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Most art is unfinished — quietly, unglamorously, 
pointlessly. Two and a half chapters of a novel 
yellowing in a bottom drawer; sets for a play nobody 
bothers to produce; a pilot never aired; a melody never 
resolved; a canvas never covered. That’s just the 
physical evidence — for every half-finished work, there 
are thousands that never make it out of the mind, 
because they’re too embarrassing, or because they’ve 
been forgotten, or because they’re godawful. To go all 
the way from idea to artwork is a little like winning the 
lottery: not necessarily an impressive achievement, but 
an improbable one.

For some reason (maybe variety’s sake), contemporary 
highbrow culture has a white-hot fetish for the 
unfinished. I don’t have any data handy, just a plethora 
of anecdotes: for starters, the bright black bricks of 
Nabokov’s “The Original of Laura” laid in bookstores in 

late 2009 (and wrapped in plastic, so buyers wouldn’t 
realize that the Knopf edition was twice as long as it 
needed to be until after they’d paid $35.00 plus tax). In 
college, most of the art history majors I knew preferred 
the non finito of Michelangelo’s “Slaves” to the proud 
polish of the David, and when the Met Breuer finally 
settled in its new home on the Upper East Side, its first 
exhibition was a survey of unfinished artworks. The 
unfinished is said to be more authentic; it bares its 
artifice even as it gestures toward a mystical 
completeness that can only exist in the realm of ideas. 
Ben Lerner, possibly the most extravagantly praised 
Anglophone writer of the last decade, has suggested 
that all major poetry is unfinished in this way. “My 
poems,” he makes the narrator of “Leaving the Atocha 
Station” say, “in their randomness and disorder were in 
some important sense unformed, less poems than a 
pile of materials out of which poems could be built;
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they were pure potentiality, awaiting articulation.” 
Lerner may have been joking, and he may not have 
been — it’s hard to tell with him. But in any case, it was 
much, much easier to romanticize the unfinished when 
it seemed like the exception, not the rule.

Over the past few months, the unimaginable has 
happened: things have gotten even shittier for the 
American artist than they already were. Festivals have 
been canceled. Premieres have been delayed 
indefinitely. Hardbacks have been demoted to 
paperbacks, paperbacks have been demoted to eBooks, 
and eBooks have been scrapped altogether. The sphere 
of live performances, workshops, readings, signings, 
and Q&As, which artists of every kind clung to like the 
last piece of wreckage bobbing in an Amazonian flood, 
has vanished. With it goes one of their primary sources 
of income, and with that goes an incalculable amount 
of art.

As with its human victims, the coronavirus threatens 
art in all stages of development but especially the later 
ones. A dance performance scheduled for a mid-March 
premiere may never be seen by anyone — too much 
choreography and rigorous training squandered to 
quarantine. But a play still in outline form could be 
written and performed someday, assuming there are 
any theaters left to put it on. Screenwriters are 
frantically revising scripts to accommodate the hulking 
mass of the tragedy. Many will be rejected because the 
context has changed too much, but a few will go on to 
be made into episodes and features. Some of these 
screenwriters held similar jobs after the collapse of the 
World Trade Center, the last disaster that required so 
much scrambling, last-minute effort from the American 
entertainment sector. But the World Trade Center was 
a single place, and the revisions the attack called for 
were widespread yet narrow: shots of the Manhattan 
skyline could be edited or digitally changed; tasteless 
gags could be crossed out. What kinds of revisions for a 
faceless enemy that kills thousands across the country 
every day? And how to think about the art — good and 
bad, half-finished, almost finished, and never begun—
that we’ve already lost as a result?

There is no good system for writing about the art that 
catastrophe leaves unfinished. To borrow from a widely 

mocked (but actually perfectly coherent) speech on the 
subject of catastrophe, the unknown unknowns 
outnumber the known unknowns. A few artworks cut 
short by tragedy are touted as masterpieces. Still, I 
doubt that these works, taken together, say anything 
much about the current tragedy. Masterpieces are 
exceptions to the rules to begin with, and unfinished 
works that find an audience are exceptionally 
exceptional. A book with no ending that people read 
anyway is, at its core, a success, and therefore a 
misleading sample — most unfinished books are total, 
invisible failures.

But if we can’t talk directly about interrupted art, we 
can at least talk around it and get something like a 
negative sense of its size and shape. Instead of writing 
about art that was cut short by crisis, then, I’ve chosen 
artworks that were grazed, so the speak, by crisis, yet 
survived in a completed form. Not all of these works are 
particularly good — actually, most of them are terrible —
and none of them I outright love (though every couple 
of years I rewatch “A.I.” and try to convince myself it’s a 
masterpiece). They are not the most interesting or the 
most famous or the most memorable. They are, all the 
same, a fair sample of the art that survives national 
emergency, and a first step toward understanding all 
the other art that is ruined by national emergency.

As different as 9/11 is from the current pandemic (and 
as different as the early 2000s are from the early 
2020s), it’s the only halfway decent approximation for 
what is happening to artists now. So I’ll be dealing with 
artworks from the early 2000s — popular, mainstream 
works, in the sense that they were marketed to millions 
of people and had big money and major corporate 
interests behind them. Then as now in America, 
mainstream art is one of the few kinds that can survive 
the costly setbacks (rewrites, delayed release dates, 
rebranding) that trail a crisis. And whenever this 
happens to popular, corporate-backed art, you can 
expect plenty of cynical opportunism, some genuine 
inspiration, and some art that embodies a bit of both.

First, the cynical. Hollywood excels at telling the same 
story again and again with the occasional twinkling 
gimmick thrown in — glamorous setting, time travel, 
whatever — and for untold roomfuls of writers, 9/11
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was a once-in-a-generation gimmick. Thus, Americans 
in the decade following the attacks were treated to a 
rom-com with a 9/11-themed prologue (“Love 
Actually”), a romp through Manhattan in the shadow of 
the tragedy (“Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close,” 
first the book and then the movie), and much, much 
more. In 1999, New Line Cinema bought a screenplay by 
Jackie Chan called “Nosebleed.” It was supposed to star 
Chan as a window washer who overhears terrorists 
plotting to blow up the World Trade Center. At one 
point, Steven Spielberg was attached. After 9/11, the 
film was canceled — who could fail to see that 
greenlighting an action comedy about bombing the 
Twin Towers was now in poor taste? But a few years 
later, another Hollywood studio greenlit a romantic 
drama that ended, just a tad abruptly, with Robert 
Pattinson getting blown up in the Twin Towers. That 
film’s title, “Remember Me,” sounds like the moral of 
every movie that uses the occasion of a deadly terrorist 
attack as a fast-track to artistic importance: Remember 
me! Respect me! Take me seriously! 9/11 isn’t funny. An 
incompetent filmmaker throwing 9/11 into his film at the 
last minute like a quarterback throwing a Hail Mary is 
very funny indeed.

How could all this be possible? How could the same 
system that declared “Nosebleed” self-evidently 
unfilmable give “Remember Me,” a self-evident piece of 
garbage, a green light, a movie star, and a $16 million 
budget? Looking back at the decade of 9/11 movies that 
followed the day itself, the one rule I can make out is 
that it’s unacceptable for a Hollywood film to evoke 9/11 
accidentally but acceptable for it to do so intentionally, 
even in the tackiest, most baldly manipulative way 
imaginable. As long as it’s intentional, bad taste can be 
rationalized into good taste; revulsion in the face of 
something like the “Love Actually” prologue can be 
written off as moralism, elitism, or anti-Americanism. 
Or, to quote “Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close” 
author Jonathan Safran Foer: “Why do people wonder 
what’s ‘OK’ to make art about, as if creating art out of 
tragedy weren’t an inherently good thing? […] Too 
many people hate art.” Four years after 9/11, Foer 
ended his novel with a flip-book that showed a body 
floating up, back into the World Trade Center from 
which it had fallen — naturally, anyone who dared 

suggest such a thing was insensitive, or exploitative, or 
just colossally stupid must hate art. “Extremely Loud 
and Incredibly Close” earned Foer north of a million 
dollars. He has published four more books.

I can’t decide whether Spike Lee’s “25th Hour,” which 
was filmed in New York toward the end of 2001 and 
released in 2002, is one of the few good 9/11 films or 
one of the worst. Looking back at what I’ve written 
about Foer et al., I can’t find a single thing I’ve criticized 
them for doing that Lee doesn’t do, too, albeit more 
deftly. At the last minute, he squeezed 9/11 into a movie 
about something completely different (a forgettable 
story about a drug dealer, played by Edward Norton 
with his usual game unconvincingness), adding a 
handful of lines and shots. But Lee is nothing if not a 
New York filmmaker — a Spike Lee Joint is the rare work 
for which “the real star is New York City” is something 
more than a meaningless movie critic cliché — and 
“25th Hour” distinguishes itself as a study of Manhattan 
in the grips of collective grief. I doubt I’ll ever make 
myself believe that Norton’s mirror rant isn’t a “Do the 
Right Thing” rip-off; that his costars’ subplots aren’t so 
much flavorless stuffing; or that his flash-forward old 
man makeup doesn’t take the wind out of what’s 
supposed to be a transcendent finale. But there are 
times when I watch Lee’s pillow shot of the inverted 
flags by Ground Zero and find it justification enough.

The most powerful moments of “25th Hour,” in other 
words, have nothing to do with the characters. They’re 
in the background — but in a movie filmed in Manhattan 
in the early 2000s, background overshadows 
everything else. For Lee, the tragedy of the city can’t be 
condensed into mere plot. He respects it too much to 
try. Instead, he renders it atmospheric: always in the 
room (or, in one scene, just outside the window), even 
when nobody speaks its name. For some, myself 
included, this negative acknowledgment — like a pair of 
hollow cubes echoing the skyscrapers that rose above 
them — makes almost every other studio film about the 
attack seem crass. ”

A similar negative power can be felt in popular art that 
accidentally foreshadows 9/11. A few nights before the 
attacks, George Carlin was in the MGM Grand in Las 
Vegas, taping a comedy special called “I Kinda
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Like It When a Lotta People Die.” The special, the title 
bit of which is pretty much what it sounds like, was 
canceled indefinitely (it was released in 2016, after 
Carlin’s death). A few months later, Carlin came out 
with a revised version, sans mass death rant. As 
standup, it’s ok — hilarious in places but nothing to rival 
his 70s stuff. It interests me mostly for what it leaves 
out. Like the majority of big-name American comedians 
(Joan Rivers was a glorious exception), Carlin dialed it 
back after 9/11. This dialing back, it seems to me, is at 
least as poignant as all the formal speeches, songs, and 
flags at half-mast — and it is, like those other things, a 
ritual for feeling the impact of tragedy. Carlin’s (lack of) 
vulgarity becomes a way of measuring the 
immeasurable, a sudden absence that suggests the full 
force of the attack (i.e., What is 9/11? It’s the thing that 
got Carlin — Carlin! — to hold his tongue).

Other popular art seems to foreshadow 9/11 in a 
different, almost opposite, way. Steven Spielberg’s 
“A.I.,” which wrapped in early 2001 and premiered in 
June, has several lengthy shots of lower Manhattan, 
Twin Towers and all, half-drowned in the Atlantic 
Ocean. What was meant to be a symbol of decay now 
seems almost optimistic, as if it comes from an 
alternate reality in which the ice caps melted but the 
hijackers spared the skyline. The original cover of Don 
DeLillo’s “Underworld” (1997) features an André Kertész
photograph of the Towers, taken in 1972. On the right 
there’s a little dark bird whose resemblance to a plane 
seconds away from striking the buildings I doubt I’m 
alone in failing to un-see. The “accident” of this 
photograph is eerie in a suitably DeLillo-esque way, but 
it’s also perversely reassuring. It rewards us for 
recognizing, in the grainy black-and-white, the glimmer 
of an attack neither Kertész in 1972 nor DeLillo in 1997 
could have foreseen — for “predicting,” with the benefit 
of hindsight, one of the least predictable events in 
American history. It tames catastrophe with dramatic 
irony, and thus does, purely by accident, what hundreds 
of books and movies have tried and failed to do: turn 
9/11 into an effective, non-exploitative work of art.

What does this sample of art made (or reinterpreted) in 
the aftermath of 9/11 tell us about art in the aftermath 
of COVID-19?

It tells us, to begin with, that we can expect three kinds 
of art from America’s creative-industrial complex. First, 
a large number of books, films, TV shows, paintings, 
dances, and songs that are self-consciously, 
exhaustingly, excruciatingly “about” COVID and, as a 
result, trash. Second, a small number of works that 
successfully, or semi-successfully, convey something 
of the tragedy of the pandemic and whose success is 
likely to be, in some important sense, accidental — a 
novel already half-written before the spring, maybe, or 
a film shot on location, so that it’s about the pandemic 
even when it’s not trying to be. Third, a number of
works (fewer than the first group but more than the 
second) that, thanks to history’s naughty prank, 
suddenly seem “prophetic” or “relevant” or 
“necessary.” One purpose of these three groups (a 
prerequisite for success, really) is to make us forget 
about the fourth and largest group: the artworks that 
have been abandoned or quietly canceled or otherwise 
lost to the pandemic, because their makers have died, 
or switched fields for want of money, or given up on 
making art and gone back to school.

It may sound odd to suggest that all popular art has a 
higher purpose of any kind — partly, I suspect, because 
we’re used to thinking of it in strictly transactional 
terms, as entertainment, or money-making, or a Trojan 
Horse stuffed with Marx. But art — no matter what it is, 
and whether or not the artist is aware — serves a 
further purpose merely by existing. The argument goes 
back to Aristotle: art creates a sense of continuity, 
smoothing out history’s roughness through repetition, 
coating disaster after disaster in a gloss of inevitability. 
Art preserves, through mimesis, what no longer exists, 
offers a permanent record of impermanent reality — in 
this way, it can be not only a comfort but a remedy for 
grief. But the remedy only works if you forget, at least 
temporarily, how close the work of art itself came to 
not existing. Permanence is art’s most important 
illusion, and in crisis, the illusion becomes imperative. 
When everything else struggles to go on, the show 
must.

Unfinished art — quietly, unglamorously, pointlessly 
unfinished art — tears back the curtain and shows us 
the nothingness hiding behind it. It shows that there 
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is nothing inevitable about art’s continuation, and if art 
isn’t inevitable, nothing else is. Notice that this lesson 
cannot be found in the substance of the artwork itself; 
unfinishedness is not, in other words, an intrinsic 
quality of the work in the sense that Ben Lerner or the 
Met Breuer curators might like it to be. Unfinishedness 
is thrust upon art as meaninglessly as COVID has been 
thrust upon Homo sapiens. And much as thousands of 
years’ worth of people once interpreted plagues as 
signs from God, people today tend to rationalize or 
romanticize the unfinished in art, dressing it in a new, 
invented completeness. Thus, Kafka’s unfinished novel 
is interpreted as an omen of trouble in Europe; Keats’s 
fragments enact their author’s point about unheard 
melodies; a Greek statue missing its arms, nose, and 
brightly painted skin becomes complete in our eyes in 
ways the sculptor couldn’t have imagined.

Up to a point, we’re programmed to think this way. Our 
minds play the trick on us whether we like it or not, 
forcing us to invent gestalt (in the case of the ruined 
Greek statue, the trick is so powerful that the sight of 
the original work, paint and all, might be a little 
repulsive). But none of this prevents us from pondering 
the art that we know has been lost to COVID: the artists 
who’ll never create anything again, the fairs canceled at 
the last minute, the performances delayed indefinitely. 
We can’t analyze the art that doesn’t exist, but by 
reading the obituaries and the lists and the endless 
apologetic press releases we can at least get some 
sense for it. At the very least, we can regard it as the 
horrific loss that it is. It is possible to do this without 
sacrificing the illusion of permanence on which so much 
successful art depends — it’s possible, i.e., to tear back 
the curtain and admire it at the same time. And as long 
as it’s possible, it seems crucial to me that we all try.

Most artists have been devastated by the pandemic. 
Other creative professionals see it as pennies from 
heaven. It’s relatively easy for Disney+, to name one 
conspicuous example, to weather a crisis like this, since 
its entire business model depends on people staying 
home and watching its “content,” much of which is 
“original programming” based on well-known 
“intellectual property” (i.e., immune to the vagaries of 
actors and directors). The emergence of a global 
pandemic a few short months after the streaming 
service launched must seem, to certain ambitious 
executives, like a happy ending worthy of Walt himself. 
A sizeable chunk of their punier rivals, theaters, will go 

bankrupt, and record numbers of people have signed 
up for Disney+ already — all in all, what was supposed 
to take years is happening in weeks. These executives 
aren’t heartless, of course; they just have 
responsibilities to their shareholders (and, it bears 
mentioning, are too busy to go to the movies 
themselves). Right now, I have to think, some version of 
this is probably happening in every creative field where 
there is money to be made. Learning about unfinished 
COVID art helps you remember what the creative-
industrial complex is spending billions of dollars to 
make you forget: art, real art, comes from sources that 
have nothing to do with companies’ business strategies 
or their mediocre output.

When you try to wrap your mind around horrific loss, 
you’re less likely to accept more. You’re reminded that 
art is precious, that its survival, let alone its flourishing, 
is far from a sure thing, and that you have some small 
power to help it survive. You’re reminded that it’s 
important to pay musicians for their music. You’re 
reminded that it’s important (not to mention more fun) 
to watch movies in theaters than to half-watch them on 
your telephone. You’re reminded to support local 
bookstores and local artists and local cuisine as much 
as you can. You’re reminded that art, like healthcare 
and education, isn’t a problem for the free market to 
solve, and that, as William S. Smith recently pointed 
out, the last time the American economy got this bad, 
the government spent the equivalent of billions of 
dollars to keep creative people creating.

Billions of dollars, with a B — that’s what it takes to 
shepherd America culture through an emergency. To 
ponder the art interrupted by the pandemic is to realize 
this, realize how far American art is from where it 
should be, and be frightened. Or, you could place your 
trust in corporations like Disney, which even now is 
hard at work on “Hawkeye,” “Loki,” “WandaVision,” “The 
Falcon and the Winter Soldier,” “Untitled The Mighty 
Ducks” series, and “Untitled Turner & Hooch” series. 
And if that’s your definition of art, I’m sorry to say, you 
deserve it.

-

Jackson Arn is a Forward contributing art critic.
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‘Juneteenth this year is a whole new ballgame’ — 9 Black Jews on the holiday of liberation 6

Juneteenth celebrates one of the most important 
events in American history: the end of slavery. June 19, 
1865, was Galveston, Texas, finally freed its enslaved 
people — the last place in the United States to do so.

Now, 155 years later, the country is convulsed by a 
critical conversation about the systemic racism that is 
rooted in its history with slavery. And while Juneteenth, 
widely seen as a kind of African-American 
independence day, has for years been marked with 
picnics, parades and programs in many black 
communities, it is having a more mainstream moment 
this year.

Companies including Twitter, Square and The New York 
Times have given employees the day off. President 
Trump postponed to June 20 a rally he had planned for 
Tulsa, Okla., the site of one of the worst race massacres 
in history, after outrage erupted over the timing, The 
Jewish Multiracial Network has created a “Kaddish for 
Black Lives,” and all around the internet, people are 
sharing recipes for “hot links and red drinks,” as The 
Times put it — red foods are traditional for the holiday 
because red stands for resilience.

At The Forward, we are hosting a Jewish conversation 
about Juneteenth via Zoom on Friday at noon EDT with 
Rabbi Sandra Lawson, a chaplain at Elon University 
whose powerful personal essay about never going 
unquestioned in a Jewish space we published last week; 
and our contributing columnist Tema Smith, whose 
most recent piece, about police brutality, was titled 
“Why will this time be different from all other times?”. 
Please sign up here to join the conversation (if you 
can’t make the time but are interested, sign up anyway 
and we’ll email you the video afterward).

We also asked Rabbi Lawson and other African-
American Jews about the holiday. Excerpts from the 
interviews, conducted by myself, Batya Ungar-Sargon, 

Irene Katz Connelly, Molly Boigon and Mira Fox, are 
below.

Jodi Rudoren, Editor-in-Chief

‘It should be a new beginning for us’

A Brooklyn-based songwriter who can rhyme in 
Hebrew, Yiddish, and Aramaic, Yitz Jordan, 42, is a 
founder and chief executive of TribeHerald, a new 
publication oriented around Jews of Color whose 
Website is slated to launch June 18 — or, as he puts it, 
“Erev Juneteenth.” Find him on Twitter as @ylove.

Up until this week, I thought of 
Juneteenth as a festival, a 
celebration of freedom from 
slavery. But now, it feels as 
much like a protest as anything 
else. Juneteenth is really a 
reminder that slaves went from 
slavery to freedom. It was the 
beginning of a new era, for the 
country and in their lives. And
it should be a new beginning for us.

We are living in the turbulence of that transition and, 
God willing, we’re going to something much better than 
what we had before.

‘Emancipation from the enslavement of 
silence’

A former Hebrew school teacher, Michael W. Twitty, 43, 
eIs a chef and food historian who studies how enslaved 
people shaped food culture in the American South. He’s 
currently working on his second book, “Kosher Soul,” 
which will explore his own food journey through 
African-American and Jewish cuisine. Twitter: 
@KosherSoul

‘Juneteenth this year is a whole new ballgame’ 
— 9 Black Jews on the holiday of liberation
By Forward Stafff

News

Courtesy of Yitz Jordan
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Juneteenth this year is a whole
new ballgame. So often we talk
about liberation, but it’s
fascinating that this year, we’ve
received a true Passover and a
true Juneteenth.

On Passover, we were forced to
stay inside and watch as a
plague swirled around us. On 

Juneteenth, we’re celebrating an emancipation from the 
enslavement of silence: silence about law enforcement 
overreach, about disparities between black America 
and white America, about the two realities 401 years 
after 1619.

Not just emancipation from silence, but an 
emancipation from apathy. That allows us to talk about 
those disparities and really reprogram ourselves and 
what our liberation looks like.

‘Being a Jewish Black woman, that’s a 
triple-threat right there’

Sehaye Luks, who turns 17 on
June 20, is a junior at Montclair
High School, where she is part of
the Center for Social Justice, and
a member of Temple Ner Tamid
in Bloomfield, N.J.

Last year my mom got
strawberry soda, and we
watched the Juneteenth special

on “Blackish.” We ate some soul food. And it wasn’t a 
holiday we really celebrated until the more recent 
years. I honestly didn’t learn about it in school until I 
was much older.

We learned about the ending of slavery, but we didnt
learn that Juneteenth was a holiday. It’s not even until 
recently that New Jersey made a law, I think, that all 
schools have to teach black history.

My mom and my sister brought it up to me, and they 
were like, ‘Let’s celebrate Juneteenth.’ The tradition is 
to have strawberry soda and — I don’t know the full 
context as to why, but I know that’s tradition for 

Juneteenth. I’m really not a soda person, actually — I’m 
more into seltzer.

Juneteenth has become way more popular than it was, 
it’s now a day of liberation. I know that this Juneteenth 
there are many events to stand in solidarity with the 
Black Lives Matter movement.

We haven’t planned it out, we’re probably just going to 
stay home and my mom will cook a meal and we’ll 
watch a movie, to educate ourselves further.

When I think about my identity as being a Jewish Black 
woman, that’s a triple-threat right there. I try to see 
certain holidays through a Jewish lens, and my Black 
lens, sometimes putting the two together — sometimes 
it confuses me. Black history and Jewish history aren’t 
very comparable. It’s not something I compare, they 
both have such detrimental, vile aspects, histories that 
have happened to both sides.

‘I love both communities equally’

Ananias Edwards, 49, is, as his 
Twitter bio boasts, “a humble 
father of three who loves Torah 
and the Jewish community of 
which I belong. He lives in Wichita, 
Texas.

Juneteenth, to me, is a celebration 
of emancipation for my people. 
I’m always happy to celebrate 
the milestone of my people being  released and freed 
from bondage. When the Jewish community is in pain, 
I’m in pain. When the African-American community is in 
pain, I’m in pain as well. I love both communities 
equally.

[Once in shul, a member] basically interrogated me, 
began investigating why I was ushering. He sat right 
beside me to interrogate me and then finally came out 
and asked me why I was ushering. I said, ‘I’m a paying 
member of the synagogue. I don’t think the rabbi would 
have me in this position if I wasn’t a member or if I 
wasn’t Jewish.’ When I complained, [my community] 
listened and they tried to implement changes. And the 
person who interrogated me actually called me up and 
apologized. 

Courtesy of M. W. Twitty

Image by Author

Courtesy of A. Edwards III
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The struggles that the Jewish communities have gone 
through throughout history, I can see that they want to 
make sure that you’re part of the community and that 
you’re Jewish. But if you see me in shul on a Saturday, 
and you see me up at the bimah, I’m a member.

‘I’ve always wanted for somebody to 
make the Juneteenth Haggadah‘

An assistant professor of politics 
at Princeton University, Omar 
Wasow, 49, studies, writes and 
speaks frequently about the civil-
rights movement. He is currently 
living in Los Angeles.

Growing up, part of what I loved 
about Passover was that it 
always felt like the blackest 
holiday in America. It’s about 
emancipation, it’s about honoring our ancestors, it’s 
about traditional food. I wasn’t aware of Juneteenth as 
a kid, so for me, Passover was the emancipation 
holiday.

When I first discovered Juneteenth — and I couldn’t put 
a date on that — I loved it as this very indigenous black 
holiday, and that it also was deeply rooted in the black 
American experience. Things like Kwanzaa always felt 
to me like some kind of attempt to shoehorn the black 
experience into a Christian and Jewish winter holiday, 
whereas Juneteenth felt deeply rooted in historic black 
life.

Soon after college, I was dating a woman who was from 
Martinique. I remember visiting her family on the island, 
and in the town square in this one part of Martinique, 
was this formerly enslaved person in the statue in this 
pose of victory, no longer enslaved. There’s an 
Emancipation Day celebration in much of the Caribbean 
— why don’t we do that in the United States? We still, in 
some ways, are culturally contesting the war to free 
enslaved people.

A Jewish conversation about Juneteenth. Jodi Rudoren, 
editor-in-chief of The Forward, hosts Rabbi Sandra 
Lawson of Elon University and Tema Smith, a 
contributing columnist, in celebration of the end of 
slavery in the United States. Click here to join the 

conversation June 19 at noon EDT.

Why doesn’t America celebrate this enormous 
achievement? That speaks to the contested legacy of 
this — for a good chunk of the country, it’s not 
something to celebrate. That’s the work we still have to
do.

I’ve always wanted for somebody to make the 
Juneteenth Haggadah [Ed’s note: Jews for Racial and 
Economic Justice did: it’s here. Within the black 
community, it’s much more of an informal tradition. I 
almost wish there were something that drew on 
traditions like Passover. Part of what’s wonderful about 
Passover is there’s a whole script you follow. There’s 
cultural infrastructure.

Symbols like eating bitter root to remember the 
bitterness of slavery is small, but it forces us just once 
a year to sit with something deeply traumatic, that is 
not a normal part of our normal routine. That’s 
something that for me, in this Black-Jewish tradition, 
that’s really important.

They’re both emancipation narratives, they’re both 
fundamentally about liberation from slavery, they’re 
both about honoring ancestors who fought that fight. 
Exodus and emancipation are two versions of the same 
story: How do we fight for our freedom from 
oppression?

Because they’re both celebrations of liberations from 
slavery, in my mind they’re braided together.

‘When I think about Juneteenth, I think 
about the Torah’

A comedian and science geek, Aaron Freeman, 64, says 
he makes funny videos about brains (Sciency Optimist 
on You Tube). He was born in the small town of 
Pembroke, Ill., moved to Chicago at age 5, and now 
lives in suburban Highland Park.

When I moved to Chicago and we got the Defender, 
then you heard about Juneteenth. It was not a thing — it 
was a thing you heard about it in the paper, in the 
Defender, you heard about it in Jet. It wasn’t something 
we did at home.

I actually started thinking about it much more when I

Image by Willi Wong
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converted and became a Jew in
1991. On Pesach, every Jew
should feel as if he himself were
liberated from slavery — pretty
much Juneteenth, that would be
the theme.

I live in Highland Park. My mother
was born in a cotton plantation in
Hernando, Miss. So there’s not a 

day that goes by that I’m not aware of the freedom that 
I enjoy, that my grandparents couldn’t think of.

We note it, but we don’t do anything particularly special 
for it, because it’s not part of the family shtick. When I 
think about Juneteenth, I think about the Torah — about 
Pesach.

Since it is on Shabbat this year, we’re going to be 
getting together with my brother-in-law and his wife, 
so we’ll probably do something interesting 
gastronomically.

‘I’m liberated because I can be Jewish in 
public’

The author Jonny Mitchell, 35,
grew up in Jamestown, Va., and
said he was not taught about
Juneteenth in school. He first
celebrated it in 2006 in Texas,
and this year, he plans to attend
a street festival in L.A. Twitter:
@jonnybmitchell

Actually this year I’m very 
excited because of the change and how much of a 
presence it’s getting. Out here in California, it’s like, 
very little presence for Juneteenth, so it’s very exciting 
that there’s going to be a lot of activity.”

I was thinking about all of the select similarities that 
there are between the African-American community 
and the Jewish community as far as history. They both 
are no strangers to slavery. They’re no strangers to 
discrimination. There’s a lot of shared pain in the 
history, so it’s like that celebration in Juneteenth is not 
just for — for me — it feels it’s not just for being African-

American, but also because I feel like I’m liberated 
because I can be Jewish in public.

People are being educated about the holiday, that it is a 
real holiday. And I guess now, more people are starting 
to appreciate that part of the American history. When 
it’s so torn and drenched in bloodshed, it’s good to 
celebrate something free.

‘It was not on my radar at all’

Dammara Kovnats Hall, 33, is a 
Jewish studies teacher at Rodef
Shalom, a K-8 school in 
Manhattan, She does not 
remember learning much about 
Juneteenth growing up in 
Winnipeg, Canada, but it’s come 
to her attention this year.

There would always be an article 
written in the paper, in the Winnipeg Free Press, and I 
think it was usually a time to teach history about the 
Underground Railroad, which definitely lets Canada 
appear in a very positive light, taking it as a moment to 
reflect on the history of racism and Canada’s role.

And then usually there’s a tie-in piece speaking about 
residential schools — we have a history of having 
residential schools where aboriginal children were 
forcibly taken from their parents. So there would be a 
little bit of a feel-good, but also a reminder of ‘Hey, we 
did terrible things too.’

This year is the first time that I feel like I’m really 
hearing about it. I was not aware that there was any 
particular marker to the day. I would say it was in 
‘Events Suggested for You’ on Facebook. I’ve been 
living in New York for 10 years and I never thought 
about going to a celebration, it was not on my radar at 
all.

I was actually invited by two former roommates to 
“Wominyan.” They’re doing this Juneteenth event which 
sounded great because, just knowing the work that 
they do and the style in which they do it, it just feels 
really comfortable and diverse. I think that’s a group of 
people that I would feel comfortable and interested and 
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motivated in celebrating with, so that’s something I’m 
planning on doing.

‘A magical, crazy, awesome, scary time’

Musician, activist, military veteran, vegan and 
personal trainer are some of Rabbi Sandra Lawson’s 
identities. A Elon University in North Carolina, she has 
also been called “the Snapchat Rabbi” and named
“one of the 50 Jews everyone should follow on Twitter,” 
though lately she’s moved into TikTok. Last year, she 
wrote this article for the Forward about Juneteenth.

Juneteenth is an important day in black history and in 
American history. And it’s more than just the 
celebration of emancipation. It was when the last 
slaves found out, two years after slavery had actually 
ended. It has turned into this holiday of liberation.

This month is the anniversary of Loving v. Virginia, then 
Juneteenth, then we have Pride Month and right now 
people are also protesting in the streets. So we are in a 
magical, crazy, awesome, scary time right now in this 
month of June.

I would love for Jews of color to be able to walk into 
spaces without a ton of armor, worried about being 
questioned, worried about being blocked because they 
just want to go and pray.

I have not been in a Jewish space where I have not had 
my identity questioned at some point. And that is true 
for a lot of Jews of color and that is really sad. I would 
like the white Jewish community to figure out why it is 
so important to understand somebody’s story as soon 

as you meet them, before you’ve even introduced 
yourself.

When I walk into a Jewish space and my identity is 
questioned, I can’t move. I can’t go about my business, I 
can’t pray until the person in front of me gets the 
answers they feel they’re entitled to.

I don’t understand why they feel entitled to answers. 
And I’ve asked. But I know all this has to do with 
trauma. Racism is trauma, anti-Semitism is trauma. I 
think if people did the real work they would have an 
answer. And the real answer is rooted in racism, but 
nobody wants to talk about that.

‘Juneteenth this year is a whole new ballgame’ — 9 Black Jews on the holiday of liberation
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On one of the last days of the “before” era, I went to 
the Met Breuer to see “Gerhard Richter: Painting After 
All” — an extraordinary show that you can now see in a 
video tour online.

As I walked to the museum, I saw groups of teenagers 
hanging out on Madison Avenue — while New York 
City’s public school remained in session, private schools 
had already shut down. I watched a family of rich 
people being loaded into their black S.U.V. by two 
uniformed domestic workers, one of whom cried after 
she buckled a toddler into his car seat and waved 
goodbye. Inside the museum, a few of the guards wore 
masks, and a bottle of Purell stood on the cafe counter 
next to the register. In the elevator, I overheard a 
couple of anxious conversations about the stock 
market. But the museum-goers — on a weekday 
afternoon, mostly elderly and tourists — didn’t appear 
concerned about contagion.

When I look back on that day now, I feel lucky that I got 
to see 50 years’ worth of Gerhard Richter’s 
extraordinary work in person. I also feel embarrassed 
about my role during the days, and even weeks, of our 
collective oblivion.

Fittingly, collective oblivion, and resistance to it, seems 
to be one of Richter’s preoccupations, particularly in 
works that directly address the legacy of Nazis in 
Germany. Born in Dresden in 1932, Richter trained as a 
painter in 1950s East Germany. He escaped to the West 
in 1961, two months before the building of the Berlin 
wall, and soon developed his best-known style, making 
photo-based paintings blurred horizontally in ways that 
evoke smudgy newsprint, film grain or TV static. These 
paintings forced the viewer to re-engage with their 
source images in a different way: to contemplate their 
context, as well as the obfuscation inherent to 
photographic records.

For the last 50 years, Richter, now 88, has moved 
between figuration and abstraction, painting and 

sculpture, but his work has rarely been purely formal. 
Rather, he is primarily concerned with representation 
and with the meaning images gain and lose as they’re 
captured and reinterpreted. Even Richter’s 
abstractions, in which overlapping layers of paint are 
repeatedly concealed and excavated, are, in a sense, 
history paintings.

Two striking works, made almost five decades apart, 
anchor the Met Breuer exhibit: the small 1965 painting 
“Uncle Rudi,” and a 2014 series of four large-scale 
abstract canvases titled “Birkenau.” Both grapple with 
the the Nazi experiment, but in very different ways.

The diminutive, greyscale “Uncle Rudi” is based on a 
snapshot of Richter’s uncle posing in his Nazi military 
uniform. Richter’s signature blurring effect renders the 
image wobbly, liquid, unstable and foreboding. This 
quality contrasts with the self-assured, carefree smile 
on the subject’s face. “What can possibly go wrong?” 
Uncle Rudi, who was killed on the Eastern Front shortly 
after the picture was taken, appears to say.

Richter painting a member of his own family as a 
grinning Nazi soldier was a direct act of taking 
responsibility that confronted the euphemistic way 
post-war Germans preferred to address their past. And 
Richter went even further, giving “Uncle Rudi” as a gift 
to the Czech town of Lidice, where it was included in an 
exhibition that commemorated the massacre of the 
town’s population by German soldiers. However bleak 
its subject, “Uncle Rudi” is essentially an optimistic 
work. The painting conveys a belief in the possibility of 
reckoning with the past, the possibility of excavating 
painful history from a pile of family snapshots in order 
to confront it.

Made half a century later, the challenging, unsettling 
“Birkenau” seems to convey the opposite idea: that one 
can attempt to confront the evil and pain of the past, 
but it’s impossible to ever come to terms with them. In 
“Birkenau,” there is no resolution, and no message —

Painting ‘Birkenau’ — and our collective oblivion
By Anya Ulinich
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just layers of deep, frustrated contemplation.

“Birkenau” consists of four monumental abstract 
paintings exhibited opposite their digital copies, which 
are split into quadrants — more on those, later. The 
paintings are based on photographs secretly taken by a 
Sonderkommando, a Jewish prisoner forced to 
participate in the atrocities at the Auschwitz-Birkenau 
death camp. Those four photos are shown alongside 
the paintings.

When Richter made “Uncle Rudi,” the Nazi experiment 
was recent history. Many of the participants were still 
alive, and the goal of the artist had been to prevent the 
past from becoming politely concealed. By the time he 
began working on “Birkenau,” much of the reckoning 
had occurred. All that had been concealed or lost would 
likely remain so, and it was increasingly unclear 
whether humanity had learned any lessons.

“Birkenau” began with a similar approach as “Uncle 
Rudi.” In the initial drawing stage, Richter rendered the 
photographic images onto the four canvases. But while 
the snapshot of Rudi is roughly contemporary to the 
Sonderkommando’s photos, the photographers’ intents 
and the images’ historical contexts couldn’t have been 
more different. Perhaps these differences compelled 
Richter to ultimately change the way he approached 
these sources.

The photo of Rudi was never meant for public view. It 
had been a family memento, and it needed the painter 
to amplify it as a historical testament. To the contrary, 
the Sonderkommando’s photos are a product of a 
desperate, heroic attempt to broadcast the horrors of 
the death camp to the outside world. The prisoner who 
took them had hoped they would be widely seen. 
Smuggled out of the camp into the hands of Polish 
resistance fighters, these photos would become a 
powerful testimony to the horrors of the Holocaust. The 
only known photos to show the gas chamber murders, 
they were iconic by the time Richter began working on 
“Birkenau.”

The painting of Uncle Rudi detonated a landmine of 
historic responsibility in the genteel post-War world of 
Richter’s family, and probably many other German 
families. But what could have possibly been revealed 

by a painterly version of the Birkenau images? It’s 
almost guaranteed that had Richter reproduced the 
photos on a monumental scale, the resulting paintings 
would have been gorgeous. Yet such paintings would 
merely fetishize the accidents of light, shadow, and the 
blur of the moving figures — everything that the 
prisoner who had risked his life in an act of reportage, 
and whose goal had been to communicate the 
circumstances of a genocide, might have considered a 
failure. (Three of the photos show the burning of the 
corpses and women being driven to the gas chamber; 
the fourth one shows only the trees. It’s very obvious
that the photographer had just moments to aim his 
camera.)

Ultimately, Richter abandoned straightforward 
representation for “Birkenau,” instead creating 
ruminative, dense abstractions whose heavily worked 
surfaces read as a record of frustrated attempts to 
excavate, uncover and understand. More than 
anything,“Birkenau” appears to represent the artist 
grappling with the horror depicted in the photos.

The technique Richter uses in his abstract paintings 
grew out of the blurring he employed in his earlier 
works. He manipulates paint with a squeegee, then 
scores and scrapes the painting’s surface, repeating the 
process multiple times until overlapping layers of paint 
read as shapes arranged in space. Because of this, his 
abstractions are full of figurative references. The dark 
vertical shapes of “Birkenau” evoke tree trunks, and its 
limited palette of black, dark red, and green brings to 
mind grass, blood and light coming through the trees in 
a forest. At the same time, the dense marks covering 
the paintings sometimes form a grid, evocative of 
cages or barriers, and their scraped surfaces read as 
static. Richter’s work is often breathtakingly beautiful, 
but of all the paintings in this show, the four canvases 
of “Birkenau” are the least seductive ones.

The Sonderkommando’s photos painfully underscore a 
quality inherent to all photographic records, and really 
to all recorded history: For all that is captured, 
incomparably more is lost. The photographer did all he 
could to testify to tragedy, but the resulting images fail 
to convey the individual identities of the victims, their 
names, faces and their souls. Richter’s “Birkenau” 
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paintings read like a record of the artist’s engagement 
with this loss. Unlike “Uncle Rudi,” “Birkenau” is an 
essentially pessimistic work — instead of bringing 
things to light, Richter grapples with impervious 
darkness.

I still don’t know what to make of the four life-size 
digital copies that are installed opposite to the 
paintings of Birkenau, each physically split into 
quarters. As I was looking at them, it occurred to me 
that their parts could be rearranged into different 
combinations, with each rearrangement taking the 
viewer further and further from the paintings 
themselves, and from the photos, and from the 
events they depict. In this, reinterpretation would 
become another act of obscuring.

Revisiting the exhibit on the Met’s website today, I 
think of the imprisoned photographer’s single-minded 
purpose — to get the outside world to do something 
about the ongoing massacre. In the summer of 1944, 
around the same time these photos were taken, the 
New York Times reported on the mass killings of the 
Jews. Yet, despite this evidence, many Americans at 
the time were simply unable to contemplate the 
nature and the scale of what was happening in the 
death camps.

Today, the “Birkenau” paintings make me think of the 
static barrier that we all carry with us, a barrier that 
stops us from identifying with events that happen 
elsewhere, with people who are — just slightly —
different from us. As I was spending a glorious mid-
pandemic afternoon with the work of my favorite 
painter, something was stopping me, along with most 
New Yorkers, from looking at Wuhan and Northern 
Italy and drawing appropriate conclusions. In 
hindsight, this something wasn’t the lack of 
information. It was a failure of the ability to connect, 
to see clearly.

-

Anya Ulinich is the Forward’s Contributing Art Critic.

The problem, James Bennet wrote in the opening lines 
of an internal New York Times memo, “was always 
where to stop, rather than where to start.” When “you 
draw a line” and say something “does not qualify,” he 
cautioned, “you commit what looks to the world like a 
political act, and may in fact be one.”

This was 15 years ago, and Bennet was talking about 
whether, when and how to use the term “terrorism” in 
news coverage of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. I’ve 
been thinking a lot about this memo since Bennet —
one of my predecessors as Jerusalem bureau chief of 
The Times — resigned last Sunday as Opinion editor of 
The Times.

The Twitter campaign that cost Bennet his job 
claimed that the publication of an OpEd calling for 
military troops to quell the looting and violence that 
disrupted early days of the George Floyd protest 
endangered the lives of black journalists covering the 
protests. I don’t know how many of the people who 
re-Tweeted that mantra have actually covered violent 
protests. I do know that Bennet himself risked his life 
repeatedly doing so covering the Second Intifada.

The uprising, which killed some 1,000 Israeli Jews and 
3,000 Palestinians between 2000 and 2004, was 
among the most complicated and challenging stories 
for journalists to cover. Beyond the daily calculations 
of personal risk and emotional toll of chronicling so 
much devastation and destruction, there is the ever-
present danger of false moral equivalency, with every 
word you write being picked apart publicly by 
passionate advocates.

One issue that persisted through my tenure and into

What James Bennet 
taught me about 
terrorism –
and courage
By Jodi Rudoren
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today is over the term terrorism. Most experts (and lay 
people) define terrorism as “the deliberate use of 
deadly violence against civilians for political purposes,” 
as Bennet wrote in his memo. But the term, like so 
many in what I call “conflict code”, has taken on a 
particular toxicity in the Middle East context.

This is an asymmetrical conflict in which one side has a 
powerful military and the other a range of political and 
militant groups where the line between civilian and 
combatant is often blurred. When Israeli soldiers are 
killed, for example, many Israeli (and most diaspora) 
Jews call this terror, while many Palestinians view it as 
their only option to fight the occupation.

“It’s very tempting not to use the word at all,” Bennet 
wrote in his January, 2005, memo to the foreign editor 
at the time, Susan Chira, after he finished his tour in 
Jerusalem. “My theory was that if I got to the scene of 
an attack and described it in the most vivid detail 
possible, I’d be doing readers the kind of service we 
aspire to provide, not guiding judgments with labels but 
letting readers choose their own labels based on the 
facts.”

Bennet raced to the scene of so many attacks during 
those awful years of death and destruction: Much of 
what many of us know about the intifada, we learned 
under his brilliant byline. He reported daily, deeply, 
from the streets where the bus bombings and military 
backlash destroyed innocent lives, and from inside the 
power chambers that guided them. Wrenching human 
narratives along with sharp political insight. Bennet 
was the most empathetic of eyewitnesses, and a 
master at weaving context and analysis through each 
dispatch.

“Not to use the term began to seem to me like a 
political act in itself,” he wrote in the memo, which 
referenced admiringly by The Times’ public editor back 
in 2005, Daniel Okrent, and again three years later by 
his successor, Clark Hoyt. “It felt so morally neutral as 
to be a little sickening.”

I’m quoting extensively here because I find the memo 
so compelling, so insightful, so smart — and so relevant 
to the debates unfolding today around the protests, the 
publication of the OpEd, political journalism in general.

“I also came to think that while we erode our credibility 
as truth-tellers by making political judgments in our 
copy, we can also put that credibility at risk by ducking 
any moral judgment,” Bennet said.

“It seemed to me that some perceived political taint in 
the language was inevitable,” he continued. “The goal 
was to minimize it, using the term when it had broad 
factual and moral basis and when NOT using it made a 
sharper, stronger political statement than using it.”

I remember so clearly thinking this exact thing when, in 
November 2014, two Palestinians with guns and axes 
burst into a synagogue in the Har Nof neighborhood of 
Jerusalem and killed five Orthodox men at prayer. 
Terrorism, surely, and I wrote that in the article — the 
headline writer, though, called it an “assault.” We heard 
complaints from all sides.

What I admire most about Bennet’s memo — and what 
is most relevant to today’s turmoil over the boundaries 
of our journalism — is its humility. The OpEd that cost 
Bennet his job had flaws, but the principle of publishing 
provocative opinion must survive him. Because the real 
danger is the danger to our discourse — indeed our 
democracy — of drawing lines is, as he put it, “always 
where to stop, rather than where to start.”

Now The Times, where I worked for 21 years before 
joining the Forward in September and will always feel 
part of, is undergoing a review of the entire OpEd
process and departmental mission. I hope part of the 
inquiry includes a re-read of Bennet’s terrorism memo, 
especially the last two paragraphs.

“I may be chickening out here, but I’m not sure it’s a 
bad thing that we don’t have an engraved standard,” he 
wrote. “I came to think that some ambiguity on the 
question was constructive. Having a clear rule might 
create a straitjacket for us, or a phony standard by 
which readers will judge us.”

Whenever he was asked by readers or groups about the 
use of the term terrorism, Bennet went on, “I would 
begin by saying there really wasn’t a policy, then tell 
them that I knew my answer on when to use the term 
would not satisfy them completely — and that, by the 
way, it also didn’t satisfy me completely.
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“And then I would launch into a version of what I’ve 
written above,” he said. “In other words, not having a 
policy served as a gateway to a discussion of the 
nuances.”

What the world needs most from The Times — and the 
Forward — right now, what the world has always 
needed from journalists, is “a discussion of the 
nuances.” There’s not really a policy, and we’ll never 
satisfy anyone, even ourselves, completely. We’ll do 
everything we can to maintain our credibility as truth-
tellers without ducking any moral judgment.

I’m going to keep Bennet’s memo by my desk to help 
me navigate the way.

-

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

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

I remember going to Eric Garner’s funeral in the 
summer of 2014. And I remember the fights I had with 
conservative family members after it, screaming 
matches that left us bruised and unwilling to talk for 
months at a time.

They were the same fights we had over Michael 
Brown’s death and the Ferguson protests that 
followed, the same fights we had over Philandro
Castile and Tamir Rice. They just couldn’t see what I 
saw: the police brutality aimed again and again at 
Black men, the mass incarceration that destroyed 
communities, the dehumanization of being seen as a 
criminal before a person; the moral stain of a nation 
purportedly founded on freedom that denies equal 
treatment to its black citizens.

All that’s changed. Not police brutality targeting Black 
Americans, which persists to this day, but the denial 
that it happens. Now the same family members call 
and tell me how horrific George Floyd’s murder was. 
How can you treat a human like an animal? they ask. 
They only did it to him because he was black, they tell 
me.

It’s not just my family. Senator Lindsey Graham, the 
South Carolina Republican so close to President 
Trump, is seeking proposals to improve policing and 
combat “racial discrimination regarding the use of 
force” in the wake of Floyd’s murder.

“We are still wrestling with America’s original sin,” 
Republican Senate Majority leader Mitch McConnell 
told reporters last week. “It is perfectly clear we are a 
long way from the finish line.”

At a luncheon for Republican senators, Tom Cotton

How our growing 
consensus against 
racism turned into a 
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of Arkansas stood up and said, “Young black men have 
a very different experience with law enforcement in this 
nation than white people, and that’s their impression 
and experience, and we need to be sensitive to that 
and do all we can to change it.”

It’s nothing short of a sea-change, a reversal on the 
right about something that was so recently a staple of 
right/left culture wars. As Eli Steinberg, a Forward 
contributor, aptly put it, “We used to ignore these 
issues. We used to tell the left they were overreacting. 
We were wrong.”

“We” is right: 76% of Americans and 71% of white 
people now call racism “a big problem” in the U.S., up 
from 50% in 2015. More than two-thirds of Americans 
say that Floyd’s murder represents a broader problem 
within law enforcement, and 74% support the protests. 
That includes 76% of Independents and 53% of 
Republicans. It’s a seismic shift that sociologists 
attribute mainly to change among white conservatives.

The change is most visible since Floyd’s murder and the 
inspiring peaceful protests that have bloomed across 
the nation. But it is rooted in a much longer-term shift 
in public opinion. For a few decades now, Americans 
have been getting less racist, have been less willing to 
admit racist views themselves or defend them. George 
Floyd’s murder and the protests against police brutality 
it catalyzed may look like a very sudden wake-up call, 
but what they are is more like a tipping point for 
progress long in the works.

This is not to say that America is short of actual racists, 
people like Derek Chauvin, who kept his knee on George 
Floyd’s neck for nearly nine minutes. What America has 
become thankfully denuded of is people willing to 
defend Chauvin — unlike Michael Brown’s killer or 
Trayvon Martin’s or Tamir Rice’s or Eric Garner’s. 
There’s a new consensus around Black Lives Matter, 
once a controversial banner and target for Republicans.

It’s a blessed sight for a nation with our history and our 
current struggles to protect Black lives from police 
brutality. But with this shift in public opinion, a new 
theory of racism has become increasingly popular.

Two books in this vein topped last week’s New York 

Times bestseller list: Ibrahim X. Kendi’s “How to Be an 
Antiracist” and Robin DiAngelo’s “White Fragility.” Both 
articulate a new view of racism, defining it not as the 
belief that one race is superior to another, or that races 
should be treated differently, but as a failure to 
adequately compensate for racism — what Kendi calls 
being “antiracist.”

Kendi argues that the term “racist” shouldn’t be 
invoked as an insult, but rather as a description of 
anything or anyone not currently, actively fighting for 
racial equality. “The language of color blindness — like 
the language of ‘not racist’ — is a mask to hide racism,” 
he writes.

DiAngelo takes things one step further, arguing that the 
defensiveness white people feel and display when 
accused of racism, their horror at being seen as 
purveyors of racial inequality, is itself racism. “White 
identity is inherently racist,” DiAngelo writes, and white 
progressives — people who believe they are not racist —
are most problematic of all. Hiding behind the well-
wishes of white Americans finally anxious to address 
racial inequities and in the tears white people shed 
when accused of being racist, DiAngelo sees a deeper 
racism that presents the real threat: “I believe that 
white progressives cause the most daily damage to 
people of color.”

The food writer Alison Roman summed this view up 
nicely in a public apology she issued last month after 
she insulted the author-celebrities Chrissy Teigen and 
Marie Kondo: “The fact that it didn’t occur to me that I 
had singled out two Asian women is one hundred 
percent a function of my privilege (being blind to racial 
insensitivities is a discriminatory luxury).” It was the 
fact that it never occurred to Roman that the two 
women she was criticizing were Asian that, rather than 
exculpating her, was proof of her culpability.

No doubt, systemic racism exists independent of the 
intent of individual actors. It’s also true that well-
meaning white people often commit painful micro-
aggressions — those small yet not insignificant affronts 
that weary people of color, and weary them all the 
more because they are unintended. 

But what we’re seeing today in the wake of the 
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George Floyd protests is a systematic adoption of this 
new theory of racism across multiple industries; at a 
time when Americans have made a huge leap towards 
recognizing the great scourge of our nation and finally 
wanting to do something about it, this penchant for 
looking behind the mask of people who believe they 
hate racism to find malintent to harm minorities has 
become the new normal. And it’s metastasizing into 
something dangerous, not on the streets where 
righteous Americans are protesting actual police 
brutality, but in the media and on Twitter, where we are 
experiencing a full-on moral panic.

*

A moral panic is a form of mass hysteria, what happens 
when enough people come to believe that some hostile 
force is threatening the values and safety of their 
society. The threat is often masked: the lonely spinster 
who’s secretly a witch, the grandmotherly day-care 
worker who’s sexually abusing her 2-year-old charges, 
the outcast teens who are wielding immense Satanic 
power.

“Sometimes the object of the panic is quite novel and at 
other times it is something which has been in existence 
long enough, but suddenly appears in the limelight,” 
explained Stan Cohen, a South African sociologist who 
first wrote about moral panics in the 1970s. In their 
1994 book “Moral Panics: The Social Construction of 
Deviance,” two other sociologists who study the 
phenomenon, Erich Goode and Nachman Ben-Yehuda, 
added another insight: For a moral panic to take off, 
there has to be “a certain minimal measure of 
consensus” about society as a whole.

In other words, you can’t have a moral panic about 
something a society is divided about; that’s just a 
culture war. Moral panic only sets in when there is 
consensus about who can be cast as the evil other in a 
given society. At that point, Cohen wrote in 1972, “its 
nature is presented in a stylized and stereotypical 
fashion by the mass media; the moral barricades are 
manned by editors, bishops, politicians and other right-
thinking people; socially accredited experts pronounce 
their diagnoses and solutions.”

Cohen found that the media played a key role in moral 

panics across history and geography, either inventing, 
exaggerating, or distorting the alleged malefactors who 
were the source of the hysteria. So it’s not surprising 
that The New York Times should be playing an outsized 
role in today’s moral panic. What is surprising is that it 
has turned its wrath on its own writers and editors.

Early this month, Senator Tom Cotton of Arkansas, a 
deeply conservative, sometime-authoritarian 
Republican and favorite of President Trump, was 
invited by The Times to expand a tweet of his into an 
OpEd. The tweet suggested that the nation should have 
“zero tolerance” for looting and destruction in its cities. 
“No quarter for insurrectionists, anarchists, rioters, and 
looters,” the Senator wrote. It was harsh language, 
possibly suggesting actions prohibited by the Lieber 
Code of 1863 (“It is against the usage of modern war to 
resolve, in hatred and revenge, to give no quarter. No 
body of troops has the right to declare that it will not 
give, and therefore will not expect, quarter.”), though 
Cotton later implied he was speaking colloquially.

In the OpEd, which was given the ill-advised and easily 
screenshot headline “Send in the Troops,” Cotton called 
out those who were defending the looting with what he 
called excuses “built on a revolting moral equivalence 
of rioters and looters to peaceful, law-abiding 
protesters.” The majority “who seek to protest 
peacefully shouldn’t be confused with bands of 
miscreants,” he wrote. He then argued that the 
president should use the Insurrection Act to send U.S. 
troops to quell the rioting and looting, a terrible 
suggestion that Trump was, unsurprisingly, already 
considering.

It wasn’t a great OpEd. Senator Cotton referenced as 
fact allegations that have been dismissed as 
fabrication, of “cadres of left-wing radicals like antifa 
infiltrating protest marches,” among other things. He 
also misquoted the Insurrection Act. Perhaps more 
importantly, the piece failed to address the concerns of 
the unconvinced in good faith. It did not make a serious 
effort to engage with the counterpoint — that the 
military would present another layer of weaponry in the 
messy business of policing protesters that could very 
well result in taking the lives of innocents, likely people 
of color. What Senator Cotton might have to say to that
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reasonable objection we can only guess; his OpEd was 
an act of expression rather than what an OpEd should 
be -– an act of persuasion.

Of course, not everyone needed persuading. The 
majority of Americans — including a large share of Black 
Americans — agree with Cotton’s core concept. 
According to a recent poll, 58% of voters and 37% of 
Black Americans not only supported the idea Cotton 
expressed in his OpEd but supported an even more 
extreme version of it; Cotton argued that the military 
should be called in to suppress rioters and looters, 
whereas almost six in 10 Americans said they should be 
brought in to “address protests and demonstrations” in 
“response to the death of George Floyd” full stop.

The apparent popularity of Cotton’s call to bring in the 
troops did not extend to The New York Times’ staff. The 
Times has social-media policies restricting its 
journalists from expressing political opinions or publicly 
denigrating colleagues’ work. But in the wake of the 
Cotton OpEd, hundreds broke those rules and tweeted 
the same mantra over a screenshot of Cotton’s 
headline: “Running this puts Black @NYTimes staff in 
danger.” Watching on Twitter, one saw an avalanche of 
outrage from some of the highest-profile journalists in 
the country. Anyone who defended the Times’ decision 
had their Twitter mentions fill up with brand-name 
writers angrily dissenting.

More than 800 Times employees signed a letter 
protesting the OpEd. Slack channels lit up with bulletins 
about how many people had canceled their 
subscriptions (the highest-ever number of editorial 
cancellations in a single hour ever, one news outlet 
gleefully reported), and the News Guild of New York 
weighed in. Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez 
demanded answers.

James Bennet, the editorial page editor of The Times, 
tried to explain the OpEd’s publication on the grounds 
that “Times Opinion owes it to our readers to show 
them counter-arguments, particularly those made by 
people in a position to set policy.” It was to no avail. By 
Friday night, a vast editor’s note had been affixed to 
the top of Cotton’s piece, and by Sunday evening, 
Bennet had resigned; his deputy, Jim Dao, who had 
overseen the publication of the Cotton piece, was 

removed from his masthead role.

It was a revolt the likes of which no one had ever seen, 
unfolding in real time on Twitter. And the message was 
a stark one: Run OpEds the left disagrees with at your 
own risk. Though six in 10 Americans may agree, 
though 37% of Black Americans may agree, if 
journalists on Twitter disagree and if they believe your 
choices cause harm, you may just find yourself out of a 
job.

Cotton may be closer to the person who ultimately 
decides whether or not the troops are sent in. But it is 
Times staff who now get to decide whether that view 
gets to be aired in what was once the paper of record.

Most crucially, it doesn’t even matter if what has been 
published is racist, at least according to the traditional 
definition. The problem most critics had with The Times’ 
decision to publish Cotton’s OpEd was that beneath its 
race-blind call for the military was concealed an 
insufficiently anti-racist viewpoint that would in effect 
result in harming black Times reporters. They had a 
point, of course; Cotton — and Bennet — owed the 
OpEd’s opponents a response to this important 
objection, and its omission was a big oversight. But 
those opposing the OpEd’s publication weren’t calling 
for explanations; they were calling for eliminating it 
from the public sphere entirely.

It’s not Cotton who was harmed by The Times’ 
capitulation to its staff. It was public debate, hashing it 
out rather than hiding from it, hearing how the six in 10 
Americans you disagree with think and why. The harm 
was not to those with the dastardly opinion that the 
military should invade our cities but to the public 
sphere, and to its guardians — the journalists whose job 
it is to have the humility to submit to a multifaceted, 
fluctuating, self-contradictory and always evolving 
cornucopia of information in the pursuit of fairness and 
truth. These values are crucial not just to journalism but 
to democracy, to freedom.

And they used to be the foundational values of The 
New York Times. Not anymore, apparently. The 
contretemps over Cotton’s OpEd is ushering in a new 
era. A.G. Sulzberger, The Times’ publisher, called 
Cotton’s OpEd “contemptuous” and said it shouldn’t
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have been published. He also vowed to “rethink Op-
Eds, generally.”

As if to drive home the point, The Times’ own news 
article about the episode misstated the thesis of 
Cotton’s OpEd, claiming he wished to send in the 
military “to suppress protests,” rather than in cases 
where “the rioters still outnumber the police and Guard 
combine.” (No correction has yet been issued.)

*

Of course, some of this is not new. Examples of 
newsrooms and Twitter mobs revolting against 
journalists for entertaining differing opinions has 
become something of a mainstay of 21st century media. 
The idea of trying to hear from those you disagree with 
is now denounced as immature “debate club” or “both 
sidesism,” cast as the crime of “faux-objectivity” and 
“an expensive illusion” which is often conflated with 
doing “harm to people of color,” or even “anti-
blackness.” Mea culpas are now issued by journalists 
for falling on the wrong side of an issue. Roman was 
cast as a racist who “just can’t stand seeing black and 
brown women thrive” – after which The New York Times
put her column on hiatus, though Roman instantly, 
profusely, apologized (and hasn’t stopped apologizing 
since). And since the protests, the frequency and 
intensity of such episodes has exploded.

It’s not exactly like previous moral panics; witches don’t 
exist, and the vast majority of the satanic ritual abuse 
convictions have been overturned, whereas there are 
real media malefactors: Bon Apétit’s Adam Rapaport 
stepped down after it was revealed he was paying 
white employees for work that people of color were 
expected to do for free, and a picture of him in 
brownface was shared on social media. Greg Glassman, 
the chief executive of Crossfit, made disgusting 
remarks about George Floyd, whereupon he was forced 
to retire. Less extreme yet no less vital was Anna 
Wintour’s apology for the treatment of black women at 
Vogue, long overdue.

But other situations are murkier. Stan Wischnowski, the 
top editor of The Philadelphia Inquirer, resigned after a 
very insensitive headline angered his colleagues. 
Christene Barberich, an editor at Refinery29, has 

stepped down after she was accused on Twitter of 
racially insensitive behavior. Claudia Eller, editor-in-
chief of Variety, wrote a column about her own failures 
to diversify Variety’s newsroom (“I HAVE NOT DONE 
ENOUGH” she wrote in all caps). After another journalist 
tweeted about her unsuccessful attempts to push 
diversity with Eller, Eller tweeted back, “When someone 
cops to something why would you try to criticize them? 
You sound really bitter.” She has since been placed on 
administrative leave. “Calling someone ‘bitter’ for 
addressing their POC experience online is like macing
someone in the face with a protest sign out in the 
streets,” another journalist with close to 100,000 
followers tweeted at Eller.

The needed course-correction has quickly devolved 
into overcorrection, and from overcorrection into a full-
blown moral panic that’s affecting the media, academia, 
research analysts, and even poetry foundations.

Twitter mobs have always mounted campaigns against 
those falling afoul of the reigning orthodoxy of the day, 
on the right and the left; it’s a perfect platform for 
fomenting hysteria. But Twitter outrage, once an 
ignorable annoyance, is now costing people their jobs, 
and the moral panic it’s incited is changing American 
journalism. The gap between Twitter outrage and 
employment as a journalist or lecturer or analyst has 
not just shrunk; it’s all but disappeared. This is what a 
moral panic looks like.

To acknowledge that this is a moral panic is not, God 
forbid, to deny racism in America, or police brutality 
against Black Americans, or the fact that journalists of 
color are underrepresented in our industry, especially in 
the highest profile roles at top outlets. These things are 
all true and inexcusable, and it’s nothing short of 
thrilling to see the shift in public opinion towards 
recognizing and repairing these injustices. We can and 
must do more to help Black Americans achieve full 
equality in every sphere in this country that has denied 
them opportunity and fairness and even civil rights for 
so long.

It’s thrilling that the nation as a whole has, for the first 
time, vowed to end the scourge of police brutality 
against Black men, and that other big, systemic 
problems — unequal access to healthcare, the racial
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income gap, the sickening segregation of public 
schools, worst in liberal bastions like New York — are 
being given attention. We can be excited about these 
developments without losing the skepticism necessary 
to make sure that the enthusiasm turns into real 
change.

But it’s a fallacy that achieving the goal of equality 
exists in tension with hearing from those we disagree 
with, especially when our divisions on race are so 
rapidly dwindling.

What makes this a moral panic is not the magnificent 
peaceful protests happening in the streets but the 
battle on Twitter against a side that’s no longer there 
and, absent actual racists to fight, has turned on people 
who want to know how others think, or who uncover 
facts that don’t fit the narrative.

Some claim that the authoritarian or at least 
authoritarian-wannabe nature of the Trump presidency 
makes the desire to hear from his supporters or other 
conservatives not just wrong but dangerous; “There’s 
no other side when the other side are Nazis” is a 
common refrain. And yet, the radical shift in how the 
right views racism is itself a refutation of this claim. If 
Cotton and his ilk’s opinions are bad for harming people 
of color, surely the fact that Cotton is actually calling 
out the unequal treatment of Black men even as he 
calls for military involvement, earns him a place in civil 
debate over the precise means of solving the problems 
he has (finally) admitted exist? Certainly anyone 
worried about the sincerity of Republicans suddenly 
expressing deep concern for Black Americans could not 
do better than to be involved in a conversation with 
them?

What was the point of replacing the hegemony of white 
men in opinion pages and newsrooms if we are just 
going to institute a new one — the hegemony of a single 
sentence repeated thousands of times over?

Our collective rejection of racism should make us 
excited about the seismic changes to our laws that are 
possible now that we are in agreement to protect Black 
bodies from the brutality meted against them by those 
in law enforcement.

Whether that’s the outcome of this moment — or 
whether it’s used to find more and more people on the 
wrong side of a war that’s already been won — will be 
up to America’s crumbling newsrooms to determine.

-

Batya Ungar-Sargon is the opinion editor of the 
Forward. You can reach her at batya@forward.com.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are 
the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect those 
of the Forward.
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There has long been a very stale debate in the Jewish 
community over how to partner with Black America for 
change.

One side, let’s call them Farrakhan Jews, is leery of 
giving whole-hearted support to movements and 
activists whom they fear harbor anti-Semitic or anti-
Israel views. The other side, let’s call them Heschel 
Jews, doesn’t ignore these misgivings but engages with 
Black leaders and movements in spite of them.

I’m neither a Farrakhan Jew nor a Heschel Jew. I’ve 
never found either side very satisfying. I can’t willfully 
ignore when people attack the communities I care 
about. But I also can’t turn my back on the single most 
important struggle in American life, because my Jewish 
values are bound up in it.

That’s why I was so relieved to find Ian Solomon.

Shortly after the killing of George Floyd, I followed a 
Twitter link to an essay posted on Medium titled, 
“Today, again, I am overwhelmed by grief and rage.”

The author was Solomon, dean of the University of 
Virginia’s Frank Batten School of Leadership and Public 
Policy, and – Twitter told me — both Black and Jewish.

His short, powerful personal essay ended on a much-
needed note of hope. I phoned him because I needed 
some. Solomon understood my dilemma – every aspect 
of it has played out in his biography.

His parents, Linda and Harold Solomon, adopted two 
Native American children, a boy and girl. Harold also 
adopted Ian, whom Linda had given birth to. Linda and 
Harold, who was a social studies teacher from the 
Brownsville section of Brooklyn, had three more 
children. Solomon went to Hebrew school and became 
Bar Mitzvah in Roslyn, N.Y.

While the oldest son, Sheldon, a member of the Sioux 

nation, struggled, Ian excelled. He graduated magna 
cum laude from Harvard University and earned his J.D. 
from Yale Law School. He served as legislative 
counselor to then-Sen. Barack Obama of Illinois, who 
later, as president, appointed Solomon to serve as U.S. 
Executive Director for the World Bank Group.

In 2011, Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) police picked up 
Sheldon Solomon on the Lower Brule Indian 
Reservation outside of Sioux Falls, SD for failing to 
appear on the charge of harassment. He had used foul 
language when trying desperately to get help from a 
police dispatcher over the phone.

They tossed him in a drunk tank to sober up. About 20 
hours after his arrest, Sheldon Solomon was found 
lying on the cell floor, his skull cracked open. He was 
transferred to the regional trauma ward in Sioux Falls, 
where he slipped into a coma and died one month later. 
He was 47 years old. An FBI investigation concluded 
that Sheldon Solomon must have had a seizure and 
cracked his skull on the concrete bench in his cell.

“It was a huge wake-up call for me,” Ian Solomon told 
me. “It’s too easy to put the blame on individuals and 
not recognize what’s below the surface. We put all the 
blame on a person’s failings, and they do have failings. 
But my brother did not fail to be a human being, right? 
It’s easy to dehumanize people for their errors, for their 
mistakes, for their addictions, for their pasts.”

That, I said to Solomon, was exactly what people need 
to hear before they blame victims of police violence like 
Floyd, Eric Garner and Michael Brown for their own 
deaths. The inescapable truth of American life is that 
Sheldon Solomon didn’t die in police custody because 
he was from a Jewish family in New York. He died 
because he was also Native American.

“I went out there and tried to figure out what 
happened,” Solomon said, “because no one does

’It’s never been uncomplicated for me:’ A 
Black-Jewish voice for hope
By Rob Eshman

News
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an investigation for a poor Native American alcoholic.”

Solomon drew on FBI contacts, a high-power law firm 
and other resources. His brother needed a hospital, not 
a jail cell. Surveillance cameras that should have been 
working were not, and Solomon still has doubts about 
the official story. He sued the Federal government in 
Solomon vs. United States and won a settlement, which 
went to his brother’s three adult children.

“The state at some point, some may argue, is entitled 
to take your life, after due process,” Solomon said. 
“That due process did not happen here. The state was 
not entitled to take his life, and I think it must be held 
accountable for doing so. When you take someone’s 
liberty, you owe them a duty of care.”

Now 47 himself, Solomon wants people to understand 
there really is such a thing as systemic racism, and 
there’s also a way to combat it, together.

The rift that inevitably rents the Black and Jewish 
communities is, he said, a result of mutual, deeply felt 
traumas. He feels it in his own identity.

“It’s never been uncomplicated for me,” he said. “You 
know, when you see elements of racism among the 
Jewish community or anti-Semitism in the Black 
community, both are deeply hurtful. Both communities 
are healing from their own traumas, and they’re not 
always as thoughtful about the others.

“And yet the history of working together and holding 
hands to fight for justice, for liberation, is quite strong. 
So it’s just trying to remind people – remind myself – of 
that.”

The challenge, he said, is for both Blacks and Jews to 
show compassion for a group that’s still suffering from 
trauma.

“There will be statements that are hurtful to us, but we 
can be bigger and stronger than statements. I could still 
be in collaboration with you because what we’re 
working on transcends some statement that you made 
in the past. I don’t have to let that statement stand for 
everything that you are.”

Solomon and his wife, who is of Jamaican and Chinese 

heritage, have two teenage sons. The family Passover 
table, he said, is multi-ethnic and multi-generational. 
This year he will likely mark Juneteenth as he does 
Martin Luther King Jr. Day, by playing famous speeches 
of Black liberation.

If there were ever a voice that needed to be amplified in 
the Jewish community these days, who can bridge the 
Farrakhan-Heschel abyss, it is his, and the voices of the 
many others who are living both the Black and Jewish 
experience. The rest of us? We should just listen for a 
change.

“You know, I have my Native American sister, my three 
Jewish American biologically connected siblings. But, 
you know, we are one family,” Solomon said. “And 
that’s the fundamental belief that drives my work – we 
are all cousins at the end of the day if you go back far 
enough. That’s my take on the concept of tikkun olam, 
you know, repairing this world means bringing this 
crazy family back together again.”

-

Rob Eshman is national editor of The Forward. Ian 
Solomon will speak as part of Temple Emanu-El’s
Streicker Center’s online Repairing the World series on 
June 24 at 6 p.m. EDT
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Pat Koch Thaler, whose brother Ed went on to become 
Mayor of New York, recalled their dad, an Austro-
Hungarian immigrant furrier, falling asleep with The 
Forward on his lap. Their mother, she said, saved “the 
paper after it was read to put on the kitchen floor after 
she washed it before Shabbat. “

Richard Hammerman shared his dad’s Yiddish 
newspaper ‘dad joke.’ “You read the Forward backward 
(i.e., from right to left) and the Tog (which means “The 
Day” and apparently came out in the evening) at night.” 
A classic!

And Phyllis Eig said of the old “Forvitz, ”it’s the only 
thing I ever saw my zayde read besides his prayer 
book.”

Back in 1910, when the Forverts was celebrating its 
barmitsve, having been founded in 1897, the very first 
Father’s Day was observed in Spokane, Wash. Invented 
by farmer’s daughter Sonora Louise Smart Dodd, it was 
praised by President Woodrow Wilson at the time but 
took 62 years to get official government recognition.

And no, with its Methodist roots, it’s not a traditional 
yontef — but with its classic gifts of ties and sweaters, 
still feels connected to our forefathers in Seventh 
Avenue’s garment district.

So, dear readers, for this Sunday’s celebration, we offer 
a windsor knot or shaw collar’s worth of memories of 
The Forward and your tate zise. We took them from the 
nearly 200 stories that poured in when we asked you to 
share memories of your parents and the paper they 
read, yes, from right to left. Excerpts have been edited 
for clarity and length.

‘Herman Badillo loved our egg creams’

“Arriving here in 1947, my parents purchased a candy 
store on the Upper West Side that sold newspapers 

including: The Yiddish Forverts, the Italian Il Progresso 
and the Spanish El Diario. The late politician Herman 
Badillo loved our egg-creams. Dad read the Forverts
with relish and I’m proud to say I’ve tried to carry on my 
Dad’s tradition by reading it online.”

— Harry D. Frisch

‘The only time my dad ever relaxed’

“In the mid-1950’s, my Holocaust-
survivor parents settled in New 
Orleans. Yiddish was their first 
and primary language. 
Throughout their lives, the 
Forverts arrived by mail, even 
after other Yiddish language 
editions were curtailed and 
English articles were included. 
It was placed in a special spot –
a metal, two-shelf newspaper stand in our den 
reserved for the Forward.

“My proud tailor-father worked long hours in his own 
shop and stole precious moments for himself to read 
the Forward. Long after Mom served us kids dinner, 
he’d arrive home from work and Mom sat with him in 
the kitchen, where they conversed in their native 
Yiddish. Then, Dad lay down on “his” couch in the den 
to read the Forward.

We knew not to disturb him, as these were precious 
moments – the only time my dad ever relaxed. He 
rarely finished an entire issue in a single evening as he 
inevitably dozed off, the Forward rising and falling on 
Dad’s chest with each breath. After a short nap, Dad 
went back to work in the ‘tailor shop’ he had created in 
our basement.

“Dad sewed on his machine while Mom did the hand 
sewing, and many of their conversations pertained to

‘You read the Forward backward’: 15 readers recall 
their dads’ love for our paper (and that joke)
By Chana Pollack

News
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what Dad had read. My parents loved the Forward 
because it was a connection to Yiddish. Today, I 
subscribe to the Forward because it is a connection to 
my parents.”

— Linda Galler

‘My father bought one of the desks’

My father read the Forward every day that I bought it 
for him at the local store. When the Forward closed its 
Boston office, and sold the furniture, my father bought 
one of the desks and used it until moving to a smaller 
apartment.

— Rubin Feldstein

‘Being there when I needed it’

“We lived in the very Jewish Plateau neighbourhood in 
Montreal, next to Fletcher’s Field Park, frequented by 
other refugee Jewish survivors who had arrived after 
the Second World War. Summers, my hardworking 
father sent my mother, my brother, and me to a shared 
rented cottage for a few weeks. It was next to a stream 
that we’d sometimes dip in, though my mother warned 
us not to go too deep.

When my dad joined us up there, he usually napped 
inside. This one weekend though, he was outside in the 
sunshine, reading The Forward when he was alerted to 
my mother’s cries as she watched her two sons and 
another boy drifting downstream, our heads almost 
underwater. I still can see him rushing across the grass 
towards me, throwing his newspaper aside, and 
heaving himself into the water. Within minutes he had 
pulled us all onto shore. So this is my thanks to The 
Forward for being there when I needed it.

— Harry Rajchgot

‘Is there a Yiddish newspaper?’

“My parents immigrated here from the USSR in 1977. 
Within days, my father found a shtibl to daven in that 
became his second home for the next decade. His first 
question was, is there a Yiddish newspaper? Of course, 
everyone told him about the Forverts — after 60 years 
of not daring to even wonder about a Yiddish 
publication.”

— Bena Shklyanoy

It came with the bagels

“My survivor-parents, Rosa and Chaim, met at a 
resettlement camp in Germany and arrived in the U.S. in 
1950. Anxious to become Americans, but holding on to 
their Yiddish roots, they subscribed to the Forverts for 
as long as I remember. It was delivered by the same 
gentleman who delivered the rye bread, no seeds, and 
bagels.”

— Allyn Zygmud-Felt

‘All I wanted was to sleep’

“What I remember most about my
father, mayn tate, z’’l, is his 
reading to me from The Forverts
in my teen years when all I 
wanted to do was sleep until 
noon on Sundays.

“My father, a tailor with a dry 
cleaning shop in Montreal, had 
only one day of rest. One day to 
read The Forverts and share 
selected stories and poems with 
me, sometimes a joke. Over the years, he read me 
stories by I.B. Singer, poems by Rachel Korn and 
articles he found interesting.

“Tate liked to read aloud, a trait I have inherited. But as 
a teenager after a late night out, all I wanted was to 
sleep. Awake or asleep, attentive or zonked out, it 
made no different to my father and his Sunday-
morning readings. Once, I thought to deter him by 
sleeping naked. It didn’t work. He simply pulled the 
covers over my torso, settled into the armchair next to 
my bed, and began the ritual that remains a treasured, 
poignant memory 50 years later.”

— Gina Roitman

‘I marvel at the bravery’

“I grew up with survivor parents, in Port Lavaca, a very 
small Texas town with only one other Jewish family. My 
parents emigrated to the U.S. in 1949, and ran a retail 
shoe store. I vividly recall copies of the Forverts as a 
child being read by my father.

“After my mother passed away in 1964, my father had 
to run a business as well as a household with three 
children. In 1969, my father, I assume feeling that he

Gena Roitman’s father 
Benzion Miedwiecki
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needed to marry, placed a personal ad in the Forward.

“To me this was the most amazing story. A lovely 
Torontonian, Goldie, decided to marry my father and 
move to this very small town. I marvel at the bravery of 
my father placing a personal ad and trusting the 
Forverts that it would be read there by someone who 
would understand his background.”

— Mina E. Gardner

‘They married when my father returned 
from active duty’

“In the army, my father was 
assigned to interrogate German 
prisoners. Toward the end of the
war, he began working with 
displaced persons, and here’s 
where the story becomes even 
more interesting. While reading
the Forverts, my Zayde noticed
the familiar name of a distant 
relative in a displaced-persons 
camp near where my father was stationed. He wired my 
father, who went to the camp, met this woman, and 
long story short — helped arrange for her to come to an 
uncle she had in New York. At some point, she lived 
with my father’s parents, and they married when my 
father returned from active duty.”

— Julian Rich

‘The Bintel Brief was a favorite’

The same way you have second-hand smoking, so my 
late father, Jack Kruss, was a second-hand reader of the 
Forward. Born to Yiddish-speaking Lithuanian parents 
in Cape Town whose neighbors had a subscription. 
Sunday nights, unless they were watching a Yiddish 
movie, a few couples would gather together and read 
the paper while my father listened from the next room. 
The Bintel Brief was a favorite and there was much tut-
tutting at what went on in that dreadful country called 
America. Especially scandalous were stories of 
landladies having affairs with their boarders. (Of course, 
nothing like this could ever, ever happen in South 
Africa.)

— David Levin-Kruss

‘The debate over changes to the printed 
version were constant’

“We’re a third-generation Forward family. My 
grandfather, Abe Littman, was a typesetter and 
contributor at the paper, as well as Vice President of 
the Hebrew-American Typographical 
Union/International Telecommunications Union Local 
83, so we grew up with the Forverts, first in Yiddish, 
then English.

“In recent years, the debate over changes to the 
printed version were constant. My Uncle Joe Littman 
was irate when it was no longer printed as a 
broadsheet, but my mom, Beverly Cora Littman Borts, 
was a big fan of the magazine format, often cutting out 
articles and photos, hanging them up or mailing them 
to me.

“On a recent visit to Mom’s, I found two cherished 
copies from very different eras. One carefully wrapped 
paper from March 1970 with Grampa Abie’s obituary, 
and the color mag with Ruth Bader Ginsburg on the 
cover, hung up for all to see!

“We lost both Mom and Uncle Joe in 2019. I wouldn’t be 
surprised if brother and sister are still debating the 
merits of “the paper” with their parents. Zol zey hobn a 
likhtikn gan eydn.”

— Joanne Borts

‘Yiddish was my first language, too’

“My father, a Holocaust survivor, read the Yiddish 
Forward every day and taught me how to read it when I 
was a child. I was born in Eschwege, Germany, in a 
displaced-persons camp, and arrived in Brooklyn in 
1949. Yiddish was my first language too. Haunted by his 
past, prone to violent rages, normally I was afraid and 
even uncomfortable around him. Sitting next to him on 
the sofa reading the Yiddish words aloud, I felt loved.”

— Linda Friedman Schmidt

-

Chana Pollack is the archivist at the Forward.

Julian Rich’s parents Nathan  
Eva Wagszul Rich, Jan. 1947
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In 1988, Ivy Meeropol and her father, Michael, visited 
Washington, DC to see the massive AIDS quilt that 
covered the National Mall. The first panel they saw 
belonged to the man who sentenced Michael’s parents 
to death: “Roy Cohn,” it read in cut fabric letters, “Bully, 
Coward, Victim.”

“It was the first I thought about Roy Cohn since I was a 
kid,” said Meeropol, a documentary filmmaker and the 
granddaughter of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg. “He was 
just one of many bad guys in our history. That really 
stuck with me — wait a minute, that guy was gay and he 
died of AIDS?”

That realization informed — and gave the title to —
Meeropol’s documentary, “Bully. Coward. Victim. The 
Story of Roy Cohn,” a deep character study of the 
infamous lawyer, who served as Joseph McCarthy’s 
chief counsel. It’s something of a spiritual sequel to 
Meeropol’s first feature, the autobiographical “Heir to 
an Execution” (2004), in which she investigated the 
Rosenberg case by interviewing family. But the film, 
which premieres on HBO on June 19, now has national 
implications that extend far beyond the pitbull
attorney’s first infamous case.

Cohn may well be responsible for the current resident 
of the White House’s ambitions and much of his 
demagoguery. Donald Trump studied at Cohn’s feet, as 
did his associates Roger Stone and Paul Manafort. 
Cohn’s big lie tactics, lavish living and evasive tax 
maneuvers served as a model for Trump, another outer 
borough kid looking to embed himself in Manhattan 
high society.

Yet, through a wealth of archival footage and 
interviews with journalists, Cohn associates and 
“Angels in America” playwright Tony Kushner, the 
documentary shows how Cohn was distinct from his 
protege. A closeted gay man, Cohn was brilliant but 

also tortured. He was animated by the perception of 
Jews as communists and outsiders. He had an 
insatiable need for company. He may have made 
Trump, but he also made himself.

I spoke with Meeropol, director of the nuclear power 
plant exposé “Indian Point” and the political 
documentary series “The Hill,” about Cohn’s continued 
influence in Washington and what it means for her 
latest film to arrive in the middle of Pride Month and a 
nationwide confrontation with racism. The following 
interview has been edited for length and clarity.

PJ Grisar: The film begins with footage of you as a child 
explaining what happened to your grandparents. Do 
you remember when you first heard about their trial?

Ivy Meeropol: The family story is I was really young and 
I started asking my father, who I knew was adopted, 
“what happened to your other parents?” And he and my 
mother decided to tell me, because I kept asking, 
basically “Well, there’s this thing called the electric 
chair.” And I think that was enough for my young mind 
to try to absorb at the time. So that was the beginning, 
but I grew up with the whole period of my father and 
my uncle trying to reopen the case. That was a large 
part of my childhood.

What prompted you to revisit Roy Cohn — was it just 
the rise of Trump?

I was thinking about making a film about him for a 
while, but I kept hesitating and rejecting it because I 
didn’t really want to revisit my family’s story. What 
really interested me in Cohn was not necessarily 
anymore what happened to my grandparents — I had 
dealt with that. I was more fascinated in digging up 
more about his secret life as a gay man meant. Donald 
Trump was the final straw. As soon as and what that

Why Roy Cohn, a bully and coward, was 
also a victim
By PJ Grisar
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he was elected I did have that feeling that the ghost of 
Roy Cohn is moving into the White House and a lot of 
people don’t know what that means.

A lot of people I’ve spoken with attribute the way Cohn 
was to self-loathing, to the shame of the arrest of his 
uncle, Bernard Marcus (a banker who was made to take 
the fall for the Depression) to having something to 
prove. What do you think motivated him?

He’s also a product of his time in the sense of being a 
Jewish person when Jews were associated with being 
communists. [He was] someone who wanted to be seen 
as a “Good Jew,” an anti-communist Jew. It’s not that he 
was a self-hating Jew. I think he was very proud to be 
Jewish and he was very pro-Israel, and he very much 
indentified [as Jewish], which wasn’t easy during that 
time either. He’s got two strikes against him: he’s 
Jewish and he’s gay, but he’s trying to fit into this 
reactionary conservative world. I think both of those 
things contributed to how he treated other people and 
how he tried to amass power to protect himself.

Did your perception of him change in pursuing 
this film?

Yeah. I never wanted this to be seen as the Rosenberg 
revenge film. I think as I delved deeper into the life he 
led in Provincetown [Massachusetts, a gay enclave] I 
got beyond the simplistic label of being “evil.” That 
[label] doesn’t help because it dehumanizes him and 
that doesn’t serve any of us. It’s not forgiving him, but 
it’s understanding that he wanted to be free too. We do 
ourselves a disservice if we do the same thing that he 
might have done to my grandparents, to other 
communists and Jewish communists, which is 
dehumanizing them so that we can control them.

There are the three words on the AIDS quilt that are the 
title of the film — it’s clear how he’s a bully and a coward 
— how do you see him as a victim?

He had to take such great pains to hide. He goes to DC 
and he’s working for McCarthy and this is during the 
Lavender Scare and I think about how dangerous it 
actually was to be gay in Washington specifically. Men 
getting beaten up in Rock Creek Park. More people 

were run out of the government [for being gay] than 
communists and there’s Cohn who’s falling in love with 
G. David Schine. I tried to really have some empathy for 
what it would be like to have to do that for his whole 
life. For me he’s a victim of larger anti-gay bigotry that 
we know continues. It’s not just that he was a 
hypocrite; it’s that he was a tortured soul.

You had a career in politics as well, working as a 
speechwriter and legislative aide to Congressman 
Harry Johnston. Is that a place where you still see his 
influence?

I always was aware when politicians and those with 
power and money try to divide us by using the same 
kind of language of the Red Scare. Even when I worked 
in politics so many years ago there was a spate of anti-
immigration attitudes and then post-9/11 going after 
Muslims. The way that we exploit that kind of language 
to stoke fear and anger is in service of people who want 
to stop change and stop protection under the law. 
Trump is doing the same thing.

Do you think Trump would be Trump without 
Roy Cohn?

I didn’t know the extent of Cohn’s influence over him 
when we embarked on the film. Who else but Cohn 
could have vouched for [Trump] in the Reagan White 
House and introduced him to all those people he ended 
up connecting with who reared their ugly heads again 
and helped him get elected like Manafort and Roger 
Stone? It’s all the same crew. I think there’s a real 
possibility that without Cohn, Trump would have never 
been convinced that he could be in those worlds if it 
wasn’t for Cohn being out there setting up those 
interviews and introducing him to all the right people 
and telling him he’s a genius — which Cohn is too smart 
to really believe, I think.

It was interesting to see Alan Dershowitz calling Cohn a 
once-in-a-generation opportunist and then cutting 
away to his recent client — the president.

We did that quite purposefully. I didn’t realize that it 
would be as easy to get Alan Dershowitz to talk to me 
as it seemed to be.

Why Roy Cohn, a bully and coward, was also a victim
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This arrives on Juneteenth, during Pride month and in 
the midst of another American reckoning with racism. 
Your father’s adoptive father was Abel Meeropol, who 
wrote the song “Strange Fruit.” What do you think 
he’d make of what’s going on today?

He was the grandfather I knew. I think that he would 
be shocked and horrified that Black people are still 
being lynched, basically, and that his song is still so 
relevant today. But I also think on the other hand it’s 
really inspiring and encouraging to see so many 
people all over the world saying “It’s enough, we’re 
not going to stand for it anymore.” And that there’s 
white people standing up too, and it’s not just Jewish 
white people, the traditional coalition. It’s just getting 
bigger and bigger and I think he would be hopeful 
because of that.

-

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

Though progressive change comes rarely and slowly 
in Israel, the one area where there is consistent 
positive change is LGBTQ rights. Pride Month is a 
good time to reflect on our Israeli Movement’s 
success and the challenges ahead.

The progress in the last twenty years toward equal 
rights and full acceptance of the LGBT community is 
proof that Israeli society can change, if it is compelled 
to do so. Recent LGBT rights achievements include a 
win in our own “Masterpiece Cakeshop” case — a print 
shop in Be’er Sheva fined by the Israeli courts for 
refusing to print fliers for an LGBTQ organization. The 
case took what appeared to be a singular case in one 
city and turned it into a national precedent against 
discrimination.

In 2005, when the court required the Municipality of 
Jerusalem to hang Pride flags for the Pride march in 
the city, local television ran a news story interviewing 
Jerusalemites who had no idea what the flag 
symbolized. “Is this the Druze flag?” one of the 
interviewees asked on a 2003 Jerusalem street. 
“Maybe it’s a symbol of the spring?” offered another. 
Almost no one knew the flag and few supported the 
LGBT community. The transformation of 
consciousness and the change in the legal status of 
the LGBT community is, without a doubt, the 
definitive liberal victory of recent years.

For us, the activists who led the LGBTQ community in 
Jerusalem 15 years ago, it was clear that we were 
fighting a just battle for members of our community, 
but at the same time, we were fighting in order to

We hoped LGBTQ 
acceptance in 
Israel would help 
Palestinians. 
We were wrong.
By Noa Sattath
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change Jerusalem for the better in a much broader 
sense.

Our theory of change was simple: When Jerusalem is 
more tolerant towards the LGBTQ community, it will 
naturally become more tolerant towards Palestinians. If 
our society will learn to accept us, the ultimate “other,” 
then undoubtedly additional “others” would receive 
better and equal treatment in the future.

But we were wrong.

The struggle of the LGBTQ community was strategic, 
focused, and determined. Members of the community 
joined the struggle and identified with it, and some 
even paid with their lives for taking part in it. Three 
LGBTQ teens were murdered in two incidents in a youth 
club in Tel-Aviv and during a Pride march in Jerusalem.

Jerusalem became a much better city for the LGBTQ 
community, but the situation for the Palestinian 
community has worsened. We hoped to change the 
relationship with the “other”, but in fact, we broadened 
the understanding of who is “us” and left the 
Palestinians outside.

Today, progressive activists and movements in Israel 
are struggling on many fronts: for the environment, for 
gender equality, for freedom of and from religion, for 
workers’ rights, for minorities in the majority Jewish 
society. And then there is the biggest fracture in Israeli 
society — the rift between Jews and Arabs — manifested 
in the discrimination and racism in Israel and the 
continued occupation of Palestinians outside of 
sovereign Israel.

The most common paradigm of these liberal struggles 
focuses on gradually liberalizing society in the hope 
that it will eventually impact other struggles as well. 
Each struggle is carried out separately in order to 
maximize the political potential to create a coalition 
around the topic of the struggle. We have been 
assuming that when the struggle is won, society will 
become more liberal as a whole, helping to mend the 
greater fracture.

The paradigm is morally compelling. But it has failed.

Each one of these struggles is important and just. 
However, social organizations interested in deep 

change in Israeli society need to recognize the limits of 
separate struggles and their negative influence on the 
central fracture of our society. This recognition can lead 
us to a change of perspective on struggle and theory of 
change — even when we are the ones leading these 
fights. It’s our responsibility, regardless of our other 
struggles, to mend the fracture between Jews and 
Arabs, the primary rift in Israel today, and to look for a 
bridge between struggles.

As Reform Jews in Israel, we have been struggling for 
over 30 years for Jewish pluralism, religious freedom, 
and gender equality. Over a decade ago, we took on the 
struggle against racist incitement against Arabs. As 
part of our work we monitored the racist hate group 
Lehava — and following a long legal struggle succeeded 
in getting the Attorney General to press charges 
against the head of the group. We led the effort to 
disqualify Kahanist candidates from running for 
Knesset, and we continue to work against Rabbi 
Shmuel Eliyahu, a state-employed Rabbi who regularly 
incites against Arabs.

We learned that focusing on our narrow — though just —
struggle was not enough. Creating an Israel where 
there is more than one way to be Jewish couldn’t be 
limited to the significant issue of the recognition of our 
Rabbis and our institutions. We had to broaden the 
definition of our struggle in order to live up to our 
Jewish values.

This is a lesson for all progressive struggles — including 
LGBTQ equality. There is a lesson here about how we 
can achieve a more just society for all here in Israel: by 
taking our commitment to democracy and to Judaism 
beyond our single issues.

-

Rabbi Noa Sattath, a Reform Rabbi, is director of the 
Israeli Religious Action Center, the social justice arm 
of Reform and Progressive Judaism in Israel, and vice 
president of the Israeli Movement for Reform and 
Progressive Judaism.
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