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 News 

 Is this Russian rabbi fair 
 game for sanctions, or being 
 held to a double standard? 
 By Louis Keene 

 Rabbi Alexander Boroda, regarded as Russia’s second-most influential Jewish leader, 
 feels misunderstood — and worried for the nation’s Jews. 

 Boroda said the comments that prompted a leading pro-Ukraine group to add him to its 
 list of people recommended for international sanctions were taken out of context, and 
 that his inclusion puts Russia’s already vulnerable Jews at further risk. 

 “It’s not just me; it’s the whole organization,” Boroda said last week in an interview, 
 referring to his Federation of Jewish Communities of Russia, which serves more than 
 150,000 people in 180 communities. 

 “Research all my official or not-official comments, interviews or everything,” he added. 
 “You will not find anything about support of this war situation.” 

 But since Rabbi Boroda was added on July 29 to a list of dozens of “sellout opinion 
 leaders” by the Anti-Corruption Foundation, a group created by Russian dissident Alexei 
 Navalny, two similar groups have put him in their sights as well. 

 A member of the National Agency on Corruption Prevention, a Ukrainian group 
 compiling its own list of Vladimir Putin collaborators and supporters of the war in 
 Ukraine, said that it was looking into Boroda’s case and would reach a determination in 
 the next week on whether to add him. 

 And Jacob Nell, a member of the Yermak-McFaul Expert Group on Russian Sanctions, 
 said: “Having read his statements, I don’t think Boroda has any defense.” 

 About 7,000 individuals are, collectively, on the running lists compiled by these three 
 groups, 1,000 of whom — including the Russian Jewish oligarch Roman Abramovich 
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 and Lev Leviev — have had sanctions actually leveled against them by governments 
 including the United States and the European Union. Those sanctions generally ban the 
 individuals from international travel and freeze their assets. 

 Looming over the dispute is the specter of an autocrat notorious for retaliating against 
 dissenters — and centuries of Jewish persecution in Eastern Europe. Boroda may be 
 attempting to tread lightly in his public remarks, hoping to avoid the ire of Putin and the 
 largely pro-war Russian public. A spokesperson for the Chabad movement, with which 
 Boroda is affiliated, said adding the rabbi to the list was “morally repugnant.” 

 Russian Jews have been in a precarious situation since the war began. The Kremlin 
 recently moved to shut down the Jewish Agency, which supports emigration to Israel. 
 Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, who was Moscow’s chief rabbi until the war began, is one 
 of the thousands who have fled to Israel, leaving a position he held for 30 years. He told 
 NPR last week that while before the war Russian Jewish leaders could keep a low 
 profile, now the Kremlin “is going to demand much more from everyone who is still in an 
 official leadership position.” 

 News reports have described Boroda as a Putin confidant, though the rabbi told the 
 Forward he had not seen the Russian president since the beginning of the pandemic 
 and that the two “only speak about Judaism in Russia.” He is also connected to 
 Abramovich, who has historically been a major funder of Jewish causes in the country. 

 What he said 

 The comments that landed Boroda on the Anti-Corruption Foundation’s list were made 
 March 4 in an interview with the Russian media outlet Interfax, in which he described a 
 “surge of neo-Nazism in Ukraine,” seemingly propagating a claim Putin used as pretext 
 for his Feb. 24 invasion. 

 “He supported the main narrative of Russian propaganda that the aggression against 
 Ukraine has a legitimate goal — the ‘denazification’ of Ukraine,” a spokesperson for the 
 group said. “After that, no statements were made that would disavow pro-war 
 statements.” 

 Speaking via Zoom from his home in Moscow, Boroda said that his comments were 
 similar to statements made by non-Russian Jewish leaders over many years. He said 
 Interfax framed the comments in a misleading way, and that, at his behest, the news 
 agency removed that question, as well as the preface about denazification, from its 
 website some weeks later. 
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 Interfax, an outlet that refers to the war in Ukraine as a “special military operation,” 
 prefaced its article containing Boroda’s comments with the assertion that one of the 
 goals of the war was the denazification of Ukraine — a pretext that has been widely 
 debunked outside of Russia. 

 “The Jewish community of Russia has repeatedly condemned the episodes of 
 neo-Nazism in Ukraine,” the Interfax reporter said to Boroda. “How do you characterize 
 the nationalist movement of recent years?” 

 Boroda responded by describing “the surge of neo-Nazism in Ukraine” at length and 
 Ukraine’s failure to rein it in. He referred to a far-right Ukrainian party with neo-Nazi 
 origins and to the monuments to Nazi collaborators that pock Ukrainian cities, before 
 concluding: “With a great deal of confidence, I believe that the majority of Ukrainian 
 citizens do not support the ideology that has grown out of the criminal episodes of 
 history.” 

 These comments drew swift backlash from his Jewish counterparts in Ukraine. 

 Rabbi Moshe Reuven Azman, one of the country’s most prominent rabbis, told the 
 Jerusalem Post that Boroda “has a choice: either to be on the side of the light — which 
 is Ukraine — or with the darkness: Russia.” 

 Representatives from both the Anti-Corruption Federation and the National Agency said 
 the timing of Boroda’s remarks and the fact that they were made to Interfax meant that 
 the rabbi was tacitly throwing his weight behind a false Kremlin narrative justifying the 
 war. 

 “Antisemitism and neo-Nazism is at least as much of a problem in Russia,” said Nell, of 
 the McFaul group. “So talking about it as if it is a problem in Ukraine and not in Russia 
 is misleading — and deliberately and intentionally misleading for somebody speaking in 
 Boroda’s position.” 

 Speaking to the Forward, Boroda said he never connected the question about neo-Nazi 
 activity in Ukraine to the war. He noted that former Israeli President Reuven Rivlin had 
 made similar comments in a 2016 address to the Ukrainian Parliament. And he clarified 
 that he does not think Nazis are in power in Ukraine, but that a “small quantity” of 
 people with fringe views who glorify historical Nazi collaborators has been growing 
 gradually there in the last decade. 

 “I answered exactly what they asked me,” he said. “They asked me what’s my stance 
 with the situation. I cannot say, ‘It’s OK.’ But it’s not a reason to enact war. It’s not 
 connected.” 
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 The National Agency researcher, however, said there were other parts of the interview 
 that also made them suspicious about Boroda’s loyalties. For example, in discussing a 
 Russian missile that landed at Babyn Yar, the site where Nazis executed tens of 
 thousands of Jews in 1942, Boroda did not question the Interfax interviewer’s false 
 assertion that the attack, “as it turned out, did not take place.” 

 As with the presence of neo-Nazism in Ukraine, the March 1 incident at Babyn Yar does 
 not fit neatly into either side’s narrative. Five people were killed in the missile attack, but 
 it appeared to target a nearby telecommunications tower, not the memorial. Contrary to 
 initial reports, most of the memorial, which is under construction, emerged unscathed. 

 Boroda was cryptic about it in the Interfax interview published the next day. “You can not 
 succumb to information hysteria,” he said. 

 “At the moment, media representatives from different countries confirm that the 
 memorial is not damaged,” he added. “But, unfortunately, even the reports of 
 publications with international authority can be unreliable.” 

 Nell also raised questions about a statement Boroda sent to the Jewish community the 
 day after the Russian invasion. While it mentioned “respect for neighbors and their 
 rights,” Boroda also referenced “the Ukrainian and Russian peoples’ shared history,” 
 and said that Jews in the Soviet Union “never knew what separation and borders were,” 
 both echoes of Putin’s position that Ukraine is really just part of Russia. 

 The ‘w’ word 

 Speaking with the Forward Aug. 8, Boroda said that he has never supported the war, 
 even tacitly. He also avoided directly condemning it — or even using the word “war” to 
 directly describe the action, which Russia has made a crime punishable by 15 years in 
 prison. 

 Throughout the 30-minute conversation, Boroda favored the term used by the Kremlin 
 for the invasion of Ukraine — a “military operation” — instead, though he once referred 
 to “this war situation.” 

 Speaking more broadly, though, he used the word freely and forcefully. 

 “There’s never a reason to do war, because all problems could be solved and must be 
 solved at the table, not by war and not by weapon,” said Boroda, whose deputy was 
 also present during the interview. 

 The rabbi said he had not been in contact with Putin since the war began, and chuckled 
 when asked if he thought telling the Russian president to end it would have any effect. 
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 Boroda described the sanctions against Abramovich as a “huge problem” for the 
 federation and questioned whether sanctions had produced the pressure on Putin 
 foreign governments had sought. Boroda had previously attributed 80% of the growth of 
 Russian Jewish communities to Abramovich alone. 

 He said the sanctions on Jewish oligarchs were threatening the federation’s ability to 
 keep community schools and synagogues open, and said that the orphans and elderly 
 his organization feeds may suffer for it. 

 “Some way I think we will have to close something,” Boroda said. 

 And he downplayed the pressure against him that others have suggested, pointing out 
 that Goldschmidt, the rabbi who fled Russia, told NPR that the government had not 
 asked him directly to support the war. 

 “Nobody pushed me to say something to support war,” he said. “And I don’t know who 
 was pushed to support it among the religious people. I don’t know. For me, for sure not.” 

 There are ways Russian religious leaders could stand to gain from toeing the line 
 effectively. Lazar, the chief rabbi, said “We must pray for peace,” yet was visible in box 
 seats at Russia’s Victory Day military parade this year. 

 According to Nell, who is also a senior research fellow at the Kyiv School of Economics, 
 leaders who show fealty to Putin have access to a “0.1% lifestyle” — and their 
 organizations may also benefit through the protections and perks that come with official 
 state recognition. 

 When Goldschmidt was asked about Russian religious leaders who haven’t opposed 
 the war as vehemently as he has, told the newspaper Israel Hayom that he doesn’t 
 judge leaders who don’t come out against the war. “The situation there is very difficult,” 
 he said. “When you live in a country that isn’t free, like Iran, you don’t say everything 
 that’s on your mind.” 

 ‘Clever words’ 

 Dietrich Brauer, who resigned as Archbishop of the Evangelical-Lutheran Church of 
 Russia after leaving the country in March, said that the Kremlin issued a “clear demand” 
 of all religious leaders to support the war, and most did. 

 “The Jewish chief rabbi who also has American citizenship found clever words,” Brauer 
 said, referring to Berel Lazar, Russia’s chief rabbi who is considered the country’s most 
 influential Jewish leader. “He called on everyone to work for peace. We could have 
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 joined that. I wanted to write a joint statement with all religious communities, but the 
 others didn’t agree. Together we could have made a difference.” 

 In an interview with the Jewish Telegraphic Agency a few weeks after the Interfax article 
 was published, Boroda said, “It’s a complicated situation.” 

 “During times of war, people are not thinking rationally. Some think: You’re either with us 
 or against us,” he said then. “We explain that bringing peace is the basis for any 
 religious community, especially the Jewish one. But I can’t say everyone understands. 
 Some people from other faiths — they expect us to support the military action.” 

 A representative from Navalny’s Anti-Corruption Federation said that Boroda was an 
 open-and-shut case. 

 “We believe that the statement was completely unambiguous and this is confirmed by 
 the reaction of the Jewish community in Ukraine, outside observers in Israel, the 
 assessment of these statements in Russia and our assessment of these words,” the 
 representative wrote in an email. “We do not believe that the reproduction of the 
 propaganda narrative leaves room for interpretation. On the contrary, attempts to 
 disavow the statement do not contain any assessment of Russia’s aggression against 
 Ukraine and are aimed not at clarifying the position, but at blurring it.” 

 Rabbi Motti Seligson, a Chabad spokesperson in New York, said Boroda is focused on 
 ensuring the wellbeing of the Russian Jews with whom he works. “It is morally 
 repugnant to suggest that Jewish communal leaders and rabbis in Russia who refuse to 
 sacrifice their communities for the sake of some sort of pronouncement be punished,” 
 he said. 

 But Nell said good conscience would require Boroda taking a stand against Russia’s 
 aggression. 

 “Maybe he will find the moral courage to condemn the war now, before he gets 
 sanctioned and cut off from the west,” he said in a text message. 
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 Satire 

 What does God think about a 
 Texas school district banning 
 the Bible? 
 By PJ Grisar 

 A school district in the Bible Belt has pulled the Bible from its library shelves. 

 Really. 

 In advance of its schools’ fall openings, the Keller Independent School District in Keller, 
 Texas, removed from the stacks all books that were challenged by parents and 
 community members last year. (Yes, that means every single contested book has been 
 taken off shelves as part of a “re-review” process — even if only one person objected.) 

 Those books include a graphic novel adaptation of “The Diary of Anne Frank,” many 
 books that touch on LGBTQ themes, a bunch of novels by fantasy author Sarah J. 
 Maas and the Word of God itself. 

 While a committee initially decided to protect the Bible’s hallowed place on school 
 grounds, it seems all versions of the holy book were ordered removed on Tuesday by 
 the district’s curriculum director, along with the other challenged texts. 

 Naturally, I was startled by this news. And knowing that authors are often the best 
 advocates for their own work when people go “Fahrenheit 451,” I reached out to 
 Hashem to see what He thought. (Yes, the authorship issue, as well as the pronouns, 
 are contentious — we got into it.) 

 Placing a Shofar to my ear and dialing His extension (613), we had the following 
 discussion. This interview has been edited to spare the reader the unbearable 
 effulgence of the Holy One. 

 Are you there, God? It’s me, PJ. 
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 You think I don’t know that already? 

 Geez, tough crowd. Anyway I wanted to ask you about— 

 I know. 

 Can I have your pronouns? 

 Let’s say He/Him so this doesn’t get banned in Texas. 

 Do you like Texas? 

 Particularly the film scene. Love Richard Linklater — “Boyhood,” ugh, cry every time. 
 Robert Rodriguez. You know he made “El Mariachi” for less than $10,000? I’m not about 
 to weigh in on the barbecue. That’ll get me in trouble. 

 So what’s your take on this whole “pulling the Bible” thing? According to a 
 document, one parent objected to the Bible for “sexual content, violence 
 including rape, murder, human sacrifice, misogyny, homophobia, discrimination, 
 and other inappropriate content.” 

 I mean, yeah. That’s all in there! But I also think it’s sort of a superficial way to engage 
 with a text. This one was written, like, thousands of years ago. We can still discuss and 
 unpack what it has to say and how it holds up to our values now. Why did I destroy 
 Sodom and Gomorrah? Would I do it today? Was I maybe petty about Moses hitting that 
 rock? Why did I make mosquitos? That’s not in there explicitly, but still, I wonder about 
 this stuff myself. 

 If you’ll forgive me, you don’t sound quite how I expected you to. 

 Oh. I’m sorry. Did you want more of this? [A 5.5 magnitude earthquake strikes as the 
 Almighty clears his throat.] I AM THE GOD OF YOUR FATHER, THE GOD OF 
 AVRAHA— 

 OK! OK! 

 [The earth is still, but some drywall falls from the ceiling.] Didn’t think you’d like that. 
 Everyone thinks they want the big God voice — until they get it. 

 According to the page listing the challenged titles in Keller, the author of the 
 Bible is listed as “men who lived a long time ago — no 1 exact author exist [sic] 
 for these books.” The general consensus among academics, which has evolved 
 over the years, is in fact that the Bible was written by a series of authors. And 
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 tradition holds that David contributed with some poetry, prophets wrote their 
 parts, Moses with his Five Books, yada yada. I wonder how you view your role. 
 Are you kinda like James Patterson with his many co-authors? “God with Moshe 
 Rabbeinu?” 

 It was always a collaborative effort. There’s some stuff in there that I would cut straight 
 away. A lot of it’s redundant, about the specifications of the tabernacle or sacrifices — 
 reads like a really boring wikiHow. Obviously I think it’s important — that’s why I said it 
 — but it starts to sound like I’m repeating myself after a while. 

 I mean, I did. The Israelites in the wilderness, they were very bad at listening, but with a 
 few thousand years’ hindsight, and with the Mishkan no longer really a going concern, 
 I’d just as soon lose it. 

 Also the begets. I always skip the begets every time I get to those. I think humans care 
 more about that than I do. 

 You have any favorite parts of the Tanakh? 

 Obviously the bits with sexual content, violence, discriminatio … I’m kidding! Don’t 
 cancel me! Clearly I’m a sucker for spectacle and, not to toot my own horn, but I’m a big 
 fan of my work parting the sea, and those plagues in Egypt. All the “Game of Thrones”-y 
 kinda stuff with David is also a lot of fun. And Ezekiel’s Wheel. Did you see “Nope?” 

 You know I did. Can you settle once and for all if it was one big frog in the 
 plagues or a bunch of frogs? 

 Big one! Like a Macy’s Parade balloon. 

 Can I ask you about the New Testament? 

 Nope! 

 You weren’t involved with … 

 I’m not going to answer this question. 

 You seem to be for the Bible in school, then? 

 Within limits! I don’t think anyone should be forced to read the Bible in a classroom 
 setting in a public school. Yeshivas, Catholic schools, day schools are a different matter. 
 But if a kid wants to check out the Bible from their library, they should be able to do so. 
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 Also, the Quran. The Bhagavad Gita. Whatever. Though I’d of course prefer if Jewish 
 children remember that I am THE GOD OF THEIR FATH— 

 Please. You’re scaring me. You never had children yourself, right? 

 You’re all my children … but, I mean, c’mon. That’s a gotcha question and you know the 
 answer. 

 Thank you for your time. 

 I have an infinite amount of it. 

 How much do I have? 

 No comment. 
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 News 

 A philosopher went viral for 
 tweeting about ‘polite 
 dinners’ with Nazis. Here’s 
 what he really thinks 
 By Sarah Nachimson 

 “I have had polite dinners with former members of the Waffen SS who served on the 
 Eastern Front,” the philosopher Jason Stanley wrote on Twitter on Monday. 

 It wasn’t quite the statement you’d expect from the child of two Holocaust survivors. But 
 for Stanley, a Yale professor of philosophy and expert on fascism, the experience he 
 had at that meal is crucial to understanding 1980s Germany — and, by extension, the 
 how a society can move forward from an era of fascism. 

 The Twitter thread, which Stanley deleted shortly after he posted it and called “widely 
 misunderstood” in an interview on Monday afternoon, focused on the ideas that Stanley 
 wants to explore in his upcoming book. The thread, which Stanley began with “I have 
 little patience for cancel culture,” met uproar across the internet. 

 The Forward’s Sarah Nachimson spoke with Stanley about his controversial tweets and 
 the philosophy behind them. The following interview has been edited for length and 
 clarity. 

 You recently came under fire online for tweets about meeting Nazis when you 
 were a teenager in 1980s Germany. Can you explain your philosophy behind that 
 idea? 

 They were poorly worded tweets. I was just trying to speak, as I have done and written 
 about in the past, about the ubiquity of Nazi sympathy in Germany in the 1980s. 

 Can you elaborate a bit on that ubiquity? 
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 What Americans don’t understand is that, first of all, everyone said it was always the 
 others. It was never their family. Yet you always discovered, often after the fact, that 
 your friends, the people you knew — their grandparents had some degree of affinity for 
 or connection to Nazism. It was a repeated experience. Everyone would deny that was 
 the case, but I would repeatedly encounter that. It’s complicated, living in a country 
 where Nazism was mandatory for so many years. That has had repercussions. 

 What I’m struggling with in my current writing is the question of “how do you deal with a 
 situation like that?” Where so many people have good memories of that point in time. 
 And you also had a strong denial of it from younger people who were very much 
 defending — understandably defending — their own families. 

 What type of denial did you encounter? 

 Everyone claims their grandparents hid Jews in their basement. I mean, the things I’m 
 saying are very concrete. I’ve published on this in Germany, but they’re very 
 controversial in Germany because everyone’s like, “no, that’s not true at all.” 

 You’re the son of Holocaust survivors. Would you say that your experience as a 
 Jewish person in the ’80s in Germany was different from modern Germany? 

 It was absolutely different. I mean, someone who was 30 in 1940, in 1985 was 75. So 
 you had 75-year-olds, that is, your friends’ grandparents, who were at dinner with you. 

 Did you know those people at dinner with you were SS soldiers? 

 Only once, and after the fact. I was with my then-girlfriend. I had dinner at her house, 
 and her great-uncle was there. Afterward, she said, “we don’t like him, he was in the 
 Waffen SS.” Everyone was very polite. 

 So it wasn’t a conversation about his time as a Nazi? 

 No, no. If it was, I probably would have lost it. What I experienced in 1980s Germany 
 was something that, maybe, Black people in America experience, especially in the 
 South. It was of being surrounded, of always being nervous about anyone over a certain 
 age. And everyone was completely denying it. 

 Many times, it’s hard to know what’s anecdotal and what’s generalized. Almost every 
 German I know denies their grandparents were in any sense implicated. But I have 
 seen, numerous times, older people talking about how great those times were. Saying 
 antisemitic things. Numerous older people would not do that, but it was enough to make 
 me very suspicious. Especially because everyone denied their grandparents were 
 Nazi-affiliated. 

 Get the latest at  Forward.com  Page  13 

https://www.forward.com/


 I mean, everyone over a certain age went to Nazi schools, was brought up in Nazi 
 ideology. You’re under constant alarm. I’m not Black, so I can’t make these analogies, 
 but that’s the analogy I would reach for: the ubiquity of racism. 

 What were the younger people you encountered in Germany at that time like? 
 What was their perspective on the Holocaust? 

 I’m generalizing. I lived for two years in Germany. My experience is that people were 
 very close to their families. I know that’s cliche to say, but people live near their 
 grandparents and were very close to their grandparents. So it was very tough for people 
 to implicate their own grandparents. 

 I remember, in 2018, giving a lecture on this material in Germany. Someone in the 
 audience drove me home and was like “I know exactly what you meant. When you have 
 so many people’s parents, grandparents, you have to sort of hide them. This is 2018. 
 They say awkward things.” And I was like “what about your grandparents” and he said 
 “Oh, my grandparents were in the resistance.” I mean, I’d probably say the same thing. I 
 don’t know what I would do, but it’s hard to confront that. 

 So the stupid thing in my tweet, I put the cancel culture. I put some critique of cancel 
 culture, but I didn’t really mean to attack cancel culture. I don’t even believe in cancel 
 culture. What I meant to say is you can’t cancel something that’s so backwards. 

 You don’t believe in cancel culture? 

 Well, I don’t know if there’s a thing “cancel culture.” Whether it is a thing or not, when 
 you face a situation like Germany, where there are so many people who to some degree 
 or another were involved with Nazism, reconciliation seems to be a better way. But I 
 don’t really know, because part of my work and part of my writing has been about how 
 Germany hasn’t completely faced up to its past. 

 Then, do you believe in some sort of reconciliation in terms of “cancel culture?” 
 I’m sure you’re aware of the paradox of tolerance. So would you say you reject 
 that idea and believe you have to accept the presence of Nazism in society? 

 I’m thinking about Germany, and how it became a liberal democracy. The way it didn’t 
 happen was by eliminating everyone, removing everyone from positions who had 
 affiliations with Nazism. 

 And how did it happen? 

 I don’t know. I mean, it’s very successful. It’s probably the world’s most successful 
 liberal democracy. But I’m in the initial stages of this project. I think that Germany has 
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 faced its past more than any other country, but it’s been done in part by gaslighting, by 
 pretending things weren’t so. 

 But I was there in the 1980s, which is before all of that. That’s the era I’m theorizing 
 right now. I’m hyper Jewish. My work is on the Holocaust, on Nazism, on fascism. My 
 great-grandfather was the cantor of the largest congregation in Germany, in Berlin. So 
 there was this weird combination of denial and slow condemnation. The tricky thing here 
 is, I think the key thing about Germany is, that everyone understands fascism can 
 happen. Everyone gets that. We don’t get that here in the U.S. 

 What do you mean we don’t get that here? In terms of general America? 

 We don’t understand that it is possible for our country to fall prey to white supremacy, 
 Christian nationalism, fascism. So Germans very, very much understand that. 
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 Art 

 The Jewish Museum’s new 
 exhibit is barely Jewish. Does 
 that matter? 
 By Mira Fox and Irene Katz Connelly 

 The ’60s was a famously explosive decade in every sphere — art, history, politics and 
 even consumer culture. There was the intensification of the civil rights movement and 
 the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. The invention of color TV and the 
 emergence of Pop Art. 

 And the Jewish Museum, which had recently moved into a small mansion on 
 Manhattan’s Museum Row, became “one of the most important cultural hubs during this 
 time.” Or so claims a new exhibit at the Jewish Museum, “New York: 1962-1964.” 

 The museum’s newfound influence was due in large part to its curator during those 
 three short years: Alan Solomon. Solomon hoped to establish what he called the “New 
 York School” as an international center of artistic innovation, and used his position at the 
 museum to highlight what he called “New Art” and artists who would become influential 
 heavyweights, such as Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns. 

 Solomon’s impact, including representing the U.S. at the 1964 Venice Biennale, helped 
 establish New York City as a center in the worldwide art scene. Over two floors in the 
 museum, his influential taste for the avant-garde and experimental is clear. There’s 
 sculpture made out of found items and paintings both abstract and realist, yellowed 
 poetry journals and black-and-white clips of George Balanchine’s ballets flickering in 
 projections against the wall. In one room, a ’60s-style kitchen is set up complete with 
 orange patterned wallpaper and an old radio, and in another, an Eames chair sits next 
 to a cathode-ray TV set playing old advertisements. Newsreels show Walter Cronkite 
 describing first lady Jackie Kennedy’s blood-spattered dress after her husband’s 
 shooting, and the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. delivering his “I Have A Dream” speech. 
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 But many of the artists included in the expansive exhibition, including Rauschenberg 
 and Johns, aren’t Jewish — a fact that naturally raises questions. How did the Jewish 
 Museum’s mandate situate it in the New York art scene in the early ‘60s? And how does 
 it fit in now? 

 Two Forward critics went to the exhibit and chatted about it over slightly stale croissants 
 at a nearby bakery that shall not be named. Here are some snippets from our 
 conversation. 

 Couldn’t any museum have staged this exhibit? What’s even Jewish about it? 

 Irene:  I’ve been to a lot of exhibits at the Jewish Museum, and I find my favorites are 
 the ones in which the Jewish angle isn’t quite clear. The reality of life for diaspora Jews, 
 especially those living in a crowded, diverse place like New York, is that even if you 
 wanted to, it’s just not possible to live in a silo of exclusively Jewish culture and ideas. 

 For me, exhibits like this present a kind of Platonic vision of how to approach a given 
 moment in history as a curious and open-minded Jew: You’re sensitive to Jewish 
 resonances and themes, but not exclusively focused on Jewish artists or Jewish-led 
 movements. 

 The exhibit strategy also felt well-suited to the historical moment in question, the 
 postwar years during which Jews were assimilating into white American society at a 
 rapid clip. Professional and educational barriers were eroding, overtly antisemitic 
 discrimination was less common and Jews who once clustered together in urban 
 enclaves were spreading out into the suburbs. It was a time of increased opportunity — 
 today, we see this moment cited all the time as proof that the “American Dream” is or 
 once was a practical reality — and new questions about what it meant to identify as a 
 Jew. 

 Would the experience of oppression in America spur Jews to join the civil rights 
 movement, or were they going to cling to their tenuous status as white citizens in a 
 segregated society? I thought about this while looking at a Faith Ringgold painting on 
 display. Titled “The Civil Rights Triangle,” it shows a group of Black and white people 
 arranged in a pyramid, with a white man on top; the implication is that the civil rights 
 movement depended on white activists for legitimacy, replicating the inequalities it 
 sought to abolish. Ringgold is not Jewish, and the painting doesn’t reference Judaism in 
 any way, but it would be difficult to contemplate Jewish engagement with the civil rights 
 movement without looking at art like this. 

 Mira:  The entire time I was walking through the exhibit, I wondered why exactly it was at 
 the Jewish Museum. Is it just because New York is intertwined with the construction of 
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 American Jewish identity? Is it because Jews were involved with the social movements 
 of the era? 

 I don’t mind that the exhibit was not obviously Jewish. I hate the idea of limiting Jewish 
 art to topics that smack you in the face with their Jewishness, like the Holocaust — 
 Jewishness is a multifaceted identity that’s not defined by any one thing. 

 But I do think part of being the Jewish Museum is needing to at least grapple with the 
 idea of having a Jewish mandate of some kind, even if the result is to reject it. There 
 was space for the exhibit to explore the museum’s mandate as a Jewish art institution 
 and be a really interestingly meta exhibit. It just didn’t take the opportunity. 

 A lot of the exhibit followed former curator Alan Solomon, who led the museum to play a 
 large role in the art scene of this era, but it didn’t really acknowledge the fact that he 
 was elevating largely non-Jewish artists, like Johns and Rauschenberg, while at the 
 Jewish Museum. Doesn’t it feel like a contradiction that the Jewish Museum became a 
 cultural hub thanks to exhibits of non-Jewish artists? I wish the exhibit had gone into a 
 little bit more depth about Solomon specifically in his role as the head of the Jewish 
 Museum instead of just generally showing that he was a canny curator. 

 Didn’t way too much stuff happen between 1962 and 1964 for one exhibit to 
 cover? 

 Irene:  You could devote multiple museums worth of space to art in this time period, and 
 this exhibit tried to condense it all into a couple of rooms. The result was a lot of big 
 ideas without much connective tissue. Urban renewal! Consumerism! The civil rights 
 movement! Costumes! JFK! Ballet! The Venice Biennale! The faux living room and 
 kitchen, well-imagined as they were, really put me over the top with information 
 overload. I definitely started to tap out a bit. 

 Mira:  It seemed like the exhibit expected everyone coming through to already know 
 what Pop or New Realism are, or who each artist was; there wasn’t enough of any one 
 thing to get a sense organically. I was reading up on some of the artists afterward and 
 realized that many of them were connected — Johns and Rauschenberg were lovers! 
 Donald Judd and Yayoi Kusama shared a studio! 

 I would have loved to understand during the exhibit that many of the artists were not 
 merely in the same artistic milieu but were actually living and working in community with 
 each other. And not to harp on my point about the Jewish Museum grappling with its 
 Jewishness, but I think that would have given the exhibit a throughline that could have 
 helped make it feel cohesive. 
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 OK, but wasn’t there also a lot of stuff we liked? 

 Irene:  I was so moved by a Louise Nevelson sculpture on display called “Sky 
 Cathedral’s Presence I.” It’s a hulking arrangement of crates, furniture fragments and 
 other scraps of wood, all painted black, which Nevelson scavenged from the streets 
 around her apartments in Kips Bay. At the time, Nevelson was actually facing eviction. 
 City authorities, led by Robert Moses, were demolishing tons of buildings in the 
 neighborhood to make way for Bellevue Hospital. 

 The sculpture, which she finished in a new studio downtown, is a monument to the lives 
 upended by the infamous “urban renewal” campaigns of the ’50s and ’60s. Within a few 
 of the crates, you can see elegantly carved table legs, the remnants of what must have 
 once been beloved homes. In a city where gentrification has only accelerated, the 
 sculpture feels like it could have been made yesterday. 

 Mira:  There were a lot of individual pieces that grabbed me. I was really drawn to 
 “Self-Portrait” by the artist Marisol, a wooden sculpture of seven figures, all attached at 
 the shoulders and brought to life with scraps the artist found on the streets — including 
 human teeth. It felt raw and alive, and combined her South American parentage with her 
 upbringing between Europe, the U.S. and Venezuela. 

 I also loved “Girl with Radish” by Marjorie Strider, a 3D piece showing a woman’s face, 
 her mouth clenched around a red radish and her overly thick eyelashes protruding off 
 the canvas. It’s such a brash yet playful piece that really succeeds at encapsulating the 
 core of Pop Art. And a silver, phallic Yayoi Kusama chair felt kind of random, but 
 whatever — she’s great and I’m always excited to see her work in person. 

 Irene:  I also loved the archival footage. When I’m presented with film in a public place, I 
 take time to study it in a way I just don’t when watching videos on my computer. I think 
 we both spent a lot of time watching Walter Cronkite’s broadcast after the JFK 
 assassination. There was something really human about the way he kept putting on and 
 taking off his glasses as aides off camera fed him memos and prompter cards with, 
 apparently, different sized fonts. 

 Mira:  Totally. And I was especially tickled by an ad for Mobil that warned drivers not to 
 speed — because the company needed living customers to buy their oil and gas. What 
 an honest ad! 

 How did the Jewish Museum originally conceptualize its mandate, and how has 
 that changed? What is a Jewish museum supposed to do, anyway? 
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 Mira:  The Jewish Museum was founded on a collection of Judaica gifted to the Jewish 
 Theological Seminary in 1904. After the Holocaust, it became an especially important as 
 a repository of the Jewish ritual objects and ceremonial pieces left in the wake of the 
 murder of Europe’s Jews. It received Torah crowns and prayer books, filigreed silver 
 mezuzahs and kiddush cups, many of which had been stolen by the Nazis or found in 
 abandoned houses. (I covered an exhibit last year on Nazi looted art that explored this 
 part of the museum’s history.) 

 But until its first big contemporary exhibition, in 1957, it was not really an art museum. 
 So it must have been a huge shift for it to become a force in the contemporary art world, 
 and it must have been even stranger for people that the museum wasn’t even showing 
 largely Jewish artists under Solomon’s leadership. I’d love to know how that change 
 was received, and I wish the exhibit had said much more about that shift. 

 Irene:  This kind of goes back to the question of whether the exhibit is Jewish “enough.” 
 In New York, there are basically two kinds of Jewish museums. You have the Museum 
 of Jewish Heritage, which is all about Holocaust memory, and the Tenement Museum, 
 which focuses on immigration in the period of time when most Jews came over. Then 
 there’s the Jewish Museum, which is known for stewarding avant-garde American art 
 but doesn’t have such a distinct lane to stay in. In some ways, this makes it a more 
 exciting place to visit, but it also brings up questions about whether and how much the 
 museum should try to stay “relevant.” If the avant-garde is no longer so connected to 
 Jewish culture, what’s the museum supposed to do? 

 Mira:  I feel like the Jewish Museum pingpongs between very overtly Jewish exhibits — 
 shows on the Holocaust or retrospectives focusing on Jewish artists — and having only 
 the ghost of a Jewish angle in its exhibits. 

 But that also makes sense; it’s fittingly parallel to the struggle many American Jews 
 have in understanding their own in-between identity.  As Jews in the U.S. have 
 assimilated, it’s become harder to define, exactly, what makes us Jewish — is it facing 
 antisemitism? Is it religious practice? Is it humor, or history, or food? 

 As far as I can tell, the answer is simply engaging with the question of Jewish identity, 
 and as long as the Jewish Museum continues to grapple with what it means to be a 
 Jewish museum, I think that’s enough. 
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 Culture 

 Seeing ‘Hashem’ or ‘Yiddish’ 
 trending on Twitter? It’s 
 because the platform knows 
 you’re Jewish. 
 By Mira Fox 

 Like many journalists, I use Twitter’s trending bar to keep my thumb on the pulse of the 
 day’s discourse. Often, it’s just celebrity gossip or major events, but sometimes, I 
 unearth an interesting niche story, like that time a guy said he found shrimp in his 
 cereal. Or “Hitler” will trend because a politician referenced him in a speech. 

 Recently, though, I’ve noticed something odd: Nearly every single time I check the 
 trending bar, there’s something Jewish. “Yiddish” has popped up, along with “Zionism,” 
 “American Jews,” “Rabbi” and even “Hashem.” I’ve scrambled to trace the trend to its 
 source and find the story — only to realize there isn’t one. 

 Each time, only a few thousand tweets mentioned “Zionism” or “Yiddish” that day. 
 Usually, trends number in the tens or even hundreds of thousands of tweets on a topic. 

 There was no big conversation about Yiddishkeit or Judaism or even Israel dominating 
 the internet, just a handful of people chatting about their religious practice or academic 
 interests or heritage, with perhaps half a dozen likes each. This is the sort of thing that 
 you can find for nearly any search term on Twitter on any given day. (For context, I tried 
 searching “cheese” — I had just eaten a piece of cheese — and was instantly shown a 
 tweet about a sandwich with several thousand likes from two hours earlier, more 
 engagement than any tweet on Hashem.) 

 It’s no secret that Twitter’s trends are algorithmically catered to the user; like nearly 
 every company on the internet, they want to show you what you want to see. The site’s 
 Help Center section says that trends are “tailored for you based on who you follow, your 
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 interests, and your location,” something they promote as an improvement to your 
 timeline. 

 But it seems as though Twitter has recently narrowed its algorithms further — so far as 
 to be useless. 

 I tried to contact Twitter to ask what had changed, to no avail. But the whole point of 
 Twitter’s trending section is to alert you to an event or discourse that is, well, trending — 
 that is, to be clear, when lots of people are all talking about the same thing. Not a few 
 dozen talking about their love for Hashem. 

 A word appearing frequently doesn’t, by itself, constitute a trend; if it did, 
 vague-but-common topics like “politics” and “music” would constantly be trending. Or 
 Beyoncé — people are always talking about Beyoncé. But she doesn’t trend every 
 week, and she does when she puts out an album, as she did last week. 

 I am not an engineer, so I have no idea how the algorithm distinguishes between the 
 low murmur of every topic on earth being constantly discussed online and a notable 
 event. But until recently, the code seemed quite good at telling what was actually an 
 emerging discourse and what was just ambient chitchat. 

 To be fair, it’s still possible to see broader trends if you navigate to the Explore section 
 of the site. Even there, a selection of the topics are actually paid promotions — 
 hashtags about movies or TV shows or new products that no one is actually talking 
 about. 

 Twitter has, for years, marketed itself as a public square; it’s why the platform didn’t bar 
 Trump despite calls to do so. Its slogan is “what’s happening and what people are 
 talking about right now.” Yet suddenly it’s quite difficult to tell what people are talking 
 about unless I scroll for hours  — not a habit I want to encourage in myself. (Though 
 Twitter might; I’m sure it pays higher ad dividends.) 

 Even if I scroll forever, that just tells me what the cadre of Jews and journalists I follow 
 are talking about — a rather small slice of society. Meanwhile, the trends are actively 
 misleading me; at this rate, if something Jewish actually trends, it’s going to be like the 
 Boy Who Cried Wolf and I’m going to ignore it. 

 There are reasons to try to limit Twitter trends. Hashtags such as #gamergate and 
 #SavetheChildren (a QAnon reference) have propelled harassment campaigns and 
 conspiracy theories into the mainstream. Various political groups have managed to 
 manipulate topics to push them into the trending bar, gleaning greater media coverage 
 and a wider reach. 
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 But narrowing the trending bar is also dangerous. We’re siloed enough already, getting 
 our news largely off of social media sites, only seeing posts from people we follow. Even 
 Google feeds us only the results it thinks we already want; if I search for Alex Jones’ 
 defamation trial, for example, which made headlines all week, I don’t see anyone 
 defending him, though I’m certain his fans are rabidly doing so. Twitter’s trending 
 section was one of the ways to get at least a little bit of perspective outside my 
 immediate bubble. 

 There are ways to try to curtail this. While poking around the platform, I realized it was 
 gathering a horrifying amount of data on me — including when I was using third-party 
 platforms — and I revoked all of those permissions. This hasn’t changed anything yet, 
 since Twitter had already figured out I’m Jewish, but theoretically, I could also go 
 through the thousands of topics it has already pegged as my interests — they’re listed 
 deep in your profile settings — and uncheck each one manually. 

 But that would take hours and, if I’m being honest, sometimes I like my silo. My interests 
 don’t align with a lot of the U.S. — I don’t watch sports, for example. If Twitter is going to 
 promote topics in my timeline anyway, I’d rather see tweets about Timothée Chalamet 
 than football. 
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