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hire, the courses we teach, the public 

lectures we organize, the workshops 

we convene – the entire presence of 

Jewish Studies at Illinois – it all comes 

from the support of our contributors. 

We want to thank all of our friends who 

continue to give with such generosity. 

We simply couldn’t do our work without 

them. 

We are proud to thank all of our donors 

in this Newsletter. But let me take this 

opportunity to give special acknowledg-

ment to Norman Ascherman. A long-

term friend and donor of the Program, 

he passed away in July 2008 at the age 

of 81. He generously remembered the 

Program in his will. We are honored to 

preserve his legacy through our work at 

the University of Illinois.

If you are interested in becoming a 

friend of the Program, please don’t 

hesitate to get in touch with me at 

bunzl@illinois.edu. Even the smallest 

contribution makes a difference!

Matti Bunzl

 

Director, Program in Jewish Culture & Society

Professor, Department of Anthropology 

I am delighted to write this note at the 

beginning of another exciting year for 

the Program in Jewish Culture & Society 

at the University of Illinois. 

First off, I am thrilled to announce the 

arrival of our new colleague – Rachel S. 

Harris. Rachel has just been appointed 

Assistant Professor of Hebrew Litera-

ture/Israeli Cultural Studies. For the 

first time in the history of the Program 

in Jewish Culture & Society and the 

University of Illinois, we now have a full-

time faculty member in Israel Studies. 

This hire was made possible by the spe-

cial relationship between the University 

and the Jewish Federation of Metropoli-

tan Chicago. Together, we have been 

running “The Israel Studies Project,” 

an innovative collaboration designed 

to bring Israeli writers and artists to 

Urbana-Champaign for short-term visits. 

Last year, we took the relationship to 

the next level by announcing a jointly 

financed permanent position. We ran 

an international search that resulted 

in Rachel’s hire. We couldn’t be more 

pleased – and you will know why when 

you read her profile in these pages. 

This year, we will formally kick off our 

new Initiative in Holocaust, Memory, 

and Genocide Studies. Under the direc-

torship of Michael Rothberg, we have 

an ambitious agenda: we will provide 

fundamental education and community 

outreach on the history and legacies of 

genocide, racism, and anti-Semitism; 

promote cutting-edge research on the 

ethical, political, and cultural implica-

tions of extreme violence; and, most 

important, develop responses and offer 

resources to counter the continued 

threat of genocide. The launch of the 

Initiative will take place during a joint 

visit by James Young and Shimon Attie 

in October, followed by a state-of-the-art 

conference on the Holocaust in com-

parative context in November.

Everything we do is made possible by 

our friends and donors. The faculty we 

Dear FrienDS,



2 3Research • Program in Jewish Culture & Society Program in Jewish Culture & Society • Research

MiCHaeL rOTHBerG On HiS WOrK in HOLOCaUST STUDieS
What happens when 

different histories 

of extreme violence 

confront each other 

in the public sphere? 

Does the remem-

brance of one event 

erase others from 

view? When memories of colonialism and 

slavery bump up against memories of the 

Holocaust in contemporary multicultural 

societies, must a competition of victims 

ensue? Such problems of remembrance, 

justice, and comparison have preoccu-

pied me over the last several years as 

I have worked on my new book Multidi-

rectional Memory: Remembering the 

Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization. 

In that book I focus on some exemplary 

sites of tension revolving around remem-

brance of the Nazi genocide of European 

Jews in order to offer an alternative 

framework for thinking about and con-

fronting the recent “memory wars.”

Many discussions of collective memory 

today are based on the logic of the zero-

sum game, a logic in which evocation of 

one group’s history is said to block other 

groups’ histories from view and which 

I call “competitive memory.” According 

to this understanding, memories crowd 

each other out of the public sphere – for 

example, too much emphasis on the 

Holocaust is said to marginalize other 

traumas or, inversely, adoption of Holo-

caust rhetoric to speak of those other 

traumas is said to relativize or even deny 

the Holocaust’s uniqueness. The literary 

critic Walter Benn Michaels presents 

a sharp version of this argument in a 

typically provocative discussion of the 

United States Holocaust Memorial 

Museum. Evoking the perspective of 

African Americans whom he suggests are 

frustrated by the absence of commemo-

ration of their traumatic history on the 

Mall in Washington, D.C., Michaels asks 

if “commemoration of the Nazi murder of 

the Jews on the Mall [might not] in fact 

[be] another kind of Holocaust denial.” It 

is not difficult to understand the frustra-

tion of individuals and groups who feel, 

often justly, that their histories have 

been marginalized by the mainstream. 

The problem with Michaels’s account 

lies not in the feelings he describes but 

in the logic he ascribes to the workings 

of public memory. Michaels assumes 

that both memory and the public sphere 

are defined by a logic of scarcity: in this 

familiar scenario, an excess of Holocaust 

memory is deemed responsible for the 

dearth of remembrance of slavery and 

the lack of acknowledgment of the ongo-

ing forms of racism suffered by African 

Americans. Although few people would 

put the matter in such controversial 

terms, many other commentators, both 

inside and outside the academy, share 

the understanding of collective memory 

articulated by Michaels. But are such 

conflicts of memory best described as 

a zero-sum competition over scarce 

resources? Is the problem really the pres-

ence of Holocaust memory or does the 

source of injustice in fact lie elsewhere? 

Could it even be the case that memory 

of the Holocaust can be a vehicle for 

redressing the deficits in recognition of 

other histories, such as those of slavery 

and American racism? After all, even 

Michaels himself uses a reference to the 

Nazi genocide to bring dramatic attention 

to “another kind of Holocaust.”

In my new book, I address the omnipres-

ence of memory conflict in order to offer 

a novel way of thinking about the pres-

ence of the past in multicultural societies. 

Over the course of several years of 

research on different national contexts I 

have come to see that collective memo-

ries of different histories – such as those 

of slavery, the Holocaust, and colonialism 

– are not so easily separable from each 

other. I have discovered not only that 

memory of the Holocaust has served as 

a vehicle through which other histories 

of suffering have been articulated, but 

also something even more surprising: the 

emergence of Holocaust memory itself 

was from the start inflected by histories 

that at first glance might seem to have 

little to do with it. The very period during 

which an international public learned 

about the extent of Nazi destruction and 

slowly started to come to terms with it 

was also the era of decolonization – a 

time when the world order was shifting 

radically due to the onset of the Cold 

War and the collapse of the European 

colonial system. Historians and cultural 

critics have almost entirely ignored this 

conjunction of world-historical events. 

But by focusing on the unlikely pairing of 

Holocaust memory and decolonization, I 

have been able to offer new accounts of 

both the postwar period and the workings 

of memory. 

Besides targeting the problem of 

zero-sum thinking and bringing together 

histories that are usually kept separate, 

my research questions another one 

of the cornerstones of the memory 

wars, namely the taken for granted link 

between collective memory and group 

identity – the direct line that seems to 

bind, for example, Jewish memory and 

Jewish identity and to differentiate it 

clearly from African American memory 

and African American identity. As my 

book reveals, however, memory of the 

Holocaust is not simply a form of Jewish 

memory, just as memory of slavery or 

colonialism is not limited to the victims or 

descendants of slavery and colonialism. 

Instead, by leaving behind the zero-sum 

presuppositions of the competitive model 

of memory, I have unearthed a dialogic 

process in which diverse historical experi-

ences provide each other with a hybrid 

vocabulary of remembrance. Not separa-

tion and competition best describe the 

relation between Holocaust memory and 

the memory of other events, but echoing 

and creative adaptation. In the place of 

competitive memory, then, I propose a 

theory of multidirectional memory that 

redescribes the public sphere as a field 

of contestation where memories interact 

productively and in unexpected ways. By 

making visible an intellectual and artistic 

counter-tradition that refuses the domi-

nant zero-sum game and instead links 

memories of Nazi genocide, colonialism, 

and slavery, I reveal how the public articu-

lation of collective memory by margin-

alized and oppositional social groups 

provides resources for other groups to 

articulate their own claims for recognition 

and justice. 

Let me give two quick examples taken 

from very different contexts of what I 

mean by multidirectional memory, both 

of which involve reference to the Warsaw 

Ghetto. In 1949, the great African Ameri-

can scholar and activist W.E.B. Du Bois 

visited Warsaw, where he saw the ruins 

of the large ghetto the Nazis had estab-

lished there. Three years later he wrote 

a short article about his visit called “The 

Negro and the Warsaw Ghetto,” which 

was published in the New York-based 

magazine Jewish Life. What is remarkable 

about Du Bois’s short piece is not only 

the very moving solidarity he expresses 

with Jewish history, but his very prescient 

understanding of the specificity of the Ho-

locaust. At a moment when mainstream 

American public culture rarely addressed 

The Warsaw Ghetto After Its Destruction

W.E.B. Du Bois
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the Holocaust directly, Du Bois reflected 

on the significance of the Jewish experi-

ence during World War II for the global 

problem of race. The result of his visit, he 

wrote, “and particularly of my view of the 

Warsaw ghetto,” was not so much clearer 

understanding of the Jewish problem 

in the world as it was a real and more 

complete understanding of the Negro 

problem. In the first place, the problem of 

slavery, emancipation, and caste in the 

United States was no longer in my mind 

a separate and unique thing as I had so 

long conceived it. It was not even solely 

a matter of color and physical and racial 

characteristics, which was particularly 

a hard thing for me to learn, since for a 

lifetime the color line had been a real 

and efficient cause of misery. . . . The 

race problem in which I was interested 

cut across lines of color and physique 

and belief and status and was a matter 

of cultural patterns, perverted teaching 

and human hate and prejudice, which 

reached all sorts of people and caused 

endless evil to all men. Moving beyond 

a conception of his own experience as 

“a separate and unique thing,” Du Bois 

comes to an understanding of race that 

is truly “multidirectional.” He draws on 

the recent memory of the Nazi genocide 

in order to rethink his understanding of 

the African American past and present as 

well. What remains implicit – but what is 

also crucial to our understanding of what 

makes this passage multidirectional – is 

that Du Bois’s ability to understand the 

larger meaning of the Warsaw Ghetto 

derives in turn from the very experience 

of racism that he is reconceptualizing in 

this article. In examples such as this one, 

black and Jewish histories are brought into 

a relation that neither erases their differ-

ences nor fetishizes their uniqueness. 

About a decade after Du Bois published 

“The Negro and the Warsaw Ghetto,” the 

French writer Marguerite Duras also 

took inspiration from the ghetto to put 

forward another vision of solidarity 

against the backdrop of difference. In 

a short interview-based article for the 

French newsweekly France-Observateur 

called “Les deux ghettos” [The Two Ghet-

tos] (1961), Duras brought together a 

survivor of Warsaw and a pair of Algerian 

workers. In the article, Duras asks her 

interviewees about their living conditions 

and about how they see their experiences 

in relation to other histories. While the 

title of the piece seems to suggest an 

equation between the ghettos that held 

Jews during World War II and those that 

hold Algerians at a late stage of colonial-

ism, the actual answers provided suggest 

as many asymmetries as similarities. The 

comparison of Algerians in France and 

a Jewish survivor of the Holocaust may 

seem strange today, but its context is all 

important. On October 17, 1961, during 
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the late stages of the Algerian War of 

Independence, tens of thousands of Alge-

rians attempted to march through central 

Paris to protest a racist curfew that had 

been instituted. The Algerians were im-

mediately met with brutal repression by 

the Paris police: up to 200 people were 

killed that night and more than 11,000 

were arrested and brought to makeshift 

camps (often in sports stadiums) at 

the edges of the city. The murder and 

roundup of people marked as other in the 

middle of Paris awakened memories of 

the Holocaust for many who witnessed it: 

comparisons abound – especially among 

those who opposed the French war in 

Algeria – with the infamous Vel’ d’Hiv’ 

roundup of July 1942 in which thousands 

of Jews living in Paris were arrested and 

held in a bicycle-racing stadium before 

being deported toward the east. Another 

article published in France-Observateur in 

late 1961 is accompanied by a photo-

graph of Algerians held in another sports 

stadium that bears the caption “Doesn’t 

that remind you of something?” – a 

clear reference to the arrest of Jews by 

the Nazis and their French collaborators. 

Like “The Negro and the Warsaw Ghetto,” 

these French articles demonstrate a 

multidirectional sensibility – a tendency 

to see history as relational and as woven 

from similar, but not identical fabrics. 

The examples of Du Bois and Duras 

come from two moments when the 

meanings of Nazi Jewish policies had 

not yet solidified into the current, widely 

held understanding of the Holocaust 

as “a separate and unique thing.” They 

thus provide us with the opportunity 

to observe a now almost-forgotten un-

derstanding of the Shoah in which its 

specificity was grasped at the same time 

that its potential links to other histories 

of racism were also in view. A model of 

competitive memory cannot explain the 

dynamic, multidirectional interactions 

that these examples illustrate. Du Bois 

and Duras help us see that history is an 

echo chamber and practices of memory 

can establish fidelity to its echoes.

Michael Rothberg is Professor in the Depart-

ment of English and a Conrad Humanities 

Scholar at the University of Illinois, where he 

also serves as the Director of the Initiative in 

Holocaust, Memory, and Genocide Studies as 

well as on the Program’s Executive Committee. 

He is the author of Traumatic Realism: The 

Demands of Holocaust Representation (2000) 

and the co-editor of The Holocaust: Theoretical 

Readings (2003). His new book Multidirectional 

Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the 

Age of Decolonization was published by Stan-

ford University Press in 2009.

Article by Marguerite Duras in France-Observateur
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GeOrGe GaSyna DiSCUSSeS HiS WOrK On anD WiTH 
THe BOrDerLanD FOUnDaTiOn in SeJny, POLanD

A number of noteworthy initiatives to re-

cuperate the Jewish past in Poland have 

been underway since the fall of com-

munism. One especially remarkable site 

of interdisciplinary multicultural research 

is the Borderland Foundation (Fundacja 

Pogranicze), which was established in 

May 1990 amid the heady intellectual 

climate of transition out of communism, 

and has been gaining momentum ever 

since. The Foundation – which comprises 

a community center cum exhibition hall, 

a theater, and a small publishing house 

– is located in the small town of Sejny 

in the north-east of Poland, and is the 

brainchild of Krzysztof Czyżewski. Born in 

1958 in Warsaw, Czyżewski is an essayist, 

theater director, and one-time dissident 

whose name is synonymous with the in-

tellectual vanguard of the Solidarity move-

ment of the 1980s. The former publisher 

of the socio-political journal Krasnogruda, 

he is also a contributing editor for Mi-

drasz, a Polish-language monthly devoted 

to Jewish life and culture in Poland. 

Several years ago the Foundation con-

tracted me to collaborate on an English 

translation of a memory book they had 

published in Polish, entitled Kroniki Sejn-

enskie (The Sejny Chronicles). The work 

constitutes an important contribution to 

the field of Polish cultural history, includ-

ing the history of minority cultures, and 

in particular Jewish history – though in a 

somewhat paradoxical way. It consists of 

a series of historical documents and arti-

facts (copies of photographs, fragments 

of old newspapers, city ordnances and 

the like), along with interviews of town 

elders conducted by the youngest genera-

tion of Sejnians: a group of local school 

children and teenagers. 

The first question someone unfamiliar 

with contemporary Polish culture might 

ask is, why establish a foundation 

devoted to historical research of this 

sort in a place like Sejny – that is to say, 

a sleepy town of about five thousand, 

located about as far away as one can 

be from Warsaw and other metropolitan 

centers, and equally far from the routes 

and pathways of international travel. 

The Foundation offers the following 

raison d'être: 

We have chosen Sejny… because 

elements of the material and spiritual 

legacy are still present here. The main 

street with the White Synagogue recalls 

Jewish presence; the little evangelical 

church reminds us of Protestants… In 

the vicinity of the town one can also find 

many traces of Russian Old Believers, 

and if we move further south and east, 

we may find more territories of cultural 

interpretation... We are trying to gather 

the wisdom and richness of borderlands – 

a wealth which results from co-existence 

of different traditions and beliefs. We are 

searching for… a language which can 

make the elders’ wisdom available to the 

young generation and inspire new artistic, 

pedagogical and scientific research. 

As can be surmised from this, the 

keystone of the Foundation’s mission 

has been to elaborate a sense of local 

East European identity and subjectivity. 

Yet the territorial locators invoked above 

are important for another reason: this 

particular space of cultural interpretation, 

the borderland region, is richly layered; it 

forms a kind of ethnological palimpsest. 

Such sites of contested, reconstructed, 

and revived memory are often subject to 

politicization; they are typically attendant 

to the cultural agenda of the state – in 

particular regions in which the memo-

ries are internally divided or divisive. To 

determine how Poles lived alongside 

their Jewish, German, and Lithuanian 

neighbors in borderland cities/shtetlen 

has been of immense interest to the self-

definition of the Polish state as a liberal 

democracy, ever since its regaining of full 

independence in 1989. 

The Borderland Foundation has been a 

leader – if not the leader – in this type 

of reconstructive work in post-socialist 

Poland, both in its cultural initiatives and 

in the practice of everyday life in Sejny, 

as it plays itself out in the form of artistic 

gatherings, festivals, concerts, plays, 

conferences, and the like. It is notewor-

thy, given the situatedness of cultural 

practice, that at least two of the buildings 

in which the foundation carries out its 

activities (and either owns outright or 

leases on subsidy) were Jewish struc-

tures before 1939: a synagogue and 

an adjacent yeshiva. Both structures 

were restored and in a sense recycled, 

but obviously not to their original 

functions and, by extension, to their 

former architectural value.

Integral to most of Borderland’s projects 

is a return to the pre-Second World War 

social conditions of the region as a 

source of illumination, in particular the 

ideologically inflected argument that prior 

to 1939, the town of Sejny functioned 

harmoniously as a multiethnic and open 

society, one within which the Christian 

community lived in harmony with the 

ethnic and religious minorities. 

Yet for all the stated sincerity and sensi-

tivity in wishing to re-create a sense of 

continuity and place through an  

impressively mapped oral history 

initiative, one encounters a problematic 

omission. The authentic voice of the 

minorities, in particular the Jewish voice, 

is notable mainly for its absence: indeed, 

local Christian Poles were the only 

interviewees for this memory project. And 

despite the fact that Christian and Jewish 

communities were largely intertwined 

in pre-1939 Poland, if not mutually as-

similationist, it goes without saying that 

the perspective of the Jewish community 

on the interwar years may have been dra-

matically different from the Christian view.  

Today, the Jewish community of Sejny sig-

nifies an absent presence, and is marked 

as such in the Sejny Chronicles narrative. 

November 1939, the reader learns, is 

the date of the forced expulsion of 

Sejny’s Jews from the town, followed by a 

period of Nazi massacres. Only a handful 

of members of that community (which 

Sejny, Market Day, ca. 1910

White Synagogue in Sejny. Built ca. 1860, now the Home of the Borderland Foundation

White Synagogue, ca. 1910
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numbered approximately 3500 in 1939) 

managed to survive German occupation: 

several families were hidden by Gentile 

neighbors, while others still managed to 

escape east into Soviet-controlled areas. 

Precisely because the Jewish community 

has all but vanished, it has become a 

category onto itself in the book: Jewish 

ghosts recur as “the represented” in 

the accounts of the Sejny Poles. Now, 

one might argue that this is better than 

nothing, since the Chronicles seems to 

be a heartfelt attempt to reconstruct a 

large part of a social canvas that had 

been violently torn off. But the represen-

tational lacuna is resolved with a sort 

of guileless simplicity – almost entirely 

through the mouths of children “research-

ers” relying on the memories of elderly 

first-hand witnesses – suggestive of an 

incomplete and perhaps sentimentalized 

confrontation with the complexities of the 

past. Further, the prevailing philo-Semitic 

tone of most of these accounts seems a 

touch implausible, given the widespread 

tensions between Catholic Poles and the 

Jewish minority in the interwar period, 

especially during the later 1930s. And 

while the recollections of the town elders 

do include a number of references to anti-

Semitic activities (such as anti-Jewish 

propaganda and calls to boycott), their 

perpetrators are not mentioned by name 

and were not sought out for interviews. 

Certainly, one might be led to believe 

that these token misanthropes had either 

died in the war or after the war, or they 

left Sejny for parts unknown. However, 

the offhand way in which this erasure of 

difference under an umbrella of postmod-

ern inclusivism is inscribed illustrates the 

intrinsic flaw of this – and any – memory 

project (despite the best intentions of the 

chroniclers), which could be expressed in 

the following way: the victims can never 

forget, the perpetrators can never seem 

to remember, and the public has to be 

persuaded to care by a narrative that 

tries to be by turns objective, edifying, 

and pedagogically affective.

In the formal dialectics of contested 

memory, one may thus wish to entertain 

two opposed questions: to the question 

which one might ask of the Christian 

Poles, “were the interwar years really so 

socially harmonious?” another question 

should be counterposed: “were the inter-

war years really so bad?” Unfortunately, 

it appears that no Jewish survivors from 

the Sejny district were contacted for the 

making of the Sejny Chronicles, despite 

the existence of two Yizkor Books dealing 

with this region (I recently received an 

email from a gentleman whose grand-

parents had lived near Sejny and had 

survived the Holocaust. He was pleased 

about the work going on in Sejny today – 

he had visited on several occasions – but 

like myself, he was concerned about 

the evident malleability of the multiple 

pasts that were being excavated and 

reassembled). In all, while important and 

certainly laudable for its efforts to render 

a sense of a multiethnic and particularly 

Jewish past in the locus classicus of a 

Polish border town, the Sejny Chronicles 

remains an imperfect document. 

In my current research into the interwar 

period in Poland I am looking for ways 

of disentangling some of these overlay-

ing narratives, paying special attention 

to contested memories and competing 

interests while also attempting to show 

that the histories and fates of Poles of all 

ethnic backgrounds and religions faiths 

were, indeed, largely intermeshed in the 

revived Polish Republic which existed 

between the two World Wars. To this end, 

I would be very interested in hearing from 

anyone who may have information about 

the Jewish community in Sejny and the 

surrounding area – and I would be glad 

to share it with the editors of the Sejny 

Chronicles, in order to help complete 

the picture.

George Gasyna is Assistant Professor in the 

Department of Slavic Languages and Litera-

tures and the Program in Comparative and 

World Literature at the University of Illinois. He 

also holds a faculty appointment in the Program 

in Jewish Culture & Society. In addition to his 

work on Sejny, he is currently finishing a book 

project titled “Spaces of Language/Spaces of 

Exile in Joseph Conrad and Witold Gombrowicz.”

White Synagogue Interior

Shortly before embarking on his first 

ethnographic expedition in the summer 

of 1912, Shloyme-Zanvl Rappoport (who 

was known by the pen name S. An-sky) 

expressed anxiety about not only the suc-

cess of his mission, but also his ability to 

communicate with a people whose norms 

and sensibilities he no longer shared. 

In a letter to Baron Vladimir Gintsburg, 

the principal financial backer of the 

three expeditions, An-sky wondered how 

the subjects of his investigation – the 

Jews living in the small market towns of 

Volynia, Podolia, and Kiev provinces in 

the Pale of Settlement – would respond 

to him. “Would I be able to earn the trust 

of these poor and primitive people from 

whose world I myself have emerged, but 

from whom I have become so estranged?” 

But even as An-sky worried, he also felt a 

sense of exhilaration: “There’s enormous 

joy in my soul, because my lifelong 

dream will finally begin to be fulfilled.”

In 1915, a year after the third and final 

expedition, An-sky’s confidence in the 

positive outcome of his undertaking 

knew no bounds. In a letter to the editors 

of the journal The Jewish Antiquarium 

(Evreiskaia starina), An-sky reported that 

the expedition had taken “more than two 

thousand photographs of old synagogues, 

and their internal decorations, Jewish 

historical buildings, ethnographic types, 

scenes from daily life” and recorded 

“more than 1800 folktales.” An-sky 

envisioned using the cultural artifacts col-

lected and purchased over the course of 

the three expeditions – the manuscripts, 

costumes, relics, various types of ritual 

and domestic objects, photographs, oral 

histories, folktales, legends, and songs 

– as primary source material for the first 

systematic ethnographic study of Russian 

Jews. He sketched an outline for a vast 

and ambitious study of Jewish life and 

customs in the Russian Empire, a book 

he tentatively titled “Jews in their Daily 

and Religious Life” (Evrei v ikh bytovoi 

i religioznoi zhizni). The first chapter 

would begin with a discussion of Jewish 

beliefs about the life of the individual 

before birth, while the last chapter was 

to describe life beyond the grave. In be-

tween An-sky intended to cover education, 

military service, marriage and sexuality 

(including cases of depravity and “fallen 

women”), religious life, morality, Jewish 

norms regarding the relation between 

human beings and nature, Jewish folk 

medicine, prayers, customs, and rituals, 

synagogues, Jewish legal procedures, 

welfare societies, messianism, Zionism, 

the Jewish enlightenment movement, 

Jewish participation in revolutionary 

The following is an excerpt from Eugene Avrutin’s and Harriet Murav’s introduction to the book

Photographing the Jewish Nation: Pictures from S. An-sky’s Ethnographic Expeditions, 

published in September 2009 by Brandeis University Press.  

PHOTOGraPHinG THe JeWiSH naTiOn

Eugene Avrutin is Tobor Family Scholar in the 

Program in Jewish Culture & Society and As-

sistant Professor of History at the University of 

Illinois. A member of the Executive Committee 

of the Program, he recently completed the 

book, A Legible People: Identification Politics, 

the Imperial Russian State, and the Jews and 

is editing and translating the memoirs of the 

educator and feminist Anna Vygodskaia.

Harriet Murav is Professor of Comparative Lit-

erature and Slavic Languages and Literatures 

as well as a member of the Executive Commit-

tee of the Program in Jewish Culture & Society 

at the University of Illinois. She is the author 

of Holy Foolishness: Dostoevsky's Novels & 

the Poetics of Cultural Critique (1992), Rus-

sia's Legal Fictions (1998), and Identity Theft: 

The Jew in Imperial Russia and the Case of 

Avraam Uri Kovner (2003). She is currently 

at work on the project “Music on a Speeding 

Train: Soviet Yiddish and Russian- Jewish 

Literature of the Twentieth Century,”  

for which she received a Guggenheim award.
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movements, art and literature in Hebrew 

and Yiddish, and, in a self-reflexive ges-

ture, Jewish scholarship on Jews, thereby 

enshrining a place for his own work in 

the Jewish universe that the study was 

supposed to embody. 

The book never came to fruition, but 

An-sky’s tireless ethnographic work 

helped preserve fragments of a civiliza-

tion wiped away by subsequent wars, 

revolutions, and genocide. Contemporary 

Ukraine has little memory of the rich 

cultural and religious traditions, institu-

tions, and multiple ethnic identities that 

once inhabited the land. Among the first 

representations of Jewish culture and 

society in pre-Revolutionary Russia, the 

photographs taken by the Jewish ethno-

graphic expedition provide visual texture 

of a world that has largely been erased 

from contemporary Ukrainian memory, 

offering snapshots that rarely appear in 

written sources: clothing customs and 

fashions; occupational practices and 

objects of ritual devotion; the poverty and 

squalor of small town life; and the facial 

expressions and emotions of ordinary 

Jews. In remarkable detail, Solomon 

Iudovin, the young photographer who 

accompanied An-sky on his expeditions, 

captured the diversity of the customs and 

rituals of Jewish life in a rapidly changing 

milieu: the marketplaces where families 

bought and sold goods, the homes in 

which Jews lived, the prayer houses in 

which Jews prayed, and the shops, work 

benches, and factories in which men and 

women plied their trade. The photographs 

reflect An-sky’s particular interest in 

the Jewish people themselves: teachers 

instructing students in tiny crammed 

kheyders; children playing in courtyards 

during school breaks; and spinners, rope-

makers, tailors, tombstone engravers, 

blacksmiths, and metal workers engaged 

in a plethora of trades and occupations 

in shops, factories, and streets. 

However rich and emotionally compelling 

the images may be, they are nonethe-

less the product of a specific ideological 

project, requiring critical reading and 

interpretation to understand the intel-

lectual motivations that guided the work 

of the ethnographic expedition itself as 

well as the broader societal changes 

and cultural differences captured by the 

photographs. An-sky departed to the 

provinces to uncover what he saw as an 

authentic Jewish past preserved in the 

lives and customs of provincial Jews, but 

he came away with something else. Like 

so many other European anthropologists 

and ethnographers of his time, An-sky 

felt a sense of urgency to record, in 

an encyclopedic and totalizing fashion, 

an integrated, holistic, and authentic 

universe before it began to vanish. The 

desire to document an organic civilization, 

however, was also designed to transform 

an entire generation of assimilated Jews 

whom An-sky saw as alienated from all 

aspects of their cultural heritage. By 

creating a national Jewish culture in the 

most concrete terms, An-sky hoped to 

provide a cure for an “epidemic” that had 

left assimilated Russian Jews indifferent 

to their own community, religion, ways of 

life, and history. We use the word "nation" 

in our title – as something more than a 

collection of separate individuals and 

something less than a political entity – to 

suggest the ways that An-sky sought to 

promote cultural renewal for a people 

whose historical origins provided a sense 

of commonality. 

An-sky’s ethnographic work is thus caught 

up in the ambivalent task not only of 

preserving and salvaging the Jewish past, 

but also depicting the ways in which 

Jewish life had transformed in religious, 

economic, and social terms. Both An-sky 

and Iudovin were clearly compelled by a 

powerful sense of the fragility and the 

monumental importance of the Jewish 

world their work sought to capture. Their 

active political orientations, artistic 

sensibility, and the influence of scientific-

ethnographic ideas of the time, however, 

played a key role in the images they cre-

ated. Carefully crafted and informed by a 

rich cultural heritage and visual culture, 

the photographs of the Jewish ethno-

graphic expedition help us to critically re-

examine economic, social, and religious 

change in Jewish communities around 

1900: the fissures of class due to rapid 

economic modernization, the introduction 

of new fashions for women and men, and 

the gradual disappearance of religious 

piety in urban spaces. While Iudovin's 

woodcuts based on the images taken 

during the expeditions have become em-

blematic of the unchanging, fixed image 

of the shtetl Jew, the photographs reveal 

a striking tension between salvaging 

images for the future and documenting 

the need to change the social reality that 

gave rise to these images. 
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MeeT OUr STUDenTS - DMiTry TarTaKOvSKy HarrieT MUrav eDiTinG neW BOOK SerieS
BOrDerLineS: rUSSian anD eaST eUrOPean-JeWiSH STUDieS 

Matti Bunzl, Director of the Program in Jewish Culture & Society, was just named editor of AJS 

Perspectives, the magazine/newsletter of the Association for Jewish Studies. He will share 

responsibilities with associate editor Rachel Havrelock, Assistant Professor of English and 

Jewish Studies at the University of Illinois at Chicago. The first issue under their editorship will 

be published in Spring 2010.

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union 

in 1991, the subsequent opening of 

archives has enabled scholars to re-

examine and re-imagine a wide range of 

subjects related to the field of Russian 

and East European culture, particularly 

in connection with Jewish Studies. Har-

riet Murav, working together with other 

scholars, has created a new book series, 

Borderlines: Russian and East European-

Jewish Studies (Academic Studies Press), 

to address this important emerging 

field. The series promotes the develop-

ment and publication of new work from 

a broad range of disciplines, including 

history, literature, and  the visual arts—

which will produce new knowledge in Rus-

sian and East-European Jewish Studies.  

This new series will publish works that 

introduce new materials and open new 

perspectives on the dynamic between 

Russian and Jewish cultural relations. 

Borderlines seeks to (1) challenge our 

existing definitions and assumptions 

regarding Jewish Studies and its place in 

Russian and East European studies; (2) 

emphasize new theoretical approaches; 

I have always been interested in Jewish 

history; partly because of my own search 

for roots and partly as an expression of 

my Jewish identity, never having devel-

oped an interest in religion despite sev-

eral efforts. My focus has always been 

Eastern Europe, the pre-Holocaust center 

of Yiddish-speaking Jewry, particularly the 

interwar years because it was a historical 

moment of the most intense crisis for 

Jews in modern European society. 

After writing a senior thesis about the 

pains of integrating into interwar Yugo-

slavia for Macedonian Sephardic Jews, I 

turned to the former Pale of Settlement. 

My dissertation at the University of 

Illinois Department of History looks in 

comparative context at the interwar Jew-

ish communities of Romanian Bessarabia 

and Soviet Transnistria, two geographic 

areas that were part of the same Pale of 

Settlement before World War I and are 

today (to the extent that they remain) 

part of the same country, the Republic 

of Moldova. 

My focus is the Jewish confrontation with 

two distinct and contradictory visions of 

modern society, Greater Romania and 

the Soviet Union, that each sought to 

construct model subjects based on very 

different state ideologies – socialist 

internationalism on the one hand and 

ethno-nationalism on the other. I set out 

to show that despite the obvious differ-

ences there were similarities across the 

border in what I’ve called a “common 

Jewish response” – means by which Jews 

attempted to deal with the new states 

that were similar despite the extreme 

ideological differences. The similarities 

are insightful: attempts to build a new, 

physical Jew and efforts to preserve 

cultural autonomy and religious commu-

nity took place, even if in different forms, 

on both sides of the violently imposed 

international border that became the 

Dniester River during these years, thus 

pointing toward a logical continuity both 

temporally and geographically.

However, I have come to believe that the 

state differences effectively either  

silenced and subsumed Jewish communal 

and political interests on the one hand or 

inflamed and directed them in the other. 

The divide and rule policies of the Soviet 

system effectively undermined Jewish na-

tionalism, resulting in division and assimi-

lation, while discrimination and alienation 

in Romania pushed significantly different 

Jewish cultural perspectives toward a 

greater unity of goals by the late 1930s. 

Throughout, the status of both regions as 

peripheral zones of modernizing states – 

borderlands – is central to the story, as 

is the effort to appreciate Jewish culture 

during the interwar years as vibrant and 

in conversation with transnational Jewish 

concerns during these years, especially 

Zionism, rather than a soon-to-be-victim 

of the Romanian Holocaust. 

After defending my dissertation “Parallel 

Ruptures: Dniester Jews between Roma-

nian Nationalism and Soviet Communism, 

1918-1940” in the fall of 2009, I hope to 

go on to teach Jewish, Russian and East 

European history.

and (3) closely parse formal structures to 

discover new meanings, or trace themes 

or tropes across disciplines, languages, 

geographical regions, and time periods.  

The resulting series will provide valu-

able insights for a wide range of schol-

ars in both Slavic and Jewish studies, 

each adding to and complementing the 

existing scholarship being conducted in 

both disciplines.

To date, the series is planning on publish-

ing several new, exciting manuscripts 

whose scholarship meets these criteria. 

From Religious Mythopoetics to Political 

Myth: Kabbalistic Imagery in Russian 

Literature, by Marina Aptekman, explores 

the fascinating and neglected topic of 

Jewish mystical and kabbalistic ideas, 

images, and beliefs in Russian literature. 

It introduces readers to new materials in 

Russian literature and history, highlighting 

an intriguing and forgotten symbiosis 

between Jewish religious and Russian 

literary culture. Jews in the East Euro-

pean Borderlands: Daily Life, Violence, 

and Memory, edited by Eugene Avrutin 

and Harriet Murav, comprises a volume 

of essays from leading scholars in the 

US, Russia, and Israel that explores 

Russian, East European, and Jewish 

cultural interaction from the 19th century 

through the present day by focusing on 

daily life, violence, and memory. Marat 

Grinberg’s, The Poetics of Boris Slutsky, 

is another valuable addition to our roster. 

Slutsky (1919-1986) was a major original 

figure of Russian poetry of the second 

half of the 20th century, whose oeuvre 

has remained critically unexplored and 

unstudied in both Russian and English. 

Henrietta Mondry’s The Jew’s Body in 

Russian Culture, 1880s to the Present, 

presents an important and original argu-

ment about the centrality and persistence 

of a negative stereotype of the weak, 

sickly, parasitic and over-sexed Jewish 

male body in Russian literature authored 

by both non-Jews and Jews. 

Borderlines: Russian and East European-
Jewish Studies – Academic Studies Press

Editor: 
Harriet Murav 

Editorial Board:
Mikhail Krutikov, University of Michigan
Alice Nakhimovsky, Colgate University
David Shneer, University of Colorado
Anna Shternshis, University of Toronto

MaTTi BUnzL naMeD eDiTOr OF aJS PerSPeCTiveS
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Michael Berkowitz, Professor of History in the Department of Hebrew and Jewish Studies at University 

College London, presented the annual Einhorn Lecture in April speaking on “Jews and Photography.” 

During his visit, he also met with the Jewish Studies Workshop (pictured here), to discuss his book 

The Crime of My Very Existence: Nazism and the Myth of Jewish Criminality (2007).

David Biale, the Emanuel Ringelblum Professor of Jewish History at the University of California at Davis, 

visited in March. He delivered the annual Goldberg Lecture under the title “Not in the Heavens: The Re-

lationship of Jewish Secularism to Its Religious Tradition” and discussed his book Blood and Belief: The 

Circulation of a Symbol Between Jews and Christians (2007) with the Jewish Studies Workshop. Flanked 

here by Program in Jewish Culture & Society Professors Harriet Murav and Bruce Rosenstock.

Internationally renown artist Michael Rakowitz visited in October to discuss his work in installation 

and performance art. A standing-room-only crowd listened to a presentation of his project Return, for 

which Rakowitz revived the import-export business of his late grandfather Nissim Isaac David, an Iraqi-

Jewish refugee. The project featured the opening of a storefront in Brooklyn (where the original store 

had been), offering shipping services to Iraq and importing Iraqi dates for sale in the United States. 

Rakowitz visited with Program in Jewish Culture & Society Professor Brett Kaplan before his lecture.

Also in October, we hosted former US Poet Laureate Robert Pinsky. The author of many acclaimed 

books of poetry, including The Figured Wheel (1996), Jersey Rain (2000), and Gulf Music (2007), 

he joined the Jewish Studies Workshop (pictured here) for a discussion of his literary biography 

The Life of David (2006).
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The hopes for an enlightened society that the 

works of Kant and Dohm expressed had been 

famously given dramatic form in Lessing’s 

play, Nathan the Wise (1779). The play por-

trays a Jew who transcends the narrow limits 

of religious prejudice and offers a vision of a 

humanity joined together in enlightened toler-

ance and respect. The play is one of several 

works written just before his death in which Less-

ing seeks to demonstrate the slow but inevitable 

progress of humanity towards a commonly held 

rational faith in a benevolent Creator, an inclusive 

faith beyond nation or ethnicity. 

It is by no means an accident that it was a 

Jew and a philosopher, Moses Mendelssohn, 

who became the lightning rod for a younger 

generation of German thinkers and poets 

who turned against the vision of a rationally 

reformed and enlightened society held out by 

men like Kant and Dohm and Lessing. First of 

all, Mendelssohn was known to be Lessing’s 

closest friend and to have been the model for 

the figure of Nathan in Lessing’s play. With 

the death of Lessing, many leading intel-

lectuals turned to Mendelssohn as Lessing’s 

heir in the battle against religious fanaticism. 

Second, Mendelssohn was thought to be 

In the year 1781, 

in the Prussian 

kingdom of the 

enlightened monarch 

Frederick the Great, 

perhaps the two 

most notable books 

to be published were 

Immanuel Kant’s 

Critique of Pure 

Reason and Christian Wilhelm Dohm’s On the 

Civil Improvement of the Jews. And certainly 

the most notable death in all of the kingdoms 

and principalities of Germany, then still known 

as the Holy Roman Empire of the German Na-

tion, was that of the greatest dramatist of his 

age, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-1781). 

All three events—the publication of the books 

of Kant and Dohm and the death of Lessing 

—were culminating moments of the Enlighten-

ment in Germany. 

The remarkable place of the philosopher 

Moses Mendelssohn (1729-1786) in the 

unfolding of these three culminating events of 

the German Enlightenment is one of the focal 

points of my book. Another is the story of how 

the unfinished business of Mendelssohn’s 

involvement in these central events of German 

cultural life in the 1780’s concludes over a 

century later with Franz Rosenzweig’s philo-

sophical and religious masterpiece, The Star 

of Redemption (1921). 

 The deep involvement of both Moses Men-

delssohn and Franz Rosenzweig (1887-1929) 

in the major intellectual debates of their day 

is profoundly linked to the broader social 

and political issues that crystallize around 

Germany’s so-called Judenfrage or Jewish 

Question: Can the Jewish people exist within 

Germany as fellow citizens with equal rights 

or must another “solution” be found to the 

problem posed by their existence? Hence the 

title of my book: Philosophy and the Jewish 

Question. While there are a number of very 

fine histories of modern Jewish philosophy, no 

previous book has focused on the relation-

ship between Mendelssohn and Rosenzweig 

and the fateful conversation that joins them 

together as the first and the last of Germany’s 

Jewish philosophers. 

Let me return to Moses Mendelssohn. I men-

tioned Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, Dohm’s 

Civil Improvement of the Jews, and the death 

of Lessing as the three events in which Moses 

Mendelssohn plays a pivotal and linking role.  

Kant’s Critique set out to demonstrate that 

the pillars of dogmatic thought in both religion 

and philosophy—the existence and nature of 

God, the freedom of the will, and the immor-

tality of the soul—rested on illusory founda-

tions. Kant argued that new “transcendental” 

foundations for both religion and philosophy 

needed to be constructed. These new founda-

tions, Kant thought, would remove religion and 

philosophy from the sway of worldly powers 

that corrupt religion into dogmatic fanaticism 

and silence the critical voice of reason. 

Christian Wilhelm Dohm’s Civil Improvemtn of 

the Jews is a very different book from Kant’s, 

but it shares with Kant’s book the Enlighten-

ment’s impulse to construct new foundations 

upon which to set the future of human history. 

Dohm, like Kant, was opposed to religious 

fanaticism and in particular to anti-Jewish 

Christian prejudice. For Dohm, an enlightened 

and critical examination of history showed that 

the Jews were not being punished by God, but 

rather were unjustly suffering from Christian 

prejudice against them. The Jews, if given 

civil rights in a society free of such theological 

prejudice, would become useful members of 

the community. 

with one’s fully free will. In response to Jacobi, 

Mendelssohn managed to pen his answer 

to Kant: the new foundations of our belief in 

God cannot be built through the critical use of 

pure reason, but only through common sense. 

Kant had strayed from common sense and 

the human connection to the world when he 

made a supersensible world the locale of God, 

free will, and the immortal soul. Mendelssohn 

argued that it was this world, the world we 

perceive with our senses and that we share 

together in our mortal bodies, that is the site 

of our encounter with God. We do not need 

a special revelation to know God, and we do 

not need a special faculty called “pure reason” 

either. Pure reason, Mendelssohn said, must 

be guided by common sense.

Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem  and his Morning 

Hours were simply too much for the younger 

generation of Germans to take.  It seemed to 

men like Fichte and Hegel that Mendelssohn 

was trying to strip Germany of Christianity and 

turn it into a Jewish nation: a nation where 

Judaism would represent enlightened religion 

and where a Jewish acceptance of common, 

bodily, everyday life as where we meet and 

respond to God would replace the spiritual 

sublimity of Christianity. Even though the 

younger generation did not believe in orthodox 

Christian dogmas, they felt very deeply that 

Germany’s destiny must include its “holi-

ness” and that a Holy Nation could only be a 

Christian one. After the collapse of the Holy 

Roman Empire of the German Nation in 1806 

as a result of the Napoleonic Wars, the feeling 

only intensified that Germany must rediscover 

its sacred calling. 

While Mendelssohn remained lionized within 

German-Jewish circles, he sank into oblivion 

as a philosopher as the Kantian emphasis on 

the transcendent reality of the spirit became 

the gospel of the new generation. Ironically, 

it was Mendelssohn’s argument with Jacobi 

living proof that Dohm’s thesis was correct: 

given a chance, a Jew could transcend the 

limitations of his background and join the front 

ranks of German culture and society.  Finally, 

many turned to Mendelssohn to carry forward 

Kant’s philosophical project and, in a style 

known for its clarity and elegance, to write 

about the rational faith that could join all hu-

manity together. Moses Mendelssohn, even 

though he lacked citizen rights in Prussia, 

was thought by many to be the spokesper-

son for the advance guard of an enlightened 

German world.

What did Mendelssohn himself feel about the 

events of 1781 that seemed to propel him for-

ward as a representative of both Jewish and 

German enlightenment? The death of his best 

friend Lessing deeply affected him, and he 

decided to write a memoir about Lessing and 

their decades-long friendship. With the publica-

tion of Dohm’s book, however, Mendelssohn 

decided to add his voice to the appeal for 

Jewish civil rights, and to this end he com-

posed a brief defense of religious toleration 

in general in which he argued that while Jews 

and Christians should have equal rights as 

citizens, neither Judaism nor Christianity as 

such should be considered to have any rights 

as “churches” to control any aspect of the 

lives of its members. As far as Kant’s Critique 

went, Mendelssohn would have preferred to 

remain on the sidelines and allow Kant him-

self to repair the foundations of religion and 

philosophy. Mendelssohn thought that, after 

making his small contribution to the question 

of civil rights for the Jews, he would settle 

down again to his work on Lessing’s memoirs.

Mendelssohn was never able to write his Less-

ing book. Instead, he was forced to reply to 

challenges from two men, the satirist August 

Friedrich Cranz and the writer Friedrich Hein-

rich Jacobi. Cranz challenged him to defend 

his continued observance of Jewish law and 

Jacobi challenged him to defend his rejection 

of Christian revelation as necessary for a 

true knowledge of God. In effect, both men 

were attacking Mendelssohn because, as a 

Jew, he represented the future of Germany as 

an enlightened nation. For Cranz and Jacobi, 

Mendelssohn seemed to demonstrate that 

an enlightened Germany was a Germany that 

was no longer the “Holy Roman Empire of the 

German Nation.” A Germany in which the Jew 

Mendelssohn could be lionized as its repre-

sentative figure was no longer a “Holy” nation.  

Mendelssohn accepted the challenge posed 

by Cranz and Jacobi. In response to the first 

he composed his masterwork, Jerusalem, or 

On Religious Power and Judaism (1783) and 

in response to Jacobi he wrote Morning Hours, 

or Lectures on the Existence of God (1785). 

Both books were immensely controversial. In 

the first, Mendelssohn argued that Judaism 

was a model for a perfectly enlightened 

religion. Judaism, Mendelssohn said, was 

in principle opposed to all forms of coercion 

of thought or action. It was not even right to 

call Judaism a religion, he said, because it 

lacked a creed and was rather a way of life 

in conformity to revealed laws. The revealed 

laws of Judaism are not coercive laws but are 

laws meant to be discussed and obeyed only 

BrUCe rOSenSTOCK TaLKS aBOUT HiS neW BOOK 
PHiLOSOPHy anD THe JeWiSH QUeSTiOn: 
MenDeLSSOHn, rOSenzWeiG, anD BeyOnD

Immanuel Kant

Moses Mendelssohn
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Only connect the prose and the passion, 

and both will be exalted, and human love 

will be seen at its height.

– Howard’s End E. M Forster

This fall, I am delighted to join the faculty 

of the University of Illinois, where I will be 

appointed in the Program in Comparative 

and World Literature and the Program in 

Jewish Culture and Society. The creation 

of this new position with its emphasis on 

Israeli Cultural Studies developed out of 

plans to expand the Israeli visiting schol-

ars and artists program at Illinois. This 

program, sponsored in part by the Jewish 

Federation of Metropolitan Chicago, 

brings leading cultural figures to both 

the academic and broader community 

of Illinois and the campus at Urbana-

Champaign. As a dedicated scholar of 

Hebrew literature and culture I am eager 

to expand Israeli Studies offerings on 

campus by providing new courses in 

Israeli literature, film and culture. 

I reached Israel Studies by a circuitous 

route. After attending Carmel College 

in Oxfordshire, the only Jewish board-

ing school in Europe, I believed that to 

truly understand the Middle East it was 

crucial to immerse myself in Islamic 

Studies. At eighteen, I began a degree at 

the University of Edinburgh in Arabic and 

Politics. I learnt about Arabic language, 

literature and culture, medieval history, 

and gained some understanding of the 

forces that have shaped today’s political 

landscape in the region. Despite studying 

history, politics and philosophy, I returned 

to studying literature which has always 

remained my passion. I was especially 

inspired by the realisation that, beyond 

its entertainment value, more than any 

other discipline, literature has the power 

to truly motivate individuals and shape 

society.This influence extends to the 

classroom! In learning about the eigh-

teenth century as an undergraduate, I 

was moved by the power of political verse 

in Britain. Poetry had the ability not only 

to sway public opinion, but to lead directly 

to the legal abolition of slavery. The pres-

ervation of oral Scottish ballads inspired 

a revival in Scottish nationhood, which in 

turn dramatically changed Europe’s land-

scapes as other countries turned to their 

mythical past and found the beginnings of 

a regional nationalism that was linguisti-

cally and ethnically specific. In political 

philosophy I discovered, like generations 

before me, that Plato had conceived the 

idea of an entire republic with its atten-

dant military, political and cultural wings 

working in harmony for the success of the 

MeeT OUr neW FaCULTy MeMBer – raCHeL S. HarriS

collective. As I poured over the writings of 

Aristotle, Machiavelli, John Stewart Mill, 

Thomas Mann and Mary Wollstencraft, 

I began to realise that life and fiction 

were intertwined and that the boundaries 

between academic disciplines were, to 

some degree, fluid. 

By the time I came to write my Honors 

Thesis in my fourth year, my eclectic 

interests in literature, culture, religion 

and history coalesced in my research on 

the power of translation in shaping ideol-

ogy, particularly during the long history of 

Qu’ranic translation. A mere five hundred 

years after the Qu’ran’s first appearance 

in Arabic, European renditions into Latin, 

English, and French existed. They had 

been produced by priests with the aim of 

educating Christian missionaries about 

Islam as they prepared to convert the 

infidels encountered during the Crusades. 

From this I gleaned the powerful uses of 

literary and sacred texts in shaping and 

serving a society’s values, for better or 

for worse. 

The passion that I developed for socially 

and politically conscious writing, particu-

larly the notion of using fiction to shape 

nationhood, has remained one of the 

guiding principles in my research. I had 

come to understand the power of texts to 

affect social behaviour well beyond the 

power and scope of their authors. Despite 

the vagaries of this literary heritage, the 

notion that fiction in particular could be 

used obliquely or explicitly to challenge 

or even reinforce a reader’s world view 
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bringing every “next one”—every unenfran-

chised and marginalized one, every newcomer 

and immigrant—into the fold of the covenant 

binding together “We the people.” Arendt and 

Cavell are the “Beyond” I refer to in my title: 

beyond the tragic history of German-Jewish 

thought and beyond Jewish question to hu-

man question. 

that gave the impetus to the new German 

idealism: God, the new philosophers said, was 

the power that spiritualized nature itself from 

within and lifted it beyond its everydayness to 

a higher plane. 

Only after World War I did the ruling power 

of Kantian idealism come to be questioned. 

Philosophers began to recognize the fragility 

of the everyday world and the futility, and the 

great danger, of trying to live one’s life in the 

sublime realm of transcendental ideas. If life 

was not lived in the here-and-now, then it was 

not lived at all. Franz Rozenzweig’s Star of 

Redemption was written while Rosenzweig was 

fighting in the trenches in Macedonia, and its 

opening pages reflect upon the inescapability 

of death and the need for the philosopher 

to make this inescapable reality the starting 

point of his reflections. Rosenzweig argued 

that Judaism was the unique form of life in 

which death was not overcome by running 

away from our mortal bodies but by embracing 

every moment of our shared life together and 

linking these moments to the cycle of the 

holidays of the Jewish year. Rosenzweig saw 

Christianity as a way of life that was also lived 

in the world, but the Christian was torn be-

tween the eternal cycle of her holidays and the 

march of historical time where, in the end, all 

nations must perish. Only the Jewish people 

are eternal, and they are eternal because they 

live outside the course of history, they live 

entirely in moments of the here-and-now tied 

to the cycle of the holidays of Creation (Rosh 

Hashanah), Revelation (Sukkot and Shavuot), 

and Redemption (Passover), this Jewish life is 

a model to which other nations can only aspire. 

Rosenzweig’s philosophy, I hope it can be 

seen, has clear ties to Mendelssohn’s. I think, 

in a way, Mendelssohn was more radical than 

Rosenzweig because he believed that any 

human can make the everyday world of the 

here-and-now the place where he meets and 

responds to God. Mendelssohn, I argue in my 

book, had a hope that a democratically-con-

stituted nation could bring all its citizens to-

gether in the common task of discovering the 

miracle of creation in moments of everyday 

life and of offering to everyone the opportunity 

both to witness to and to enhance, in freedom 

and mutual respect, the beauty of the world 

held in common by humans everywhere. 

If Mendelssohn and Rosenzweig are key 

participants in the ultimately tragic history 

of Jews and Germans in the modern world, 

their thought nonetheless witnesses to the 

redemptive possibilities of their common philo-

sophical project: to think within the framework 

of Judaism about what might be called the 

“human question”: Can our separateness from 

one another become more than a gulf dividing 

in hostility each from the next one or might it 

become the basis for the mutual responsibility 

of each for the next one? My book concludes 

by arguing that the work of Hannah Arendt 

and the contemporary philosopher Stanley 

Cavell can be seen as carrying forward 

Mendelssohn’s and Rosenzweig’s common 

philosophical project within the democratic 

horizons of an always reimagined America, 

an America constituted on the principle of 

Bruce Rosenstock is the Associate Director of 

the Program in Jewish Culture & Society and 

Associate Professor in the Department of Reli-

gion at the University of Illinois. He has written 

numerous articles on such topics as ancient 

philosophy, the Hebrew Bible, and Sabbatian-

ism and is the author of New Men: Conversos, 

Theology, and Society in Fifteenth-Century 

Castile (2002). His book Philosophy and 

the Jewish Question: Mendelssohn, Rosen-

zweig, and Beyond is published by Fordham 

University Press. He is currently at work on 

the first English translation and commentary 

of Mendelssohn’s Morgenstunden.

Gotthold Ephraim Lessing
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Israel. Palestine. The Promised Land. Is-

rael/Palestine. Medinat Yisrael. The Holy 

Land. Eretz Israel. However you choose 

to name it, claim it, argue it or draw its 

boundaries, my interest in this place, and 

all of its complications, came about in 

a mundane way – finding a cheap place 

to vacation. That 2005 trip set me on 

an unexpected, sometimes difficult, and 

hopefully fruitful, academic trajectory. 

As a Ph.D. student in the Department of 

Anthropology I am currently developing a 

dissertation project, one that I expect will 

highlight some of the practices, beliefs, 

and complications of a place that encour-

ages rather than discourages immigration 

(albeit, for a specific set of individuals). In 

general, my research focuses on The Jew-

ish Agency for Israel (HaSochnut HaYehu-

dit L’Eretz Yisra’el). This organization has 

been active, in various incarnations, since 

prior to the establishment of the state 

of Israel in 1948. While its initial goal 

was to assist in the creation of a Jewish 

national home, once the state was estab-

lished its responsibilities changed. The 

Sochnut (for short) now focuses on im-

migration (aliyah) and absorption (klitah) 

of new immigrants, Zionist education, and 

immigration recruitment. Per their 2007 

statistics, they maintain 78 offices in 44 

different countries.  

In particular, I am interested in how the 

Sochnut’s immigration and absorption 

practices and policies help shape differ-

ent senses of national identity among 

new immigrants to Israel. By examining 

the programs that they offer to new immi-

grants, and the policies that govern their 

MeeT OUr STUDenTS – MeLinDa BernarDO

immigration practices, I hope to explain 

how the Sochnut helps to constitute 

Israeli society in particular ways. Since 

the organization has a large number of 

international offices, I plan to conduct a 

mutli-sited project that considers the for-

mation of new immigrants’ national identi-

ties both inside and outside the State of 

Israel, while also considering the perspec-

tives of both the Sochnut employees and 

the immigrants with whom they work.  

I’ve been lucky to receive intellectual 

input not only from my advisors in the 

Department of Anthropology, but also 

from the Program for Jewish Culture and 

Society. One of my hopes is that the re-

sulting project will expand the boundaries 

of what counts as “Jewish Studies.” 
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tion, reject what they perceived to be 

the current humiliation and degradation 

of the majority of European Jews, and 

reinvent a literary and historical sense of 

nationhood. In so doing, they constructed 

potent myths which persisted into the 

greater part of the twentieth century and 

in some instances have lingered into 

the twenty-first. Instantly recognizable to 

most Israelis, these ideas include the 

mythic heroism of the Israeli soldier who 

is tough in battle but whose external 

shell conceals a soft nature and love of 

the land. Other cultural myths concern 

the monumental appeal of Tel Aviv as the 

first Hebrew city in two thousand years, 

built as if in one smooth motion from the 

sands; or the notion that women in Israeli 

society fulfil their national duty through 

procreation, serving few other purposes 

than birthing and raising the nation. My 

first book An Ideological Death: Suicide 

in Israeli Literature (which is forthcoming) 

addresses these myths and the ways in 

which fictional suicide engages society 

in Israel – a country where literary 

authors still have the power to influence 

popular opinion and shape contemporary 

political narratives. 

Lately, my research in Israel Studies has 

turned to consider the exciting contempo-

rary scene of literary journals in Tel Aviv. 

With over thirty literary journals being pro-

duced regularly, there has been a tremen-

dous boom in the already prolific creative 

output of the city. Often accompanied by 

literary and cultural manifestoes, these 

journals seek to challenge both political 

and social issues on the one hand – 

and to revolutionise literary and poetic 

form on the other. This nascent project 

forms the foundation of my next book on 

the influence of early-twentieth-century 

preoccupied me through the course 

of my MA degree in Near and Middle 

Eastern Area Studies at the University of 

London’s School of Oriental and African 

Studies (SOAS). It continued to resonate 

during the pursuit of my doctorate at the 

University of Oxford. 

It was during a Jewish literature course 

at SOAS that I was first struck by the 

significant number of Hebrew literary 

texts in which almost all the leading 

characters (and a good number of the 

minor characters) met with death. Curious 

about what appeared to be the inevitable 

fate of almost all modern Hebrew literary 

characters I began to search for a pat-

tern. The striking prominence of suicide in 

contemporary Hebrew literature preoccu-

pied me eventually becoming the subject 

of my research. This literary device does 

not simply represent man’s angst, but is 

used as a literary trope to comment upon 

the conditions of Israeli society.  

The prevalence of literary suicides sug-

gested a new way for considering the 

nation and to engage with formative 

national narratives. My doctorate led 

me to specialize in this area – a place 

where fiction and society intersect. For 

readers outside Israel, it is important to 

stress that in Israel, literature does not 

exist in a vacuum. Rather, from the very 

beginning, Zionist writers conceived of 

a new political entity that would be run 

by Jews for Jews in fiction and prose. 

Writers using a language that was being 

reinvented as a spoken vernacular after 

existing in religious and clerical form 

for several hundred years in northern 

Europe, were intoxicated by their own 

capacities to represent their ideal na-

American and European modernism on 

contemporary Israeli literature.

I join Comparative Literature at the 

University of Illinois after spending four 

years in Jewish Studies at the University 

at Albany, part of the State University of 

New York, where I held a tenure-track po-

sition as Assistant Professor of Hebrew 

Literature and Language. During that time 

I was responsible for the Hebrew program 

and its ongoing development and taught 

a broad range of courses in Jewish his-

tory, Hebrew and Jewish literature, and 

Hebrew language. I believe in inspiring 

the same passion for knowledge among 

my students with which I was dazzled. 

Indubitably, the profundity of  E. M. Forst-

er’s statement about the power of prose, 

lies for me in the privilege of spending 

each day working with texts that have 

the capacity to shape the environment 

in which we live. I now look forward with 

great pleasure to meeting the challenges 

of developing and teaching new courses 

in Israeli literature, Jewish fiction, and 

comparative literature here at Illinois and 

putting modern Hebrew literature on the 

world stage where it belongs. 

Rachel S. Harris is Assistant Professor in the 

Program in Comparative and World Literature 

and the Program in Jewish Culture & Society 

at the University of Illinois, where she also 

serves on the Program’s Executive Committee. 

She is a scholar of modern Hebrew literature 

and Israeli culture, having completed her dis-

sertation at Oxford University 2008 under the 

titled “The Role of Suicide in Modern Israeli 

Literature.” Harris is the author of several 

journal articles and is currently co-editing a 

special issue of the Journal of Jewish Identities. 

Her book An Ideological Death: Suicide in 

Israeli Literature is forthcoming.
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neW BOOKS By OUr FaCULTy

Bruce Rosenstock

Philosophy and the Jewish Question: Mendelssohn, Rosenzweig, and Beyond 

Fordham University Press, 2010

Drawing together two critical moments in the history of European Jewry – its entrance as a participant in 

the Enlightenment project of religious and political reform and its involvement in the traumatic upheavals 

brought on by the Great War – this book offers a reappraisal of the intersection of culture, politics, theology, 

and philosophy in the modern world through the lens of two of the most important thinkers of their day, 

Moses Mendelssohn and Franz Rosenzweig. Their vision of the place of the Jewish people not only within 

German society but also within the unfolding history of humankind as a whole challenged the reigning 

cultural assumptions of the day and opened new ways of thinking about reason, language, politics, and the 

sources of ethical obligation.

Michael Rothberg

Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization 

Stanford University Press, 2009

Multidirectional Memory brings together Holocaust studies and postcolonial studies for the first time. Em-

ploying a comparative and interdisciplinary approach, the book makes a twofold argument about Holocaust 

memory in a global age by situating it in the unexpected context of decolonization. On the one hand, it 

demonstrates how the Holocaust has enabled the articulation of other histories of victimization at the 

same time that it has been declared "unique" among human-perpetrated horrors. On the other, it uncovers 

the more surprising and seldom acknowledged fact that public memory of the Holocaust emerged in part 

thanks to postwar events that seem at first to have little to do with it, such as the ongoing processes of 

decolonization and movements for civil rights in the Caribbean, Africa, Europe, and the United States.

Lawrence Schehr

Subversions of Verisimilitude: Reading Narrative from Balzac to Sartre 

Fordham University Press, 2009

Subversions of Verisimilitude focuses on the ways in which a number of French literary narratives written 

in the realist tradition show a dynamic balance between the desire of the author/narrator to present a veri-

similar world and the need for aesthetic balance. While the works studied – narratives by Balzac, Flaubert, 

Zola, Colette, Proust, and Sartre – range over the course of a century, from 1835 to 1938, they share a 

perspective on the relations between and the need to engage questions of realist verisimilitude and narra-

tive interest and aesthetics.

Mark Smith and Wayne Pitard

The Ugaritic Baal Cycle: Introduction With Text, Translation and Commentary of KTU/CAT 1.3-1.4 

Brill Academic Publishers, 2008

This second volume of the commentary on the "Baal Cycle", the most important Canaanite religious text 

from Ugarit, in Syria, analyzes KTU/CAT 1.3 and 1.4, the tablets that contain the long episode about how 

Baal secured permission from El to build his royal palace and how the palace was built. It includes a new 

edition of the tablets, supplemented by a DVD-ROM with 92 images and superimposable drawings, a com-

prehensive introduction, new translation and vocalized text, and detailed commentary. The authors develop 

an interpretation of the episode which places it into the larger context of the "Baal Cycle" as a whole.
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Eugene Avrutin, Valerii Dymshits, Alexander Ivanov, 

Alexander Lvov, Harriet Murav, and Alla Sokolova, eds., 

Photographing the Jewish Nation: Pictures from S. An-sky’s Ethnographic Expeditions 

Brandeis University Press, 2009

From 1912 to 1914, S. An-sky and the photographer Solomon Iudovin gathered materials and took photo-

graphs of Jewish daily life in pre-Revolutionary Russia's Pale of Settlement. Photographing the Jewish 

Nation offers English-language readers their first look at over 170 extraordinary, recently rediscovered 

photographs from their expeditions. The pictures provide visual texture – in remarkable detail – that rare-

ly appears in written sources. The volume includes a critical introduction and five chapters that document 

all aspects of Jewish life inside the Pale, including work, education, and religious and cultural traditions.

Dale Bauer

Sex Expression and American Women Writers, 1860-1940 

University of North Carolina Press, 2009

American women novelists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries registered a call for a new 

sexual freedom, Dale Bauer contends. By creating a lexicon of "sex expression," many authors explored 

sexuality as part of a discourse about women's needs rather than confining it to the realm of sentiments, 

where it had been relegated (if broached at all) by earlier writers. This new rhetoric of sexuality enabled 

critical conversations about who had sex, when in life they had it, and how it signified. Analyzing the work of 

canonical as well as popular writers—including Edith Wharton, Anzia Yezierska, Julia Peterkin, and Fannie 

Hurst, among others—Bauer demonstrates that the new sexualization of American culture was both material 

and rhetorical.

Lilya Kaganovsky

How the Soviet Man Was Unmade: Cultural Fantasy and Male Subjectivity under Stalin 

University of Pittsburgh Press, 2008

In Stalinist Russia, the idealized Soviet man projected an image of strength, virility, and unyielding drive in 

his desire to build a powerful socialist state. In monuments, posters, and other tools of cultural produc-

tion, he became the demigod of Communist ideology. But beneath the surface of this fantasy, between the 

lines of texts and in film, lurked another figure: the wounded body of the heroic invalid, the second version 

of Stalin's New Man. In How the Soviet Man Was Unmade, Lilya Kaganovsky exposes the paradox behind 

the myth of the indestructible Stalinist-era male. In her analysis of social-realist literature and cinema, she 

examines the recurring theme of the mutilated male body, which appears with startling frequency.

Harry Liebersohn

The Travelers' World: Europe to the Pacific 

Harvard University Press, 2008

In a narrative that transports the reader from the salons of Europe to the shores of Tahiti, Harry Liebersohn 

examines the transformation of global knowledge during the great age of scientific exploration. He moves 

beyond the traditional focus on British and French travelers to include Germans, Russians, and some 

Americans, as well as the Tahitian, Hawaiian, and other Pacific islanders they encountered. Famous 

adventurers like Captain Cook make appearances, but it’s the observations of such naturalists as Philibert 

Commerson, George Forster, and Adelbert von Chamisso that helped most to generate a new understanding of 

these far-flung societies.
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Eugene Avrutin* (History): European Jewish History; Jews of Imperial Russia

Dale Bauer* (English): American Women’s Literature

Edward Bruner (Anthropology): Anthropology of Tourism; Jewish Travel

Matti Bunzl* (Anthropology): Jews in the Modern World; Central Europe  

Kenneth Cuno (History): History of the Middle East; Egypt

Virginia Dominguez* (Anthropology): Anthropology of Peoplehood; Israel

Colin Flint (Geography): Political Geography; Geography of the Nazi Vote

Peter Fritzsche (History): Twentieth-Century German History; Third Reich

George Gasyna (Slavic): Polish Literature; Polish-Jewish Relations

Dara Goldman* (Spanish): Hispanic Caribbean; Jews of the Caribbean

David Goodman (East Asian Languages and Cultures): Jews in the Japanese Mind

Fred Gottheil (Economics): Economics of the Middle East; Israel

Alma Gottlieb (Anthropology): West Africa; Jews of Cape Verde

James Hansen (English): Britsh/Irish Modernism; Frankfurt School

Rachel Harris* (Comparative Literature): Hebrew Literature; Israeli Cultural Studies

Fred Jaher (History): History of Anti-Semitism; United States; France

Brett Kaplan* (Comparative Literature): Holocaust Representation in Art and Literature

Harry Liebersohn (History): European Intellectual History

Harriet Murav* (Comparative Literature): Russian- and Soviet-Jewish Writing; Yiddish

Cary Nelson (English): Modern American Poetry; Poetics of Anti-Semitism

Carl Niekerk (German): German Cultural History; Vienna 1900

Wayne Pitard* (Religion): History of Ancient Syria; Bible

Gary Porton (Religion): Rabbinics; Judaism in Late Antiquity

David Price (Religion): Jewish-Christian Relations in Early-Modern Europe

Dana Rabin* (History): Early Modern British History; Minorities in British History

Bruce Rosenstock* (Religion): Jewish Thought; Messianism in the Jewish Tradition

Emanuel Rota (Italian): European Intellectual History; Fascism

Michael Rothberg* (English): Holocaust Representation; Holocaust and Postcoloniality

Mahir Saul (Anthropology): West Africa; Sepharad

Lawrence Schehr (French): Modern French Literature

Michael Shapiro (English): Shakespeare and the Jews

Mara Wade (German): Early Modern German Literature

Yasemin Yildiz (German): Bilingualism in German Literature; Muslim Imaginaries

Matti Bunzl, Director

Bruce Rosenstock, Associate Director

Michael Rothberg, Director, Initiative in Holocaust, Genocide, and Memory Studies

Craig Alexander, Assistant to the Director

THe PrOGraM in JeWiSH CULTUre & SOCieTy

THe FaCULTy

THe STaFF

COUrSeS in JeWiSH STUDieS
Listed below are the courses approved for Jewish Studies credit at the  

University of Illinois. A selection of these courses is taught every academic year. 

ANTHROPOLOGY

The Holocaust and Its Meanings ANTH 161

 American Jewish Culture ANTH 190

The World of Jewish Sepharad ANTH 275

Jewish Cultures of the World ANTH 290

COMPARATIVE LITERATURE

Jewish Storytelling: From the Russian Shtetl to New York CWL 221

Literary Responses to the Holocaust CWL 320

Jewish Life-Writing CWL 421

ENGLISH

Minority Images in American Film ENGL 272

Modern Jewish Literature ENGL 284

Jewish Immigrant Literature ENGL 363

Literature of American Minorities ENGL 460

GERMAN

Vienna 1900 GER 257

The Holocaust in Context GER 260

HEBREW

Undergraduate Open Seminar HEBR 199

Elementary Modern Hebrew, I HEBR 201

Elementary Modern Hebrew, II HEBR 202

Intensive Biblical Hebrew HEBR 205

Intermediate Modern Hebrew, I HEBR 403

Intermediate Modern Hebrew, II HEBR 404

Advanced Modern Hebrew, I HEBR 405

Advanced Modern Hebrew, II HEBR 406

Topics in Modern Hebrew Language and Literature, I HEBR 407

Topics in Modern Hebrew Language and Literature, II HEBR 408

HISTORY

History of the Islamic Middle East HIST 135

The Holocaust HIST 252

Jewish History to 1700 HIST 268

Jewish History since 1700 HIST 269

Constructing Race in America HIST 281

The History of the Jews in the Diaspora HIST 433

The Middle East 1566-1914 HIST 435

The Middle East in the Twentieth Century HIST 437

Twentieth-Century Germany HIST 456

Immigrant America HIST 472

RELIGION

RLST 101 The Bible as Literature

RLST 106 Archaeology and the Bible

RLST 108 Religion and Society in the West I

RLST 109 Religion and Society in the West II

RLST 110 World Religions

RLST 116 Faith and Self in Global Context

RLST 120 A History of Judaism

RLST 130 Jewish Customs and Ceremonies

RLST 201 Hebrew Bible in English

RLST 221 American Judaism

RLST 235 History of Religion in America

RLST 242 The Holocaust: Religious Responses

RLST 283 Jewish Sacred Literature

RLST 415 Introductory Readings of the Talmud

RLST 416 Readings in Rabbinic Midrash

RLST 442 History of Early Judaism

RLST 443 Ancient Near Eastern Cultures

RLST 458 Christians and Jews 1099-1789

RLST 496 Topics in the History of Judaism

RLST 498 Topics in Biblical Studies

RUSSIAN

RUSS 261 Introduction to Russian-Jewish Culture

RUSS 465 Russian-Jewish Culture

PHILOSOPHY

PHIL 230 Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion

POLITICAL SCIENCE

PS 347 Government and Politics of the Middle East

YIDDISH

YDSH 101 Elementary Yiddish, I

YDSH 102 Elementary Yiddish, II

YDSH 103 Intermediate Yiddish, I

YDSH 104 Intermediate Yiddish, II

* Members of the Program in Jewish Culture & Society Executive Committee
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