-
tween Jewish vocabulary and Christian 
concepts. Most modern Jews outside 
Israel (and certainly the audience of 
this work) are native English speakers. 
Their worldviews and expectations are 
formed by the contours of the English 
language. Sunday morning cartoons de-
pict Bible stories, not Torah tales. Our 
conversations are filled with faith: Keep 
the faith, act in good faith, have faith 
in yourself. Intermediate schools teach 
comparative religion, subsuming Juda-
ism into a category it doesn’t neatly fit. 
So when most modern Jews approach 
Judaism, they come with questions 
and preconceptions that are Christian. 
They believe Judaism is a religion; they 
imagine faith in God is a prerequisite. 
They want to know about liturgy and 
worship, and learn all about the Bible 
(which, in the most obvious acquies-
cence to Christian English, they usually 
call the Old Testament). Even the most 
honest attempts to understand Judaism 
authentically are unconsciously under-
mined simply because these attempts 
are in English, are limited by English.

Most English speakers operate un-
der the false linguistic assumption that 
Judaism and Christianity run on the 
same operating system. Nothing could 
be further from the case. Anyone who 
remembers back to the days of floppy 
discs recalls that what worked on a Mac 
would need to be entirely reformatted 
for a PC. The analogy holds here: Juda-
ism just has a different source code from 
Christianity. Its program language is Am 
and Avodah, Torah and Talmud. And it 
hardly suffices to translate these terms as 
people, worship, Bible, and (fascinating-
ly) Talmud. That’s not really what these 
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“Religion. Bible. 
Scripture. Worship. 
The phrases fit 
Judaism like a 
hand-me-down 
outfit from a 
sibling who’s a 
different size.”

of ensuring that Jewish teaching (To-
rah) was publicly proclaimed (Mikra) 
three times every week. Was this Torah 
written in a scroll? Were the collections 
of Tanakh bound in a book? Definitely, 
and probably. But the existence of Torah 
in written form was not the important 
issue; that it was a book or a scroll was 
of secondary importance (if any at all). 
Mikra mattered to the Jews of antiqui-
ty because it was read aloud, performed 
publicly. Tanakh might look like a book, 
and be roughly parallel to what Chris-
tians call the Bible, but in essence an 
orally proclaimed Mikra is something 
far different from a book.

Scripture and Bible belong to the 
Christian realm of religion. They do not 
nest neatly into the Jewish worldview 
imagined in Hebrew. And neither does 
worship, one of the great expectations 
of religion, fit snugly within Jewish 
thought. Worship of the Christian God 
is quite distinct from the Jewish con-
ception of Divine Service. “Worship” 
originates from the idea of attribut-
ing esteem, which we see through the 
usage of “worshipful” as “honorable.” 
From its early English usage, this honor 
was quickly connected to divinity: As 
a verb, “worship” became expressing 
reverence for God. Most contemporary 
English speakers roughly equate “wor-
ship” with “praise”: We see evangelicals 
engaging in “Praise the Lord!” sessions, 
or see Protestant prayer services re-
plete with hymns honoring God’s good 
works. Now, as those Protestant hym-
nals robustly attest—with their ample 
implementation of Halleluyah—Hebrew 
does have words for both “praise” and 
“worship.” “Halleluyah” means “praise 
God”: hallelu is the Hebrew vocative, 
“let us pray,” and “Yah” is a short form 
of God’s proper name. Likewise, as 
many who attend Jewish services know, 
“worship” has its rough parallel in He-
brew. Toward the end of daily services, 

after the tales and laws were common 
cultural currency. To the Jewish mind, it 
matters not that these matters are writ-
ten. What is important is that the words 
of Torah are taught, transmitted, from 
one generation to the next.

The same is true of Scripture. Obvi-
ously, Judaism has (at least one) sacred 
text. The Tanakh, a term often trans-
lated as Hebrew for “Bible,” is in fact 
an acronym of three collections: To-
rah (here, specifically the five books of 
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, 
and Deuteronomy), Neviim/Prophets 
(histories from their time and reports 
of their words), and Ketuvim/Writings 
(perhaps the world’s most perfectly 
named miscellany of texts). Tanakh as a 
term originated during the time of the 
Rabbis whose argument and reason-
ing are captured in the Talmud. Even 
though Tanakh was coined by the Rab-
bis, they hardly used it as the word for 
what we today might call the Hebrew 
Bible. Instead, they employed an entire-
ly different word: Mikra. Mikra means 
“that which is proclaimed,” or read out 
loud. Even though, by the Rabbinic Pe-
riod, Judaism’s earliest sacred text were 
written down, what was important to 
that Jewish community wasn’t the fact 
of their inscription, but the importance 
of their being pronounced aloud. The 
Rabbis made mainstream the practice 

marketplace of ideas: Modern Hebrew 
required its own words for phrases that 
were widespread in other languages, 
most prominent among which was En-
glish. And so this loan-word of antiquity 
was equated with “religion,” translated 
as such in a dictionary. Hebrew needed 
a place holder, and dat seemed to fit the 
bill. But dat doesn’t fit the definition 
of “religion” in any meaningful way. 
Hebrew really has no concept of reli-
gion whatsoever.

The chasm between English and 
Hebrew is equally deep when it comes 
to the Bible. For Christians, the Bible 
has always been a written document. 
There’s a reason it’s called ta Biblia: the 
book. By the time Christianity arrived 
on the scene, there were already texts 
of what they call the Old Testament. 
The Christian movement was propelled 
forward by the written word: Gospels 
authored by individuals sharing the 
stories of Jesus, and Epistles—literally 
“letters”—early authorities supposedly 
scripted and sent to Galicia, Thessalo-
nia, Rome, and more. Christianity began 
with the written word as it foundation. 
The first chapter of the first Gospel cites 
the text of the Jewish prophet Isaiah; 
the last of the Gospels opens with the 
line, “In the beginning was the word.” 
From the beginning, Christianity had a 
book, the book, ta Biblia: the Bible.

Judaism has no Bible—at least not 
in the Christian sense of the word. The 
earliest name for a collection of Jew-
ish traditions and teachings that come 
down to us is Torah. Over the millen-
nia, Torah has become a most elastic 
word, meaning either something very 
specific or something incredibly broad. 
For our purposes here, Torah simply 
means teaching. This is why Torah can 
be something as narrow as a set of reg-
ulations regarding lepers, can indicate 
a five-volume literary collection falsely 
attributed to Moses, and also is able to 
signify the remarkably broad catego-
ry of “all legitimate Jewish learning.” 
Torah is teaching. In the time that the 
collection we call “Torah” was created, 
the primary vehicle for this teaching 
was oral transmission. Yes, the words 
capturing these teachings were collect-
ed and put to parchment. But that in-
scription and collection happened long 

Spirituality, ritual, and more at 
tabletmag.com/sections/belief
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Torah and Talmud are filled with an-
gels, melachim, or “divine messengers” 
in Hebrew, our angels infrequently 
function in such fashions. Further-
more, while angelology is central to 
Christianity, it lives on the fringe and 
mystical territories of Jewish life. 
Rather than labor at length to explain 
these vast differences between what 
we take “angels” to indicate in English 
and what melachim means in Hebrew, 
generations of Jewish teachers—de-
spite knowing better—have thrown 
their hands in the air and simply said, 
“Judaism doesn’t believe in angels.” It 
is sometimes easier for English-speak-
ing Jews to deny the truths of our tra-
dition than to bother with the limits 
of translation.

This is the trap of translation: Jews 
tend to deny essential, or important, as-
pects of who we really are because of the 
difficulty of expressing ourselves within 
and against Christian language. It can 
be exhausting to be an English-speak-
ing Jew. This hardly means Jewish life 
can only honestly be lived in Hebrew. A 
vibrant Jewish life is entirely possible 
in English, even only in English. But, in 
order to create such a life of meaning, 
we must be honest about where Juda-
ism fits in English, and where it doesn’t. 
Even in English, we must explain and 
understand crucial differences between 
linguistic expectations regarding what 
are called “religions,” but which we Jews 
understand as traditions that encom-
pass particular practices, hierarchies 
of value, understandings of the Divine, 
folkways and foodstuffs, and, of course, 
our own language. It will only be when 
we remove ourselves from this trap of 
translation that we will be free to under-
stand, to live, and to grow Jewish life in 
our modern world. 

This article was originally published on 
July 19, 2022.

the Divine has a proper Hebrew name: 
Avodah. Hebrew for “service,” even 
servitude, Avodah was the descriptor 
of Jewish obligations during the time 
when the temple stood and such ser-
vice was effectuated through sacrifices 
on the altar. As Judaism shifted from 
its cultic center in Jerusalem to a way 
of life played out in synagogues strewn 
across the world, Avodah remained the 
word for one’s service, one’s regular 
obligations to God. The proper name 
of our prayerbook is Seder Avodat Isra-
el, the “Order of the Service of Israel.” 
The thrice-daily series of readings con-
tained in these liturgies are the service 
Jews are meant to perform for God on 
a most regular basis.

Service to God is what “worship” is 
in Judaism. Our service to God is root-
ed in our Exodus experience: We were 
slaves (avadim) to Pharaoh, and were 
redeemed, or restored to God, that we 
might be servants (avadim) of the Di-
vine. Jewish “worship” is one of our 
forms of servitude to the Divine. And 
while this service certainly contains 
some praise and some worship, its 
fundamental building block is entire-
ly other: Most of our sacred service is 
composed of rabbinic blessings or scrip-
tural citations. Worship and praise are 
about expressing honor to God; that 
is part, but hardly all of what passes 
for worship in Jewish setting. Study, 
history, and theology are much more a 
part of a Jewish service than are praise 
and worship.

Religion. Bible. Scripture. Worship. 
The phrases fit Judaism like a hand-
me-down outfit from a sibling who’s a 
different size. I could go on at greater 
length, explaining how “faith” isn’t a 
Jewish concept, how “charity” didn’t 
exist in Judaism until we encoun-
tered Christians, and how—despite 
what many of us were taught at tem-
ple—angels are a huge part of Hebrew 
heritage. Actually, this last example is 
the perfect summary of contemporary 
Jewish existence. Christian culture 
(and the English language that ex-
presses it) has some powerful portray-
als of angels: Archangel Rafael comes 
to heal, cute little cherubs surround 
Jesus in Heaven, and fallen angel Sa-
tan is evil incarnate. Now, even though 

we read the prayer “Aleinu l’shabeach,” 
“it is upon us to attest to the goodness,” 
of God. Prayer and worship do exist 
in Hebrew.

However, neither prayer nor wor-
ship are essential Jewish categories. 
The “worship” of Aleinu l’shabeach is 
liturgical language reserved for cer-
tain small segments of the service. 
And while scores of Halleluyah-shout-
ing poems of praise were created by 
Psalmists, and notwithstanding some 
of the Psalms’ placement in standard 
Jewish prayer books, these paeans are 
not the standard of what many call 
Jewish “worship.” The Jewish act of 
regular engagement with our duty to 
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That nagging suspicion that life 
just isn’t as fun anymore, and that 
post-Industrial Revolution Western 
culture reached its apex in the 
1970s, is demonstrably proven by 
the music industry’s move toward 
health treatments. For all the 
damage it wrought, what made 
Led Zeppelin and Jimi Hendrix and 
Fleetwood Mac and David Bowie 
great was their insatiable need to 
live on the edge. Now, “Grammy 
award-winning electronic dance 
trio” Rüfüs Du Sol, whoever that is, 
has hired a personal trainer to give 
the group ice baths, ginger shots, 
workouts, meals, and preshow 
breathwork routines. Lady Gaga 
and Harry Styles are apparently 
also into the icy inflammation-
reducing dips. Other contemporary 
artists are turning to B12 injections 
and lymphatic massages—or, in 
the case of the Zac Brown Band, a 
mobile tractor-trailer gym with a 
sauna. Gone are the days of Ozzy 
Osbourne eating a live bird onstage. 
Well, maybe that’s for the best.

Correction: A kind reader reminded 
us that Ozzy ate the head off a bat. 
Not a bird. A bat.

Everything you need to know at 
tabletmag.com/sections/science
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Step 1 
Dissolve the yeast in a mixing bowl with the lukewarm milk and sugar. Stir and 
add the egg yolks, melted butter, salt, vanilla, and brandy. Gradually add 5 cups 
of the flour, adding more if needed. The dough will be very soft. Beat well with 
a spoon or an electric mixer and let rise, covered, for an hour. Refrigerate for 
several hours or overnight. 

Step 2 
Let it return to room temperature before continuing. Flour a board and roll the 
dough out to 1-inch thick. Cut circles 2 inches in diameter with a small biscuit 
or cookie cutter. Arrange a layer of rounds on the bottom of an 8- or 9-inch 
springform pan lined with parchment paper, almost touching, then continue 
layering until you have used up all the dough. Allow to rise 45 minutes to 1 hour, 
covered. 

Step 3 
Preheat the oven to 375 degrees and make the caramel sauce. In a saucepan 
mix the sugar with 1/4 cup of the water. Very gradually add the remaining water, 
stirring constantly. Simmer on medium heat until slightly caramel in color, 
stirring occasionally, about 10 minutes. Add the butter, syrup, and cream, and 
simmer a few more minutes until smooth. Set aside and allow to cool for a few 
minutes, then add the vanilla. 

Step 4 
After the dumplings have risen, bake on the bottom rack of the oven for 45 
minutes or until golden. Remove from oven and prick the top with the tines of a 
fork. Just before serving reheat the caramel sauce and pour over the cake. Let 
the sauce seep through then flip the cake onto a serving plate. Cut in slices and 
serve with vanilla ice cream. 

Yield: 12 servings

FOR THE CAKE

2 tablespoons active dry yeast

1 ¼ cups lukewarm milk

¼ cup sugar

2 egg yolks

1 ¾ cups (3 1/2 sticks) unsalted 
butter, melted and cooled

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon vanilla

1 tablespoon brandy

5-6 cups all-purpose flour

FOR THE CARAMEL SAUCE

2 cups sugar

½ cup warm water

1 tablespoon unsalted butter

½ cup maple syrup

½ cup heavy cream

1 teaspoon vanilla

For the New Year: Steamed Dumpling Cake Soaked in Caramel Sauce

BY JOAN NATHAN

Dampfnudeln 

Hundreds of recipes at  
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