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“Antifa” is in the air. It’s on President Trump’s lips. It’s 
trending on Twitter, but it’s not a new thing.

Indeed, it has a very Jewish history. It’s an ideology that 
was born in order to oppose Hitler. “Antifa” is short for 
“anti-fascist.”

It’s so Jewish that one of the items being shared widely 
on Twitter right now is the Yiddish and Hebrew 
manifesto of the antifa arm of a group that was an 
offshoot of a Marxist-Zionist political party, “Left Poale
Zion.”

The document and the organization that produced it 
may seem like a bundle of contradictions, and maybe 
more so today. The group’s members were Jews … and 

Arabs. But they were also Zionists — the Arabs, too. And 
although the official Palestinian leadership sided with 
the Germans in an effort to end the British mandate, 
the Palestinian members of this group sided with the 
allies.

They recruited fellow Arabs to fight against the 
Germans and raised funds for the Soviet army. On the 
domestic front, the organization preached unity 
between Jews and Arabs and sought to integrate the 
Histdarut, Israel’s main labor union.

Besides organizing rallies and conferences, Poale Zion’s 
antifa group raised money by selling stamps with its 
emblem abroad.
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Here is the text of the manifesto, translated into 
English:

Principles of Antifa

1) Antifa is open to all workers and citizens, who, 
regardless of their political orientation, recognize the 
need to combat fascist and anti-Semitic poison and 
recognize the solidarity of all workers’ national and 
social interests, regardless of their ethnicity or religion.

2) There is no place in Antifa for those who are an 
enemy of Jewish workers or Jewish immigration and 
settlement in the land (of Israel). There is no place in 
Antifa for those who are an enemy of Arab workers and 
their advancement in this land.

3) Antifa aims to forge in this land an anti-fascist force 
against all forms of fascism and chauvinism among the 
Jewish and Arab publics. We provide brotherly help to 
victims of fascism and anti-Semitism.

4) Antifa recruits the workers of this land to the 
worldwide fight against fascism.

While contemporary left-wing Jews have no direct 
connection to this pre-state antifa organization, some 
on Twitter cite it and similar organizations as an 
inspiration.

Spencer Sunshine, a scholar of the far-right, antifascist 
action and the Bund, the Jewish socialist movement that 
advocated Jewish cultural autonomy in Eastern Europe, 
noted that many leftist Jews view the Bund’s armed 
self-defense units as a precursor to antifa.

But there’s a key difference that likely keeps most 
contemporary Jewish antifascist activists from 
embracing this precursor organization wholeheartedly —
its Zionism. Unlike in the 1930s, said Spencer, few of 
today’s American Jewish leftists would support a 
binational Zionist platform like the Left Poale Zion’s: “In 
young Jewish radicals’ eyes today these nationalists are 
still ‘Zionists’ and do not have the kind of legitimacy 
that makes them want to be looked upon as 
forbearers.”

-

Jordan Kutzik is a staff writer at the Forverts.

As cities across America contend with nightly curfews, 
many of us are likely unaware that the word “curfew” 
originates in medieval French and has resonances 
that run through centuries of Jewish history. The 
latest news can seem increasingly medieval — from 
plague to authoritarianism to the public murder of 
minorities — and the sudden ubiquity of the word 
curfew aptly reflects the Middle Ages, even while it 
flashes into our lives via smartphone text.

The Middle English word curfew comes from the 
Anglo-French coverfeu — the signal to cover the fire in 
the hearth. Then as now, “curfew” and “fire” are 
related concepts.

“During the Middle Ages, houses in European towns 
were often made of wood and were close together, 
and fires could quickly spread from house to house,” 
according to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary.

“To prevent this, people were required to put out or 
cover their hearth fires by a certain time in the 
evening. A bell was rung as a signal when the time 
had come. In early French this signal was called 
coverfeu, a compound of covrir, meaning “to cover,” 
and feu, “fire.” For word nerds, feu or fire originates 
from the Latin focus or hearth. Another meaning of 
focus is altar.

“Even when hearth fires were no longer regulated, 
many towns had other rules that called for the ringing 
of an evening bell, and this signal was still called 
coverfeu,” says Merriam-Webster. “A common 
coverfeu regulation required people to be off the 
streets by a given time.”

Here we are, also required to be off the streets at a 
given time.

For Jews, curfews 
bring eerie reminders 
of Medieval and 
Holocaust eras
By Aviya Kushner
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For those familiar with Jewish history, that is an eerie 
request. And curfew is not just about preventing fire; 
it’s about preventing escape — and the free living of 
lives.

As Benjamin Ravid writes in “Venice and Its Minorities,” 
the curfew in the Venice Ghetto was enforced by 
guards.

In 1516, “the senate required all Jews to live together, 
segregated and enclosed on the island in Cannaregio 
already then known as the Ghetto nuovo (the new 
Ghetto) because of its association with the municipal 
copper foundry previously located across the canal, “il
ghetto” or “getto” from gettare in the sense of pouring 
or casting metal, whose area came to be known as the 
Ghetto Vecchio (the old Ghetto).”

“To prevent Jews from moving about the city at night, 
gates were erected at the two bridges leading out of 
the Ghetto nuovo. Christian guards were to open these 
two gates in the morning when the Marangona bell 
sounded and close them, initially at sunset but then 
slightly extended to one hour after dark in summer and 
two in winter; only Jewish doctors, and later merchants, 
were routinely allowed outside after curfew time, while 
permission to do so was occasionally granted upon 
special request to other individuals, but almost never —
with the exception primarily of a few doctors — was a 
Jew authorized to stay outside all night.”

The Nazis infamously revived the concept of the ghetto, 
as well as the idea of a curfew for ghetto residents. 
Once again, the entrances to the ghetto were guarded.

As the United States Holocaust Museum website 
explains: “Many of the ghettos were enclosed by 
barbed-wire fences or walls, with entrances guarded by 
local and German police and SS members. During 
curfew hours at night the residents were forced to stay 
inside their apartments.”

And what about those not subject to curfew? There are 
the guards — then and now. The police — then as now. 
And then there are the onlookers. “One of the most 
disturbing things to me is the other officers, the other 
officers who stand around,” St. Paul Mayor Melvin 
Carter told the PBS News Hour, referring to the other 

three policemen who were present during the murder 
of George Floyd.

I was reminded of Mayor Carter’s remarks while reading 
a bit of history about ghettos in Poland during the 
Holocaust that I did not fully process before. Stuck at 
home in a city where all public transportation has been 
shut down at night, I found myself reading about Polish 
trolley lines.

“In the Polish cities of Lodz and Warsaw,” according to 
the U.S. Holocaust Museum, “trolley lines ran through 
the middle of the ghetto. Rather than reroute the lines, 
workers fenced them off, and policemen guarded the 
area to keep the Jews from escaping on the trolley cars. 
The passengers from outside the ghetto used the cars 
to get to work on weekdays, and some rode them on 
Sunday outings just to gawk and sneer at the ghetto 
prisoners.”

Yes. Polish commuters saw it all, just as the three other 
police officers were certainly close enough to see what 
was happening to Floyd.

A a curfew is not just about covering a fire, and 
preventing the burning of neighboring houses, as the 
dictionary tells us. History tells us the same thing. The 
United States is at a crossroads, and the desire to 
control this American conflagration is right there in the 
language.

-

Aviya Kushner is The Forward’s language columnist 
and the author of The Grammar of God (Spiegel & Grau) 
and the forthcoming Wolf Lamb Bomb (Orison Books). 
Follow her on Twitter @AviyaKushner
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At protests across the country, marchers are holding up 
signs that read “Defund The Police.” On Tuesday, 
numerous celebrities, as well as the executive director 
of the American Civil Liberties Union, signed an open 
letter circulated by the national Movement 4 Black 
Lives group calling for money to be diverted from police 
budgets to fund social services and investments in 
black communities. Politicians like Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez say New York City should slash its police budget.

But that call presents a particular challenge for white 
American Jews, who depend on the police to monitor 
and curb rising anti-Semitic attacks. Now, black Jews 
and activists are calling for white Jews to confront their 
privileged relationships with police — a demand that 
may feel uncomfortable for those who want to show 
their support for black lives, but fear for their own 
safety.

“Maimonides says there are steps of teshuvah,” —
repentance — “and the first step is to stop doing the 
thing that’s causing the harm — America has never 
stopped causing harm to black people, ever,” said 
Koach Frazier, a black rabbinical student and the co-
founder of Tzedek Lab, a network of Jewish activists. 
“And what is the Jewish community doing to stop it?”

For decades, American Ashkenazi Jews (descendants of 
eastern European immigrants) have benefitted from 
close relationships with the police. The tone was set in 
the 1950s, when synagogue bombings in the South led 
police to create a network of departments in 28 cities 
to share tips about other potential attacks. More 
recently, after the October 2018 Pittsburgh massacre, 
which killed 11 Jews during Shabbat services, police 
officers stationed themselves at synagogues around 
the country to deter copycat shootings. In a report 
issued in January, the Secure Community Network, an 
initiative of the Jewish Federations of North America 
and the Conference of Presidents of Major Jewish 

Organizations, advised synagogues planning to use 
armed security to hire police officers rather than private 
guards.

“Police have pretty much treated Ashkenazi Jews like 
white people,” said Cheryl Greenberg, a professor of 
race in the U.S. and black-Jewish relations at Trinity 
College.

At the same time, Jews share a collective memory of 
being a minority facing state-sanctioned persecution 
and violence: in the Soviet Union, in Nazi Germany, and 
in many other countries over two millennia.

“The way I would put it is that Jews are in a particularly 
torn position, because they are a vulnerable minority,” 
Greenberg said. “And so on the one hand, they need 
police protection, even more than other white people. 
On the other hand, they, too, have been targeted.”

That sense of fear has deepened since the shooting in 
Pittsburgh, which led many synagogues to tighten their 
relationships to police and deepen their reliance on 
armed guards.

“It’s not as if Pittsburgh and Poway and Jersey City and 
Monsey did not happen,” said David Pollock, director of 
public policy and security at the Jewish Community 
Relations Council of New York, referring to a series of 
deadly anti-Semitic attacks over the past two years. 
“There are threats against Jewish communal 
organizations and against Jews. Law enforcement is the 
best way to counter those threats.”

Yet for Jews of color, the increased reliance on the 
police in Jewish settings has come at the expense of 
their sense of personal safety.

“I can speak from personal history on this: Your blood 
pressure goes up, your pulse accelerates when you see 
an armed police officer,” said Yolanda Savage-Narva,

Black Jews to white Jews: Change your 
relationship with police
By Ari Feldman
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the executive director of Operation Understanding D.C., 
a not-for-profit in Washington, D.C. that promotes 
black-Jewish relationship building.

White Jews, Savage-Narva said, have struggled to 
understand how alienating a police presence can be for 
black Jews and Jews of color in general, who 
demographers estimate are 6% and 15% of the Jewish 
population, according to competing estimates.

The Jewish community, Savage-Narva said, needs to 
“reconsider the impact that law enforcement has on 
members of the Jewish community that don’t have 
white skin, and who have a very traumatic history with 
law enforcement.”

“Defund the police”

Some Jewish organizations have already aligned 
themselves with the call to defund law enforcement.

Jewish Community Action, a Minneapolis-based group, 
is supporting efforts of local black-led groups like 
Reclaim the Block to cut the Minneapolis Police 
Department’s budget by nearly a quarter, arguing that 
prior efforts at reforms did not prevent George Floyd’s 
killing.

Carin Mrotz, the group’s director, said she is getting 
more support than pushback for the stance. “I think a 
lot of it, honestly, is that we saw that man murdered on 
the video,” Mrotz said. “It makes people much more 
able to empathize with that amount of pain and anger.”

Even when confronting things like anti-Semitic 
vandalism, Mrotz said, Jews should “challenge our first 
instinct to call the police, when calling the police can 
have a devastating or fatal repercussion for people of 
color.”

Jews for Racial and Economic Justice, a New York-based 
group, is circulating a call for New Yorkers to urge city 
council-members to shift funding from the police 
department to social services.

“We’re very clear about the priorities that we are calling 
for; if the goal is to build healthy, thriving communities, 
we need to divest from punitive systems and invest in 
restorative ones,” Audrey Sasson, the executive 

director of the group, wrote in an email.

Rabbi Susan Talve, leader of Central Reform 
Congregation in St. Louis, Mo., said that she is willing to 
consider an overhaul of the concept of policing. Talve, 
who joined with protesters in Ferguson in 2014, said 
that her congregation uses off-duty officers as guards, 
but only officers of color who are briefed on the 
synagogue’s diverse community.

“I get that we need a big change,” Talve said. “That may 
take dismantling what we know as the police, because, 
as Audre Lorde said, you cannot dismantle the master’s 
house with the master’s tools.”

“Anti-cop” or “pro-cop”

Just about every major Jewish group has made a 
statement on George Floyd’s killing, in nearly every 
case condemning it and expressing solidarity with the 
black community. But Jewish organizations have not 
addressed the Jewish community’s ties to the police in 
those statements, instead emphasizing their 
willingness to help fight systemic racism in general. 
Statements from the Reform movement, Hadassah, 
Bend the Arc and the Anti-Defamation League did not 
address police reforms. (Although Bend the Arc, the 
Jewish Council for Public Affairs, Jewish Women 
International and the National Council of Jewish Women 
and the Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism 
signed onto a letter from hundreds of organizations 
asking Congressional leaders for police reform.)

“In this moment, we remain focused on hearing the call 
from people of color asking that we as a nation address 
ongoing racism in all sectors and at all levels of 
society,” Rabbi Jonah Pesner, director of the Religious 
Action Center, emailed in response to a question about 
the Jewish community’s relationship to the police.

Jewish groups that did specifically address the issue 
tended to focus not on whether they should or should 
not support law enforcement, but on how to reform it. A 
statement from the Conservative movement said that 
police “have not been able to make the necessary 
changes to a system that disproportionately targets 
minority communities and people of color.” In a letter 
released Tuesday, 60 rabbis from the progressive

Black Jews to white Jews: Change your relationship with police
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rabbinical group Torat Chayim pledged to “talk about 
why too many interactions with police are terrifying to 
Black Americans.”

“The Jewish community should not be so simplistic and 
black and white as being ‘anti-cop’ or ‘pro-cop’ but 
rather work for sensible police policy reform and serve 
robustly as strong allies in solidarity with the black 
community,” Rabbi Shmuly Yanklowitz, a progressive 
Orthodox rabbi and a member of Torat Chayim, said in 
an email.

Michael Masters, the national director of the Secure 
Community Network, said that when police 
departments lose funding, what tends to suffer is 
exactly the initiatives many activists are calling for: 
increased training, accountability and transparency. He 
noted that most police departments do not have line 
items for protecting houses of worship and that a 
budget cut across the board would impact synagogue 
security.

Protecting good policing is as much in the interest of 
black communities as Jewish ones, he added: “The 
reality is that many of the offenders directly related to 
the cases in our community, their hatred and biases run 
as deep against the African-American community and 
other communities of color, as they do against ours.”

Wanting to reform police and encouraging good 
policing are not opposing issues, said Pollock, of the 
JCRC of New York. “Jewish communities should be close 
to the police, and Jewish communities should expect 
police to act in a lawful appropriate manner,” he said. 
“And we can do both.”

Indeed, Jewish communities should be leveraging their 
relationships with the police to achieve reform goals, 
said Nate Looney, who is a recruiter for Jews of color at 
Avodah, the Jewish service corps group, and who 
previously served eight years in the military police.

“How powerful would it be for a Federation to say, we 
aren’t willing to kick in money to the police association 
of whatever, until you do X, Y and Z,” he said.

For the Jewish communities that are coming to grips 
with policing, rabbis and leaders say it cannot happen 
without having Jews of color at the table leading the 

discussions. Part of the process is showing white Jews 
that black communities need public investment that 
can provide the sorts of services that Jewish 
organizations have been providing their communities 
for more than a century, said Koach Frazier, the 
rabbinical student and activist leader.

“To me what’s so interesting is that the whole purpose 
of the Jewish Federation is to fund community efforts 
that were outside of the purview of the state,” said 
Frazier, who supports defunding police. “It was because 
of generational institutional wealth that that’s been 
able to continue. Black people never had that.”

But while the protests have brought new urgency to 
the question of American policing, Rabbi Sandra 
Lawson, a black rabbi and the associate chaplain for 
Jewish life at Elon University, said she is concerned that 
Jews will forget about the importance of this issue 
when the country becomes calmer.

“Right now, because this is so horrible, you have an 
outpouring from everyone,” Lawson said. “But when 
this settles down, the Jewish community has not moved 
far enough to recognize that if you’re black or brown 
you could also be Jewish, and this could easily happen 
in our own community.”

-

Ari Feldman is a staff writer at the Forward. Contact 
him at feldman@forward.com or follow him on Twitter 
@aefeldman
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More states deploying National Guard troops to quell 
protests than at any time since the 1968 assassination 
of the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. Unemployment rates 
not seen since the Great Depression. A pandemic more 
powerful than any since the 1918 flu.

We are living in historic times indeed. In all the worst 
ways.

We have just finished the holiday of Shavuot, when we 
celebrate our ancestors’ receipt of the Torah at Mount 
Sinai. In this, as in the retelling of the Exodus story on 
Passover seven weeks before, we are commanded to 
imagine that we ourselves were at Sinai, that we 
ourselves were brought forth from slavery in Egypt.

And now we must imagine that we ourselves were 
George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, or Breonna Taylor. The 
horrors of their deaths are literally unimaginable, 
particularly from our perches of privilege. But this 
extreme empathy is an essential part of our tradition, 
indeed of our humanity.

Imagine that we ourselves experience the police as 
threats to our lives, our livelihoods, our freedoms rather 
than protectors of them. That we ourselves might have 
so much rage toward the fundamental unfairness of 
today’s America that we would risk our very lives —
breaking social distancing despite knowing that it could 
lead to another wave of this virus killing our neighbors 
— to show it. That we might even loot stores and set the 
streets aflame for lack of any belief that nonviolent 
protest could actually change anything.

One of the most pernicious aspects of this pandemic is 
the way it has allowed us to retreat into our circles of 
sameness. So many of the structures that helped us 
see other people’s experiences have been slowed or 
stopped.

The subway. The service sector. The office complex. 
The public school. The synagogue building that, as 
Dahlia Lithwick put it in a profound essay published in 

these pages last week, “forced you to rub along beside 
people who voted differently, thought differently, 
observed differently.”

After years of decrying the dangers of filter-bubbles in 
social media, we now find the same phenomenon 
filtering our professional, avocational, religious, 
entertainment and even civic circles, because all of
those things now unfold in the same mediated spaces. 
Interacting with people who live so differently — with 
the homeless, with the mentally ill, with undocumented 
immigrants, with the working poor and, yes, with 
people whose skin color is not the same as ours — is 
now something we only do if we really try.

That’s what this new moment calls for: Creating space 
for yourself to see through someone else’s eyes. The 
same technology that allows you to surf Shavuot study 
sessions across the globe also allows you to sit in on 
services at a Baptist church. You could subscribe to The 
Root, a leading African-American website and email 
newsletter, or check for news on a radio or television 
station from the political position you don’t identify 
with. You could drive to a very different neighborhood 
for your socially-distant walk.

As Jews, we must also reckon with the fact that the 
black experience of fearing the police, the black 
experience of higher infection and death rates from 
Covid-19, the black experience of systemic 
unemployment is not someone else’s experience, but 
also the experience of members of our own community. 
While as individuals we may benefit from the white 
privilege that allows us to see Black Lives Matter as a 
cause, as a community we must understand that it is 
part of ourselves.

There has been a big kerfuffle of late over how best to 
estimate the number of Jews of color in the United 
States. Two demographers published an essay showing 
that prior research suggesting it was 12% to 15% of the 
nation’s 5 million-plus Jews was likely significantly off, 

These historical times call for extreme empathy
By Jodi Rudoren
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and that it was more likely closer to the 6% estimate 
of a different study. Outrage erupted among both 
Black Jewish leaders and liberal white allies: more 
than 2,500 people and 200 organizations signed onto 
a letter titled #JOCsCount.

The fight over how many is misframed. As April N. 
Baskin, one of our strongest inclusion-advocates, put 
it in a news release about the letter, “Jews of Color 
count — not because of our numbers, but simply 
because of our divinity and humanity.”

Which is why, especially now, we must recommit to 
make our Jewish institutions reflect our communities’ 
diversity, to better advocate for people of color, to 
help them push all of us to imagine as if we ourselves 
had been at Sinai — or had been under the knee of 
former Minneapolis Officer Derek Chauvin, unable to 
breathe.

We are living in historic times, epochal times. Some 
have likened the changes ahead for Jewish practice 
and engagement to the changes after the destruction 
of the holy Temple. Our ancestors somehow managed 
to absorb that radical disruption and ensure Jewish 
continuity for another 2,000 years.

Our ability to exercise extreme empathy — toward 
everyone in our own communities and beyond — will 
help determine what kind of Judaism we leave for 
other generations to imagine.

-

Jodi Rudoren is the editor-in-chief of the Forward.

On March 7, I took a picture of a “child pile” in my 
Brooklyn apartment. Ten of my daughter’s friends had 
spent the night, celebrating the closing of a school 
play they’d worked on. The floor was a mess of 
sleeping bags, pillows, backpacks, soda bottles and 
empty bags of Doritos. A Happy Birthday banner hung 
between the windows, and a decimated ice cream 
cake was crammed into the freezer – a sleepover had 
doubled as somebody’s birthday celebration. As we 
cleaned up, my daughter left the banner up – her own 
18th birthday party was coming up soon.

On March 16, my daughter packed a few boxes and 
said goodbye to her childhood room, furniture and all. 
We left the birthday banner hanging, because neither 
of us could deal with taking it down – it was too much 
of a time marker, a sign of how much had changed in 
less than ten days.

When New York City’s public schools officially closed, 
ostensibly for just two weeks, it was obvious to me, 
from looking at Wuhan and Italy, that they would be 
unlikely to reopen for the rest of the year. My 
daughter’s school had been the last strictly practical 
reason for us to remain in the city, and when Mayor 
DeBlasio announced it was closing, I knew we had to 
leave.

For the last ten years, we had lived in a huge, 
spectacularly neglected Brooklyn building we’d 
nicknamed the Hovel. At the Hovel, the two hardest 
things to imagine were clean surfaces and social 
distancing. What would happen in the warmer months 
of the pandemic when the Biblical armies of 
cockroaches would arrive as usual, but the 
exterminator didn’t come? But more important, as 
soon as the scope of the pandemic became clear, it 
also became clear that we would need to save every 
penny of the Hovel rent, starting immediately. I

Escape from New York —
a third-generation 
migration tale
By Anya Ulinich
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haven’t exactly been “making it” in New York City after I 
got laid off from a magazine design job a year ago. 
Most recently, I got fingerprinted to become a 
substitute teacher, and signed up to take a city exam to 
become a 911 operator. Now that masses of people 
were becoming unemployed, I held no hope of getting a 
job. My daughter and I would have to survive, possibly 
for months, off the child support payments I still 
receive from her dad. For years, I’d been complaining 
that I couldn’t afford to stay in Brooklyn. Now, I really 
couldn’t afford to stay in Brooklyn, not even for one 
more month, so we were moving upstate.

We wore masks and gloves as we carried the boxes 
down to our U-Haul.

“I’m sorry,” I said to my kid, for probably the hundredth 
time that day.

“It’s the right thing to do,” she said. “Can I drive the 
van?” She appeared remarkably untraumatized.

I kept a straight face, made easier because I was 
wearing a mask. But inside, I was a mixture of guilt and 
disbelief.

Almost thirty years ago, in 1991, I packed a backpack 
and said goodbye to my own childhood apartment, 
furniture and all. Leaving Russia for Arizona with a 
tourist visa amid the chaos of the disintegrating Soviet 
Union, my family was entitled to a minimal luggage 
allowance. While I got to take almost nothing, my 
daughter got to pack several boxes of her favorite 
possessions. And she was merely moving to the 
country, not to *another* country. Still, an evacuation 
with one day’s notice wasn’t supposed to be part of her 
middle-class American childhood. Also, I had actually 
wanted to go to America, while my kid had been looking 
forward to prom and graduation.

I’d grown up with an idealized vision of the U.S. as the 
land of prosperity and opportunity. No matter what 
difficulties I encountered in my adopted country, from 
the time I came to Arizona and until Trump was elected 
president, I had lived, on some level, in that aspirational 
version of America. In my mind, the U.S. wasn’t just 
economically and politically superior to where I’d come 

from – I experienced it as somehow disaster-proof, 
indestructible. Deep inside, I felt that it was a place 
where for every problem, there had to be a solution. 
Armed with white privilege and a huge measure of luck, 
I had my disaster-proof babies in this disaster-proof 
place. I belonged to a class of people who allowed 
themselves to think that if we fed our kids organic food, 
read to them, limited their screen time, and sent them 
to good schools, their biggest problem would be 
getting into “a college of their choice.” Now it seemed 
that hurried migration ran in my family, hitting every 
generation like a stress test.

“When the Nazis came,” was the opening sentence to a 
lot of my grandmother’s stories. These stories usually 
had a moral. “When the Nazis came, and we were on 
the train to Siberia, I saw a boy from our building,” went 
the Story of the Picky Eater. “Before the war, this boy 
had been a picky eater, but now he was hungry, and he 
was begging his mother: ‘Can I please have some 
bread?’ But this time, no one had even a crust to give 
him!”

As I struggled to finish my soup or kasha or cottage 
cheese, grandma would reward my eating with more 
stories: about the bombing of Kiev, about the one-
potato-per-day-rations in Siberia, about the huge snow 
shoes an old man had lent her in Novosibirsk so she 
could walk to the factory in the winter, because she’d 
been an idiot and brought only her fancy pumps.

I’m tempted to deny that these stories had any 
psychological effect on me, because claiming that they 
had would seem like a cliché. My childhood in the late 
1970s suburban Moscow had been aggressively 
uneventful. My entire built environment, from the 
concrete tower block where I lived, to the plywood-
and-veneer furniture in our apartment, was roughly as 
new as I was, unconnected to history. My neighborhood 
didn’t even exist in 1941, when my 24-year-old 
grandmother, a communications engineer classified as 
a “valuable worker,” was evacuated out of Kiev, saving 
herself, her mother, and her sister from certain death at 
Babi Yar. Her stories seemed like the stuff of television 
movies, not like something that actually happened to a 
woman who was force-feeding me lunch at a spotless 
Formica table.

Escape from New York — a third-generation migration tale
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Still, words like “evacuation” and “incendiary bomb” 
entered my vocabulary probably earlier than an 
average peacetime child’s. My nightmares featured the 
building next door going up in flames. I also played, 
rather compulsively, different versions of “What would I 
take? What would I leave?” mind games. Predictably, 
these games evolved to feature people: “Who would I 
save? Who would I leave?”

Was it possible that all this had been training for when 
it would be my turn to leave behind my teenage 
attachments – my childhood room, my friends, my city, 
my grandparents?

When you’re young enough and not set in your ways, 
you get perverse enjoyment from overcoming the 
discomforts of migration. It’s fun to watch yourself 
transform, grow psychological muscles you didn’t know 
you had. You learn to prefer new places simply for their 
newness. You sleep better in unfamiliar beds. You learn 
to throw the wet tarp of irony on the grass fire of your 
homesickness before it spreads. You learn to literally 
forget: people you can’t see, places where you can’t go, 
songs, poems, voices that touch you in raw places. You 
notice the precise moment when you don’t remember 
to speak your old language and automatically use the 
new one. You pretend to like flavorless food, laugh at 
unfunny jokes and understand unfamiliar references –
until you actually like, laugh and understand. This feels 
spiritually athletic, and, like exercise, can be addictive. 
Leaving and arriving become your most comfortable 
states. When the Coronavirus pandemic expelled us 
from Brooklyn, I knew exactly what to do: what to take, 
what to leave. I didn’t second-guess myself; I lingered 
minimally at the Hovel; I erased texts from my “I can’t 
believe you’re doing this” friends without replying. 
Apart from the guilt about the emotional damage I was 
doing to my daughter, I felt calm and in control.

I didn’t let her drive the U-Haul – you can’t drive a 
rental vehicle if you only have a learner’s permit. As I 
drove through our neighborhood toward Prospect 
Expressway, I thought of the different perspectives my 
daughter and I had on it. To her, this part of Brooklyn 
was the only home she’d known, and New York City 
may as well have been the universe. To me, New York 
City was a just another place I happened to move to, 

and where I happened to stay for a very long time. It 
was the third city I loved and would miss.

I came to Brooklyn twenty years ago, raised two kids 
there, and achieved a measure of creative success 
accompanied by an equal measure of financial failure. 
An artist and a writer, I increasingly saw no path 
between my earning prospects and the city’s cost of 
living. I blamed myself: I should have worked harder; I 
should have learned to program computers; I should 
have written more novels; I shouldn’t have written 
novels; I should have applied for university teaching 
positions back when Russian immigrants were in 
vogue; I should have cared more deeply about my 
LinkedIn profile. I gave myself credit for raising two 
humans, but this category of labor wasn’t the sort of 
thing you could put on a resume. Even if I wanted to 
give up on creative work, regular jobs I could do –
babysitting, driving an Uber — resided in a whole 
different money reality than New York City rents.

The 100-apartment Hovel had boarded-up basement 
windows, several trash-choked courtyards, and 
permanent scaffolding. In the lobby, buzzing 
fluorescent bulbs were screwed into ornate ceiling 
medallions. Rotten garbage liquid sloshed across the 
basement floor, and stalactites of lint hung from the 
laundry room ceiling. A flier saying “Due to Emergency 
No Hot Water Until Further Notice” appeared regularly 
in the elevator, and was graffitied with comments: “Is 
this even legal?” and “If this happens all the time, why 
is this an emergency?”

Once, I found my bathroom ceiling in pieces on my 
bathroom floor, a giant hole gaping above. “I know, I 
know,” the super moaned as soon as he saw me – a 
major pipe had broken in the wall, and six apartment 
ceilings had collapsed. When the super was done with 
repairs, my bathroom looked as if an angry baby had 
blindly hurled globs of spackle at it. “I’ll be back to paint 
it,” he said. I knew he wouldn’t be back, and I felt sorry 
for him. You had to be Hercules to take care of the 
Hovel.

The Hovel was also home, of course. Inside our 
apartment, notches in the kitchen doorjamb tracked
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my daughters’ transformation, inch-by-inch, from cute 
kids to accomplished young women. When they were 
little, they painted murals and made mosaics on the 
hallway walls. In the living room, an extra-long couch, 
made of two IKEA couches nailed together, hosted 
countless parties and sleepovers. With its walls covered 
with artwork salon-style, the Hovel had a certain 
bohemian flair, but by 2020 I didn’t feel like a 
bohemian; I felt exhausted. The older I got, the more 
mental space I needed to make art, whether I was 
working with pictures or words. As long as a large part 
of my brain was concerned with figuring out how to 
convince someone that I was a “content creator” who 
cared about a “strong brand voice,” as long as I 
schemed how to circumvent the “native English 
speaker” requirement in copywriting job ads, I didn’t 
have it in me to be a struggling artist. I was just 
struggling.

Two years ago, when I still had a job with a regular 
paycheck, I was overcome by with desire to own a 
house. It felt like a biological clock that loudly chimed 
every time I paid rent to the Hovel’s landlord. I qualified 
for a mortgage, which wasn’t enough to afford anything 
in the city, so I went upstate and found a row house 
which we called the Hut. Part of a 19th century workers 
housing development that looked like an urban street 
plopped in the middle of the woods, the Hut wasn’t 
exactly country paradise, but it had electricity, running 
water and a small yard. The best part of the Hut was 
that my monthly mortgage payment was a quarter of 
the Hovel’s rent. As I spent weekends making the Hut 
livable on the inside, adding my bad carpentry to the 
DIY efforts of my predecessors, I began to wonder if I 
should leave Brooklyn for good.

“It took me a whole year after I moved up here to 
actually focus on making art again,” a sculptor I’d met 
upstate said to me. “In the city, all I could think about 
was the art market.”

This was months before the pandemic. We were 
standing on the Rip Van Winkle Bridge 150 feet above 
the Hudson River. The sky, the river, the mountains, and 
a dwelling I could actually afford looked like a picture of 

freedom to me. But the vision of New York City as a 
place where artists came to “make it” had rooted itself 
firmly in the brains of my generation, and I was no 
exception. This notion, and its twin – the idea that 
leaving the city constituted the ultimate act of giving 
up – kept me from making the leap. Maybe I could get a 
roommate in the Hovel when my kid went to college, I 
thought. I could make the living room into a bedroom 
and get two roommates!

Holding on to the city would have meant staying in the 
Hovel for good, because, expensive as it was for me, 
relative to the eye-popping rents of new Brooklyn, it 
was a “good deal.” I pictured myself becoming one of 
those old ladies I saw in the Hovel’s elevator on their 
daily adventures to the mailbox. Was I destined to roll 
my granny cart a hundred thousand times down the 
Hovel’s dimly lit hallways, past the dust-furry radiator, 
past the decade-old chunks of Styrofoam that propped 
open the fire doors? Could entropy actually invade the 
mind? It bothered me that when I tried to work at the 
Hovel, I derived a more intense satisfaction from killing 
multiple cockroaches with a single paper towel than I 
did from writing a good sentence.

I was surprised by how abruptly the pandemic ended 
my dance with defeat.

Since we left most of the furniture behind – nothing we 
owned was worth the price of movers - the Hovel 
looked mostly unchanged when we locked its doors for 
the last time. A map of the world still hung on the wall 
amid the stubble of nails and pushpins. Books that my 
kids have outgrown, and books that I’d planned to 
maybe someday read, stood on their shelves. When I’d 
left my Moscow apartment thirty years before, 
everything was also intact, because my parents weren’t 
sure if we would be able to legally stay in the U.S. When 
my grandmother boarded the train out of Kiev in 1941 
with her mother and sister, they left everything behind 
as well.

Regular moves are different. You carefully pack what 
you need, and throw away what you don’t, and then 
say goodbye to empty rooms. The image of these 
empty rooms becomes a buffer between the life you 
left and your new life. But when you leave a place
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looking as if you’d just stepped out, you end up with 
a persistent sense that it’s still there for you to go 
back to.

In the weeks after my daughter and I walked to our 
village post office and mailed our Hovel keys back to 
the landlord, I have been picturing our abandoned 
possessions incorporated into the mountain of garbage 
by the side of the building. Countless times, I had seen 
contents of entire apartments in this trash heap. Often, 
the Hovel regurgitated the usual white pressboard IKEA 
debris. But occasionally, the discards would look older, 
or reflective of a certain personal taste, and they 
always told a story. It’s certain that by the time of this 
writing, my family’s twenty-year Brooklyn story has 
been told on the garbage mountain and carted off to 
the landfill. Still, when I remember how we left our 
place, I catch myself imagining that it’s still there, that I 
can just go back.

Like many of Kiev’s structures, the building where my 
grandmother grew up didn’t survive the war. In Siberia, 
my grandmother met my grandfather. He was from 
Moscow, and that was where they moved after the war. 
Both engineers, they were well off and loved to travel, 
but it would be a long time before my grandmother 
would return to Kiev, to see for herself what, and who, 
had been lost.

I think about how my Hovel neighbors are faring now. 
I’m in touch with my city friends, but not with the 
people with whom I spent a decade barely making eye 
contact as we stared at our telephones in the elevator 
in order to avoid coming up with things to say to each 
other. What is happening to the old ladies and their 
eldercare workers? What happened to the large families 
crammed into small apartments?

A friend recently texted that, although she envies 
people who are in the countryside during the pandemic, 
she “can’t imagine leaving the city in the middle of all 
its pain.” My grandmother told me that after the Nazis 
invaded Ukraine, she’d spent three nights sleeping on 
the steps of the Soviet army recruiting office. She didn’t 
want to be evacuated from Kiev – she wanted to be 
issued a gun and go to the front lines to defend it. To 

her dismay, she had been deemed a skilled worker, and 
the army wouldn’t have her.

After Hurricane Sandy, my kids and I spent two weeks 
volunteering in Coney Island and the Far Rockaways, 
mostly hauling cases of water and boxes of food up the 
stairs of flooded NYCHA buildings. I loved New York, 
although lately, I loved the version I saw on “High 
Maintenance” – a seamless tapestry of gentle 
connectedness across race and class – more than I 
loved the real-life version, in which inequality looked 
less cute. But had I, in fact, betrayed the city by leaving 
it during a disaster? The circumstances of the pandemic 
complicated the calculus of loyalty. As a 47-year-old 
inessential worker, wasn’t I helping Brooklyn the most 
by removing myself from it, by not shopping at its 
stores, by not being another breathing body in the 
Hovel’s stairwells?

My grandfather was a young child when his family 
moved from Odessa to Moscow in the early 1900s. The 
move involved getting baptized, so that my great-
grandfather would be able to practice architecture 
outside the Pale of Settlement. (At least, that was how 
my grandfather explained it.) Unlike my grandmother’s 
stories about leaving Kiev, the stories my grandfather 
told about his family’s journey were playful, risqué, and 
very historically inaccurate. He said that when the 
Odessa priest saw my great-grandmother Klara, “a 
great beauty,” without her clothes during her baptism, 
he wrote her a letter offering to abandon his parish if 
she would run away with him.

It’s unlikely that my great-grandmother would have 
been baptized naked, but it was true that she was 
beautiful. One of her many artist friends made a portrait 
of her in the 1920s, and it always hung in my 
grandparents’ living room. Drawn in profile, my great-
grandmother seemed to be peering out of my 
grandparents’ sixth-floor window, from where, on clear 
days, she could see the Kremlin. When my 
grandparents died, I inherited the portrait, and for the 
last ten years, Klara hung in my living room at the 
Hovel, staring at the Brooklyn airshaft. When I hung the 
portrait on the wall of the Hut, I thought of Klara’s 
migration trajectory – from the Russian countryside 
where she was born, to Odessa, to Moscow, to
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Brooklyn, and finally, to the North American 
countryside.

Procrastinating on a rainy afternoon, I Google why so 
many Jews become Buddhist. The question is part of 
my ongoing anthropological investigation of upstate 
New York. I find several articles on this topic, but none 
entertain the simplistic explanation that appeals to me. 
What if Jews, so versed in picking up and going, 
inherently trained in not holding onto things, naturally 
make good Buddhists? Learning to become 
comfortable with change beats grief and heartbreak 
any day. Who wouldn’t prefer it?

I Google the meaning of my great-grandmother’s 
maiden name, Arendar. According to 
hebrewsurnames.com, “around the mid 1600s, the 
arendars were Jewish people who leased estates in 
Poland and Ukraine for terms of two or three years.”

So, my ancestral name is “renter.” This sounds about 
right.

“Where to next?” my great-grandmother seems to be 
asking as she peers out of the Hut’s window at my 
neighbor’s truck, a gravel patch, and scraggly trees 
plastered with somebody’s PRIVATE PROPERTY signs. 
Below the portrait, on the couch, my daughter sits in 
her pajamas and remotely attends her last semester of 
high school. I wonder if she experiences the same “we 
can just go back to the Hovel” mental glitch as I do, and 
what techniques she is using to rid herself of it. She 
recently wrote a story for her English class, describing a 
human family moving out of their apartment from the 
point of view of a spunky teenage cockroach. Reading 
it, I recognized the wet tarp of irony thrown over the 
fire of homesickness with the athletic grace of a good 
migrant.

After she is done with school, we explore the 
neighborhood on our bikes. We pass a sign at the 
corner of a field. “The family tills the soil and plants the 
seeds,” the sign says. “The Good Lord provides the sun 
and sends the rain. We both enjoy the increase.”

I enjoy the farmer’s cheerful melding of capitalism and 
spirituality. Logically, “the increase” in this context can 

only refer to our expanding universe. I put in my ear 
buds, and Spotify’s algorithm, known for its sense of 
irony, plays my favorite Soviet childhood song, which I 
haven’t heard since the last century. “Only sky, only 
wind, only joy ahead,” a woman’s voice sings as I pedal 
home.

-

Anya Ulinich is the author of “Petropolis” and “Lena 
Finkle’s Magic Barrel.” She is The Forward’s contributing 
art critic.
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Imagine that every morning, as you help your children 
get ready for school, you worry whether or not they’ll 
make it home alive. For us Palestinians, there’s no need 
to imagine. When I was a child, my mother taught me 
two prayers to recite every time I stepped outside. One 
was a protective prayer that I would be safely in God’s 
hands. The other was a prayer to blind the Israeli 
soldiers, warplanes, and tanks to my existence.

Iyad Hallaq’s mother also prayed. 
And she did more than that. Her 
son, who was 32, was on the 
low-functioning end of the 
autism spectrum. He had trouble 
communicating, according to
family members. So Iyad’s 
mother armed her son with a 
cellphone to carry wherever he 
went. She armed him with a face 
mask and gloves to stay safe from the coronavirus. She 
armed him with an ID card that explained his disability, 
hoping it would force people to be compassionate 
when they encountered him.

None of it protected her only son from the bullets of the 
Israeli police officer who shot him dead behind a 
dumpster where Iyad had run to hide. Israel’s defense 
minister later apologized, and the officer said he 
thought Iyad was a terrorist because he was wearing 
gloves.

“My son is a murderer? A knife scares him!” his mother 
told reporters.

“He didn’t even know there was such a thing as Jews 
and Arabs in this country,” Iyad’s cousin told Haaretz. 
“He didn’t absorb things; he didn’t have the knowledge 
that there even was another side. He didn’t know what 
a soldier is or what a weapon is.”

What a blessing it must have been to see no “us” and 
“them,” no occupier and occupied, no Jew vs. Arab.

But this innocence endangered him. Iyad didn’t know 
that every Palestinian is guilty until proven innocent 
when it comes to Israeli law enforcement, that “every 
Palestinian is a terrorist until proven otherwise,” as 
Israeli Parliament member Ofer Cassis put it. Instead of 
accepting that he was a danger just for existing, he got 
confused at the sight of strangers outside his special 
needs school. So he panicked, turned and ran. And he 
paid with his life.

A counselor at Iyad’s school named Warda told 
reporters that she screamed at the policemen, “He’s 
disabled! He’s disabled!” as they chased him. She 
begged them to check his ID and see that he was 
autistic. It didn’t help.

The footage of Iyad’s father at the funeral is 
devastating. He just looks broken — completely broken.

“We are really sorry about the incident in which Iyad 
Halak was shot to death and we share in the family’s 
grief,” said Benny Gantz, who recently ran to replace 
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, then 
capitulated and joined his coalition as defense minister. 
“I am sure this subject will be investigated swiftly and 
conclusions will be reached.”

Imagine it was your special needs son shot 
in the street
By Muhammad Shehada

Opinion

Credit: Twitter
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We don’t want your grief, Mr. Gantz. We want 
meaningful change. We want Palestinian children to 
be able to leave the house without fear of being killed. 
We want Palestinian parents to be able to send their 
children to school knowing they will come home.

And forgive us if we are less sure that justice will 
prevail. The memory of Elor Azaria, an IDF soldier who 
shot and killed an incapacitated Palestinian attacker 
in the head as he lay on the ground, already shot and 
motionless, haunts us. Azaria spent just nine months 
in prison, during which time he became a widely-
praised celebrity for his brutal crime.

I want you to imagine Iyad was your special needs 
child. Imagine that in addition to the fears related to 
his disability, you had to live with the constant fear 
that something would happen to him. You would do 
your best, teach him to use the phone, make sure he 
has it. You would also cover his face with a mask and 
his hands with gloves because there’s a pandemic 
around and you want him to be safe.

Now imagine he is shot in the street like an animal 
when he runs from a stranger out of fear.

Iyad’s parents will spend the rest of their lives in the 
Wadi Joz neighborhood of Jerusalem where they 
raised and lost their son. They will walk the streets 
and pass the school where he studied. And they will 
know till their dying days that their autistic son died 
alone and terrified.

-

Muhammad Shehada is a contributing columnist for 
the Forward from Gaza. His work has also appeared in 
Haaretz and Vice. Find him on Twitter 
@muhammadshehad2.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are the author’s 
own and do not necessarily reflect those of the Forward.

Yesterday, a few hundred feet from the White House 
Rose Garden, Donald Trump’s Justice Department 
stage-managed a show of force against his own 
citizens. Today, the president is being compared to 
Adolf Hitler — again.

Before curfew went into effect at 7 p.m. on Monday, 
peaceful protesters at Lafayette Square were met 
with police in riot gear unleashing tear gas canisters 
while mounted cops fired rubber bullets under the 
orders of Attorney General William Barr. As cameras 
held a live view of Trump’s podium, the not-so-distant 
pops of flash grenades could be heard. And then, the 
president threatened martial law in a move some 
have found reminiscent of an infamous 1933 power 
grab.

Throughout his tumultuous presidency, Trump has 
been likened to Hitler. His declaration of a state of 
emergency to move ahead with his border wall has 
been compared to the Reichstag Fire, the arson attack 
that prompted the suspension of German civil liberties 
that paved the way for Hitler’s dictatorship through 
the Nazis’ claim that the crime was evidence of a 
communist plot. When speaking of the 45th president, 
that event has been mentioned frequently.

While stopping short at declaring a new state of 
emergency on Monday, Trump’s rhetoric, in which he 
called himself “your president of law and order” and 
threatened military intervention if American 
governors could not contain rioting, drew 
comparisons to Hitler’s strong man talking points, 
with one user referencing a spurious quote from the 
dictator.

Should we really keep 
comparing Trump 
to Hitler?
By PJ Grisar

Culture
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Flirting with mobilizing the military (which would 
require the invocation of the Insurrection Act last put 
into effect during the 1992 Los Angeles riots) was not 
the only way Trump has been said to echo the Fuhrer. 
After his remarks, Trump mentioned that he was off to 
pay his respects “to a very special place.” It soon 
became clear that the police had dispersed protesters 
to allow for a photo opportunity outside of St. John’s 
Church where Trump held a Bible aloft. Many posted a 
doctored photo of Hitler in a similar pose, 
photoshopped to add a Bible to the Nazi leader’s hand. 
The clarification surrounding the original Hitler photo 
was enough to get words “The Hitler” to trend on 
Twitter.

These analogies are in some ways specious — and, in 
the instance of the Bible pic and quotation, counterfeit.

The president’s executive power still has its limits and 
many are skeptical he can make good on his threat to 

foist the military on cities that don’t want it there. 
Trump’s level of autonomy is not at the level of Hitler in 
1933, when the Enabling Act gave the chancellor power 
to pass laws without the Reichstag’s approval. 
Congress is still around and Trump can’t override it in 
many instances — much as he may want to.

Did Trump also join the ranks of Hitler as a bunker 
dweller last week? Sure, but we know that the outcome 
and circumstances were a bit different.

Beyond that, while Trump has made use of dog 
whistles for various minorities — recently using the 
word “thugs” to describe protesters — his dogma is less 
predicated on any involved racial theory than Hitler’s. 
We’re in Godwin’s law territory, where we’re losing the 
argument by missing what makes Trump distinct: He’s 
not an ideologue, but a chest-beater, and his penchant 
for reality TV moments is gaudy and transparent when 
matched against Nazi propaganda. One pundit joked 
that Trump’s filmed journey to St. John’s was a 
“Triumph of the Will” moment, but to most observers 
his choreography had the impression of a failed state.

But it is interesting that a book should be at the core of 
many of these comparisons. For one thing, Hitler didn’t 
lean too much into piety, instead emphasizing “Aryan” 
culture and despising much of the Christian tradition. 
But while many have speculated about Trump’s own 
knowledge of the Bible, it’s been reported that he may 
have read a book with Hitler’s words..

In a 1990 Vanity Fair profile of Trump, Marie Brenner 
asked Trump about a rumor that he kept “My New 
Order,” a collection of Hitler’s speeches on a cabinet 
near his bed. Trump admitted that Marty Davis, a 
Paramount executive whom he wrongly identified as 
Jewish, had given him the book.

After the admission Trump was more elusive, saying 
that if he had the speeches, he would never read them.

“Trump is no reader or history buff,” Brenner concluded. 
“Perhaps his possession of Hitler’s speeches merely 
indicates an interest in Hitler’s genius at propaganda.”

-

PJ Grisar is the Forward’s culture fellow. He can be 
reached at Grisar@Forward.com.
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