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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 together 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 interfaith marriages
do not feel connected to Judaism or the
larger Jewish community—and many
don’t seek those connections, perhaps
because their Jewish spouses are themselves less engaged. But others are interested: They study Judaism, join
synagogues and communal organizations, and celebrate Jewish holidays
with their spouses. Some self-identify as Jewish, although they have not
converted. And, perhaps surprisingly, most of them raise Jewish children;
a full two-thirds of intermarried couples are raising their kids Jewish—
something that requires significant
involvement in Judaism and the Jewish community.
According to a 2020 Pew survey

of Jewish Americans, 42% of married respondents had a non-Jewish
spouse. Those numbers are on the
rise: According to the same study,
among those who got married since
2010, 61% were intermarried—and
excluding Orthodox Jews, among
whom intermarriage remains 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 honest
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 practices
had to be discussed or negotiated at
some point in the relationship.
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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 family 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 synagogues 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 ethnically 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 Judaism my entire life until I met my husband, Eyal.
Tablet: Raise your hand if you think
that your spouse’s parents or family felt
disappointed they were not marrying a
Jew. I see only one: Christina.
Christina: Disappointment would be
too strong. It would have been the preferred direction. I have to give my mother-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 couple 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 everyone had time off during the Christmas and New Year’s holidays. So we
always had a Christmas tree. Ironically, 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 discussion 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
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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 selfidentify 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 selfidentify 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.”

my husband. I was definitely separated
from Catholicism and exploring Unitarianism at the time, but we followed
the tribal rituals: Easter egg hunt and
the Christmas tree. I have eight brothers and sisters and we grew up Catholic,
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 rituals, which were
actually nonreligious, because I didn’t
attach religion to them. My husband accepted it, didn’t love it. Then eventually all the Jewish rituals were integrated
into our lives as a family. We converted
the girls to Judaism and my husband adopted them and they recently had their
bat mitzvahs. So we are now full-in, but
there are vestiges of those things that
still exist.
Tablet: Does there remain some discomfort 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 afterward 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 order
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 David 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
GATECRASHERS
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got married, after we had two kids.
The first was like a [miniature] Charlie Brown Christmas tree that my husband 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 Christmas tree,
but we handmake all of our ornaments
together; they all have a story within
our family. We make homemade 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. [Laughter.] We are not making our gifts!
Tablet: This is a safe space, Neil.
Neil: For me growing up, Christmas
was more about the celebration of family, exchanging gifts, the joy of Santa
Claus, that magical morning. It took a
little bit to get my wife to have a Christmas 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 become 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 husband
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 participatory. 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. People singing together at the
table, something that would never have
happened at my house growing up. And
the Passover story itself can be poked,
prodded, 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 religion in the home setting; the home
is itself a small sanctuary in Judaism.
tabletmag.com
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You can observe or celebrate a holiday
at home. It doesn’t have to be in a synagogue 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 favorite. 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.
Tablet: Do you also mark the
High Holidays?
Marie: We go to temple on Rosh Hashanah 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, Dinah, Marie, Neil.
Brendan: We were invited to a really nice dinner by a friend of ours on
Yom Kippur. This friend had a client—a
very wealthy woman in town from Texas who was taking all these folks out
to a great restaurant. Our friend said,
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“I need fun gays at this dinner. Please
come.” So we went. Amazing restaurant. Great spread. It’s the kind of Italian 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 asking, “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 having only ice cubes because it’s Yom Kippur, 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 reminded 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 Catholic
family. My parents have been married
50 years, three kids. We would have dinner in New Jersey, and the way the conversation goes in my family, 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 family is Israeli, and the first time I go to their dinner,
we’re sitting in the kitchen and everyone is literally just yelling at each other. It’s like shouting, interrupting, and
you think you’re having a 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 relationship. 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
3

make yourself miserable—which some
people are when they fast—it’s not really 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 relevance in Hinduism and I try to both
support my husband while also staying
true to how I identify religiously.
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 universally resonant to me and how I want to approach
the world. I feel very lucky to be part
of a community 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 actions, 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 yourself. 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 Holidays, raise your hand. I see seven of
you: Marie, Dinah, Neil, Charles, Andrea, Margaret, David. And I see Christina is gesturing “sometimes.” Let’s start
with David—you told me you value synagogue 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 universal

or familiar. But I’m also looking for
those things that are unique. When I go
to services I’m listening for those moments during prayer or a sermon where
there’s something new for me, some insight 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 something that’s familiar from some other context.
Tablet: Do you consider study to be a
large part of your Jewish path?
David: Yes. I approach it from primarily 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 moments and you realize just how gigantic 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 celebrated 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 questioning. When my kids went through their
bar mitzvahs and were confirmed, one
of the young men who was being confirmed 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 second? Was there a moment in your experience with Jewish life that was not so
warm or welcoming?
Christina: My very first experience in
a synagogue was when I went to Rosh
Hashanah services. It was the biggest
house of worship I’d ever stepped foot
in, in a big city. There were very wealthy
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people 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 Jewish Council of Federations
about how Jews marrying non-Jews
was becoming 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 fiancé and I are doing is ending
Judaism. It was pretty awful.
Tablet: But you still chose to join a synagogue—a different one, where your
daughter became a bat mitzvah?
Christina: Yes. Even before she was
born, my husband said it was very important to him that she be raised Jewish. 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 husband said, “I just want you to be 100%
comfortable.” We found a wonderful temple here that is mostly interfaith families.
Tablet: Is anyone else comfortable recounting a time—either related to
synagogue or in the Jewish community—where you did not feel particularly welcome?
Neil: I’m on the board of a Jewish organization here in Memphis. Matter
of fact, I was the first non-Jew to be a
part of the board and be part of the executive committee. In one of our board
meetings, we were having some breakout 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 organization. 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% invested in this organization, I’m on the
4

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 couple of other board members and they
said, “You’ve got to remember, that was
an older Jewish member of the community who thinks about that organization
in a different light than where we’re going 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
this message of tikkun olam. We are all
here to make the world a better place,
no matter what you come from as a religion. Our rabbi here in Memphis is phenomenal at that, always reaching out
to others. And to hear that come back
within the Jewish community was really 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 Shabbat, but we do the big holidays like Yom
Kippur, Hanukkah, Pesach. And I started doing a little research about Judaism
and found this course [Exploring Judaism] 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 experience. I think the weirdest experience I
had was the first time I went to a synagogue for Yom Kippur. It was a lot
more traditional than a Reform synagogue and I went with some friends and
my wife was there as well, but we were
tabletmag.com
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Judaism in America
and the fact that,
of marriages that
are happening
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than 50% are
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with a non-Jew,
there needs to
be more change
more quickly.”
separated. I ended up in the men’s space
and initially had absolutely no understanding of what was going on. After I
took the Central course, I really understood the meaning of this holiday. Now
we observe it.
Dinah: After years of feeling very comfortable and accepted by my Reform
synagogue, by my husband’s family, and
my own family, I realized the wider
world doesn’t accept us in the same way.
One of my children had an experience
that was very difficult. He was traveling in Israel, and there was an opportunity to wear tefillin. The rabbi 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 really unfortunate
experience. I’m wondering 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 Jewish family.
Marie: Yes. When we got married in the
’80s, my father-in-law had been president of a temple in New Jersey, and
the rabbi wouldn’t marry us. The cantor, who herself was interfaith and had
converted, wanted to marry us, and he
wouldn’t let her. Then we had trouble
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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 comfortable with?
Kavya: I’ve experienced a similar dynamic. I have felt very welcomed by my
husband’s parents, who are Conservative, 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-officiated. It was clear to me that there were
hang-ups with respect to traditional and Conservative Judaism, with respect 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 essentially, I wouldn’t be able to operate as
a rabbi were I to do this, so unfortunately, I can’t co-officiate the wedding.” 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
what makes your child Jewish according to rabbis?
Kavya: The concept of matrilineal descent 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 something that we struggle with. Reform Judaism does actually honor patrilineal
descent. But even in the context of Reform 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 converted. 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 marriages 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
5

husband has a brother in Israel who is ultra-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 summer 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 brother 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 something in me. I feel completely loved by
my in-laws and completely accepted.
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 family dynamics with his nephews who are
starting to date. It is expected that they
will marry a Jewish woman and hopefully an Israeli. It is a hard and fast rule
in that family. The only reason we’re together is through the miracle of the exception 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 Kavya’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 Jewish, 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 Jewish, 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 accepting, 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 extended family are Orthodox, and when
it came time for our wedding, because I
wasn’t Jewish (but a rabbi was marrying 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, especially 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
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 interfaith approach.
Andrea: We’re raising our kids as intentionally interfaith. They have an understanding of both religions. They’re
both deeply felt. When you do that, it
requires a nuanced understanding. Religious 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 spectrum in terms of religious identity, being able to code-switch, depending on
who we’re with, what we’re doing. I
think that kind of bi-literacy, bilingualism, 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
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multifaceted 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 backgrounds. We want our children
to feel equally entitled to both of those
birthrights, not have to choose and be
half this or half the other. I think our
biggest challenge and struggle is consistent with what so many have said here:
It’s possible that our children will go
through hurtful experiences because
they don’t fit cleanly in a box. But I view
this multifaceted approach as distinctly
Jewish, where we are always questioning 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 carrying in terms of continuity, honoring
ancestors, particularly those who perished simply for their identity, regardless 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 responsibility, connection to the past, something inherited and owed?
Marie: One of the reasons I didn’t convert 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 relationships 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 Jewish history. I’ve done a lot of studying,
immersed myself in learning the history 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
6

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 really struggled with in the context of converting: You can convert to a religion,
but how do you convert to a peoplehood? We were recently on an organized trip to Israel and a speaker from
Hillel International suggested we think
about conversion to Judaism as adopting into a family; you’re not going to
have the genealogical background that
links you to slaves in Egypt, but you’re
part of the family now, and any responsibility for the family comes with you
as a new member. That actually was
helpful to me because I never wanted
to feel like I was co-opting Jewish peoplehood. This adoption framework has
been really 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 compelled 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. Obviously my wife is Jewish. We have a
son who’s 10 months old. We have decided 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 pieces
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 follow all the Jewish
rituals and traditions and don’t have a
strong need to go get the certificate.
Tablet: What do you feel you don’t understand 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 Jewish in
spite of all the suffering, discrimination,
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 Jewish 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 trying to
figure out: For most Jews, what makes
you Jewish? Is it having a Jewish 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. Maybe
we’re more adaptable than we are convertable. But we made a choice.
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 understand. 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
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learn more about what you really want
out of being Jewish. Looking at it with
new eyes can be powerful.
Brendan: My introduction to Judaism
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 orders enough food.
Christina: If the concern is that the
non-Jewish partner will pull your Jewish child or the Jewish partner away
from the religion, flip that on its head
and maybe think about being more embracing, 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 Dinah started with: We chose. It’s really 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.
UPCOMING HOLIDAY
ROSH HASHANAH
The Jewish New Year

tabletmag.com/sections/
holidays/rosh-hashanah
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Neoliberal Twee
Cass Sunstein’s latest TED Talk of a book offers the kind of
technocratic whimsy that left and right can agree to hate
BY MICHAEL LIND

I

f you open a copy of the
Encyclopedia of Political
Ideology and look up “technocratic neoliberalism,” the
dominant policy paradigm
since the end of the Cold
War in the contemporary West, you
will find a picture of Cass Sunstein—
or at least you would, if such an encyclopedia existed. Following a successful
career as a legal scholar at Chicago, Columbia, and Harvard, and as a public intellectual who in his early years
wrote thought-provoking books on
subjects including the cost of government and Franklin Roosevelt’s Second
Bill of Rights, Sunstein broke out of
the highbrow ghetto in 2008 to reach
a much larger audience with a book he
coauthored with University of Chicago
economist Richard Thaler, Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth,
and Happiness.
Nudge was not Sunstein’s first venture
into the genre of midwit nonfiction.
That was Infotopia: How Many Minds
Produce Knowledge in 2006. Perhaps it
is coincidence, but Infotopia came out
only a year after the publication of Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores
the Hidden Side of Everything, co-authored by Steven Levitt and the journalist Stephen J. Dubner. Freakonomics
became a global bestseller, spawning a
blog, a podcast, and sequels including
SuperFreakonomics: Global Cooling,
Patriotic Prostitutes, and Why Suicide
Bombers Should Buy Life Insurance
(2009), Think Like a Freak: The Authors
of Freakonomics Offer to Retrain Your
Brain (2014), and When to Rob a Bank:
...And 131 More Warped Suggestions and
Well-Intended Rants (2015).
Levitt teaches economics at the University of Chicago, where Sunstein

taught law for 27 years before joining
the faculty of Harvard Law School. I do
not know whether the sudden superstardom of Levitt, his younger Chicago
colleague, inspired Sunstein to try his
hand at the middlebrow genre of pop
nonfiction. There were certainly other
exemplars of buckraking in this vein to
be followed, including Malcolm Gladwell, whose pop psychology bestsellers
included Blink: The Power of Thinking
Without Thinking (2005) and The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can Make
a Big Difference (2006), and Spencer
Johnson, author or co-author of Who
Moved My Cheese? An Amazing Way to
Deal with Change in Your Work and Your
Life (1998) and The One-Minute Manager (1982).
Books of this ilk are written according to a formula as rigid as that of a cozy
mystery or a Tolkien-clone fantasy trilogy. The author, sometimes an academic, poses as a defector who shares new
research insights with general readers,
who are thrilled to be let in on the scholarly establishment’s supposed secrets.
Thus Steven Levitt, a conventional
economics professor, becomes “a rogue
economist,” and Simon and Schuster’s
promotional material describes Cass
Sunstein’s 2014 book, Conspiracy Theories and Other Dangerous Ideas, as “The
most controversial essays from the bestselling author once called the most dangerous man in America—collected for
the first time.”
The format of pop nonfiction is rigidly defined. Books are usually brief, little
more than pamphlets, with small pages
and big print. They have catchy one- ortwo word titles, which are sometimes
slangy or trendy neologisms: Freakonomics, Infotopia, Blink. The author juggles anecdotes and dogmatic assertions
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and invokes this study and that, while
dazzling readers with confident erudition and leaping rapidly from topic to
topic before readers have time to question what they are told.
Most of these books purport to use
one or another recent academic theory
as a Rosetta stone that reveals and explains otherwise hidden patterns in the
world. This would be difficult to do in
the case of Triassic-era botany or quantum physics, so most of the pop nonfiction bestsellers deal with everyday life,
office work, or politics, allowing readers to think of examples from their own
lives. As in other kinds of genre nonfiction and genre fiction, readers who liked
the first book often shell out money for
sequel after sequel, so they can experience the same pleasure in the same predictable way, over and over again.
On hitting pay dirt in 2008 with his
co-authored second contribution to this
genre, Nudge, Sunstein became one of
the world’s leading thinkers in the eyes
of the overclass midwits who read The
New York Times and The Economist, listen to NPR, and watch TED Talks and
PBS. Alone or with co-authors, Sunstein has cashed in on his celebrity by
cranking out derivative books at high
speed. Excluding a few conventional
scholarly works, Sunstein’s bibliography
over the last decade-and-a-half includes
Infotopia (2006), Nudge (2008), On
Rumors: How Falsehoods Spread, Why
We Believe Them, What Can Be Done
(2009), Going to Extremes: How Like
Minds Unite and Divide (2009), Simpler: The Future of Government (2013),
Why Nudge? The Politics of Libertarian
Paternalism (2014), Valuing Life: Humanizing the Regulatory State (2014),
Wiser: Getting Beyond Groupthink to
Make Groups Smarter (2014), Choosing
Not to Choose: Understanding the Value
of Choice (2015), The Ethics of Influence:
Government in the Age of Behavioral Science (2016), #Republic: Divided Democracy in the Age of Social Media (2018),
The Cost-Benefit Revolution (2018), Can
It Happen Here? Authoritarianism in
America (2018), Conformity: The Power
of Social Influences (2019), On Freedom
(2019), Trusting Nudges: Toward a Bill of
Rights for Nudging (2019), How Change
Happens (2019), Too Much Information:
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Understanding What You Don’t Want
to Know (2020), Averting Catastrophe:
Decision Theory for COVID-19, Climate
Change, and Potential Disasters of All
Kinds (2021), Noise: A Flaw in Human
Judgment (2021), and Sludge: What
Stops Us from Getting Things Done and
What to Do About It (2021), co-authored
with Richard Thaler. Note that as Sunstein’s books get ever slighter, they are
published more frequently—four books
in 2019, and three in 2021. He is the
James Patterson or Barbara Cartland of
public policy.
Now at Harvard Law School, Sunstein is the founder and director of the
Program on Behavioral Economics.
In its application to public policy, behavioral economics attempts to build
upon and modify the earlier “law and
economics” school, centered among libertarian economists and lawyers at the
University of Chicago, where Sunstein
taught in his youth. The behavioralists
retained the neoclassical assumption
that each person has an objective self-interest, which can be defined by others as
well as by that person. But they rejected
the idea that people necessarily know
what their own self-interest is. Factors
like short-termism may lead people to
undertake actions that they later regret.
Wise people everywhere have known
this for hundreds and thousands of
years. But in most societies, customs,
religious commandments, statutes, and
ordinances have sought to align individual behavior with good behavior. As an
alternative, Sunstein and Thaler proposed in Nudge that governments adopt
a philosophy of “libertarian paternalism.” It is paternalistic in that governments would attempt to protect citizens
from their own self-destructive impulses, and libertarian inasmuch as it would
do so indirectly, by creating “choice
architectures” relying on incentives
and psychological tricks, rather than
directly, by prohibitions or mandates.
For example, in public school cafeterias,
healthy foods would be placed up front,
and unhealthy snacks and desserts, rather than being banned outright, would
be available but semi-hidden, to trick
youngsters into going for fruit rather
than cupcakes (this suggests an imperfect understanding of child psychology).

At the time of its publication, the assessment of Nudge by intellectuals was
mostly negative. Libertarians pointed
out, correctly, that libertarian paternalism is a contradiction in terms; Sunstein and Thaler were simply advocating
government paternalism. For their part,
progressive and conservative intellectuals alike tended to reject libertarian
paternalism as secretive, manipulative,
technocratic despotism. It sought to replace publicly understood laws preceded by public debate with the decisions of
an all-wise, benevolent caste of mostly
unelected “choice architects” in government offices, who allegedly understand the interests of ordinary people
better than ordinary people themselves,
and who would use a variety of subtle
psychological tricks to manipulate the
masses into doing what they ought to
do for their own good. As the Johns
Hopkins political scientist Steven M.
Teles wrote in The American Interest
in a review of Sunstein’s first Nudge sequel, Why Nudge?, “the language about
helping people using their higher values over their lower ones seems to be
a bit of a smokescreen for an argument
designed to legitimate enforcing on an
individual what the regulator takes to be
superior judgment.”
But if the intelligentsia was not impressed by Nudge and its sequels, the
political class, as addicted to fads as
corporate management—remember Reinventing Government?—jumped on the
bandwagon. President Barack Obama
appointed Sunstein to be his regulatory
czar in the Office of Management and
Budget’s Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs (OIRA), and there was
much buzz about nudging in London,
Paris, and other capitals. President Joe
Biden recently appointed Sunstein to
help roll back restrictive immigration
rules in the Department of Homeland
Security—an easy job, one imagines, because under Biden the federal government has almost completely ceased to
enforce federal immigration law.
Sludge, the latest book by Sunstein,
complements Nudge in addition to
rhyming with it. Sunstein’s concern in
this book is not nudging people toward
desired outcomes, but removing barriers—chiefly excessive paperwork—that

tabletmag.com

September 9–15, 2022 • 14–20 Elul, 5782

turn people away from desired outcomes, like voter registration or welfare state programs for which they are
eligible. Having spent much of the last
two months trying to correct an error
with my electric utility account, and
having recently wasted time filling out
multiple pages of forms in advance of
my annual physical, I am sympathetic
to any Alexander who wants to cut the
Gordian knot of red tape. But there are
two problems with Sunstein’s account
of sludge.
The first is his partisanship. There
is a tension between his neutral, technocratic tone, and his partisan preferences, which is manifest in his selection
of examples of sludge itself. Outside of
the green wing of the Democratic Party, there is a widespread consensus that
the worst form of government-created
sludge today consists of excessive environmental regulations, including project-delaying requirements for environmental impact statements, which act as a
tax on the poor by making many things,
from housing to infrastructure to food
production, either more expensive or
legally impossible—without much environmental benefit to show for it.
On reading Sludge, I expected Sunstein to discuss the ways that excessive
and misguided environmental regulations paralyze public and private construction and drive homeowners and
landowners crazy. Not a word: only two
mentions of the Environmental Protection Agency on two pages, in lists of
federal agencies.
While excluding any discussion of
onerous environmental regulations that
might upset the green lobby on the left,
Sunstein devotes much of Sludge to discussing ways that poor people who are
eligible for various means-tested welfare state benefits never access them
because the potential beneficiaries just
give up rather than fill out paperwork
or contact various offices. In taking it
for granted that a large population of
American workers can only survive
with means-tested government assistance, Sunstein is not a traditional liberal, but a neoliberal.
In the New Deal regime that lasted
between the 1930s and the 1970s, created by Roosevelt and ratified by Dwight
9

Eisenhower and Richard Nixon, workers who worked full time were generally
not poor and could live on their wages,
thanks to a high degree of unionization,
which also benefited nonunionized
workers, and minimal immigration of
unskilled workers during the mid-20th
century. Today, however, according to a
University of California, Berkeley study
in 2013, a quarter of American workers
rely on at least one welfare program, as
do more than 50% of fast-food workers.
Under today’s neoliberal system,
the government allows employers to
pay wages that are too low to survive
on, and then the government uses taxpayer money to bail out the underpaid
workers, with programs like the Earned
Income Tax Credit (EITC)—a subsidy
to poverty-wage workers—and in-kind
benefits like food stamps and housing
vouchers. The Labor Center at Berkeley
has calculated that welfare for low-wage
American workers costs taxpayers $150
billion each year. As Teresa Ghilarducci
and Aida Farmand noted in The American Prospect in 2019, “The heavy reliance on the EITC, rather than the minimum wage and the strength of trade
unions, is one major reason why the U.S.
leads the OECD in the share of jobs that
pay poverty wages—a full 25.3 percent
of jobs are poverty jobs, compared to 3
percent of jobs in Norway.”
In the neoliberal elite subculture in
which Sunstein has flourished as an
author, expert, and policymaker, providing a living wage to all Americans
is off the table—we’re not going there,
it’s crazy Bernie Sanders talk. Sunstein, a typical neoliberal in this sense,
praises the EITC for its relative lack
of paperwork:
For the EITC, the secret of relative success is an unlikely coalition
between business interests and those
seeking to help the working poor.
Business interests much like the
EITC because it creates an incentive
for low-wage work. Those who care
about the working poor like the EITC
because it makes the working poor
less poor. The two interests have been
able to work together—not to make
the program as generous as it might
be, but at least to reduce sludge.
tabletmag.com

“If schools had
coin-operated
toilets, Sunstein’s
priority would
be reducing the
paperwork needed
for the government
to provide coins
to poor kids.”

In his discussion of school lunches,
Sunstein is just as careful not to stray
from the neoliberal herd into social
democratic or populist territory. His
sole concern is to make it easier for
poor kids and their families to sign up
for subsidized school lunches. He does
not ask an obvious question: How can
state governments and local school systems run a public-school monopoly at
taxpayer expense, requiring all but a
few private-school and home-schoolers
to attend, and yet demand at the same
time that the children pay for their own
meals at school? Should government
hall monitors collect tolls from students
walking to class? Should K-12 schools
have coin-operated bathrooms?
Sunstein just wants to reduce the paperwork, for good programs and awful
programs alike. If schools did install
coin-operated toilets, Sunstein’s priority would be reducing the paperwork
needed for the government to provide
coins to poor kids.
I have saved the best for last. As his
cure for reducing sludge created and
managed by federal bureaucracies, Sunstein proposes that all agencies undertake sludge audits. That’s right. The cure
for excessive government paperwork is
more government paperwork.
Those of us concerned about big
questions of dysfunctional public policy
September 9–15, 2022 • 14–20 Elul, 5782

design, rather than the real but incidental problem of paperwork, should turn
from the concept of sludge to the concept of kludge. In National Affairs in
2013, Steven Teles published “Kludgeocracy in America.” According to Teles:
The term [kludge] comes out of
the world of computer programming, where a kludge is an inelegant
patch put in place to solve an unexpected problem and designed to be
backward-compatible with the rest
of an existing system … “Clumsy but
temporarily effective” also describes
much of American public policy
today. To see policy kludges in action, one need look no further than
the mind-numbing complexity of
the health-care system (which even
Obamacare’s champions must admit
has only grown more complicated under the new law, even if in their view
the system is now also more just),
or our byzantine system of funding
higher education, or our bewildering
federal-state system of governing everything from welfare to education
to environmental regulation. America
has chosen to govern itself through
more indirect and incoherent policy
mechanisms than can be found in any
comparable country.

An example of kludgeocratic policy
in the United States is its retirement
system, which Sunstein discusses in
Sludge. Sunstein notes correctly that
Social Security is a success because of
the simplicity of its structure and administration, not merely the minimal
paperwork that structure requires. In
contrast, defined contribution programs like individual 401(k)s and IRAs
are the very embodiment of dystopian
kludgeocracy (my view, not Sunstein’s).
Their value is unpredictable and depends on the state of the stock market
in retirement, if savings are invested in
mutual funds. Only a fraction of eligible
workers take up offers by employers to
contribute matches to employee savings.
And mutual funds are notorious for hidden fees and misleading descriptions of
their services.
By the logic of Telesian anti-kludgeocracy, the answer might simply be
10

an expansion of Social Security, as
my colleagues and I at New America
(which published an earlier version of
Teles’ essay) suggested a decade ago.
Similar proposals have been made
by Massachusetts Sen. Elizabeth
Warren and other Democratic leaders. But most Democrats favor complicated, kludgey alternatives, like
automatic enrollment of workers in
IRAs, despite their inferiority to Social Security.
Why? One reason is mainstream
Re publ ic a n opp o s it ion to a ny

expansion of Social Security. Another
factor is neoliberal pro-market, anti-government ideology, summed up
in Bill Clinton’s famous statement,
“The era of big government is over.”
Most important, perhaps, is the dependence of today’s Democratic Party on donations from Wall Street.
Money managers can skim fees from
tax-favored private savings accounts,
but not from Social Security.
Compared to Teles’ powerful concept of kludgeocracy, which goes to the
heart of our dysfunctional government,

The Painful Mediocrity
of White Boy Rap
From ‘Blue Slide Park’ to Jack Harlow, rap fans can’t shake their
enchantment with inoffensive, uninspired whiteness
BY JAYSON BUFORD

M

ac Miller performs
at the Coachella
Valley Music and
Arts Festival in Indio, California,
2017Kevin Mazur/
Getty Images for Coachella
Since rap is founded on Black men
dazzling listeners as they bring the opportunities and dissension of American
livelihood to life, it constantly befuddles me that fans latch on to white rappers like they’re a slap-hitting shortstop. Every five years, a white rapper
that wouldn’t survive on a Wu-Tang
song—or on a Youngboy song, for that
matter—reaches stratospheric levels of
popularity. White fans are comfortable
with white rappers because they’re wallpaper for expensive production, studio
intuitiveness, and work ethic, not because they’re saying anything more
heartbreaking or hard-hitting than the
Black rappers these listeners tend to

ignore. White rappers take advantage
of the vulturous incentive structure
of music streaming services by riding
waves that their Black and more dynamic counterparts already made. Amid all
the posturing and confusion as to why
a grating mediocrity like Jack Harlow
is now a superstar, we forget that his
massive commercial success has been
made possible by the look-alikes of the
past, and that Harlow-type characters
are a timeless feature of the grift that is
American fame.
Rap fans of every color always seem to
fall for people like Harlow: a guy whose
whiteness makes him easy to sell to the
masses and who also has good enough
rap etiquette for Black people to accept
him. One of his crucial forerunners was
Mac Miller, the Pittsburgh emcee who
tragically died of a drug overdose in
2018, at the age of 26. Since then, Miller
has somehow become the subject of an
upcoming biography, held an audience
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Sunstein’s discussion of sludge seems
trivial—to use my favorite British
word, it is twee. I hope that professor
Teles will consider turning his 2013
essay into a pop nonfiction book titled
Kludge, that it will lead to fame and fortune and be followed by two or three sequels each year, and that his publishers
in their promotional copy will describe
him as a “rogue political scientist” and
“the most dangerous man in America.”
This article was originally published on
September 13, 2022

of 20 million monthly Spotify listeners,
and released a posthumous album. It is
all way too celebratory for a musician
that made progressive-seeming rap for
secret simpletons. In the same way Harlow is mid for the proletariat, Miller is
mid for the faux-thinkers.
The continuing popularity and high
critical status of Mac Miller comes from
rap fandom’s lasting relationship with
whiteness, the kind of whiteness that is
inoffensive and cheerful. Miller is put
on a pedestal for his gregariousness, not
because he rapped at an especially high
level. The fact he’s considered a legend
goes beyond the rudimentary idea of
white privilege. The catchall of “cultural appropriation” doesn’t quite explain
it either. We don’t have a word for the
larger phenomena of a figure like Mac
Miller being lauded as if he was Tupac,
but like a white supremacist I know
once said, you’re seeing it more and
more every day.
Early in his career, Mac Miller was
known as a frat rapper. Miller rapped
about his dick, drinking, and weed, in
the same vein as Asher Roth, or even
Ad-Rock. He made an album for the
frat boys that get bullied by the more
dominant frat boys. There wasn’t even
a pathological American Psycho-type
ethos for listeners to grapple with in
Miller’s early work, which offered white
male mediocrity in especially miniature
form. It also wasn’t believable because it
didn’t go deep enough.
Rap listeners want to hear the darkest
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thoughts that the well-meaning side of
your brain doesn’t want you to say. At
least one major white rapper has broken through that important mental and
artistic barrier. The music of Eminem
had its sacrifice of musicality and other
pitfalls, but only Woody Allen, Kendall Roy, and Bill Clinton did white male
angst as well as Mr. Mathers. Of course
Woody’s male angst is more specifically
Jewish than Eminem’s. Miller was Jewish too, but that’s an identity that’s more
a part of Drake’s work than his. Drake
has rapped about whether he went
astray by not going to yeshiva and got
bar mitzvahed in a hit music video. At
the same time, he’s talked about Jewish
kids calling him a “schvartze,” a derogatory Yiddish term for Black kids. Drake’s
Blackness and Jewishness operates as a
pressure cooker, or as two gravitational
poles of his being. Miller generally shied
away from anything as interesting as all
that, and rarely rhymed about what, if
anything, his Jewish background meant
to him.
The suburban fantasia that both
exists within and dutifully devours
the works of Judd Apatow and Adam
McKay can sleep well at night knowing
that Blue Slide Park, Miller’s 2011 debut
full-length, sold a respectable 150,000
albums in the first week after its 2011
release, good for No. 1 on the Billboard
chart. Needless to say, it got some awful
reviews. Pitchfork gave it a 1.0, in what
amounted to a public spanking.
Miller was embarrassed. To his credit,
he went to work. Moving from the hiphop backwater of Pittsburgh to a Los
Angeles scene and with rappers like Earl
Sweatshirt and Vince Staples headlining
it paid dividends. Mac took some inspiration from Earl, the Odd Future-affiliated lyrical savant, and produced several
tracks with him, earning the co-sign of
one of the leading artists of his generation. Miller showed he was willing to
tackle more complex sounds within jazz
rap, signaling to audiences that he was
hip to more cutting-edge sounds, and
was an active part of a thriving artistic
community. He never rapped that well,
and never made a project that advanced
his subgenre of progressive jazz rap, but
he was able to push to the next level of
fame by becoming a well-known cog
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“Black fans can’t
understand why
someone loved in
part because of his
whiteness is so
mad at the world.”

in a larger machine. Next came 2013’s
Watching Movies with the Sound Off and
the 2014 mixtape Faces. With songs like
“Diablo,” Miller had become passable.
Faces is now regarded as a modern
classic, both for its addiction blues and
its solid production, but it still wasn’t
a good album, just a continuance of a
ready-made style that stronger rappers
had perfected.
As Miller was blowing up, something
about his success struck me as inauthentic and unearned. People work harder to
get better in all kinds of different fields,
but they still have to be skillful as their
damn selves. Despite his struggles with
substance abuse, Miller owes his style
to the better rappers who inspired him,
not to his own personal experiences.
On songs like “100 Grandkids,” he has
bars that sound like the 2000s Atlanta
trap icon Jeezy (“I could sell snow to
a ski slope”) and others that are unremarkable weed talk. Typical of Miller, the song has no rich ideas; even its
most biting parts aren’t edgy enough to
risk seeming unacceptable. Meanwhile
Miller could never get to the level of
the superior artists he’d worked with.
The shadow of Earl Sweatshirt, a rapper
whose angst and sophistication widely
outpaces Miller’s, was hovering over every album Miller ever made.
Now, guys like Earl and Vince wouldn’t
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ever complain that Miller couldn’t hang
with them skillwise. Miller was their
friend and collaborator. Miller paid his
dues and put the two LA trailblazers in a
position where they could succeed off of
the former frat rapper’s growing fame.
Miller’s production, the best aspect of
his work, was honed through hours of
studio time with those two gentlemen.
This proximity explains Miller’s legitimacy in hip-hop circles better than his
actual music does. In the same way that
Jack Harlow has respect from noteworthy street rapper EST Gee—and might
not even have reached chart-topper status if the embattled Charlotte superstar
DaBaby hadn’t endorsed him—Miller is
someone that rappers have respect for
because of the way he carried himself
around them. In a lot of ways, he is our
token white emcee, someone who Jay-Z
can say “he nice, too” about after listing
off the Black rappers who the Brooklyn
legend thinks of as influential.
Miller’s acclaim gets at this striking
reality that Black rappers can make a
white rapper huge, but it doesn’t resolve
any of the inequities in how rappers
are perceived and has made them even
starker. From the Black perspective,
there’s a tension between wanting hiphop to be appreciated while not wanting
the white fans to overstep. Eminem was
an Elvis-like cultural earthquake, a singular talent that still used Black music
to make himself a culture-dominating
figure, until he mellowed into a more acceptable version of the Mountain Dew
music of Kid Rock. Even the success of
early career Eminem makes some listeners uneasy. In particular, Black fans can’t
understand why someone loved in part
because of his whiteness is so mad at the
world. Eminem’s skill wouldn’t be as big
a deal if he wasn’t white. He would maybe be rated as high as Redman or Method Man, who are great, but they aren’t
the biggest-selling artists of their time
the way Eminem was.
Post Malone, the next white hip-hop
megastar after Eminem, was written off
by critics, even white ones, for making
statements that contributed to rockist
and popist tropes about hip-hop as a
genre lacking emotional awareness. Not
only was this asinine view not true, it
was especially rich addressed to a guy
12

whose breakout song was called “White
Iverson.” Nowadays, Malone has settled
into a bland career headlining festivals
and arenas. He barely says anything anymore. He learned how to be acceptable,
and nothing else.
Oregon rapper Yeat, who is far less
radio-friendly than Post Malone, is currently making waves for his woozy production and seeming inescapability online. But it’s a farce. Yeat is not a strong
writer, nor is he particularly mysterious,
no matter how hard he seems to be trying. Listen past the bells and reverb and
his music is just a version of Playboi
Carti and the Young Stoner Life records
trap sound, except without their engaging personalities, and without their
sense of caginess that often functions
as its own new language. When Carti’s
rapping, it’s subversive and challenging,
and his use of negative space is unnerving. If Yeat sounds like a white kid that
wanted to rap after hearing Whole Lotta
Red or Back From the Dead, it’s because
that’s exactly who he is. The Portland
product is nothing more than a junkie of
edgier-sounding popular tastes. He’s the
cautionary tale, or the poster child, for
Soundcloud rap tropes. Nothing about
him is personable or inscrutable. He’s
just a guy who likes music.
A generation that has to deal with
death on a massive scale and cataclysmic
levels of poverty deserves better. We
already made the mistake of thinking
Travis Scott was actually good. The mediocre rap artists that have progressive
sensibilities, who use jazz production,
808 snares, or mid-tempo funk, can be
just as bad as mediocre rappers who
have a more shopworn sound. There are
artists who really do prove the auteur
theory of hip-hop—Tyler the Creator,
or Playboi Carti— and then there’s whatever it is that Yeat and Travis Scott do.
Yeat and Miller are both rappers with
a supposedly futuristic sound, but they
do nothing remarkable with their apparent love of better, earlier music. At
its worst and most cynical, their output
is a corrupt comedy under the guise of
prog-rap. Yeat is meant for the Soundcloud comment section—meant for the
types of fans that chide Eminem for his
crassness but somehow don’t bat an eye
at Yeat’s questionable turban. Yeat and

his trademark headwear put him closer
to Malone than to Miller, but they’re all
from the same ilk. They’re white rappers for whom originality isn’t the selling point.
As with Miller, white fans love this
dude. On the music blog No Bells’ YouTube page, there is a video where a
white fan (who suspiciously looks like
Jack Harlow if the Louisville star was
a fitness freak) says that Yeat is “just the
GOAT. Like who else is fucking with
him?” If this video wasn’t so hilarious,
seeing this high school sophomore go on
to express dissatisfaction at the music
of Playboi Carti and Lil Uzi Vert would
make me sport a dashiki that might put
Dr. Umar to shame.
At least Mac Miller eventually became a passable writer, something Yeat,
Post Malone, and Harlow haven’t become and may never become. His taste
led him to understand that in order to
succeed, the slushy and cloudy raps of
Earl Sweatshirt had to become his style
too. Dropping bars about addiction, no
matter how average they are, is also a
personally risky move that can get you
a huge amount of fans if the music connects, which it clearly did for a large
number of people. Miller was trying his
best to succeed, and the attempt actually
does count for something.
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I genuinely think most white rap fans
and artists aren’t posturing and actually do care about hip-hop. Most of them
aren’t trying to make a joke of the genre.
To be a human being is to give people
grace and patience. And to be a Black
hip-hop fan is to want hip-hop to be recognized while still being wary of who
will recognize it and how—and why.
White fans, who don’t come from the
same background as us, are figuring it
out. White fans are mostly earnestly trying to engage in a genre that occupies
space in the minds and hearts of Black
Americans in every place in the nation.
Because of the socioeconomic prison
that rappers grow up in, they understand the freedom a Black person has
when they have finally achieved their
dreams. In the course of gaining this
freedom, the best rappers come to understand how conditional and unusual
that freedom is, meaning that no matter

where they go, they still aren’t totally
free. Even when rappers start to turn
into billionaires like Jay-Z, they discover the ravening and ironclad mentality
needed to reach and stay at that level.
Rap is a genre, but it’s also life, no matter if it is expressed in a high-minded
protest song or in a populist street anthem like “We Paid.” When Mac Miller
became big, what did it really mean?
His success was almost a manifestation of the less freighted mindset of the
white fan.
Miller was trying earnestly to succeed
in hip-hop. People saw him working
hard and paying his dues. When he tragically passed, fans were shell-shocked.
He had made it: He had a feature on a
DJ Premier beat. He made a song with
the legendary Cam’ron. Mac was so
persistent and likable that people now
thought of his high status as earned.
White fans want that acceptance too.
They saw Mac’s acceptance and internalized it as their own, on top of however much they enjoyed listening to the
lesser version of the prog rap scene in
Los Angeles. Miller’s success shows
that white fans still need that feeling of
thinking they’ve been allowed in.
It was never only about the music
with Mac. It was about how he started
in hip-hop, what white fans saw in him,
and how Black fans and artists are secretly drawn to white rappers that treat
us with respect. He wasn’t craven or
embarrassing like Post Malone or Yeat,
which means Miller can be invited to
a Jay-Z tweet thread of all-time greats
that he had no business being in.
In a sign of real progress, Jack Harlow’s latest album, Come Home the Kids
Miss You, was widely considered a flop.
Critics panned it. Harlow’s careerism is
hollow and cynical. The now-infamous
anecdote about him wanting to be the
“biggest rapper in the world” as a teenager shows the calculated self-promotion you need to become a star. That’s
all Jack Harlow has. The only thing he
is good at is wanting to become a star.
After that burning desire wanes into
actual stardom, listeners typically discover an emptiness that has doubters
giving “I told you so” looks to everyone.
His failures produce a lopsided sly smile
that only Jessie Buckley can replicate.
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Miller has been dead for years, so his
own adjustment of reputation to reality might take a little longer. Mac Miller’s The Divine Feminine landed on the
Rolling Stone Top 200 hip-hop albums
list, outrageously enough. The centerpiece song on the album is “Dang!”
where Miller raps such immortal lines
as “I just eat pussy other people need
food.” It doesn’t seem out of the question that Harlow will become a more
working-class Mac Miller, skating by

with a do-gooder sense of ethics and
passable music. Mac Miller or Jack
Harlow is not to be blamed for this
American habit of elevating mediocrity, but they are the ones to benefit
from it. The cheerful-faced alabaster
rapper never adds anything. They lack
the deep pain and complexity that
characterized the work of less-famous
Black artists.
The weird adulation for Miller makes
some sense. He actually did improve and

Beyond Poetry
An appreciation of Laura Riding, the great Jewish modernist poet
who abandoned her genius to grow oranges in Florida
BY BLAKE SMITH

L

aura Riding (19011990)—born Laura Reichenthal to Eastern
European Jewish immigrants in New York—is
perhaps the least familiar to us of the great American modernist poets who revolutionized our
literature in the first half of the 20th
century. Famous in her own day, in
the company of Hart Crane, Gertrude
Stein, and W.H. Auden, Riding renounced poetry in her early 40s to devote herself, in the obscurity of rural
Florida, to citrus farming and the philosophy of language.
For decades she disappeared from
the literary scene. Only toward the
end of her life did she begin to answer,
often irascibly, a growing correspondence from a new generation of literary scholars and admirers fascinated by
her powerful, original poetry, and saddened that she had abandoned it. She
could be compared, both in her ambition towards, and escape from, poetry,
to Arthur Rimbaud, the French radical
poet who fled his literary celebrity, and
writing itself, to become a merchant in

Africa. Unlike Rimbaud, however, Riding offered cogent explanations for her
decision in which she denounced poetry
as an inherently false medium that does
not permit writers or readers to access
the “truth” of human experience.
In a 1980 preface to the reedition of
her collected poems, Riding traced her
movement from poetry to philosophy
in exalted terms. In the first half of her
life, she wrote, she had been “religious
in her devotion to poetry,” religious in
the sense of dedicating herself to poetry
as the privileged means “to think, to be,
with truth.” While traditional religion
struck Riding as a kind of “idealism,”
oriented to what was not, in fact, there,
poetry seemed, at first, to entail the
“pursuit of spiritual realism,” of intimate, ordinary human experience in its
most intense and clearest light, usually
overshadowed in our busy, thoughtless
quotidian confusion. A poem, as Riding
conceived it, was not supposed to confess something about the particularities
of one’s own private life, or to run with
special grace and ingenuity through the
established repertoire of conventionally imagined human situations. It was to
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dive into some risky production. But he
was never a top-tier artist. In life, he
became what he was for reasons that
had more to do with the economies and
psychologies of his era’s hip-hop scene
than they did with his actual music. The
mystique that makes him appear to be
anything more than what he was comes
largely from the fact that he’s dead.
This article was originally published on
September 13, 2022.

reveal “on behalf of human beings generally” the fundamental but forgotten
aspects of our life in the world. The desire for such revelation, she continued, is
“an intention implicit in human nature,”
our commonest and inmost longing.
But, Riding argued, poetry had proved
a snare. Poetry was animated by our
desire to better know ourselves and escape the partial, inadequate knowledge
by which we dull ourselves to torpor or
frenzy ourselves in buzzing, purposeless
illusions of activity—it was democratic
and universal. But poets, qua poets, cannot resist thinking of their particular,
specialized activity as something “aristocratic,” in which exceptionally skilled
verbal technicians manipulate symbols
to clever effect. And indeed, poets cannot wrest their thinking free from the
cliches that obscure our everyday use
of language without, perhaps, becoming incomprehensible to the ordinary
people whose experience poetry is supposed to illuminate.
Poetry therefore ends in an impasse.
While it ought to reveal how all of us
truly are, yet, insofar as it departs from
conventional language and is practiced
by a minority of individuals at the
margins of our culture, it cannot but
become a kind of shibboleth by which
supposedly cultured writers distinguish
themselves from others—and thus alienate themselves and language still more
radically from our shared hunger for
human reality.
It was perhaps more these explanations than her abandonment of poetry
that has made Riding an obscure figure
today. If she had simply disappeared, or
14

In our own era, poetry may not seem
worth the trouble to indict. We find it
now, when we find it, in sadly deficient
modes: the banal idiocies of “Instagram
poets” like Rupi Kaur (Amanda Gorman
being a superficially “political” version
of this type); the bloodless tedium and
glib piffle that appears in polite magazines like The New Yorker by bores like
Richie Hoffmann and Noah Warren;
“identity”-mongering confessions in
which bits of Chinese or Spanish pathetically signify self-exoticism (pick
up a copy of Poetry magazine!); the unmarketable academic projects that tenured poets assign to graduate students.
People who love poetry, knowing
how bad it is now, may hardly feel the
need to ask whether even the best poetry—which we are so far from getting—is
something we should want. By forcing
us to ask this question, by putting poetry itself at risk, Riding may, however,
be the challenge we need to return purpose and vigor to this withered branch
of American letters. If not, she would
say, then cut it down.
Riding was a philosophical poet, for
whom poetry was above all a medium
for communicating ideas. Her early
work, included in her first volume,
The Close Chaplet (1926—recently republished by the Ugly Duckling Presse), showed her facility with conventional prosody and rhyme, but also
announced that the young poet was
already dissatisfied with their limitations and inherent connection to what
seemed to be the exhausted topic of
love. In “As Well as Any Other,” Riding
addressed the muse of romantic poetry, Erato, declaring that while perfectly capable of writing about “what
we know / in common secrecy”—that
is, desire—Riding would rather find a

rarer, more challenging subject for her
own writing.
This was, on a personal level, an announcement of her break with the circle
of young male poets around Vanderbilt
University—the Fugitives—who were
the first to bring her to the attention of
the literary world. Riding’s poetry had
met with the enthusiasm of members
such as Robert Penn Warren and, especially, Allen Tate (with whom Riding
had a brief affair) but she seems to have
felt that she was being made to play the
second-rate part of a young poetess to
be admired (and ultimately discarded),
not an intellectual equal. Riding would
face a similar problem in the following
decade, when she lived in a four-way romantic and domestic relationship that
included the poet and novelist Robert
Graves, who saw her as an archetypal
embodiment of the Muse. After leaving this relationship in the most melodramatic way possible—leaping out of
a window as the other three members
watched in horror—Riding still haunted
Graves, becoming the inspiration for his
turgid and baffling celebration of the divine feminine, The White Goddess.
The poem was also a manifesto for
the next stage of her career, in which
Riding experimented with a new poetic
form (inspired in part by her friend Gertrude Stein) organized by repetitions
and unexpected combinations of words
rather than by traditional structures
of versification. Through these efforts,
Riding used poetry as means of intellectual inquiry, asking questions about
the nature of truth, the limitations of
language, the relationship between the
world and our knowledge of it, and the
essence of the self. In her intention to
capture “truth” in novel poetic form, she
might be compared to Wallace Stevens,
but her style had none of his archness,
humor or pretentiousness. Her poems
were—and over the ’30s grew more—
direct, serious, and spare. Nor did her
poems have the showy erudition of
those of Ezra Pound or T.S. Eliot, the
other American modernist poets who
reinvented themselves, and American
poetry, in Europe (Riding left America
in 1925, returning only a decade and a
half later, after she had given up poetry).
Her work is difficult not because it sends
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tragically died, a romantic aura could
have been built around her (as it was
around fellow modernist genius Hart
Crane). But because, with what must
have seemed to those few—including
Susan Sontag, who listed Riding as one
of her avant-garde inspirations—faithful appreciators of the postwar years as
a perversion of her poetic genius, Riding regarded poetry, hers and everyone
else’s, as a “failure.”

the reader to the dictionary or leaves
him wishing for footnotes, but because
it uses apparently ordinary language
in strange, surprising ways to provoke
philosophical insights that place her,
not just among other intellectual poets
of the era but in the company of philosophical contemporaries like Ludwig
Wittgenstein and Martin Heidegger.
One of the themes of Riding’s poetry is the difficult necessity of stripping
away artifice, in both the language of
poetry and in our inherited understandings of the world. In “Auspice of
Jewels,” she begins by describing the
“jeweled fascinations” by which an unnamed “They” have surrounded “us.”
Riding uses jewelry as a metaphor for all
the ways the products of human hands
and minds help us to evade the central
mystery of human being as we encounter it in the face of every other person.
The original light of the human face, she
suggests, has been drawn out into jewels that glitter on ears, necks and hands:
“The light which was spent in jewels /
has performed upon the face / a gradual
eclipse.” Gladly dazzled by these twinkling, derivative lights, we are relieved
not to have to look into each other’s
eyes, not to confront the “too immediate” intensity that shines from the face
of the other. It is now, however, time to
strip off these “adornments” that had
distracted and protected us from the
“flagrant realness” of each other: “from
this reunion of ourselves and them …
Comes an astonished flash like truth.”
This “truth” that Riding sought is not
the same as mere knowledge. In one of
her rare poems in an autobiographical
vein, Riding described her childhood
education as inculcating dull conformity that falsified self and world: “I
was obedient … / I learned to know the
frown from the pursed smile / I won the
prizes which are won / By future citizens, trained dogs …” In the classroom,
the “world is broken into knowledges,”
isolated facts and techniques that never seem to relate back to a meaningful
whole. Instead of appearing as a unified
horizon within which human beings
dwell, the “world” appears as a fragmented set of unrelated bits of information that cannot orient us: “The world is
many, we have learned.” The challenge
15

While the “world,” for Riding, is a totality, the rightful apprehension of which
is “truth,” which can be restored to us
by proper use of language, our “self” is
only a fragment arrogantly promoted to
the rank of the whole. One of her early
poems, “Incarnations,” concludes with
these lines: “I grain by grain recall the
original dust / And, looking down a stair
of memory, keep saying: / This was never I.” The self is not a coherent, static
thing inside us, she insists throughout her work. We are, rather, participants in the dance of the “world,” the
ones to whom and in whom it appears
and moves. Pursuing self-knowledge
by trying to know ourselves in terms
of biographical facts or cultivating a
self-image to be sustained by the opinion of others, therefore, is a pitiful detour away from an openness towards the
world in which our conventional ideas
about ourselves dissolve.
Riding made this point most forcefully in a long critical essay, “Jocasta” (1928),
a polemic against Wyndham Lewis’
aesthetics and politics. Lewis, Riding
thought, was rightfully opposed to calls
in the ’30s from political figures on the
right and left for writers to subordinate
the personal perspective of the artist to
the needs of whichever party, movement,
etc., was imagined to be the “vanguard.”
Against such demands to extinguish one’s
own intellect by putting it in the service
of a group that spoke in the name of an
imagined plenitude—the nation, the proletariat, etc.—one must, she agreed with
Lewis, insist that these specters do not
represent the whole, or truth, which we
can approach only through the difficult
work of thinking for ourselves.
But, Riding continued, Lewis—and
all others who resist collectivist politics
in the name of “individualism”—misunderstood the depth of the problem. He
pitted the freedom of the personal self
against the unfreedom of those who
gave orders in the name of something

greater. Riding agreed that these latter
spokesmen of the collective misrepresented themselves as agents of the
whole, which only can be approached
in a spirit of freedom and honesty, but
insisted that the “self,” is also an agent
of unfreedom. The ego is a little state
or party, making declarations about its
values and agendas, and losing sight of
the world that beckons beyond our own
identity and interest.
The self as we usually understand it,
she warned, is only an extension of the
collectivity against which individualists like Lewis vainly struggle. It is an
entirely “social self,” an accumulation
of our prejudices and inherited misunderstandings; it is not that part of us
that can listen to the call of “truth,” that
deepest, religious yearning. The latter
is a “non-social self” at work in us when
we undergo, for example, literary inspiration or spiritual ecstasy. It is “outside”
any “tradition and without reference to
cultural line of succession.” It is what we
all have in common, as human beings,
and what separates us, in the moments
when we apprehend it, from all products of human society, releasing us into
that vulnerable, newborn openness to
reality, unguarded by any previous conception of it, each of us truly is.
Riding’s dismissal of culture and tradition was of a piece with her rarely addressing her Jewishness—or anything
else about what we would now call her
“identity” in her writing. She refused to
be published in special issues dedicated to “women writers,” and was said by
her former love Allen Tate to be a kind
of cosmopolitan poet who was hardly
American at all (a point that, from the
reactionary Catholic poet might be taken as an anti-Jewish smear). For such labels and those who needed them, Riding
showed contempt. But in her poem “The
Last Covenant,” Riding took on Judaism,
declaring poetry the successor to religion, and herself the successor to Moses.
Riding begins with a thought that
soon interrupts itself, “If ever had a
covenant been sought / If ever truth had
been like night sat up with,” which, by
being broken off, suggests that there has
never been a proper “covenant,” that the
one between God and Israel was in some
way false. The second line implies that
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of poetry is to restore the broken unity of the world by clearing language of
its cliched distractions and letting us,
thinking and speaking afresh, discover
that we are the apertures into and from
which the world, in its wholeness, ceaselessly pours.

the defect of the old pseudo-covenant
was that it was not founded on a desire
for truth, which, if sought, would lead us
to lie awake wondering and doubting—
not sleeping securely in the promises of
faith. After a stanza, Riding resumes her
original thought, declaring now openly,
“There were never covenants.” What we
had were only dodges, by which people
accepted semblances of truth as a relief from the work of uncertainty, and
celebrated themselves “in the wooden
name of God.” But, the poem interrupts
itself again, what about “those infatuated ordinances / Scratched on the stubborn tablets of persuasion?” These were
only, Riding counters, “thoughts left unthought … reverence to a ghost-king.”
Having dismissed traditional religion,
the Ten Commandments, Moses, and
God, Riding foretells a new covenant.
“For a man is a long, late adventure,”
she wrote, who will at last know to
seek pure truth rather than such proxies as God and tradition. Doing so will
mean abandoning one’s commitments
and identities, wandering just as the
Jews did in the desert. It will also mean
recognizing that what one had taken
for granted as knowledge of the world
and self was as temporary, and indeed as
much a “trial,” as that wandering: “You
shall leave those places / Each a camp
raised in the shifting wilderness /… You
shall reach this place.”
Where Riding arrived was the end of
poetry, which is a place where perhaps
few will follow her. Or perhaps, in our
era when poetry is merely an unpopular genre of literature rather than anyone’s candidate for the best approach to
truth, we have already, without sharing
her bold thinking, followed her path.
Retracing our steps back to Riding’s
original sense of poetry as a religious
vocation, and then her abandonment of
it as yet another false faith—like monotheism and politics—is an opportunity to rediscover one of the greatest of
modern Jewish writers (great, precisely,
in her wrestling with those adjectives)
and to reawaken the “intention implicit
in human nature” that drives us to, and
perhaps beyond, poetry.
This article was originally published on
September 12, 2022.
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→ Over the past three years, at least 97 current members of Congress or their

On the eve of Easter in 1144, less than
a century after Jews first migrated
to the growing east England town
of Norwich, population 10,000 and
fast becoming a center of European
trade, the body of a young boy was
discovered in some nearby woods.
Rumors quickly spread that the
boy, whose name was William, had
been tortured; that the local Jews
had done it; that miracles now
surrounded his body—bright lights,
strange emanations, healings.
In 1150, these rumors were
canonized as sacred history by
a Benedictine monk, Thomas of
Monmouth, in The Life and Passion of
St. William of Norwich, a hagiography
that helped secure William’s status as
a martyr. “Now in that year in which
we know that William, God’s glorious
martyr, was slain, it happened that
the lot fell upon the Norwich Jews,
and all the synagogues in England
signified, by letter or by message,
their consent that the wickedness
should be carried out at Norwich.”
Only 40 years after Thomas’
version of the libel appeared in print,
pogroms across England targeted the
country’s Jews. Now new genetics
research analyzing remains found
in Norwich presents comprehensive
evidence that English Jews were the
victims of deadly pogroms in the late
12th century and offers new insights
into the demographic history of
European Jewry.
—David Sugarman

relatives have traded stocks and other financial securities within industries
potentially affected by their work as elected officials. That’s according to a
New York Times analysis that tracked “more than 3,700 trades reported by
lawmakers from both parties [that] posed potential conflicts between their
public responsibilities and private finances.” The Times found, for example, that
Ohio’s Republican Rep. Bob Gibbs made 16 transactions with potential conflicts
of interest, including stock trades of Boeing and pharmaceutical company
AbbVie, while both companies were actively being investigated by committees of
which he was a member. Of the 138 trades made by West Virginia’s Democratic
Sen. Thomas Carper and his wife, 39 had potential conflicts of interest.

→ Despite August’s good news about gas prices going down, inflation remains

stubbornly high, ticking up last month to 6.3% when excluding energy and food
commodities. The cost of shelter, meanwhile, rose 0.7% in August, the largest
single month increase since 1991, while numerous other sectors continued
climbing as well, from medical care (+0.7%) to cars and trucks (+0.8%) to
outdoor equipment (+1.2%), suggesting that there is too much money for too few
things—an inflationary cycle that is sure to keep the Federal Reserve raising its
benchmark rate, which, in turn, makes a recession more likely.

→ The United Nations almost buried its report on China’s treatment of its

population of Uyghur Muslims, according to the Financial Times, with Michelle
Bachelet, the U.N.’s high commissioner for human rights, pressuring her
staff to not publish the damning indictment of China’s abuses. In the end, the
report was released on Aug. 31 and concluded that “the extent of arbitrary
and discriminatory detention of members of Uyghur and other predominantly
Muslim groups … may constitute international crimes, in particular crimes against
humanity” but according to the Times’, Beijing applied constant pressure to
squelch the report and was nearly successful.

→ The first approved drug in a new class of cancer treatments has had

promising results, outperforming chemotherapy in limiting the growth of
tumors, and doing so with far fewer side effects. Lumakras, as the drug is called,
opens a new front in the effort to fight cancer by focusing on and fighting a
genetic mutation called KRAS, which is common in cancers and helps them
grow. Scientists have sought a way of targeting this genetic mutation for so long
that the gene came to be called “undruggable,” making the new drug’s success
especially notable. Lumakras is manufactured by Amgen Inc. and is expected to
see $1 billion in annual sales by 2024.

→ The FBI unsealed its file on Aretha Franklin, a 270-page document that tracks
“the Queen of Soul’s” travels across the country and her work as a civil rights
activist during the 1960s and ’70s. The extensive surveillance, much of which
focused on Franklin’s close relationships with Martin Luther King Jr. and Angela
Davis, refers to her performances during the height of the civil rights movement
as “communist infiltration” events. Following King’s murder, when Franklin was
slated to perform at a memorial concert in Atlanta, a note was entered into her
file that expressed concern that the “huge memorial concert [...] would provide
[the] emotional spark which could ignite racial disturbance in the area.” That
performance was eventually canceled.
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My Grandparents’
Impossible Situation
Taking a new look at my family’s history, after watching Ken
Burns’ PBS documentary ‘The U.S. and the Holocaust’
BY CAROL UNGAR

T

hough I didn’t realize
it as a kid, there was
something odd about
my grandparents. The
tall, craggy-faced man
in the black cloth yarmulke was my grandfather, my mother’s father—with their shared large
frames and light eyes there was no
mistaking the biological connection.
But what about the short lady with
the headscarf and the iron leg brace
whom I called Grandma, and my mother called Yulishka. Where did she fit in?
She was, my mother told me at a very
young age, my step-grandmother. What
had happened to my mother’s real mother, my real grandmother? Also at a very
young age, probably too young, I knew
that she’d been murdered by Hitler.
I also knew her name, the same as
mine; Carol is an anglicization of Tzirel.
I even knew what she looked like. My
mother showed me the sepia-toned
photographs of the unsmiling young
woman in a flapper-style dress and
cloche hat. Still, something didn’t add
up. Grandpa had made it to Brooklyn.
Why hadn’t my mother’s mother, his
wife at the time, joined him there?
As a teenager, I squeezed the story
from my mother—by this time Grandpa
was long dead, and Yulishka confined to
a nursing home. Like many survivors,
my mother didn’t share her prewar
memories, but I needed to know, and
so during our long Shabbos afternoon
walks up and down West End Avenue,
I nudged her until she spoke.
Grandpa had arrived in New York
illegally in 1930 when my mother was

5. My mother told me that had had
“jumped ship.” The phrase connotes
high drama, but my mother’s description was far more prosaic; Grandpa
had taken a job on a ship—as what, I
don’t know. Then, upon landing, he
disembarked and disappeared into the
city. On Ancestry.com I saw my grandfather’s name on the crew lists of two
steamships that sailed from Europe
to the U.S. in 1926. It seems he’d had
made several trial runs, round-trip, before that final one-way voyage. But how
did he sneak past the immigration officials at the port? Years after my mother shared her version, a cousin told me
that Grandpa dove off the boat’s rail
and swam into the Goldene Medine. He
was 40 at the time.
Though some immigrants abandoned
their European families, Grandpa sent
his paltry earnings back home, and my
grandmother sent photographs of my
mother so that my grandfather would
remember the daughter he left behind,
as she grew up in his absence. Did they
keep up a correspondence? I don’t
know. Whatever letters they may have
exchanged have been lost to time.
My memory is fuzzy on this, but I
think my mother told me that Grandpa
sent visas and boat tickets, but by the
time my mother and her mother reached
the port in Constanza, Romania, the
war was on, and they couldn’t sail.
In 1944, my mother and grandmother
were deported to Auschwitz. An avid
reader of both Yiddish and English
newspapers, Grandpa knew the danger
his family faced. In a photograph taken
during those years, he’s bone thin, his
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face deeply wrinkled, his eyes full of
worry. That same cousin told me that
whenever a family member went overseas to fight, my grandfather begged
them to find his missing family.
That’s poignant enough to wet eyes
and tissues, but it’s also troubling. Why
didn’t my grandfather secure the visas
earlier? Did his bumbling lead to my
grandmother’s death?
~For years I wondered about this,
but watching Ken Burns’ epic, six-hourlong documentary The U.S. and the Holocaust, I am certain that my grandfather did all he could in an impossible
situation. Combining archival footage
and testimonies from noted historians and Holocaust survivors, the film,
which will air on PBS stations starting
Sept. 18, makes a solid case that for
Jews like my grandmother there was
almost no way out of Nazi-occupied
Europe. The U.S. immigration ban,
codified in the nativist-inspired 1924
Johnson-Reed Act, nearly eliminated
Eastern European immigration, laying
the ground for disaster.
Ironically, the film points out that on
its surface the law doesn’t seem directed
at Jews—the word “Jew” is absent from
its text. “There was no explicit quota
for Jews, but it wasn’t an accident that
recent Jewish immigrants had come
from the Eastern European countries
that now had minuscule quotas,” says
the film’s narrator. In 1921, before the
law, 120,000 Jews immigrated to the
U.S. legally. Five years later that number
had dropped to 10,000.
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Not only that, but under the new
law, immigration oversight was handed to the State Department, the federal
government’s stodgiest and most antisemitic branch, described by the congressman and immigration advocate
Emanuel Celler as having a “heartbeat
muffled in the protocol.” Led by notorious antisemites Secretary of State
Cordell Hull and his Assistant Secretary
Breckinridge Long, the State Department set up a long list of seemingly
impossible requirements. Immigrants
needed to procure multiple copies
of their birth certificates and letters
vouching for their good citizenship—a
near impossibility, historian Deborah
Lipstadt explains in Burns’ film, correct
for people escaping countries where
they were hated.
Despite Emma Lazarus’ iconic poem
at the Statue of Liberty, the law made no
room for the tired the poor or even for
war-torn refugees. “This law was based
on the notion that immigrants were stupid Bolsheviks who were threatening
America,” historian Nell Irvin Painter
says in the documentary.
When my grandfather made his possibly soggy landing, restrictions grew
even tighter. During the Depression
years, the State Department demanded that would-be immigrants secure
refundable $5,000 guarantees known
as affidavits—a fortune in those days
(roughly $100,000 in today’s dollars).
“You couldn’t come if you had a job
because then you’d be taking a job
away from an American, but if you
didn’t have a job you’d go on the dole,”
says Lipstadt.
Though the fate of European Jews
was hardly a secret—the film points
out that the story was being told in both
the Yiddish and English press and on
March of Time newsreels at the movies—America remained closed.
“Public opinion strongly opposed the
immigration of refugees immigrant and
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penniless Jews,” says Lipstadt. Even the
shocking events of Kristallnacht failed
to stir public support to relax the quotas. American xenophobia and antisemitism were so powerful that DAR and
American Legion lobbyists killed a
proposal to allow 10,000 Jewish refugee children to enter annually, its opponents decrying the “ugly children who
would grow into ugly adults.”
When the U.S. entered the war,
things actually got worse. Many
Americans saw immigrants, including Jews fleeing Hitler, as potential
fifth columnists forced to spy for the
Reich to prevent their relatives from
being shot. “Something else was always more important for the Americans than aiding Jews,” says historian
Daniel Greene.
Still, the film posits that the U.S. admitted more Jews than any other country, a claim disputed by Holocaust historian Rafael Medoff, who argues that
the British, French (before the Nazi occupation), and Soviets admitted more. I
don’t know who is right, but this film’s
message is clear—Burns argues that
the U.S. is at fault for failing to save
more Jews.
~In October 1944, one day after
Simchat Torah, my grandmother was
murdered in Auschwitz. In May 1945,
my mother, by now a young adult, was
liberated by the Red Army. Eventually, she reunited with her father and
his new wife—they were married in
1948—in Brooklyn. Until her dying
day, my mother never said a bad word
about her new country, which had let
her down during her moment of greatest need.
Coming from antisemitic Europe, my
mother loved the U.S. It had given her a
home where she could live in freedom
and comfort. But a generation later, I
am still angry: I believe that American
immigration policies contributed to the
murder of my grandmother.
“The Holocaust challenges what we
could’ve and should have done,” says
historian Rebecca Erbelding in the film.
“It’s a story Americans have to reckon
with.”
This article was originally published on
September 16, 2022.
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Out Now from
Tablet Studios
Gatecrashers, the new eightepisode podcast hosted by Mark
Oppenheimer, tells the story of
how Jews fought for acceptance at
elite schools, and how the Jewish
experience in the Ivy League shaped
American higher education, and
shaped America at large. Each of
the eight episodes focuses on one
Ivy League school: Harvard, Yale,
Princeton, Dartmouth, Columbia,
Brown, Cornell, and the University of
Pennsylvania. Collectively, the Jewish
experience at these elite northeastern
schools was the template for
everything we think about college,
how it can be elitist and exclusionary,
but also an engine of social mobility
and a place where young people
can reinvent themselves. Like all of
American history, this story has its
triumphant side and its dark side.
It’s about how American higher
education evolved to include firstgeneration and low-income students.
But it’s also about how the white,
Christian establishment often went
to extraordinary lengths to keep
the alien minority out. And how
that alien minority, through pluck
and hard work, crashed through
the Ivy-covered gates, overcoming
extraordinary prejudice to reshape
American universities into true
engines of democracy.
Listen at tabletm.ag/gatecrashers
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Learning About the
Birds and the Bees—
and the Jews—on
Rosh Hashanah
The value of Jewish laws regulating sex is evident in the honeybees
that produce the honey we use to sweeten our new year
BY MERISSA NATHAN GERSON

W

hen I dip my apple in honey this
Rosh Hashanah, I
will remember the
wild, raw, unbridled sexual energy of the bees—and I will think about
Jewish sex.
My honey will come from Vermont’s
Champlain Valley Apiaries, where this
summer I witnessed the bees in the
rough, in a fury, as they yielded the
honey meant to sweeten my new year.
I sneaked out of Middlebury Hebrew
Language School to visit the apiary—as
a reprieve from five hours of Hebrew
class and three hours of homework a
day, no English allowed. I didn’t expect
to find a deeper understanding of Judaism there, but in the bees I discovered a
clarification and reinvigoration of the
dry and complex Jewish sexual laws I
had been studying for years as I pursued
a master’s degree in Jewish studies at the
Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley. I saw the laws of niddah, the laws
around sexual abstinence, and a call, no
longer heard collectively, to infuse God
and the divine into sexual engagement.
It is not a coincidence that we talk
about “the birds and the bees” in reference to sex and mating. Religious
groups for centuries have looked to the
bees, in particular, to learn about channeling and bridling desire. Monastic

groups often kept bees—cohesive mass
producers—as reminders and teachers
of how to redirect unused sexual energy.
Chaz Mraz, who runs Champlain
Valley Apiaries, and a beekeeper named
Levi took me inside the hive and told
me about the bees’ specific and organized sexual system that makes honey
possible. Drones mate with the queen
before splitting in half and dying, but all
other honeybees are nonreproductive
and work their whole lives tending to
the larvae, collecting pollen, protecting
the queen, or performing any number
of other highly specific jobs. Sexual energy that might otherwise be used for
mating is proactively engaged in the
production of honey and the maintenance of a well-ordered and tight-knit
bee universe.
I watched the bees as they emitted a
loud and almost palpable hum together. Honey oozed from the cells of their
manmade hives. Chaz took a spatula and
asked me to lift my veil, a hood protecting me from being stung, and fed me
raw honey straight from the comb. I realized it was the abstinence that created
the flow of things in this hive. In this
organized and tempered sexual order,
the nonmating bee’s redirected sexual
energy reorganizes itself around highly efficient production within the hive
itself. Bees thrive because they have an
ordered sexual world.
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My mind went straight to the laws of
niddah and mikveh, still very much alive
in Orthodox Jewish practice, although
essentially abandoned by other modern
permutations of Judaism. Niddah are
the laws that dictate sexual engagement
around the monthly menstrual cycle;
when a woman has her period and for
one week after, the couple is to abstain
from sex and touching. Mikveh is the
ritual cleansing that coincides with the
timing of the laws of niddah.
For Jewish couples that observe the
laws of niddah, half the month is then
reorganized, redirecting sexual energy
into the community, into the work of
protecting the “queen”—the sanctity of
the Sabbath. During the periods of abstinence, this energy is used to perform
acts of tikkun olam, study Torah, or generally apply oneself toward the greater
good of the Jewish collective. While
bees produce honey, I like to think of
Jewish laws around sex as yielding
something, too: a sweet substance that
comes in the form of tzekadah, of building community, and making the world
brighter through devotional practice.
In her book Heavenly Sex: Sexuality in the Jewish Tradition, Dr. Ruth
Westheimer quotes Rabbi Menachem
Shneerson, the Lubavitcher Rebbe:
“From the Sabbath, all the days of the
week receive their blessings.” Dr. Ruth is
actually referring to having good sex on
Shabbat, to directing the sexual energy
of the holy and the divine toward sexual engagement, and how this type of
sex fuels a couple for the week to come.
Abstinence, then, is coupled in intervals
with ecstatic lovemaking. Sex becomes
an organized and cautiously directed activity, driven by kavanah, or intention.
The concept of kavanah is the cornerstone of Jewish sexual law: Sex is to
be something infused with the divine,
something that works toward a higher order and in a collective way. When
sexual activity desists, for those delineated two weeks a month, the energy is
redirected toward the tafkid, the specific work that each individual is called
to do. In this way, in the combination
of abstinence and specific direction of
sexual energy, so-called spiritual sparks
are raised. This Jewish notion is what I
saw in the honeybees, acted out through
20

Javier Marías
(1951-2022)
I think that literature is not really
supposed to ‘answer’ things, not
even to make them clearer, but
rather to explore—often blindly—
the huge areas of darkness, and
show them better.
I think it was Faulkner who once
said that when you strike a match in
a dark wilderness, it is not in order
to see anything better lighted, but
just in order to see how much more
darkness there is around. I think
that literature does mainly that.

a collective order of abstinence and sexual engagement, cautiously arranged
jobs, and work toward a common good.
Bees, like adherents to traditional
Jewish law, are organized by a given
tafkid, a purpose unique to their one
body and life. There are the larvae, the
feeders, the pollen-collectors, the maters, the gatherers, the guards, the attackers. Where Judaism and its many
laws are organized to protect the Sabbath and raise the sparks of the divine,
the highly specific organization of the
honeybee colony centers around protecting the queen and maintaining continuous production.
This honey, these bees, this sexual metaphor for Jewish life and law is
the very thing we take into our bodies
in celebration of the Jewish New Year.
Honey becomes the aphrodisiac and
also the emblem of a species designed

around the control of sex and the redirection of otherwise sexual energy toward a collective goal. In eating honey
at the cusp of winter, we are actually
putting flowers and bees inside our bodies, quite literally ingesting summer into
ourselves to begin the darkest time of
the year. But more important, ingesting
honey becomes an emblem of using sex
and intimacy in a cautious and directed way. It is about tempered sweetness,
about intention behind sexual action, in
or out of marriage—queer, straight, or
in-between—and about the positive use
of that same energy when not engaged
in sexual activity.
I sneaked out of Hebrew school to visit the bees, but the lessons of Judaism
were evident even inside their hive.
This article was originally published on
August 29, 2013
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Zwetschgenkuchen
(Italian plum tart)
BY JOAN NATHAN

INGREDIENTS

PREPARATION

CRUST

Step 1
To make the crust, pulse the flour, sugar, salt, and butter or margarine together
in the bowl of a food processor fitted with a steel blade until crumbled. Then add
the egg yolk, and pulse until the dough comes together.

1 ¼ cups all-purpose flour
1

tablespoon sugar

1/8

teaspoon salt

12

tablespoons unsalted butter
or pareve margarine, cut into
pieces

1

large egg yolk

FILLING

4

tablespoons plum or other fruit
jam

1

tablespoon brandy

1 ½ pounds Italian blue plums, or
other plum variety
½

teaspoon ground cinnamon

1

teaspoon grated lemon zest

¼

cup sugar

Step 2
Put the dough in the center of an ungreased 9- or 10-inch tart pan with a
removable bottom. Dust your fingers with flour, and gently press out the dough
to cover the bottom and sides of the pan. Refrigerate for at least 30 minutes.
Step 3
Preheat the oven to 450 degrees, and bake the crust for 10 minutes. Reduce the
oven to 375 degrees, and bake for another 5 minutes. Remove the crust from the
oven, and let cool slightly. Reduce the oven temperature to 350 degrees.
Step 4
Mix the jam with the brandy in a small bowl, and spread over the crust. Pit the
plums, and cut them into 4 wedges each, if using Italian plums. If using another
rounder variety of plum, cut them into 8 wedges.
Step 5
Starting at the outside, arrange the plums in a circle so that all the pieces
overlap, creating concentric circles that wind into the center of the pan. Sprinkle
with the cinnamon and lemon zest.
Step 6
Return the tart to the oven, and bake for about 30 minutes, or until the crust is
golden brown and the plums are juicy. Remove the tart from the oven, sprinkle
on the 1/4 cup sugar, and serve warm or at room temperature.

Hundreds of recipes at
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