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The Recess of 
Responsibility

Those who advocated for school closures now offer 
America’s children a master class in avoiding blame

BY ALEX GUTENTAG

I
n 2018 I had a painfully shy 
sixth grade student who 
could not respond to ques-
tions such as “When is your 
birthday?” or “What is your 
sister’s name?” She knew the 

answers but struggled to retrieve the 
words she needed, so she would anx-
iously say, “I don’t know,” or simply 
look away. Over the next year and a half, 
through a great deal of effort and hard 
work, she gained confidence, learned 
how to hold a basic conversation, and 
started to make friends.

The following school year, on March 
13, 2020, California’s public schools 
closed. When she returned in person 
in April 2021, I found that she had lost 
most of the social and verbal progress 
she had made. As she prepared to go to 
high school she was again struggling 
to talk to both students and adults and 
could not answer simple questions. 
When she did manage to muster up a 
few words, her voice was muffled by her 
mask and no one could understand what 
she was saying.

Another one of my students had con-
sistent attendance in sixth and seventh 
grades, but in eighth grade stopped at-
tending his online classes entirely. Vir-
tual learning had stripped school of 

the elements that were compelling to 
him—socialization, community, and ex-
tracurriculars. He ran away from home 
multiple times and ended up going to 
juvenile hall.

I had a student with autism who used 
to draw constantly all over his school-
work and was the best artist his age I 
had ever met. During remote learning 
he stopped drawing and started to spend 
more time on his phone. Even after he 
returned to school in person, his mom 
told me that he was still not drawing; 
he now exclusively wanted to play video 
games. I had a student who was home-
less and sometimes attended Zoom class 
from a tent, a student who was removed 
from her primary guardian’s house due 
to abuse during lockdown, and multiple 
students who exhibited signs of depres-
sion. Kids told me on a regular basis that 
they really wanted to see their friends 
again and asked, “When will we be able 
to go back to school?” or “When will 
COVID be over?”

All of my students were children of 
color in a special education program run 
by the Oakland Unified School District, 
and were from some of the poorest zip 
codes in Oakland, California. School clo-
sures permanently altered the trajectory 
of their lives. In March 2021, one of my 
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“The refusal to take 
responsibility is a 
way to once again 
protect the feelings 
of adults over 
the basic rights 
of children.”

reluctance to assign blame or explain 
how this happened. NPR education re-
porter Anya Kamenetz exemplified this 
tendency in her book The Stolen Year, in 
which she wrote that her intention was 
“not to relitigate this mess or point fin-
gers.” But let’s be honest—if school clo-
sures could easily be blamed on Trump 
supporters, white suburban moms, “an-
ti-vaxxers,” or any of the other usual 
scapegoats, most commentators would 
be eager to point fingers. The reason 
they don’t want to do so is because fault 
actually lies with their own favored 
groups and institutions: public health 
experts, academics, Democratic politi-
cians, teachers unions, social justice ac-
tivists, and journalists themselves.

This refusal to take responsibility or 
even name those responsible is a way to 
protect the feelings of adults over the 
basic rights of children. It is a way to 
protect victimizers by hiding the truth. 
The restrictions placed on vulnerable 
children for two and a half years were 
akin to institutionalized abuse and emo-
tional torture—kids deserve to see these 
restrictions litigated again and again 
until there is a full accounting of what 
happened to them, why it happened, 
and who did it.

Although elected officials gave the ini-
tial school closure orders, these closures 
had strong popular support in liberal 
areas for a long time—popular support 
that stemmed from systematic misinfor-
mation and continued as a form of ego 
preservation. In talking to other teach-
ers in 2020, by far the greatest barrier to 
discussing reopening was misinforma-
tion coming from experts, government 
agencies, and mainstream news.

In the spring of 2020, for instance, 
Sweden opened schools for 1.8 mil-
lion students without masks for three 
months. At that point Sweden saw zero 
COVID deaths in children and did not 
find that teachers were at higher risk 
than other workers. Unless American 
teachers engaged in the highly dis-
couraged practice of “doing their own 
research,” they had almost no way of 
knowing this. Instead, reporters told 
us that Sweden (which ended up hav-
ing one of the lowest COVID mortality 
rates in Europe) failed, that children 
were at high risk for mysterious and 

a million students have left U.S. public 
schools and enrollment may continue to 
decline. The policy of school closures 
was not a one-year event—it broke the 
already fragile American public educa-
tion system and initiated a tailspin of 
profound and worsening dysfunction 
among children and adolescents.

Despite this, not a single official or 
politician responsible has resigned, 
apologized, or been held accountable in 
any way. There is also a complete lack 
of self-reflection among the experts 
who pushed for this disaster and nor-
malized remote learning. On Nov. 27, 
2022, when asked on Face the Nation 
if we should expect more closures, Dr. 
Anthony Fauci answered “I don’t know 
… I’m not sure,” and said that school 
districts could decide locally based on 
community transmission levels. In the 
absence of any accountability, Fauci is 
still supporting this harmful and un-
proven approach.

So why, despite all the evidence, have 
we not seen a true reckoning? When 
results from the 2022 “Nation’s Re-
port Card,” showed plummeting math 
and reading scores, some reporters and 
analysts acknowledged the clear link 
between school closures and learning 
loss. Yet others continued to blame “the 
pandemic” rather than pandemic pol-
icies. This is consistent with a general 

former students was fatally shot. From 
my perspective, there was a chance he 
might not have been if schools had been 
open. He needed structure, a sense of 
purpose, and a place to go every day. 
Instead, school closures sent him the 
message that his future and his life did 
not matter.

I had been advocating for school re-
opening since the summer of 2020, but 
this incident confirmed to me that the 
damage done to some kids was irrepa-
rable. There was simply no coming back 
from it.

While my students were experiencing 
these significant hardships, schools in 
most of Europe and in many U.S. states 
had already successfully reopened. 
Bars, restaurants, and gyms in Califor-
nia opened in January 2021, and local 
private schools were offering in-person 
instruction. Nearby in wealthy Marin 
County, public schools reopened cru-
cial special education services in May 
2020. My students wouldn’t get the 
chance to be back in school until almost 
a year later.

Throughout 2020 and 2021, media 
outlets like The New York Times and The 
Washington Post were publishing pieces 
on “The racist effects of school reopen-
ing during the pandemic – by a teacher,” 
“Can we stop telling ‘COVID kids’ how 
little they are learning?” “Does it hurt 
children to measure pandemic learning 
loss?” and “Actually wearing a mask can 
help kids learn.” Today, these outlets 
regularly publish pieces detailing the 
damage done by school closures, and 
they admit that the most vulnerable stu-
dents incurred the heaviest losses.

When I criticized school closures 
over two years ago, I had my job and 
credentials threatened by strangers, 
lost most of my friends, and was gen-
erally treated as morally or intellectual-
ly deficient. So it’s difficult to describe 
the sense of whiplash I feel now seeing 
the harms caused by closures treated as 
self-evident by the very individuals and 
organizations that promoted this policy.

Currently, entire urban school sys-
tems are plagued by high rates of chronic 
absence, dismal test scores, and student 
violence. Pediatric hospitals are still see-
ing enormous surges in mental health 
emergencies and suicidal thoughts. Over 
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In February 2021, the CDC issued re-
opening guidelines (written in collabo-
ration with the American Federation of 
Teachers) that created extensive “safety” 
barriers and obstacles. This was a way to 
effectively keep schools closed longer. 
Currently, however, the concept of “safe 
reopening” provides cover for Demo-
crats and school closure proponents like 
the American Federation of Teachers’ 
President Randi Weingarten, who claims 
that they always wanted schools to open 
but were simply making sure the right 
mitigation measures were in place. To 
this day, though, the $122 billion in fed-
eral money that schools received to fund 
reopening have gone largely unspent.

Masking, testing, distancing, and quar-
antine policies were never shown to be 
more effective than just telling students 
and staff to stay home when sick. Hy-
giene theater and the demand for federal 
funds served little purpose other than to 
uphold the myth of imminent danger—a 
myth that, if dispelled, would force 
teachers and their unions to confront the 
fact that they severely harmed students. 
For many teachers in blue states, this is 
not just a question of admitting error, but 
of their entire self-image and the need to 
protect their own psyches. I know that 
the alternative—facing the fact that your 
own “team” has done something unfor-
givable—would be shattering for them.

I know this because I went through 
this process myself. Before school clo-
sures I was a union representative and 
volunteered for the Bernie Sanders cam-
paign. I did not fit the caricature of the 
“open schools” advocate: I wasn’t con-
servative, anti-union, a believer in pri-
vatization, or even a parent. I was just 
a typical public school teacher. Watch-
ing my own community needlessly hurt 
children for more than two years up-
rooted my entire worldview and sense 
of identity. So I can understand why so-
mone like Kamenetz, NPR’s education 
reporter, does not want to point fingers. 
If she did, she would have to come to 
terms with what really happened to 
students: the worst forms of racism, 
elitism, and ableism all committed by 
those claiming to stand for “racial and 
social justice.”

This trend was typified by Cecily 
Myart-Cruz, president of the United 

willful blindness. Multiple studies found 
that a community’s party affiliation pre-
dicted the likelihood of reopening, and 
many activists simply cared more about 
“resisting” Trump and virtue signaling 
than about the welfare of children.

In the summer of 2020, an administra-
tor told me that my district had stopped 
pursuing reopening plans in part because 
survey data showed that white parents 
wanted schools to reopen more than oth-
er racial groups. So even though some 
nonwhite parents did want schools to 
reopen, school was going to be withheld 
from all children because white parents 
wanted reopening the most (and appar-
ently their concerns just didn’t matter). 
Absurdly, teachers union leaders and ac-
ademics used this kind of survey data to 
popularize the idea that the effort to re-
open schools was racist even though clo-
sures harmed Black and Latino students 
most, and even though many students 
in these demographics relied heavily on 
school for basic services such as meals 
and health clinics.

A recent poorly controlled study in 
The New England Journal of Medicine 
even claimed that mask mandates can 
decrease “structural racism” in schools. 
In October 2022, Keeanga-Yamahtta 
Taylor, a professor of African American 
studies at Northwestern University, ar-
gued in The New Yorker that the debate 
about learning loss demonstrates an 
“indifference to Black suffering” caused 
by COVID. She suggests that school 
closures were an appropriate measure 
due to Black parents’ concerns about 
health and safety. However, it has been 
made clear by countless available stud-
ies from around the world that closures 
did not have an effect on the incidence of 
COVID cases or deaths. In the U.S., it was 
abundantly clear by the fall of 2020 that 
open schools did not spread COVID, and 
it was a great injustice that many parents 
were not made aware of such data. This 
has been the playbook of academics and 
experts since 2020: First assume the ef-
ficacy of a policy without providing any 
evidence; then suppress counterevidence 
and demonize people as “racist,” “right 
wing,” or “indifferent to suffering” if 
they question the policy or point out its 
detrimental effects.

severe COVID outcomes, and that end-
ing lockdowns was an “experiment in 
human sacrifice.” As a result, I heard 
teachers say we couldn’t open schools 
because “you can’t teach a dead body.”

In July 2020 I wrote an email to 
leaders in my local union, saying that 
students with disabilities needed to be 
back in school. “Distance learning is 
not feasible and I am willing to teach 
them in person,” I wrote. “I cannot in 
good conscience support an effort to 
withhold services from these students.” 
The response I received from a leader in 
the union called the idea of going back 
“terrifying” and speculated that my stu-
dents could die or be put on ventilators 
if I was allowed to teach them. She had 
a completely fictitious understanding 
of children’s COVID risks, but it was 
an understanding that was fully aligned 
with coverage from CNN, MSNBC, and 
The New York Times.

Some teachers (such as those claiming 
to “write wills”) may have been genuine-
ly fearful at first, but their overestima-
tion of risk was not the only factor that 
kept school closures going. The position 
of public health experts and teachers 
unions also stemmed from a desire to 
oppose Trump, who had voiced support 
for reopening. One editorial in The New 
England Journal of Medicine cited the 
“impending U.S. federal election” as a 
factor that “limited the ability of public 
health practitioners to seriously discuss 
the trade-offs involved in COVID-re-
lated decisions” like school closures. In 
other words, the public health establish-
ment avoided discussing the downsides 
of COVID restrictions due to the po-
tential political fallout this could create 
for Democrats.

For this reason, it’s clear that propo-
nents of school closures did not have uni-
versally good intentions. What may have 
started as real concern very quickly be-
came an issue of political arrogance and 

Everything you need to know at 
tabletmag.com/sections/science
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Teachers of Los Angeles, who argued 
that school reopening would deepen in-
equities and that “there’s no such thing as 
learning loss.”

Our kids didn’t lose anything. It’s OK 
that our babies may not have learned 
all their times tables. They learned re-
silience. They learned survival. They 
learned critical-thinking skills. They 
know the difference between a riot and 
a protest. They know the words insurrec-
tion and coup.

Myart-Cruz was wrong. Students 
did not learn “resilience” during school 

closures. The most vulnerable children 
in the country learned that school was 
“not essential” for them, that their af-
fluent peers deserved an education but 
they did not, that open bars were more 
important than open classrooms, that 
fearing disease should be their No. 1 
priority in life, and that their suffering 
was “health.”

Real solutions for this fiasco cannot 
be enacted without accountability for 
the perpetrators: Democratic governors, 
teachers union leaders, and politically 
motivated news agencies and experts. 

But blame does not just lie with a few 
individuals. Many regular people simply 
went along with something morally rep-
rehensible because they believed their 
own side to be infallible and because 
they were too smug to face reality. As a 
society, we sacrificed the well-being of 
children for the comfort and ego grati-
fication of adults. The very least we can 
do now is stop making excuses and be 
honest about it.  

This article was originally published on 
December 6, 2022.

Jewish Life Is Cheap
Just look at how it’s treated in the media

BY ASHLEY RINDSBERG

E
ver since Ye declared 
he’d be going “death con 
3 on Jewish people,” 
the media and advoca-
cy groups like the An-
ti-Defamation League 

have sought to portray the issue as a 
battle between free speech and cen-
sorship. When Ye fawned over Hitler 
alongside an open Holocaust denier on 
a talk show hosted by a man success-
fully sued for calling a school massacre 
a hoax, it seemed to prove the larg-
er point: Unregulated internet forums 
(like the ones where Alex Jones made 
his name) are dangerous, and the best 
safeguard against antisemitism lies in 
actively policing them.

Free speech of the kind being ad-
vocated by people like Twitter’s new 
owner, Elon Musk, the argument goes 
on, is a direct threat to Jews. Following 
Musk’s acquisition of the social media 
platform, The New York Times wrote 
breathlessly that “Hate Speech’s Rise on 
Twitter Is Unprecedented, Research-
ers Find.” Only two groups are named 
as sources for the research, one is the 

ADL and the other is British-based, 
dark-money-funded Center for Coun-
tering Digital Hate (CCDH), perhaps 
best known for providing the White 
House with data that was then used 
to pressure Facebook to remove con-
tent deemed objectionable. The ADL, 
meanwhile, has increasingly defined its 
mission to defend the Jewish people as 
being synonymous with the Democratic 
Party’s efforts to eliminate “hate” from 
the internet, while turning a blind eye 
to it elsewhere. The head of the ADL, 
Jonathan Greenblatt, has repeatedly 
framed the fight against antisemitism in 
recent weeks as hinging on the actions 
of Elon Musk.

But this tells only half the story. Af-
ter all, Ye’s narrative of sinister Jewish 
control did not emerge fully formed 
from his personal study of historical 
and theological matters. Rather it’s been 
building for decades in the same media 
ecosystem that now proclaims itself 
guardian against all things racist and 
the protector of the Jews.

For the past five years, the dominant 
media narrative about race—perhaps 

the dominant media narrative, period—
has built up a hierarchy of racial justice. 
At the top are the perennially margin-
alized “BIPOCs,” victim to the lash of 
the ever-present colonial whip. At the 
bottom lurks the “white male,” inherent-
ly and ineluctably racist, even when (or 
perhaps especially when) they’re trying 
hard not to be.

In a manner true to our history, Jews 
have been sucked into this Manichean 
whirlpool, cast by radical academics 
and their media acolytes as an essen-
tial, almost distilled element of the 
global system of racial oppression. We 
are not just white; we are the plotters 
and financiers of the entire sysyetm of 
white supremacy.

Worse still, if Jews are white then 
they are not, well, Jews. The largely suc-
cessful effort to assign Jews to the white 
race means Jews do not have the moral 
privilege of determining our own iden-
tity. The perverse result of dispossess-
ing Jews of their own history is that it 
grants the mantle of Jewishness to our 
enemies. Thus Ye, in the same Twitter 
thread where he threatened to go “death 
con 3” on Jews, also claimed: “I actually 
can’t be antisemitic because Black peo-
ple are actually Jew also.”

When Whoopi Goldberg asserted on 
The View that the “Holocaust was not 
about race,” she was advancing a version 
of the same arguments made by virulent 
Black Hebrew Israelite hate preachers, 
professors who insist on the indelible 
whiteness of Jews, and anti-Zionists 
who deny the legitimacy of Jewish 
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It has also underlined the idea that Jews 
are the most villainous sect on the hier-
archy of white supremacy.

But by this tail-swallowing logic, 
the mere existence of Israel constitutes 
a crime. If Jews are not a real catego-
ry with a legitimate identity, then why 
would they ever have a state, given that 
other people are there, too? And if the 
state is mired in the original sin of 
apartheid, how can any Jews support 
it without upholding white supremacy?

As a PLO political cartoon so neat-
ly illustrates, the Palestinian national 
movement has not been slow to capi-
talize on the opportunity to conflate 
Jews with whites and Palestinians with 
American Blacks: An American police 
officer kneeling on the neck of an Af-
rican American man is joined by an 
Israeli soldier kneeling on the neck of 
a Palestinian.

This paradox is resolved by a narra-
tive of control. “Three hundred Zion-
ists” (by Ye’s reckoning) run Hollywood, 
media, and finance to keep the gentiles 
in thrall. And through its silence, its 
endless attacks on Israel, its complicity 
in demonizing Israel and treating the 
word “Zionism” as an epithet, the me-
dia not only accepts but advances this 
heinous narrative.

Blaming the normalization of an-
tisemitism on Elon Musk or on the in-
ternet’s “dangerous” tolerance of unreg-
ulated speech shifts attention from the 
way many Jews are regularly treated by 
the media, their neighbors, their college 
classmates, and law enforcement. As 
calls now come from the ADL and estab-
lishment figures that Jews should trust 
them to censor the problem away—that 
our very lives depend on it!—Jews un-
derstand that the real problem has been 
censored all along.  

This article was originally published on 
December 5, 2022.

defining events of the modern era, but 
when hundreds of virulent antisem-
ites march in Brooklyn—the mecca of 
America’s media establishment—it was 
crickets. The silence was appalling but 
also unsurprising given that the same 
media has largely ignored the routine 
violent attacks against religious Jews in 
New York.

When Ilhan Omar tweeted in 2019 
that Jewish money swayed Congress 
to support Israeli policies—only weeks 
before claiming American Jews harbor 
dual allegiance—the media response 
was hedged. Ilhan Omar “was widely 
accused of antisemitism,” NPR wrote, 
working hard not to claim Omar’s com-
ments were in fact antisemitic. CBS 
News noted that it was not the first time 
Omar “has been attacked,” position-
ing Omar, incredibly, as victim rather 
than aggressor.

The New York Times worked this idea 
of dual Jewish allegiance into a 2021 
news article by Catie Edmonson that 
claimed—without any source to sub-
stantiate it—that unnamed “rabbis” had 
influenced Congress’ decision to fund 
Iron Dome, a missile-defense system 
that has saved countless lives in Israel. 
The media appeared to further boost 
the narrative that Iron Dome is a tool 
of Israeli injustice when it ran dozens of 
headlines about AOC openly weeping 
after the vote.

In a profile of Alice Walker last spring, 
the Times offered sympathetic treatment 
to The Color Purple author despite the 
fact that she has spread vile antisemitic 
tropes, including writing a poem that 
asks “Are Goyim (us) meant to be slaves 
of Jews, and not only / That, but to en-
joy it?” The Times, which previously 
ran a conversation between Walker and 
Cheryl Strayed that made no mention of 
Walker’s Jew hatred, characterized this 
noted antisemite as “complex.”

By far, the most effective tool in the 
demonization of Jews has been the use 
of Israel and Zionism as a means to hide 
what would otherwise be recognized 
as pure ethnic bigotry under the cloak 
of social justice. Casting Israel as the 
world’s last settler colonial state allows 
antisemites to call Jews colonialists. And 
casting Jews as colonialists has allowed 
them to call Israel a colonial movement. 

historical identity. It’s true that only the 
last two groups tend to have their ideas 
promoted by the media, but all three 
share the idea that “Jew” is not a mean-
ingful or legitimate category. Palestin-
ians can be Jews—thus the Democratic 
political activist and Louis Farrakhan 
fan Linda Sarsour is invited to partici-
pate as an expert in a prominent panel 
on antisemitism. And by the same log-
ic, Black Hebrews can be Jews. Ye can 
be a Jew. Only Jews are not allowed to 
be Jews.

Over and over, Jews have watched 
this trend play out, and largely we’ve 
been silent.

In a key scene in the 2014 Os-
car-nominated Selma, Dr. Martin Lu-
ther King Jr. leads a group of activists 
and protesters across a bridge alongside 
Black civil rights leaders. Not pictured 
in the scene was a man who walked in 
that front line of protesters, fighting 
for civil rights: the great American 
Jewish rabbi and leader Abraham Josh-
ua Heschel.

Why would Ava Duvernay, the film’s 
director, compromise the film’s histor-
ical integrity to erase one of America’s 
most prominent Jewish spiritual fig-
ures out of the image? The answer is 
that over the past decade, the anti-rac-
ist movement that has been the media’s 
single most championed social cause has 
turned a syllogism into a truism: Whites 
are by definition white supremacists; 
Jews are the whitest of whites because 
they falsely hide behind their fake eth-
nicity; Jews, therefore, are at the top of 
the white supremacy totem.

The media has actively spread these 
ideas by turning woke racialism into the 
defining moral cause of our time, while 
at the same time ignoring the conse-
quences of this campaign. While Ye was 
“canceled” for making open threats and 
affirming his love for Hitler, little more 
than a week earlier hundreds of Black 
Hebrew Israelites marched through cen-
tral Brooklyn, uniformed and in forma-
tion, chanting “we are the real Jews.” 
Save for some coverage in the New York 
Post and in Tablet’s daily newsletter, 
The Scroll, the rest of the media was 
virtually silent. The media is still talking 
about the alt-right’s 2017 hate march in 
Charlottesville, treating it as one of the 
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On Friday night, independent 
journalist Matt Taibbi published a 
trove of internal Twitter documents 
that revealed more of the backstory 
behind the platform’s decision in 
October 2020, three weeks before 
the U.S. presidential election, to 
block the distribution of a New York 
Post article about then-candidate 
Joe Biden’s son Hunter. According 
to Taibbi, Twitter’s decision to treat 
the reporting on Hunter Biden—
obtained from a laptop he had left 
at a computer repair store—as if it 
were hacked material and potential 
misinformation was made without any 
evidence to back up that claim. Even 
Twitter officials were skeptical that 
the company’s rules about hacked 
material justified what appeared to 
be overt interference in distributing 
politically explosive news that was 
unflattering to the Biden campaign. 

The narrative that the New York 
Post article on Hunter Biden was 
dangerous misinformation came from 
former top intelligence officials with 
close ties to the Democratic Party—
like James Clapper and James 
Brennan, who signed an Oct. 19 
letter claiming that the laptop at the 
center of the story “has all the classic 
earmarks of a Russia information 
operation.” However, the Russian 
misinformation narrative appeared 
thin then and fell to pieces after the 
election, as outlets verified that the 
emails recovered from the Hunter 
Biden laptop were authentic. 

—Sean Cooper

→ Some 33,000 North Carolina residents were still waiting for their electricity 
to be turned back on after what appears to have been a deliberate attack 
on Saturday night on two electrical substations in Moore County. The power 
facilities were damaged by gunfire in what FBI investigators say is an act of 
“willful damage,” and although no official motive has been substantiated, law 
enforcement are exploring the possible connection to a local drag show that 
event organizers say had been the target of violent threats from protestors 
trying to prevent the show from happening. The power outage did cut the lights 
on the venue for the show, which continued nonetheless, with flashlights. Locals 
are being told power might not be restored until Thursday.

→ New polling by the United Kingdom’s The Times shows Donald Trump 
losing altitude for his new bid for the White House as he trails Florida Gov. 
Ron DeSantis by a full 20 points. Though DeSantis has yet to announce his 
candidacy, the fundraising efforts for his 2022 gubernatorial election netted 
him a $60 million surplus that will go a long way should he decide to get into 
the 2024 presidential race, a decision he’s expected to announce sometime 
in January. Over the weekend, Trump continued to strain relationships with 
establishment GOP figures when he took to his media platform Truth Social to 
call for “the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found 
in the Constitution,” citing the recent publication of Twitter internal materials by 
journalist Matt Taibbi as evidence of election interference by Democratic officials.

→ Quote of the Week: “There was no part of the car we researched that 
was untainted by Uyghur forced labor. … It’s an industrywide problem.” 
That’s from a new report that found the global car market remains intensely 
reliant on China’s Xinjiang region for its raw materials, even as U.S. laws 
prohibit companies from sourcing products from the area due to the Chinese 
government’s persecution of the region’s Uyghur minority. According to the 
report, Honda, Ford Motor, Toyota, Tesla, Volkswagen, and other makers have 
likely sold vehicles with parts that were created by the forced labor pool in 
Xinjiang, which would violate the Biden administration’s Uyghur Forced Labor 
Prevention Act. Roughly 2,200 shipments of goods have been seized by customs 
officials since the law went into place this summer. 

→ More than 60% of the greater area surrounding Haiti’s capital, Port-au-
Prince, is under control by warring gangs as the country rapidly spirals into 
a state of chaos. Haiti still lacks a head of state after the country’s previous 
president, Jovenel Moïse, was assassinated last year, and its parliament has 
been crippled by the loss of leadership and ongoing violence. Cholera is on 
the rise, and almost half of Haiti’s 4.7 million residents are enduring acute 
hunger. Struggling for income, some 200 armed groups compete in campaigns 
of kidnapping and ransom. The relatives of kidnapping victims scramble to find 
money in the hope that it will spare their loved ones the brutal torture and rape 
the gangs use as incentive to drive ransoms higher. Ordinary Haitians are largely 
left to fend for themselves, with little help from the legal system. “There are no 
prosecutions,” Mary Rosy Auguste Ducena, of Haiti’s National Human Rights 
Defense Network, told the BBC. “Judges don’t want to work on these cases. 
They are paid off by the gangs. And some police are like a support system for the 
gangs, giving them armoured cars and tear gas.”
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that the presence of more than one Jew 
in a room demonstrates the existence of 
a malign Jewish cabal.

Yet even if Lambert’s questionable 
contention about Jews dominating 
American publishing were true, it is 
baffling why Lambert would choose to 
deploy the word mafia—which denotes, 
of course, a tightly knit criminal organi-
zation that murders people. In 1974, as 
Lambert points out, Richard Kostelan-
etz referred to a Jewish “mob” oversee-
ing New York publishing in a much-de-
rided essay, a view shared by Truman 
Capote, Jack Kerouac, and Katherine 
Anne Porter. Lambert manages to out-
do the unpleasant accusation of that dis-
gruntled cohort by going on to state that 
“Jews were also for the most part com-
plicit in the U.S. publishing industry’s 
and literary field’s misogyny and white 
supremacy …”

Get it? Jews were not only “complic-
it” in discrimination against women and 
African Americans but in a hatred of 
women and in a belief that white people 
are inherently superior to black people. 
So that’s what they were up to, all those 
evil Jewish literary mafiosi—like Robert 
Bernstein, President of Random House, 
who hired Toni Morrison and then ar-
ranged for her novels to be published 
at Knopf in order to fasten his white 
supremacist claws ever-deeper into 
the flesh of virtuous African American 
womanhood. … Yeesh.

The Literary Mafia keeps pushing the 
funny idea that postwar American liter-
ary Jews all identified as Jewish, wanted 
to be seen as Jewish, identified with oth-
er Jews, wished other Jews to succeed 
and, because of these identifications, 
chose to advocate for the professional 
aspirations of their Jewish brethren. 
There are pages and pages in Lambert’s 
book on Lionel Trilling (whose attitude 
about his own Jewishness is a much-de-
bated subject among critics and biogra-
phers) that laboriously try to demon-
strate that Trilling favored his Jewish 
students. But there is just as much, if not 
more, evidence to suggest that Jewish 
editors, teachers, publishers, and critics 
competed with, disfavored, ignored, or 
tried to undermine other Jews. The ex-
amples are everywhere: Norman Mailer 

The Fever Dream of 
Jewish Cultural Power

Josh Lambert’s ‘The Literary Mafia’ retells the story of Jewish literary 
achievement in postwar America as the sordid maneuverings of a gang of 

racist, misogynist white men who, above all, looked out for each other

BY RICHARD A. KAYE

S
ome of us are not Jews.” 
So ran the first sentence 
of a glowing March 6, 
1977, review of John 
Cheever’s novel Falcon-
er by Joan Didion on 

the front page of The New York Times 
Book Review, an article that lamented 
the “homelessness” of the “white mid-
dle-class Protestant writer” in America 
and went on to critique as woefully mis-
guided an analysis of a Cheever short 
story, “The Country Husband,” by Al-
fred Kazin. Didion calls Kazin’s com-
ments a “deflationary reduction” 
(although Kazin had characterized the 
story as “brilliant”), but the implica-
tion was obvious—namely, that Jewish 
literary critics such as Kazin were deaf 
to Cheever’s singular accomplishments 
and had been responsible for Cheev-
er’s relatively low repute in the liter-
ary world.

Unsurprisingly, Kazin responded in 
an aggrieved letter to the editor, point-
ing out that he had spent his entire ca-
reer as a critic writing almost entirely 
about non-Jewish writers. Didion re-
sponded with the cool terseness for 
which she was celebrated: “Oh, come 
off it, Alfred.”

Didion’s review is nowhere cited in 
Josh Lambert’s The Literary Mafia: Jews, 
Publishing, and Postwar American Liter-
ature, but her basic proposition is every-
where affirmed in its pages. Although 
Lambert repeatedly disavows the idea 
of a Jewish mafia, calling the notion 
“false and even pernicious,” that term 
forms the title of his book and the title 
of his conclusion in which he welcomes 

the dominance of other ethnic groups 
in publishing (“We Need More Literary 
Mafias.”) Moreover, the book’s central 
argument is that Jews shaped postwar 
American literature through a tacit, 
unstated, and often unfair system of in-
fluence in which Jewish agents, editors, 
intellectuals, academics, and writers 
promoted other Jews. Lambert various-
ly calls this system a “network,” an “eth-
nic niche,” “a system that has privileged” 
Jews, a sphere of “privileged access,” 
“consequential gate-keeping roles,” and 
“positions of influence and power.” The 
Literary Mafia is offered as a work of 
Jewish Studies (Lambert is an associ-
ate professor of Jewish Studies and En-
glish at Wellesley College), but it also 
has an evident theoretical foundation 
in the work of the French social theo-
rist Pierre Bourdieu, famous for his idea 
of “cultural capital,” a debt buried in a 
footnote. Yet Lambert’s book represents 
a crude misapplication of Bourdieu’s in-
fluential ideas about “fields of influence” 
as Lambert tries to export them to the 
New York publishing sphere.

The Literary Mafia is not a book 
about Jewish cultural accomplishment 
or the Jewish love of learning or even 
about how the People of the Book—
openly discriminated against in Amer-
ican higher education and effectively 
barred from tenure at America’s most 
prestigious universities—gained a foot-
hold in the New York book industry. 
Like other conspiracy-laden critiques 
about Jews, from the Protocols of the 
Elders of Zion to the recent rants of Vik-
tor Orbán, The Literary Mafia is about 
perceived Jewish power—the rule being 
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Papers, in his own first novel, Wild Oats. 
Epstein apologized, moved to Holly-
wood where he became a successful 
television producer and, properly, never 
published another work of fiction.

Lambert thinks it very telling that 
after the scandal The New York Review 
of Books never reviewed any of Amis’ 
books. Clearly, Lambert explains, this 
was a protracted NYRB hit job. But it 
should be obvious that the editors of the 
Review were in an impossible situation. 
If they published a negative review of a 
book by Amis, they could be accused of 
retaliation, while a positive notice of an 
Amis novel could be perceived as a dis-
ingenuous effort to make amends. There 
was no way the NYRB could review a 
novel by Martin Amis while Barbara 
Epstein, Jacob’s mother, was co-editor 
of the journal. And can anyone seriously 
contend that being ignored by the Re-
view hurt Amis’ career?

The absence of any discussion of some 
of the important Jewish editors of the 
postwar period in Lambert’s screed is 
striking, to the point of seeming like a 
deliberate act of cultural erasure. Ted 
Solotaroff, among the most accom-
plished editors of his generation (found-
er of the journal New American Review, 
later titled American Review, which for 
years published innovative writing), is 
dispatched in a single, snarky sentence: 
“Ted Solotaroff ’s career as a literary 
critic and editor at New American Re-
view and Harper and Row was nev-
er separable from his friendship with 
Philip Roth, whom he saw as a kindred 
spirit beginning in their graduate-stu-
dent days in Chicago, in part because 
they were from neighboring towns in 
New Jersey; Roth got Solotaroff the 
writing assignments that led to his first 
editorial job, so in a very concrete sense, 
Solotaroff owed his career to Roth.” The 
forced logic of this warped insinuation 
reduces an extended friendship to a 
life-altering favor reminiscent of those 
Balzac novels in which a single encoun-
ter catapults a character to social and 
professional prominence. Silvers, a cen-
tral figure in American intellectual life 
for some 50 years, is referenced, en pas-
sant, only once, and Aaron Asher (the 
editor of Bellow, Roth, Carlos Fuentes, 

also liked to tell me how Edmund Wil-
son once had complained to her, “I wish 
Alfred did not like me so much.” Kazin, 
equally combative, once shared with me 
his feelings about Jason. “There is some-
thing about Jason Epstein,” he confid-
ed, “that just makes you want to punch 
him.” I recall a conversation with Bel-
low, who had been my undergraduate 
thesis advisor at the University of Chi-
cago, in which he told me that he would 
not respond to an article in Commentary 
magazine disparaging his friend the 
poet John Berryman, which Silvers, my 
then-boss (mob boss?), wanted Bellow 
to write. “I don’t,” Bellow informed me 
when I asked him why he had declined 
to write a response to the Commentary 
piece, “believe in blowing up latrines.” 
The point here is that the famously 
feuding New York Jewish intellectuals 
of the postwar era were far more inter-
ested in fighting with each other than in 
literary log-rolling.

There is a lot of speculation, innuen-
do, and gossip in The Literary Mafia, 
along with something approaching slan-
der in Lambert’s discussion of the ca-
reers of highly accomplished Jewish ed-
itors, publishers, and influencers, nearly 
all of them dead and unable to speak in 
their own defense. Piggy-backing on the 
controversial, anonymous 2017 Google 
doc that targeted purportedly misbehav-
ing men in the media—because, hey, one 
has to go with the Zeitgeist—Lambert 
entitles one chapter “Women and Shitty 
Media Men.” Literary accomplishments, 
innovations, breakthroughs, artistic 
merit, and entire careers are ignored, 
held suspect, trivialized, criticized, or 
trashed. The playwright Lillian Hell-
man pops up only to endorse her friend 
Jason’s son’s book. Jason Epstein him-
self, often credited with inventing the 
serious paperback book (reprinting the 
out-of-print work of major European 
and American writers) and with mod-
ernizing the American book industry, is 
almost entirely discussed as a promoter 
of his son Jacob’s fleeting ambitions as 
a novelist.

The Literary Mafia’s handling of Ja-
cob Epstein’s story is especially strained. 
In 1979 Jacob Epstein was exposed for 
having plagiarized some of the British 
novelist Martin Amis’ novel, The Rachel 

dismissed the fiction of Saul Bellow 
(“self-willed and unnatural”), Herbert 
Gold (“reminds me of nothing so much 
as a woman writer”), and J. D. Salinger 
(“the greatest mind ever to stay in prep 
school”). After initially praising the 
early writing of Philip Roth, the crit-
ic Irving Howe skewered the novelist 
in a 1972 essay in Commentary maga-
zine, prompting Roth 20 years later to 
satirize Howe as the pompous critic 
Milton Appel in Roth’s 1983 novel The 
Anatomy Lesson. There is a lot to indi-
cate that Jews mostly promoted the ca-
reers of non-Jews. The great postwar 
editor Jason Epstein’s authors—from 
Jane Jacobs, Peter Matthiessen, and 
Edmund Wilson to W. H. Auden, Vladi-
mir Nabokov, and Paul Kennedy—were 
mostly non-Jews.

My own experience as an editorial as-
sistant at The New York Review of Books 
for four years in the 1980s was that, to 
the extent that whether a contributor to 
the NYRB was Jewish was even a dis-
cernable issue, the journal’s two editors, 
Robert Silvers and Barbara Epstein, 
could be dismissive of writers they per-
ceived as overly attached to their Jew-
ish origins. While Isaiah Berlin was in 
at the Review, Kazin definitely was not. 
Barbara once explained to me that she 
disliked Kazin’s writing except when 
he was writing about the “ghetto.” She 
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“Lambert’s earnest, 
lengthy anti-
nepotism case 
in his book is, as 
they say, found 
money. Who, 
after all, is really 
for nepotism?”

American Review. Is that typically what 
Jewish “shitty media men” do?

Lambert’s earnest, lengthy anti-nep-
otism case in his book is, as they say, 
found money. Who, after all, is really 
for nepotism (except, perhaps, Bellow’s 
son Adam, who, as Lambert is eager 
to point out, wrote a book defending 
it)? Lambert’s charge of Jewish nepo-
tistic practice is based on a handful of 
cases, among them Alfred Knopf’s son 
Pat’s publishing fortunes; Jacob Ep-
stein’s novel getting published; Adam 
becoming a publisher, and John Pod-
horetz succeeding his father, Norman, 
as editor of Commentary in 2007. (The 
“Postwar” of the book’s title runs heav-
ily into overtime.) The wonderfully 
un-categorizeable novelist Steven Mill-
hauser is included in this chapter not as 
the beneficiary of nepotism, exactly, but 
as someone in a position “of privileged 
literary access and inherited cultural 
capital.” Millhauser’s father was … a 
powerful literary agent? An influential 
publisher? A career-making editor? No, 
an English professor at the University of 
Bridgeport, Connecticut.

By way of proving the sexism of the 
New York Jewish literary establish-
ment, Lambert focuses on what he char-
acterizes as three “studiously neglected 
or misread postwar fictions” by three 
women—Ann Birstein’s 1973 Dickie’s 
List, Rona Jaffe’s 1958 The Best of Ev-
erything, and T. Gertler’s 1984 Elbow-
ing the Seducer—what he calls “whisper 
novels,” romans à clef that exposed the 
unseemliness of all of that Jewish male 
publishing power (“studiously neglect-
ed,” needless to say, sounds like part of 
a conspiracy). Since Lambert’s book is 
interested in the alleged cultural con-
trol wielded by Jews and not in Jew-
ish aesthetic achievements, Lambert 
doesn’t bother to make a case for the 
literary merit of these novels, which is 
understandable given that they are all 
interestingly topical, fetchingly silly, 
but decidedly forgettable minor works 
of fiction.

Yet novels only appear to interest 
Lambert if they can, as in Millhauser’s 
case, be interpreted autobiographically. 
Not content to indulge in tittle-tattle 
about, for example, who the real-life 
harasser referenced in Gertler’s tell-all 

with some notable exceptions (the 
Jewish-born Blanche Knopf, Barbara 
Epstein, Diana Trilling, Midge Decter, 
the non-Jewish Nan Talese, Elisabeth 
Sifton, and Judith Jones), New York 
book and magazine publishing in the 
postwar period was a man’s world—as 
it was in nearly all other professions 
of the period.

Yet Lambert’s interest in bringing 
up misogyny in the context of a fin-
ger-wagging exposé of Jewish publish-
ing cenacles suggests a kind of Me Too 
opportunism, in which now nearly ev-
ery Jewish male editorial figure is retro-
spectively guilty because it was (thank 
you, Pierre Bourdieu) a system— and ac-
cording to Lambert, a very corrupt one 
at that. Jews had assumed so much cul-
tural capital, he implies that they could 
get away with anything. But the New 
York postwar publishing world was 
not monolithically hostile to feminist 
aspirations, and it published numerous 
talented female writers. While Lam-
bert explores the editor Gordon Lish’s 
early advocacy of the writer Cynthia 
Ozick, he generally ignores evidence 
that Jewish male editors promoted the 
work of women. Ted Solotaroff, for ex-
ample, oversaw the writing of dozens 
of female authors, including Kate Mil-
lett’s 1971 feminist classic Sexual Poli-
tics, excerpts of which first appeared in 

Charles Rosen, and Milan Kundera) not 
at all. Perhaps more astonishingly, Wil-
liam Shawn, longtime editor of The New 
Yorker, raised in a secular Midwestern 
Jewish home, is also entirely ignored, 
in a book that purports to be about Jew-
ish literary influence in 20th century 
New York.

No doubt Shawn’s absence from 
Lambert’s book may be explained by 
the fact that his career undermines 
the whole thrust of The Literary Ma-
fia. Under Shawn’s stewardship, The 
New Yorker was not especially associ-
ated with Jewish writing, but rather 
with showcasing literary goyim (John 
Cheever, E. B. White, John Updike, 
John Hersey, Donald Barthelme, Ray-
mond Carver, Truman Capote, Dwight 
MacDonald). Salinger, although born 
to a Jewish family, could hardly be de-
scribed as writer of Jewish themes. The 
most important work by a Jewish au-
thor that The New Yorker published—
Hannah Arendt’s 1963 Eichmann in 
Jerusalem—was attacked as antise-
mitic by Jewish critics (though none 
of them could reply in a Letter to the 
Editor page because the magazine dec-
orously—WASPily?—did not have one). 
There may be an interesting story in 
how Shawn, perhaps wanting to estab-
lish The New Yorker as a cosmopolitan 
(some would say middle-brow) maga-
zine, mostly and timorously eschewed 
writers who came off as explicitly Jew-
ish. But that would be the opposite of 
the story Lambert is determined to tell.

As affrontingly cynical and con-
fused as Lambert’s thesis about inor-
dinate Jewish influence is, he makes 
matters worse by seeking to tie his 
lurid fantasies of Jewish power to the 
(easily demonstrated) sexism of the 
postwar New York publishing world 
and to the (far less demonstrable) sup-
posedly rampant nepotism. In linking 
misogynist behavior and nepotistic 
practice to his argument about Jews 
having so much undue sway over writ-
ers’ livelihoods Lambert inadvertent-
ly revives some ugly, well-burnished 
antisemitic canards about predatory 
male Jews, implying—without explic-
itly saying, of course—that sexism 
and nepotism are specifically Jewish 
problems. There is no question that, 
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novel might be, he hints at the need for 
some sort of public showdown. “Read-
ers have no trouble treating books like 
Jaffe’s, Birstein’s, and Gertler’s as sala-
cious and sometimes enjoyable gossip,” 
he writes with excited prosecutorial rel-
ish, “but have not seen them as grounds 
for action.”

The Literary Mafia keeps trying to 
drag the reader into a melodramatic 
fever dream in which Jewish male edi-
tors, agents, critics, and publishers pro-
mote Jewish writers and in which some 
of these same Jewish men discriminate 
against, decline to promote, ogle, ha-
rass, and abuse women while Jewish 
mothers and fathers strenuously use 
their power to advance the positions of 
their offspring. (Yale University Press 
really should have marketed Lambert’s 

book as part of a new literary genre, 
paranoid Jewish fiction.) In fact, The 
Literary Mafia is like a whole season 
of The Sopranos recast in a Manhattan, 
Jewish-dominated publishing world 
(call it The Shapiros) and conceived by 
a non-Jewish graduate of the Iowa’s 
Writers’ Workshop who, unable to get 
his first novel published, ends up, bit-
ter and obsessed, working as a proof-
reader at, say, Publishers Weekly. (Hey, 
if not for that horrible New York Jew-
ish clique, he could have been a liter-
ary contender!)

The unpleasant vibes given off by 
The Literary Mafia extend into the Ac-
knowledgments pages at the end of the 
book, the last line of which finds the au-
thor thanking his two children thus: “I 
love you, and so I am doing my best not 

to do to you what some of the parents in 
this book did to their kids.” So add bad 
parenting to the bad rap the Jewish liter-
ary elite receives in The Literary Mafia. 
After 258 pages of a tendentious, gos-
sip-driven diatribe masquerading as a 
work of serious, theoretically informed 
literary scholarship and as a brief on 
behalf of more enlightened publishing 
practices, a reader could be forgiven for 
wondering why Condé Nast publisher 
S.I. Newhouse, brooding over who to 
appoint as the editor in chief of Vogue in 
1988, did not choose his co-religionist 
and New York City style icon, Cynthia 
Ozick. Postwar American culture really 
could have been so much better. 

This article was originally published on 
December 8, 2022

Tel Aviv’s Gay Dads
As more Israeli gay men become fathers, parenthood 

is emerging as the great gay equalizer

BY DAVID CHRISTOPHER KAUFMAN

I
n the middle of a recent two-
week trip to Tel Aviv—a city 
where I lived for many years, 
many years ago—I suddenly 
realized why I felt oddly con-
tent, oddly validated, odd-

ly accepted. Nearly all of the gay men 
I spent time with were dads like my-
self. My hip hotelier buddy and his cre-
ative director husband: Their daughter 
just celebrated her bat mitzvah. My old 
friend, a diplomat and former ambassa-
dor: His son is now 8. The hunky me-
dia dude I encountered one unbearably 
humid evening: dad to a daughter and 
son.  And my ex-partner, the conduc-
tor and pianist: a father to 7-year-old 
twins—just a year older than my own 
twin sons.

Unlike back home in New York City, 
gay fathers seemed to be everywhere in 

Tel Aviv. Some were married to men, 
others divorced from women, others 
co-parenting with lesbians or straight 
female friends—and all with minimal 
fuss or fanfare (or at least no more fuss 
or fanfare than heterosexual parents). 
As I joined them for coffee dates and 
play dates and pool dates, we spoke 
about summer camp and monkeypox, 
Beyonce and back-to-school—a mashup 
of parent life and queer life so natural, so 
organic, so easy and free-flowing that all 
I could think was: “This is how straight 
parents must feel all of the time.”

For me, Tel Aviv and its community 
of gay dads felt nothing less than sub-
lime. As someone who’s not just gay, but 
also Black and Jewish, I’ve spent my en-
tire life searching for folks who look or 
live or love like me. In Israel—a place 
where I’m finally, mercifully not always 

the darkest Jew in the room—I’ve found 
some of that belonging on an ethnic lev-
el. But being among so many other gay 
parents elevated these connections to a 
truly existential level.

And it seems I’m not the only one 
who feels this way. A recent study de-
tailing the experiences of LGBT parents 
in Israel demonstrated a direct link be-
tween child-rearing and a strong sense 
of core fulfillment and satisfaction, par-
ticularly among men. The study—one of 
the most detailed ever conducted to ex-
plore LGBT parenthood—revealed that 
gay fathers are actually happier than 
their heterosexual counterparts, with 
lower levels of depression and higher 
levels of overall “life meaning” and “life 
purpose.” LGBT parenthood, the study 
noted, has also helped erode the stigma 
associated with being LGBT in less ur-
ban, less “progressive” parts of Israel 
(the country’s equivalent, you might say, 
of “flyover” or “red” states).

In other words, many gay fathers 
in Israel feel much as I felt there: hap-
py, purpose-driven and supported. 
Most crucially, becoming fathers (and 
mothers) has helped elevate the status 
of LGBT people within larger Israe-
li society like no other social or po-
litical advancement. Even more then 
marriage or anti-discrimination laws, 
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“Parenthood, 
it seems, has 
become the great 
gay equalizer.”

of LGBT parenthood in Israel appears 
to have created a ripple effect across Is-
raeli society, so much so that many now 
wonder if LGBT people in Israel (and 
other nations where gay parenthood is 
now increasing) will ultimately feel the 
same level of pressure as straight people 
to reproduce.

For the moment, at least, Shenkman 
said such pressure still falls most heav-
ily on Israeli women, whom, he says, 
have “reported stress related to social 
judgment” if they choose to remain 
child-free. But as more gay men become 
fathers, added Shenkman, “gay men will 
feel the social expectations to pursue 
parenthood … and may face the pres-
sure of stigma” if they choose not to.

Jack Drescher, a clinical professor of 
psychiatry at Columbia University, sug-
gests that such stigma—while certainly 
not inevitable here in the U.S.—could 
nonetheless help reshape how gay men 
mate, date, and relate. “We have more 
choices here in America so I’m not sure 
such pressure to have kids could happen 
to gay men here,” said Drescher, who 
works with a large gay male clientele in 
his clinical practice. “But what the spec-
ter of parenthood could certainly im-
pact is how gay men meet up, form rela-
tionships, and consider their long-term 
life expectations. There will always be 
groups of gay men who are focused on 
the sexuality of being gay, with little 
interest in becoming parents, but there 
are others whom being gay is just like 
being straight and want those types of 
heterosexual values and norms.”

Although there is not yet any hard 
data confirming that there are more 
gay fathers per capita in Israel than 
in the U.S., said Shenkman, anecdot-
al evidence seems to bear it out; and, 
according to existing studies, Israeli 
gay men are roughly 25% more like-
ly than American gay men to possess 
“strong desires” to become parents in 
the future. The rise of gay fatherhood 
possesses an outsize opportunity to 
dismantle conventional thinking about 
sexuality, propriety, and, most impor-
tantly, identity. For as much as parent-
hood upends how straights think about 
gays, it forces us queers to reconsider 
how we think about ourselves. Are we 
revolutionaries or have we sold out? 

unfathomable—even in a culture like Is-
rael where family-building is a national 
obsession. True, times have certainly 
changed. But these feelings of otherness 
not only run deep—they are deep.

In Israel, at least, change has come via 
sources both old and new. There’s the 
biblical imperative to “be fruitful and 
multiply” that has resulted in Israel hav-
ing the highest birthrate in the entire 
developed world—along with an ag-
gressive demand for liberty and equality 
among the country’s secular, urban elite. 
For many Israelis, parenthood is as much 
a right as a commandment, regardless 
of gender or sexual identity. No wonder 
tens of thousands of (mostly straight) 
Israelis protested in 2018 to overturn a 
law banning surrogacy rights for single 
women and same-sex couples (the law 
was finally amended three years later).

Much like in the high-tech or cu-
linary arenas, in the emerging battle 
to achieve fertility equality, Israel is 
clearly punching far above its weight. 
Indeed, the 2021 shift in surrogacy 
laws—while specific to Israel’s own 
medical and political establishments—
confirms that all Israelis, regardless of 
gender, are equal in their right to be-
coming parents. Moreover, the govern-
ment is equally obligated to help every 
citizen succeed in this journey. And 
along the way, the sheer normalization 

parenthood, it seems, has become the 
great gay equalizer.

Of course no one—neither myself 
nor the study’s authors—is suggesting 
LGBT people must (or even should) be-
come parents in order to secure social 
equality. Equal rights are equal rights, 
regardless of having a kid or a puppy 
or a plant. But for those who choose to 
embrace it—and can afford it—parent-
hood can provide a particularly potent 
pathway to both cultural and personal 
acceptance for a group that’s historically 
had very little of either.

“At least in Israel, being gay or les-
bian no longer seems to matter much 
anymore,” said Geva Shenkman, a clini-
cal psychologist and professor at Reich-
man University who co-authored the 
parenting study with professors Dorit 
Segal-Engelchin and Orit Taubman 
Ben-Ari. “What matters is that you’re 
a parent—however or with whomever 
it happens.”

In my own case, even without the 
support of a vibrant, like-minded com-
munity, I’ve never felt more “regular” or 
“equal” than I have being a father. It’s an 
unprecedented feeling, coming as I do 
from so many intersecting identities. 
But after a lifetime of struggling with 
my blackness and whiteness and gay-
ness, “dad” is the first identity that’s felt 
like an immediate and authentic fit.

Six years into dad life, fatherhood is 
like a pas de deux between feelings of 
acceptance I’d never imagined I’d expe-
rience and an inner battle to accept that 
I truly deserve to feel them. Of course I 
understand intellectually that everyone 
has a right to parenthood—perhaps the 
most basic element of the human con-
dition. But for men like me—who came 
of age in the shadows of HIV and long 
before homophobia became not just 
unfashionable, but unacceptable—par-
enthood seemed little more than an im-
possibility, as much because of science 
as society.

After all, until very recently gay peo-
ple (including in Israel) were not only 
denied access to our authentic selves, 
we were perceived as predatory, exis-
tential threats to traditional family life. 
For many of us, children were phys-
ically impossible, while for most of 
us, parenthood was deemed culturally 
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Reframing the 
Conversation 

Around Parenting
Jessica Grose offers a crash course on the history of 

motherhood in America in her new book

BY JAMIE BETESH CARTER

T
wice a week, parents 
around the country re-
ceive email newsletters 
from New York Times 
parenting opinion 
writer Jessica Grose 

with headlines such as “Your Kid’s Ex-
istential Dread Is Normal” and “Par-
ents of Little Kids Still Feel They’ve 
Been Abandoned.” In a sea of articles 
and books about “how to be the per-
fect mother” and “how to stop a tan-
trum its tracks” that drowns parents, 
Grose writes in a straightforward and 

pragmatic tone that makes mothers 
feel seen and buoyant. Because of her 
unique voice, her Times newsletters are 
often shared on social media and sent in 
group chats among friends (including 
mine). Grose, along with other Times 
editors, even helped create “The Primal 
Scream Line,” a hotline where mothers 
could call in and scream it out during 
some of the most stressful periods of 
the COVID-19 crisis.

This month, Grose’s new book, 
Screaming on the Inside: The Unsustain-
ability of American Motherhood, will be 

published. “One thing that I come back 
to all the time is that as difficult as par-
enting in 2022 feels, there are some is-
sues that are so indelible forever. Parents 
have always dealt with them. There are 
so many historical reasons why parent-
ing in America is so uniquely hard,” said 
Grose. “I really wanted to do a deep dive 
on history. And a book is a way to make 
a longer-term statement about what my 
orientation and ideas about American 
motherhood are.”

The COVID-19 pandemic put partic-
ular strain on American mothers—and 
saw a subsequent rise in books on par-
enting in this COVID-defined era. “The 
pandemic was a time where more people 
have been talking about the unrealistic 
expectations of American motherhood. 
No one’s been listening to them, and 
society has not really changed to make 
it more sustainable,” said Grose. “Every 
person’s experience of motherhood is 
their own. I tried to talk to as many peo-
ple from different backgrounds, parts of 
the country, with different experiences 
as possible. And while other books have 
done that, not these particular people in 
this particular moment.”

Besides, said Grose, there still aren’t 
enough books on the subject. “I think 
motherhood is one of the most primal 

Are we charting a path for a new kind 
of gay existence, or have we simply suc-
cumbed to the unyielding demands of 
heteronormative conformity?

Although I certainly have yet to find 
the answer, I’m increasingly convinced 
it doesn’t really matter. Who cares why 
gay men like me have become parents—
what is most crucial are the parents we 
are trying to become. In the meantime, 
that psychic “toll” of gay fatherhood 
was something I had not fully antici-
pated. Long after leaving the closet, for 
instance, we were compelled as gay par-
ents to “come out” day after day (again 
and again) with teachers, doctors, and, 
most stressfully, other parents. And 
this often transpired in situations well 
beyond our control. I’ve found this 
both scary and empowering—an end-
less tussle with the unknown directly 

connected to the very essence of what 
makes us human, our children.

But I’ve also allowed this to be an 
opportunity to think hard about who 
I am as a man and a father and person. 
Surrounded almost entirely by hetero-
sexual counterparts, even the most in-
grained identity markers—including 
gay and lesbian—are eventually dis-
rupted by the relentless, everyday-ness 
that is parenthood. Often in the midst 
of a playground or a meltdown—out of 
sheer bliss or perhaps exhaustion—I’ll 
almost “forget” that I am gay, or at least 
forget that being gay is supposed to 
matter. And isn’t that what we’ve always 
wanted from straight people as well? Is 
this how heterosexual moms and dads 
feel? Is this what’s happening with all 
my buddies back in Tel Aviv? Is this 
equality? It’s probably too soon to tell.

For the moment, at least, “what’s no-
table in Israel is that gay parents have so 
many other gay parents they can share 
their experiences with,” said Shenkman, 
and this matters—a lot. “Gay parents do 
not feel alone—they do not feel like the 
exception.” While I cannot say if I’ve 
ever felt entirely equal anywhere, in Tel 
Aviv, at least, I also no longer felt like 
the exception—neither as a father or a 
gay man or a Jew. Of course, I’ll never 
really know if this is how straight par-
ents feel. But after a lifetime of oddness, 
becoming a dad has finally allowed me 
to feel just a little like everyone else—
which for a “unicorn” like me is the only 
kind of equality that could ever truly 
matter. 

This article was originally published on 
December 7, 2022.
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behavior. … And yet I feel deeply con-
nected to Judaism in a way that’s not al-
ways easy to explain. It is in my bones.”

She explained this conundrum that 
many Xennial parents feel: struggling 
to figure out our own Jewish identity 
while attempting to impart a Jewish 
identity to our children. “It’s some-
thing that is ongoing. I assumed that 
once my children were sentient, that I 
would have it figured out. But it’s not 
like that. It’s evolving. … It’s ongoing,” 
Grose told me. “I feel it more and more, 
that I really want them to have some 
sort of religious practice. I had a very 
traditional sort of Reform Jewish up-
bringing. I went to Hebrew school, I 
had a bat mitzvah, and I did not find 
any of that particularly inspiring.”

Grose says she still feels “closely con-
nected to my roots,” so she is trying to 
find different ways to help her two 
young daughters—to whom she dedi-
cated her book—connect to Judaism. 
“We’re going to take my kids to Austria 
in April to see where their grandpar-
ents lived and to learn about the per-
secution of their family,” said Grose. “I 
think about my grandparents and how 
they had these indefatigable spirits. 
And even though they were expelled 
from their country of their birth, they 
still spoke so highly of Vienna and the 
culture that surrounded them. I want to 
teach them that being Jewish is not just 
about being persecuted, though that is 
part of it.”

The theme of breaking down assump-
tions is present throughout the stories 
Grose tells in her book. While other 
“parenting” books can feel daunting, 
leaving readers with laundry lists of 
things to do, say, or play, Screaming 
on the Inside gives us permission to be 
who we are: concerned, overwhelmed 
parents who are just figuring out how 
to raise good humans. “This book is not 
a prescriptive guide,” said Katherine 
Nintzel, Grose’s book editor at Harp-
erCollins. “What Jessica does that is 
so important is reframe the conversa-
tion and empower us to parent better 
simply by the way that we’re thinking 
about our children.”

This new way of thinking, and 
reframing, makes Grose a more 

this ambivalence, and all sorts of dif-
ferent emotions about motherhood for 
as long as they have been literate. This 
fantasy that if we just had a simpler life, 
mothering would be easier—it’s just not 
true. It’s always been incredibly reward-
ing, but difficult.”

What Grose does so accurately is de-
scribe the duality of motherhood. She 
gives voice to the dichotomous feelings 
moms often have trouble articulating 
about the unimaginably challenging yet 
joyful job of being a mother. ”She cap-
tures two things that seem like they’re 
really opposed to each other,” said 
Grose’s Times colleague Farah Miller, 
editorial director of the Well section. 
“On one hand, how hard it is to be a 
parent and how much it can absolutely 
suck the life out of you. But on the other 
hand, she has a really good handle on 
exactly why it’s also a wonderful, beau-
tiful experience to be a mom.” That’s 
why Miller isn’t surprised when people 
respond so affirmatively to Grose’s writ-
ing. “So often, we get people saying, ‘It’s 
like you’re inside my head!’” Miller said.

I asked Grose what motivated her to 
share so much of her own story in the 
book. “ It just feels more urgent when 
you know that the person who has done 
all this research has also lived it them-
selves,” she said. “I also wanted to make 
it clear that you can have every privi-
lege under the sun, which I do. And that 
even with all of those things, the sys-
tem is so unyielding and unsupportive 
for mothers.”

Grose doesn’t write about being Jewish 
in Screaming on the Inside, but in the 
weeks before our interview, coinciding 
with Rosh Hashanah, one of Grose’s 
Times newsletters focused on Judaism. 
In it, she grapples with wanting to in-
still a sense of Judaism in her children 
but being unclear on how to do it in a 
meaningful and authentic way.

“As my kids get older, I feel a greater 
sense of urgency about teaching them 
to be Jewish,” Grose wrote in that 
newsletter. “My problem is—and al-
ways has been—that I have little desire 
to bring them to shul. I can be ambiv-
alent about organized religion because 
it has, at worst, been used as a shield 
for sometimes ugly and hypocritical 

and fundamental topics that exists in the 
world,” she said. “So even though there 
are tons of books about motherhood, I 
think there should be even more.”

Screaming on the Inside gives readers 
a crash course in the history of moth-
erhood in America. Grose outlines the 
American mother’s journey—from so-
ciety believing mothers were simply a 
vessel to the creation of unachievable 
expectations that every mom is solely, 
completely responsible for anything and 
everything that happens to her child. 
“The expectation that a woman should 
be a perfect, moral vessel began at con-
ception,” she writes. “Early modern 
pregnancy manuals spent a great deal of 
time warning women that their thought 
crimes could alter their growing feti, 
and in general, women were thought to 
be more susceptible to the devil while 
they were pregnant and postpartum.” 
Perhaps most shocking, Grose writes, 
“Scientists did not set eyes on female 
human eggs until 1827, and it wasn’t 
until the end of the nineteenth century 
that the equal role of egg and sperm in 
reproduction was fully acknowledged.”

While many of the facts and stories 
in the book can be disheartening and 
downright depressing, Grose wants to 
give readers a sense of optimism. Re-
membering how far women’s rights 
have come in the past half decade gives 
her hope. While change is slow, she’s 
hopeful it continues. “The rights that 
mothers and women have today are so 
brand new. It can sometimes feel like 
things are so difficult and they’re nev-
er going to change,” she said. “But they 
have changed radically in the past 50 
years in a way that whenever I get de-
pressed about how under-supported 
parents are in the United States, I think, 
well, at least I can buy my own house 
and have access to credit.”

Grose helps debunk myths and speaks 
to moms in a way that attempts to al-
leviate feelings of guilt and awfulness, 
showing us we’re all in this togeth-
er. “I think I had some sort of fantasy 
that modern life is just incompatible 
with mothering and there’s some nat-
ural mom essence that we’ve destroyed. 
And that’s just simply not the case,” said 
Grose. “Women have been expressing 
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authentic “parenting expert” who 
many mothers can relate to. “Doing 
the work makes you an expert, and 
Jessica has been deeply invested in 
this subject matter from many dif-
ferent angles for a long time,” said 
Nintzel. “I think the expertise comes 
from someone who is willing to do 
the journalistic research, talk to a lot 
of different types of people, absorb 
different opinions, and filter a lot of 
different ideas during one of the big-
gest American parenting crises we’ve 
seen in 100 years.”

Nintzel, a mother herself, is excited 
for readers to feel seen, the way she 

does from Grose’s writing. “Screaming 
on the Inside is a constant reminder for 
me that I shouldn’t be focusing on these 
industry standards that are nonsense,” 
said Nintzel.

Perhaps the most important lesson 
in Grose’s book comes in the introduc-
tion. “Anytime you feel guilty about 
not meeting some sort of insane, un-
achievable demand, ask yourself: Does 
this help me improve my relationship 
with my children? And does this help 
my community?” Grose writes. “If the 
answer is neither, push back. Refuse to 
feel the guilt and failure that plague so 
many of us when we are just trying to 

raise our families under this broken 
system. Instead, use that energy to fuel 
something different.”

“I can’t tell you what your values 
are, and I hope that it is clear that I’m 
not trying to tell you how to raise your 
kids,” said Grose. “I can tell you what 
my values are and how I figured out 
what was right for my family. That is 
the important work of motherhood. It’s 
not showing other people that you fit 
their mold or what a great mom you are 
in their definition.” 

This article was originally published on 
December 8, 2022.

The Orthodox Women 
of Instagram

On social media, observant influencers are changing the conversation 
about everything from fashion to politics, religious texts to sexual health

BY YONI GUTENMACHER

T
he rise of internet “in-
fluencers” has hit the 
religious Jewish world, 
and nowhere has this 
been more visible than 
on Instagram. With its 

popularity among observant Jews, In-
stagram has offered Orthodox women 
opportunities to bypass the structures 
in the religious world that have often 
kept them out of positions of power 
and influence. Here, women have paved 
a new path to influence in their com-
munities, thereby uprooting tradition-
al conventions that determine who can 
and who can’t spread ideas in the Or-
thodox world.

In the past several years, a growing 
number of Orthodox women have come 
to amass significant followings on In-
stagram that sometimes range in the 
tens of thousands. Whereas Twitter has 

emerged as the primary social media 
platform for a subset of religious Jews 
interested in sharing Torah ideas, Ins-
tagram—with its more visually focused 
feed and even greater popularity—has 
become the main platform where Or-
thodox women gather to talk about Jew-
ish life. The success of a select number 
of these frum women on Instagram—
those with large followings who can, to 
some capacity, be considered influenc-
ers—has enabled them to occupy roles 
of tremendous influence and power in 
their communities as content creators, 
affecting the way religious Jews view 
everything from modest fashion to sex-
ual health, the weekly Torah portion to 
dating norms, contemporary politics to 
halachic concepts.

According to Sarah Guigue, an Or-
thodox influencer with over 40,000 fol-
lowers who posts under the username 

@hassidic.hipster.girl, this is partic-
ularly striking in communities where 
female representation in the media is 
itself a rarity. “In certain communities 
within the Orthodox world, they don’t 
even have frum women’s faces on Jew-
ish publications, even if they are fully 
tznius, fully modestly dressed,” Guigue 
said. “What Instagram does is it en-
ables these women who are ‘stuck’ and 
who are not given a face or a name in 
these publications … to have their own 
individuality and show themselves on 
a platform.”

While the exact demographics of 
Orthodox women on Instagram can 
be difficult to pinpoint—after all, most 
users on the platform do not necessari-
ly share this sort of information and no 
tracking source monitors it—Guigue, 
from personal experience engaging 
with her followers and others on the 
platform, believes that there is a rich 
diversity of religious women actively 
using Instagram to connect with one 
another through posts on Jewish life. 
According to her, this includes wom-
en who self-identify as part of the 
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“The reality is there 
are many people 
in the Orthodox 
community who 
view content 
creators as their 
‘celebrities’ and 
role models 
and inspirations.”

reasons (72,000 views), her discovery of 
a swastika on the side of a building in 
Italy (113,000 views), and a saga about 
kosher airline food (22,000 views).

For other Orthodox women, Insta-
gram has inevitably become another 
way to talk about food. Naomi Nach-
man, an Australian-born Orthodox chef 
and food and travel writer living in New 
York, has garnered over 40,000 follow-
ers on her Instagram page that primarily 
features posts about kosher cooking and 
her Orthodox lifestyle.

But the significance of the Orthodox 
women’s Instagram community, it turns 
out, extends far beyond the question of 
who in the Orthodox world can have 
access to positions of influence. Ortho-
dox women on Instagram have also been 
driving radical changes in the discourse 
happening in the Orthodox world, up-
rooting norms about what can and can’t 
be talked about, and reshaping the ways 
that religious Jews talk about certain 
sensitive topics.

Mitzmann believes that the changes 
in discourse that are happening in these 
online spaces are directly translating 
into changes in real life as well. “A lot 
of what happens on the internet then 
turns into what is discussed during cof-
fee dates, at the Shabbat table, at differ-
ent social events,” she said.

Many of these Orthodox influencers 
have amassed significant followings by 
speaking openly about issues that have 
held some degree of taboo in the com-
munity, including topics like infertility 
struggles, pregnancy loss, mental health, 
women’s sexuality, and sexual health.

Aimee Baron is the founder and ex-
ecutive director of I Was Supposed To 
Have A Baby, an organization that “uti-
lizes social media (mainly Instagram) to 
support Jewish individuals and families 
struggling to have a baby.” She person-
ally runs the Instagram page for the 
organization, which has over 14,000 

inevitably, statements about Jewish val-
ues emerge in posts about these kinds 
of topics. But there are also dozens of 
Orthodox women with influence on 
Instagram who are directly engaging 
with and addressing major topics in 
Jewish contemporary life, influencing 
the way their followers think about 
mental health, antisemitism, Zionism, 
women’s health, religious observance, 
and many other subjects.

“The reality is there are many people 
in the Orthodox community who view 
content creators as their ‘celebrities’ and 
role models and inspirations,” Mitz-
mann said. “Some consider them their 
rabbis—even though it’s a woman in a 
blond wig, that’s their rabbi.”

Among the most followed religious 
Jews on the platform is Melinda Strauss, 
a modern Orthodox influencer based in 
New York with over 70,000 followers on 
Instagram and over 660,000 followers 
on TikTok. She regularly posts videos 
about her everyday Jewish experiences 
in a tone that varies from explanatory 
(when she is describing aspects of Jew-
ish life to an intended general public 
audience) to familiar and casual (when 
she is speaking to those who are part of 
religious communities like her own). 
Some of her recent posts include: an 
explanation of why she keeps two sepa-
rate beds in her guest room for halachic 

modern Orthodox and Chabad com-
munities, but, perhaps surprisingly, it 
also includes women from Yeshivish 
and ultra-Orthodox circles. Despite 
long-standing conventions in these 
communities that have often discour-
aged women from attaining positions 
of influence, some women in these 
communities have even managed to 
gain dozens of thousands of followers 
on Instagram.

Raizy Fried, an influencer with near-
ly 50,000 followers on Instagram, de-
scribes herself on her website as a “chas-
sidish, Jewish homemaker.” While she 
posts videos of recipes and lifestyle 
guidance on Instagram, she also posts 
on a platform she runs called Inspired 
Living, which is “devoted to helping 
women run their homes more efficient-
ly, entertain with practicality and style, 
and learn all the clever homemaking and 
organizing techniques they can get their 
hands on.” With a paid membership to 
Inspired Living, users have access to un-
limited streaming of her videos on her 
website and on the official Raizy Fried 
app, in addition to other bonus content.

The prevalence of Orthodox women 
on Instagram has not been without con-
troversy, especially in more traditional 
communities. Guigue and others noted 
that in certain Orthodox communities, 
families have been socially ostracized 
after it was discovered that a woman 
in the family has been actively posting 
on Instagram.

Despite that pushback, the rise of the 
Orthodox woman influencer seems to 
be on an unstoppable trajectory that 
will continue to have radical impli-
cations for the Orthodox world. Bari 
Mitzmann, an Orthodox influencer 
with over 36,000 followers on Insta-
gram who often posts about mental 
health and modest fashion, believes that 
the influence of Jewish content creators 
on the zeitgeist of Orthodox commu-
nities can sometimes rival that of more 
traditional Jewish leaders, including 
rabbis. While the subjects of this influ-
ence can sometimes seem minor—many 
Orthodox influencers speak about 
things like recipes, clothing, and Jew-
ish homemaking—these lifestyle topics 
are, of course, integral to many Ortho-
dox Jews’ sense of Jewish identity and, 
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followers, and answers all the direct 
messages herself.

In a recently posted video, Baron 
tells her users to be kind toward peo-
ple struggling with “halachic infertil-
ity,” a term referring to the phenom-
enon that occurs when following the 
laws of niddah (family purity) inad-
vertently prevents a woman from get-
ting pregnant.

“For these women, these couples, it’s 
not that their body is failing them,” she 
says in the video. “Their body is doing 
exactly what it needs to. It’s ovulating. 
It’s that Halacha is failing them.”

The kind of language Baron is using 
here—direct, clear, and public messag-
es about the sometimes complicated 
relationship between Jewish law and 
fertility—is striking when considering 
that several years ago, even mentioning 
these topics was considered taboo in 
segments of the Orthodox world. Bar-
on believes that her work online, along 
with the work of other Instagram per-
sonalities who focus on similar topics, 
has enabled discourse on topics once 
considered “off-limits” to occur more 
openly in the religious world.

“Infertility and pregnancy loss were 
topics in the Jewish community, and in 
the frum community—where five or 10 
years ago, you could not say those words 
out loud at a Shabbos table,” Baron said. 
“Whereas in today’s day and age, it’s 
commonplace to see the word ‘infer-
tility’ in a place like Mishpacha or The 
Jewish Press. Nobody bats an eye.”

Malka Chana Amichai, a former birth 
doula and prenatal yoga teacher, runs an 
Instagram account under the username 
“bohemian balabusta” that has garnered 
nearly 30,000 followers. As an Ortho-
dox woman living in Israel, Amichai 
uses Instagram to promote positive and 
empowering messages about women’s 
sexuality and well-being. She speaks 
openly about female pleasure, using 
frank language to approach topics that 
have long been considered taboo in the 
Orthodox world.

“I try to help women understand that 
by owning all their femininity psycho-
logically and physiologically, it helps a 
woman feel empowered, it helps them 
feel confident in the body that they are 
walking around in,” Amichai said. “The 

body is not just this vessel—we actually 
are connected to it and I think that idea 
spills onto the values that we choose, it 
spills onto our marriages, it spills onto 
our children.”

While the topics and perspectives 
that Orthodox Jewish influencers offer 
vary considerably, there is one opportu-
nity that they are all providing to their 
users: the ability to engage in a kind of 
community that they might not have ac-
cess to in their immediate vicinities. Lisa 
Septimus, a yoetzet Halacha—a woman 
who advises other women about the 
laws surrounding family purity—with 
a growing Instagram following, believes 
that this is of particular importance for 
adult Orthodox women who can some-
times find it hard to access consistent 
communal engagement.

“A lot of the men have built-in com-
munal connection and religious connec-
tion by going to shul on Shabbat or go-
ing daily to minyan. For women, there 
isn’t as consistent a connection,” Septi-
mus said. “The women who are becom-
ing influencers are creating community 
for Jewish women, making women feel 
connected to one another, to the Jewish 
personality, and maybe to their religious 
life in general.”

Of course, the experience of Ortho-
dox women on Instagram has not been 
entirely positive. Inevitably, these wom-
en sometimes face serious harassment, 
oversexualization, and antisemitic 
attacks whose significance cannot be 
overstated. And yet, there seems to be 
a shared belief among the Orthodox 
women on the app that their commu-
nity has the opportunity to transcend 
all the negativity and to become a force 
for good.

“I do feel like in a lot of ways women 
are at the center of it all. When a woman 
is working on herself, that transforms 
her marriage, she can transform her 
relationship with her children, and so 
on,” Amichai said. “I feel like if we can 
keep creating community here through 
this really neat technological vessel that 
allows us to connect with people from 
all over the world, I feel like really big 
things can happen.” 

This article was originally published on 
December 6, 2022.

Album of the Week
Weyes Blood, And In the Darkness, 
Hearts Aglow

And In the Darkness, Hearts Aglow 
is Natalie Mering’s fifth go-round as 
Weyes Blood, and her second as part 
of a trilogy focused on the panic of 
modern life. The first album, 2019’s 
Titanic Rising, was “an observation, 
sounding the alarms that shit is going 
to go down.” Hearts Aglow describes 
how “all the shit went down.”

Mering’s voice, which has been 
compared to those of Carole King 
and Joni Mitchell, is transportive. The 
sounds of Hearts Aglow help in that 
regard, with Oneohtrix Point Never’s 
Daniel Lopatin on keyboards. Vintage-
sound guru Jonathan Rado produces 
a classic singer-songwriter mix with 
psychedelic lifts that come with every 
vocal shift.

But it’d be a mistake to miss what 
she’s actually singing about. “Living in 
the wake of overwhelming changes / 
We’ve all become strangers / Even to 
ourselves,” she sings on the opening 
track. “It’s not just me, it’s everybody.” 
Elsewhere, there are addictive finger-
snapping flourishes, and Mering’s 
declaration that “we don’t have time 
anymore to be afraid.”

Hearts Aglow has anti-tech sheen 
to it. Mering wants to “go back to the 
camp / with the kerosene lamps in the 
woods,” remembering “when you were 
mine / and I was yours for a time.”

 —David Meir Grossman
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baseball rules changed to stimulate 
bored fans, the growing dimensions of 
jumbotrons, stadium trinket giveaways, 
and attempts to popularize hockey by 
encouraging brutal fights. These exam-
ples look quaint when stacked against 
this World Cup’s opening ceremony, 
which was narrated live by Morgan 
Freeman from an air-conditioned 
stadium and capped off with a per-
formance from Korean pop megastar 
Jungkook of BTS.

In Qatar, we have all the spectacle 
money can buy, and yet the soul of the 
game, its playfulness, feels uncompel-
ling. Politicizing the World Cup has 
stripped it of its vitality by making it 
seem as if nothing on the field mat-
ters—and judged by the standards of 
the political, it doesn’t. Oh, Messi scored 
on a magnificent volley from beyond the 
penalty box? Well, he did so in a stadium 
built by brutalized migrants, paid for by 
a government hell-bent on destroying the 
environment, in front of fans pleading 
for basic human rights. Maradona didn’t 
dig Argentina out of its debt crisis. 
Landon Donovan didn’t make Ameri-
cans any less obese. Mbappé couldn’t 
ease France’s immigration tensions. 
And when the confetti clears from this 
World Cup, the gas will still flow out of 
Qatar while the migrant workers flow 
in—only the media attention paid to 
these issues will have changed.

The result of giving sports over to 
pure politics and spectacle could be 
seen in the all-out marketing blitz that 
took over the billboards of New York in 
2022 after the state legalized gambling. 
For months after the initial publicity 
wave, you would be hard-pressed to 
walk a single city block without en-
countering a DraftKings, BetMGM, 
or FanDuel ad. The promotions at first 
seemed too good to be true, with prom-
ises that financial freedom stood only a 
$10-deposit-to-your-smartphone away. 

The Death of Sport
Theaters of play are transforming into spectacles 

of politicking and financialization

BY HIRSH CHITKARA

W
hat exactly feels 
so off about this 
World Cup? Could 
it be the last-min-
ute beer ban? The 
fake fans import-

ed from Lebanon in exchange for air-
fare and a small stipend? Or perhaps 
the tournament is haunted by the scores 
of migrant laborers who died building 
the $200 billion infrastructure for the 
four-week event, a fact Qatari officials 
chillingly attempted to downplay by 
placing the estimated death toll at 400 
rather than the reported 6,500.

The diagnoses vary: The New York 
Times blamed racist crowds, The Wall 
Street Journal pointed to Qatar’s human 
rights record, The Intercept focused on 
Jared Kushner’s Middle East peace deal, 
and Jacobin bemoaned the absence of a 
socialist midfielder inspiring the mass-
es. Taking it a step further, The London 
Review of Books asked how we could 
even “justify burning this much of our 
carbon budget on international foot-
ball,” since this World Cup represents 
“a gigantic dose of hydrocarbon wealth” 
spent on “an immensely carbon-inten-
sive spectacle.”

Notably, none of these explanations 
have to do with the thing itself: the 
sport taking place on the field, and our 
relationship to it. As sports become in-
creasingly politicized, and as we enter a 
new era of online gambling, the pleasure 
of rooting for the home team is steadily 
being squeezed out by a ruthless logic of 
instrumentality that leaves sports fans 
poorer in every sense.

Writing in the late 1970s, social crit-
ic Christopher Lasch explained that 
professional sports offered specta-
tors a unique form of escape, fantasy, 

and play. The American public craved 
this play more than ever as manage-
rial capitalism pushed them into jobs 
that offered little in the way of cre-
ative challenge.

“Games enlist skill and intelligence, 
the utmost concentration of purpose, 
on behalf of activities utterly useless, 
which makes no contribution to the 
struggle of man against nature, to the 
wealth or comfort of the communi-
ty, or to its physical survival,”  Lasch 
wrote in his 1979 bestseller, The Cul-
ture of Narcissism.

Rather than see this uselessness as 
a flaw, Lasch understood the lack of 
instrumentality as fundamental to the 
appeal of sports. If sports served a pur-
pose, they would lose their charm—we 
would “perform” rather than “play” 
them. “The essence of play,” Lasch 
reminded us, “lies in taking seriously 
activities that have no purpose, serve 
no utilitarian ends.” The Catholic phi-
losopher Michael Novak explored the 
same idea, writing that play provides 
“the fundamental metaphors and the 
paradigmatic experiences for under-
standing the other elements of life.” He 
knew play was “not tied to necessity, 
except to the necessity of the human 
spirit to exercise its freedom.” In this 
way, Novak placed sports in the same 
category as religion, seeing both rooted 
in the “historic response of humans to 
their own liberty.” In a culture growing 
increasingly hostile to religion, is it any 
wonder play suffers the same fate?

Yet Lasch also warned that the deg-
radation of sport consisted “not in 
its being taken too seriously, but in 
its trivialization.” He worried about 
a sporting culture that valued specta-
cle above all else, and saw this process 
happening everywhere he looked: in 
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“But eventually 
the excitement 
of the bets took 
precedence 
over the games 
themselves, and 
the two decoupled.”

been different: Revenues are nearly tri-
pling year-over-year, while the National 
Problem Gambling Helpline reported 
a 84% increase in chats during 2021 
and said it expects those numbers will 
further increase. Wall Street analysts 
predict a staggering $35 billion will be 
wagered on this World Cup.

My foray into gambling—limited as it 
was—convinced me that we are on the 
precipice of a decline in sporting cul-
ture much steeper than Lasch imagined. 
Betting creates a synthetic substitution 
for the true joy of sports; it allows us to 
feel the thrill of a touchdown or buzz-
er-beater again, only we aren’t reacting 
to the on-field play, but to our correct 
prediction of it and our resulting profit. 
Betting is similar to social media in this 
way, as both mimic sensation without 
the underlying substance. And, as with 
social media, sports betting makes us so 
accustomed to the synthetic substitute 
that we eventually struggle to return to 
the real thing.

Lasch noticed that the “same forces 
that have organized the factory and the 
office have organized leisure as well, re-
ducing it to an appendage of industry.” 
Betting lets young men participate in 
sports the same way they participate 
in the financialized information econ-
omy. In simpler times, watching sports 
meant appreciating the virtuosity of 
player performance; now it means flat-
tering our own presumed ability to nav-
igate a financial market, only one where 
the derivatives have to do with actions 
taking place in a stadium rather than 
the prices of cotton, Bitcoin, or gold. 
When fantasy remains out of reach, we 
can only imagine ourselves participat-
ing as we see ourselves working—with 
spreadsheets, data, and steady profit 
margins eked out patiently over time. 

This article was originally published on 
December 7, 2022.

intensified my viewing experience. But 
eventually the excitement of the bets 
took precedence over the games them-
selves, and the two decoupled: I could 
watch a spectacular NFL playoff game 
and fixate only on whether a particular 
receiver would make his third catch. 
Conversely, I could watch a complete 
blowout and be incredibly tense, wait-
ing to see if the total score would sur-
pass 70 points.

The betting stopped “enhancing” 
games because it superseded them en-
tirely. Team loyalties held since child-
hood began to fray. I only consciously 
realized what was happening when, 
while listening to Cleveland sports ra-
dio one day, a professional gambler ex-
plained that he couldn’t watch sports 
for fun anymore. In fact, serious gam-
blers don’t watch games based on inter-
est—they only watch those that lend the 
greatest betting advantage, which could 
just as well be semi-pro basketball in Ja-
pan or pickleball in Italy.

We can look to the extremes to see 
what’s ahead. Like the alcohol industry, 
sports-betting companies know the real 
money comes from their most addict-
ed customers. They have had tremen-
dous success finding these users among 
young men. And while sports gambling 
has been around for a long time, this 
wave of seamless app-based betting has 

Some companies offered thousands of 
dollars in betting credits, assured that 
new customers would return the favor 
with loyalty. (Here “customer loyalty” 
serves as a polite corporate euphemism 
for “spending enough time on our apps 
to lose your entire initial deposit and 
hopefully a whole lot more.”)

And of course, the companies were 
right: In less than 10 months, mobile 
sports betting companies generated $13 
billion in the state of New York. Gov. 
Kathy Hochul boasted having “opened 
the door to responsible entertainment 
for millions of sports fans.”

As a twentysomething male with a 
bored tic of checking ESPN, I found 
myself a prime target for these corpo-
rations. Yet I also considered myself 
prudent (some might say stingy) and 
intuitively disliked the idea of betting 
on sports. If I loved sports on their own 
terms, why complicate the relationship 
with money? Sports betting wasn’t 
even particularly new. Beginning in 
the 2010s, any moderately tech-sav-
vy sports fan could list two or three 
dodgy websites (denoted by their lack 
of a “.com’’ domain) that took advantage 
of some overseas loophole to facilitate 
“legal” gambling.

But the onslaught of promotions 
proved too tempting to resist, and hu-
bris got the best of me. I deposited $20 
in one of the apps and decided it would 
be all the money I ever gambled, draw-
ing inspiration from the family relative 
who returns from Las Vegas bragging 
about a single sober trip to the roulette 
tables (she went primarily for Siegfried 
and Roy’s Secret Garden and Dolphin 
Habitat, as one does).

In the months that followed, I man-
aged to build my account balance up to 
about $500. Naturally, I took credit for 
this excellent rate of return, though it 
had more to do with the steady flow of 
promotions undoubtedly intended to 
flatter my gambling esteem until I de-
veloped a habit. When I won, it meant 
I could buy dinner and feel that it was 
free. When I lost, well … I only depos-
ited $20, so I was playing with house 
money anyway.

Slowly but surely, I took note of 
changes in the way I experienced 
sports. The first few games pleasantly 
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The Jewish Christmas 
Musical We Need 

Right Now
Rokhl’s Golden City: Angela Lansbury’s forgotten 1996 made-for-television 

movie ‘Mrs. Santa Claus’ is a big, gay, pro-union holiday extravaganza

BY ROKHL KAFRISSEN

C
hristmas in New York. 
Even a Grinch such as 
myself will admit to 
holding certain senti-
mental associations: the 
windows at Saks Fifth 

Avenue, the larger-than-life tree lit up 
at Rockefeller Center, a neighborhood 
performance of Handel’s Messiah.

A well-off visitor to New York City of 
1900 would have had very different op-
tions for Christmas entertainment. One 
of those was visiting the poor in order 
to give gifts and food. Such individual 
visits became popular in the mid-19th 
century, facilitated by institutions that 
cared for poor children. By 1900, the 
Salvation Army was organizing massive 
Christmas dinners at Madison Square 
Garden, with some 20,000 hungry peo-
ple showing up for their free holiday 
meal, and thousands more buying tick-
ets to gawk from above.

In his superb history of the season, 
The Battle for Christmas, Stephen Nis-
senbaum describes how “the hungry 
and homeless were fed at tables on the 
arena floor, under the glare of electric 
lights” while “more prosperous New 

Yorkers paid to be admitted to the Gar-
den’s boxes and galleries, where they 
observed the gorging.” The headline in 
The New York Times said it all in all caps: 
“THE RICH SAW THEM FEAST.” As 
Nissenbaum writes, this was charity as 
spectator sport, an expression of New 
York’s Gilded Age wealth inequality 
combined with growing awareness of 
social problems like poverty, child labor, 
and drunkenness.

While there were various sociopolit-
ical motivations at work in the Christ-
mas charity spectacles, Nissenbaum ar-
gues that we cannot underestimate the 
importance of the personal and emo-
tional. It wasn’t good enough for the 
participants to make a monetary con-
tribution from afar. What they craved 
was the ostensibly “genuine” emotion 
produced by grateful recipients of their 
charity, emotional gratification they, es-
pecially well-off women, couldn’t get 
at home.

“The very importance,” Nissenbaum 
writes, “that domestic life had taken on 
in nineteenth-century American society 
had led many people to harbor a set of 
powerful expectations that real fami-
lies found difficult to fulfill. The mid-
dle-class family was becoming a victim 
of its own utopian fantasies.”

By the 1910s, the Gilded Age was giv-
ing way to the Progressive Era. Popular 
movements had sprung up to address 
the problems brought about by rapid 
industrialization, urbanization, and 
mass immigration. Child labor, worker 
exploitation, and public drunkenness 

all became targets of reform campaigns. 
The fight for women’s suffrage was be-
ing waged in the streets. And it was onto 
those very streets of 1910 New York (or 
a studio backlot approximation thereof) 
where none other than Mrs. Santa Claus 
(played by the legendary Angela Lans-
bury) would be fortuitously stranded 
one December night in 1996.

Yes, in 1996, Mrs. Santa Claus found 
herself in the most improbable setting 
for a made-for-TV Christmas movie: 
New York City’s Avenue A, among the 
bubbling “melting pot” of that famous 
immigrant neighborhood. CBS aired 
Mrs. Santa Claus, the “first original mu-
sical written for television since Rod-
gers and Hammerstein’s Cinderella  in 
1957,” proving, once again, that Dame 
Angela (of blessed memory) was the to-
tal package. Lansbury sings, she dances, 
and she acts the hell out of what is an 
inherently very silly role. The script was 
written by Mark Saltzman and all new 
songs were composed by Lansbury’s 
old Broadway collaborator, Jerry Her-
man. Bob Mackie, Mr. Eighties Glam-
our, designed the costumes. The result 
was the gayest, most pro-union, most 
Jewish Christmas special possibly ever 
made. It’s the kind of Christmas special 
even a Grinch like me could love. And 
after being out of print for years, it’s 
now available again on DVD and, most 
importantly, you can watch the whole 
thing for free on YouTube.

But before I can get to Avenue A, we 
have to talk about the genius behind the 
music, Jerry Herman. Herman’s parents 
were musicians and music teachers for 
various Catskills hotels and camps and 
he grew up in the amateur theatrical 
world that flourished in the mountains. 
In 1961, he wrote his first real Broadway 
musical, Milk and Honey, about Amer-
ican tourists hunting for love in Israel. 
Yiddish theater legend Molly Picon 
played Clara Weiss, winning raves from 
The New York Times.

After Milk and Honey came his most 
famous shows, Hello, Dolly!, Mame (with 
Angela Lansbury) and La Cage aux 
Folles. The modern Broadway musical 
owes much to gay and Jewish and gay 
Jewish artists. But Jerry Herman may 
be unique in that he was able to address 
both of those identities so directly in his 
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precipitating a full-blown epistem-
ic crisis.

And yet, she takes this earth-shaking 
news in stride. She isn’t bothered or 
threatened by people who don’t believe 
in her magic. She just continues to do 
what she always does, offering her sin-
cere friendship and endless ingenuity. 
This is what it means to be an ally.

Later on, Mrs. Claus takes a job at a 
sleazy toy company. The toys are dan-
gerous and defective, and Mr. Tavish 
cruelly exploits his child workers. In-
spired by Sadie Lowenstein, Mrs. Claus 
organizes the child workers for a labor 
slow down. Even after they sell her out 
to the boss, she continues with her plan 
to save them. In another classic Progres-
sive Era theme, she sets about exposing 
the conditions of the toy factory and 
rousing the people against Tavish’s ex-
ploitive ways. All of this, of course, ac-
complished through classic Broadway 
song-and-dance routines.

In the end, of course, Santa and Mrs. 
Claus are reunited. I’ll admit, I got just 
a teeny bit choked up at Charles Durn-
ing’s tender song for his missing wife. 
The movie’s song and dance numbers are 
delightful, if not quite Broadway gold. 
But what I found so fascinating were the 
values at play. Though the reunion of Mr. 
and Mrs. Claus provides dramatic reso-
lution, the movie is very much about her 
journey into the wider world, where she 
finds a new community and new pur-
pose to her life. Mrs. Claus finds joy in 
mutual aid, in stark contrast to the Gild-
ed Age spectacles of charity described by 
historian Stephen Nissenbaum.

She aids the children laboring in the 
toy factory, not as a benevolent social 
worker-savior (as was the model for 
many women of that period) but as a fel-
low worker. And rather than being shak-
en to find people who do not share her 
particular beliefs, she is in fact strength-
ened by it. What makes things right in 
the story is not the return of a wayward 
wife to her home, but the discovery of 
new forms of kinship and collectivity. I 
dare say, I finally understand the mean-
ing of made-for-television Christmas 
miracles. 

This article was originally published on 
December 9, 2022.

We meet Mr. and Mrs. Claus at the 
North Pole workshop, where a new 
batch of children’s letters means they 
will have to work overtime. Head elf 
Arvo is played by another Broadway 
legend, Michael Jeter. Mrs. Santa Claus 
tries to talk to her husband, explaining 
that she has a new map that will im-
prove the efficiency of his Christmas 
Eve route. Unfortunately, Santa (Charles 
Durning) is too preoccupied to listen. 
Right away, the script brings in two im-
portant Progressive Era themes: wom-
en’s participation in the workplace, as 
well as scientific solutions to the prob-
lems of industrialization.

This Santa isn’t really a bad husband, 
he’s just too wrapped up in his work to 
be present for his wife. But Mrs. Claus 
is impatient to see her new delivery 
route tested. She impulsively takes the 
reindeer out for a spin. But an injury to 
one of the reindeer strands Mrs. Claus 
on Avenue A. Because she is so kind and 
talented and cheerful, she makes friends 
everywhere she goes. Soon, she is guid-
ed to a boarding house run by Mrs. 
Lowenstein, played by Rosalind Harris, 
who played Tzeitel in the Fiddler on 
the Roof movie. Tzeitel is all grown up 
and in America, a widow, with a feisty 
daughter known to the neighbors as 
Soapbox Sadie.

Perhaps the most important moment 
in the movie happens toward the be-
ginning. We see Mrs. Claus walking the 
spacious streets of this backlot Lower 
East Side. On her way to Lowenstein’s 
boarding house, she peers in at what is 
presumably a shul, where congregants 
perform an enthusiastic, if not terribly 
authentic, “Jewish” dance. Mrs. Claus 
(now known as Mrs. North) is agog.

At the boarding house, Mrs. Lowen-
stein tells Mrs. Claus that they will be 
having latkes for dinner. Just as Mrs. 
Claus celebrates Christmas, so do the 
Lowensteins celebrate Hanukkah. It’s a 
moment that could, and, in a psycholog-
ically accurate Mrs. Claus story, would, 
shake our feisty protagonist, earning 
at least a couple more dramatic beats. 
If there exist people in the world who 
don’t believe in the sanctity of the Claus 
marriage, who don’t celebrate Christmas 
or believe in its magic, surely that should 
flap our unflappable protagonist, if not 

work, rather than displacing them onto 
more palatable Others.

As a Broadway composer and lyricist, 
Herman made an important contribu-
tion to yet another venerable genre: the 
Jewish-authored Christmas standard. 
He wrote “We Need a Little Christmas” 
for 1966’s Mame.

In 1983, Jerry Herman brought an 
American adaptation of La Cage aux 
Folles to Broadway, writing the music 
and lyrics, with a book by Harvey Fier-
stein. At a time of resurgent homopho-
bia and the Reagan administration’s 
criminal disdain for the growing AIDS 
crisis, La Cage presented a happy gay 
couple with a well-adjusted (straight) 
adult son. The men, Georges and Albin, 
live above their drag club in St. Tropez. 
Conflict arises when their son announc-
es his engagement. His fiancee’s parents, 
the Dindons, happen to be representa-
tives of the homophobic Tradition, 
Family, and Morality Party. In French, 
dindon means turkey (as in the bird) but 
also has the sense of being a sucker. To 
be le dindon de la farce is to be someone 
who is the butt of a joke. It’s a pointed 
reminder that the people pushing moral 
panics and scapegoating minorities are 
dangerous, sure, but in the end, they’re 
just fools who have devoted themselves 
to hatred.

In the years after the wild success 
of La Cage, Herman was less of a pres-
ence in the world of musical theater. He 
learned he was HIV-positive a few years 
later. In the mid 1990s, his old friend An-
gela Lansbury became concerned about 
him. His health was poor and he wasn’t 
working on his art. So, she conceived a 
plan whereby CBS would fulfill a con-
tractual obligation to her, producing a 
television movie in which she would star 
and he would create the songs. Here, one 
of my favorite YouTubers, Matt Baume, 
tells the whole story. It was from Bau-
me’s video I first learned of the exis-
tence of the wonderfully wacky Mrs. 
Santa Claus.

Let’s first stipulate that Mrs. Santa 
Claus has all the dramatic tension of a 
string of popcorn. And that’s fine. This is 
the only Christmas special I’ve ever seen, 
but I’m assuming that people like them 
because they’re comfortable, not because 
they’re taut thrillers.
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Step 1 
Rinse the lentils well under cold water, then place in a saucepan with the water, 
tomatoes, and turmeric and bring to a boil. Cover and simmer for 15 to 20 
minutes or until tender, adding a little more water if necessary. 

Step 2 
Heat the ghee in a frying pan and add the mustard seeds. Cook over a moderate 
heat until they start to sputter. Add the onion and continue to cook until it starts 
to turn golden. Add the chilis and continue to cook for 1 or 2 minutes without 
browning. Stir in the spices and simmer for 2 more minutes. Add to the lentils 
and season with salt. Serve hot, garnished with coriander. 

Yield: Serves 4 to 5

1 cup split red lentils  
(masoor dal)

3 cups water

2 medium tomatoes, peeled, 
seeded, and chopped

½ tsp ground turmeric

2 tbsp ghee or olive oil

½ tsp black mustard seeds

1 medium onion, finely chopped

2 green chili peppers,  
de-seeded and finely chopped

¼ to ½ tsp red chili powder, to taste

½ tsp ground cumin

½ tsp garam masala

¼ tsp ground fenugreek 
(optional)

2 tbsp finely chopped coriander

 Salt to taste

BY PAOLA GAVIN

Baghdadi Curried Lentils
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