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I Went To Poland To Research My Family’s 
History. I Found A New Generation To Tell It To.

Life

By Judith Greenberg

The house at No. 3 ul Azsa in the Polish city of 
Siedlce is mustard-and-peach stucco with a flower-
lined balcony and the date 1811 marked under the 
roof. A nail salon fills the first floor; when my cousins 
lived there, before the Nazis occupied this city about 
a two-hour drive from Warsaw, it was their grocery 
store. Azsa is Polish for Ash — the street was named 
for Sholem Ash, the 19th century Yiddish writer, back 
when half of Siedlce was Jewish. There are no Jews in 
the city today.

On the day we visited — 17 far-flung relatives on a 
heritage tour and a dozen local teenagers who had 
studied Siedlce’s all-but-erased Jewish history — a 
woman opened a second-floor window of my 
cousin’s house and waved.

My grandfather’s first cousin Cypora Jablon lived in 

this house with her brother and parents. Cypora
attended Siedlce’s Queen Jadwiga school, the very 
school our teenage guides go to now. Cypora’s
daughter, Rachel, was born into the war and spent 
years four hidden by two of Cypora’s Catholic friends 
from Queen Jadwiga.

Rachel’s 55-year-old son, Gal, who had left his 
pregnant wife in California to join our trip, waved 
back to the woman on the second floor.

I had organized the four-day tour with Zuzanna
Rudzinska-Bluszcz, a human-rights lawyer from 
Warsaw, whose grandmother, Zofia, was one of the 
two women who saved Rachel. Zuzanna and I met 
more than a decade ago, when I first came to Poland 
to research my family’s story, which turned out to be 
her family’s story as well.
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I am an adjunct professor at New York University 
writing a book about the intergenerational 
transmission of trauma. After cousin Rachel died of 
cancer in 2003, my mother gave me a copy of the 
diary Cypora wrote in 1942 from within the Siedlce
ghetto, and my investigation of the story began. 
Zuzanna and I became friends and, during a summer 
vacation with our families, began to plan the trip to 
Siedlce.

Relatives around the world signed on to join the trip 
via a Facebook group: A third cousin from the Bay Area 
who pulled her daughter out of college and insisted 
her race-car driving son come along as well; a retired 
couple from Rome; my 83-year-old mother in Boston; 
Aharon, the son of Cypora’s brother, Shimon, who lives 
in Bogota; and Sala, an 88-year old chemist who was 
born in Siedlce, survived the war in Siberia, and lives 
now in Israel.

We worked with the Forum for Dialogue, a Polish 
organization that has run programs about local Jewish 
history in some 200 towns. The forum recruited 
students from Queen Jadwiga to explore their town’s 
Jewish past, a topic not covered in the national 
curriculum.

The students had read Cypora’s diary, and now they 
were meeting her grandson, nephew, and cousins. “It’s 

nice when a story is so personal, when we can focus 
on a specific person, and learn about things through 
their story” said Ula, a high-school senior. “It’s easier 
to identify with them than with a whole group of 
people.”

A survivor returns to Siedlce

It was particularly poignant to watch Sala, who grew 
up in Siedlice, interact with these young people, who 
have been nominated for an award the Forum will 
present March 10. She found her old home on a town 
map, and when one of the students pointed to the park 
she goes to with her friends after school, Sala, who 
now needs a walker to get around, remembered 
playing there as a child.

Sala, her sister and their parents
were among about 100 of 
Siedlce’s Jews who survived the 
war. But when they returned 
from Siberia, their home had 
been claimed by non-Jews, so 
the family moved to Wroclaw, 
more than 200 miles away. They left for Israel five 
years later after Sala’s mother was killed by a burglar. 
Many of the others emigrated in 1968, when Poland’s 
anti-Zionist campaign deprived Jews of work and 
citizenship.

While Krakow and Warsaw have experienced 
revitalized Jewish communities over the past two 
decades, no Jewish culture remains in Siedlce; the last 
Jewish resident, Maria Halber, died in 2017. My mother 
and I had tea with Maria in 2007 in her apartment, 
where she and her husband — who survived the war in 
an attic room behind double walls with five other men 
— chose to remain as representatives for those who 
perished.

Today’s students at Queen Jadwiga, then, have no 
Jewish neighbors. The ones who served as our guides 
are like seedlings popping through tough soil. In a 
country whose government censors those who diverge 
from the war narrative of complete national 
victimization, these students are confronting the past 
in all of its complexity.

“We are going to receive crocuses from the Galicja
Jewish Museum in Krakow soon,” one girl named Olga 
emailed me after the trip. “The crocuses symbolise
Jewish children who died during the Holocaust. We
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would really love to commemorate Rachel in 
particular, so we are preparing a plaque to put it next 
to the crocuses once we plant them.”

Rachel, we knew from Cypora’s diary, had survived 
because her mother had Catholic friends with whom 
she had played sports, attended university and 
pursued social justice.

Walking an invisible history

“Seeing” the Jewish history of
Siedlce is not easy, because
most of the sites where our
ancestors slept and ate and
prayed and worked were
either burned and razed
under German occupation, or 
transformed in the Soviet era
without any attempt to
memorialize the sites. At the 

umschlagplatz, where more than 10,000 people 
boarded trains to their deaths in Treblinka, there is a 
dance club.

Jews lived in Siedlce from the 16th century, and made 
up more than 70% of its population in the 19th. After 
an east-west thoroughfare brought travelers and 
trade to the town, Jews worked as innkeepers, 
craftspeople, and merchants. My grandfather was 
born in the town in 1894 and lived through a deadly 
pogrom in 1906 before leaving for the United States 
in 1912, at age 17.

That year, Siedlce had two synagogues and at least 
20 Hasidic prayer rooms, Zionist and other social 
clubs. Even as Jews left for Palestine and America, by 
the time World War II began, almost 40% of the 
town’s 30,000 people were Jewish. Almost all were 
killed.

The Queen Jadwiga students were excellent guides 
through this invisible landscape. Through the Forum 
for Dialogue, they had four full-day workshops, 
explored archives, created short documentary videos 
and interviewed their own family members about the 
past. On market days, they quizzed shoppers on 
Judaism and offered them lessons in history and 
religion. They made a digital map that lets viewers 
click on places from Siedlce’s Jewish quarter and read 
about their history.

We began our walk at the school and headed to the 
18th century Oginski palace, a visual standout in an 

otherwise architecturally unremarkable city. The 
places we were looking for were harder to spot. A 
block-long two-story building, recently repaved in 
smooth gray concrete, had been a private house 
where 40 Jews met for daily prayers.

Traces of mezuzahs can be seen on the former 
Jewish residences. The Judaica company Mi Polin has 
used those traces, from Siedlce and 67 other cities, to 
create new mezuzahs for sale on its Website

The students led us down an alley where, tucked 
between a brutalist apartment building and modest 
rowhouses, there is a plaque. Two of the Queen 
Jadwiga girls read aloud about mass deportations to 
the Treblinka death camp, and one of the boys lit a 
hurricane lantern and placed it by the plaque.

Then we walked to a government office on the site of 
a former synagogue, where a pole displays photos of 
the synagogue and a map of the route to Treblinka. 
My mother leaned against the pole as one of the 
students described how the Germans burned the 
synagogue down on Christmas Eve, 1939.

‘May my words be a living witness’

Beginning in 1940, Cypora
and her husband, Jakob, 
and their families were 
confined to a ghetto that 
consisted of the very streets 
we walked. Conditions were 
miserable, food was scarce, 
and there was a deadly outbreak of typhus in early 
1941.That October 1, the day Cypora gave birth to 
Rachel, 12,000 Jews were corralled into a smaller 
area surrounded by barbed wire. Crossing in or out 
was punishable by death.

It was only because Jakob was in the Jewish police 
that Cypora and Rachel were able to survive a five-
day purge in August, 1942, when 10,000 were 
shipped to Treblinka. Cypora then snuck Rachel to 
her Catholic friends, who lived near the ghetto wall; 
she looked too Semitic to try and pass as Catholic 
herself, so returned to the ghetto.

On Nov. 27, 1942, according to Cypora’s diary, all 500 
remaining Jews — including those in the police — were 
rounded up. Cypora gave the dairy to a friend who 
planned to escape, then took deadly poison. She was 
25 years old.
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Thirty nine of Cypora’s handwritten pages survived the 
war. The original diary is at the United States Holocuast
Memorial Museum, and an English translation can be 
found online.

“When people who have not been through this, hear 
about these things will they ever be able to believe them? 
Will they believe that all I am writing is the absolute 
truth?” she worried in the diary. “May my words be a living 
witness to those who went through these terrible things, 
these terrible tragedies!”

These words had inspired me to write Cypora’s story. Our 
student guides had written poems and made drawings 
responding to them.

A cemetery with no map of the graves

Our last stop was the Jewish cemetery on Szkolna Street, 
an apt metaphor for Siedlce’s Jewish history. So many of 
the stories of Siedlce’s victims remain untold; in our own 
extended family tree, there are blank spaces we may 
never be able to fill.

The cemetery, established in 1807, is now an empty field 
with jagged tombstones poking out through wild grasses. 
These are the tombstones that remain; the Nazis used 
others to make paved roads.

In 2009, the Foundation for the Preservation of Jewish 
Heritage in Poland and the Jewish Community of Warsaw 
installed a commemorative plaque at the gate and 
student groups, both Jewish and Polish, occasionally 
come to pay their respects and clean up. One from a 
Beersheva high school left behind a giant blue and white 
flag with a Star of David and their school information.

Zuzanna had invited Grzegorz Suchodolski, a Catholic 
priest from Siedlce, and Rabbi Stas Wojciechowich, from a 
Reform synagogue in Warsaw, to lead us in ecumenical 
prayers at the cemetery..The Queen Jadwiga boys put on 
crocheted blue and white yarmulkes before entering, out 
of respect.

At the nearby Catholic cemetery, tombstones crowd 
together as if among friends, and are lovingly covered 
with flowers and candles that visitors can purchase from 
a vending truck parked outside.

There is no such truck outside the Jewish cemetery; Jews 
don’t put flowers and candles on graves anyhow, only 
stones. Some of our group started wandering through the 
field in search of stones.

I began picking up candy wrappers and cigarette butts, 
and found myself by a wall where an empty bottle lay on 
the ground. Was this the wall where, as I had read in 
Edward Kopowka’s history of Siedlce’s Jews, there were 
mass executions in August, 1942?

“Jewish women brought to the Jewish cemetery were shot 
against the cemetery wall,” an eyewitness had testified in 
the book. The women, “in contrast to the men,” had 
“shouted, cried, and even tried to resist.”

I imagined the group of Jews who were “made to stand in 
three lines, in such a manner that the first row stood by 
the wall, the second kneeled, and the third half lay, half 
sat,” as the witness described. “It gave the impression 
that the group had been placed for a photograph.”

May their souls be granted proper rest

It started to rain, and our group huddled closer together. 
The rabbi chanted the haunting “El Maleh Rahamim” 
prayer said at Jewish burials, pleading that the souls of 
the departed be granted proper rest. The priest recited 
hymns in Polish.

Photographs show the muted palette of our dark jackets, 
the grey skies, sand- and moss-colored ground, and slate 
stones, interrupted by the bright patches of red, turquoise 
and royal blue of the umbrellas. As opposed to the litter 
that depressed me with its disrespect, these bits of color 
asserted the presence of people creating shelter and 
asking for mercy.

One of the hands holding those umbrellas belonged to 
Sala, the only remaining member of our family who was 
born in Siedlce. The rest were all hands honoring people 
they never met. One student in our group later said in a 
video made by the dialog group: “There’s some kind of 
bond, I can’t quite explain … it’s a bond between all of us.”

A month after our trip, in Poland’s national elections, 
Siedlce voted 62% for the populist right-wing Law and 
Justice Party (PiS). Closely allied to the Polish Catholic 
Church and vehemently anti-LGBTQ, the party preserves 
the myth of complete Polish innocence in the war. Weeks 
later, tens of thousands of PiS supporters marched in 
Warsaw for Independence Day and denounced the Jewish 
community for demanding reparations.

When I read about the rise of far-right nationalism, and 
when I see reports of anti-Semitism in Poland, I think 
about the students we met from Siedlce. I feel the hugs 
that we exchanged when we left the cemetery. Not a face 
was dry and that had nothing to do with the rain.

Judith Greenberg is an adjunct professor at New York 
University’s Gallatin School of Individualized Study. Her 
forthcoming book about her family history in Siedlce, 
Poland is called “Cipa’s Echo: Mothers, Daughters, and a 
Holocaust Legacy.”
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Rabbis have a clear favorite among the Democratic 
presidential candidates: Sen. Elizabeth Warren.

Warren received the most money from rabbis who 
donated to Democratic campaigns through the end of 
January, according to a Forward analysis of Federal 
Election Commission filings. Warren also had by far 
the most number of individual rabbis donating to her 
campaign – more than 50% higher than the next-best 
candidate.

“All the rabbis I respect the most in my life are 
Elizabeth Warren supporters,” said Rabbi Yohanna
Kinberg of Congregation Kol Ami, a Reform synagogue 
in suburban Seattle. “I think it’s because she speaks 
truth to power with courage.”

Warren frequently speaks about how her Christian 
faith guides her principles. When asked in a debate in 
South Carolina on Tuesday to share her motto, she 
cited a verse from the Book of Matthew in the 
Christian bible: “Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one 
of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto 
me.”

Rabbi Arthur Waskow of the Shalom Center in 
Philadelphia said that even though it came from a 
Christian source, the sentiment to care for the 
downtrodden was a very Jewish one. “All that stuff in 
the Gospels is built out of Torah,” he said.

The Warren campaign did not respond to a request for 
comment Wednesday. But that same day, Warren 
published an op-ed for the Jewish Telegraphic Agency 
outlining her views on Israel, admiration for Jewish 
labor activists, and experiences attending Passover 
seders.

The Federal Election Commission requires candidates 
to report all donations from people who have given 
them at least $200 since the race began. And while it’s

‘What She’s Doing Is 
Like Moses’ — Among 
Dems, Rabbis Donate 
Most To Warren

News

By Aiden Pink

illegal for faith leaders to endorse politicians from the 
pulpit, they also have the First Amendment right to 
donate their own money to candidates of their choice.

The Forward searched FEC records for every donor 
who listed their occupation as “rabbi” or “clergy,” or 
who said they were employees of a Jewish 
organization (using similar methodology from our 
previous FEC analysis last year.) We then manually 
checked each donor to make sure we only tracked 
rabbis, and not non-Jewish clergy or non-rabbinic 
synagogue employees. We only tracked donations to 
the Democratic candidates still in the race, plus two 
recent dropouts who we found last year to have 
disproportionately high Jewish support: Sens. Kamala 
Harris and Cory Booker.

We discovered 87 rabbis who had made $200 in 
donations or more (seven of whom had donated to 
multiple candidates). And 25 – more than a quarter of 
them – were Warren donors, contributing nearly 
$13,800 in total.
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That amount is a drop in the bucket for the leading 
candidates — particularly Sen. Bernie Sanders, who has 
so many contributors that attempting to download his 
donor files repeatedly caused Excel to crash. And it 
doesn’t track support for former New York City mayor 
Mike Bloomberg, who is not accepting donations. Nor 
does it show donors who gave, say, $18, as many did —
just people who sent enough $18 donations to get them 
over the $200 reporting threshold.

Former South Bend, Ind. mayor Pete Buttigieg, whom 
the Forward found last July to have received the most 
financial support from Jews overall, was in second place 
among rabbis with 16 donors and around $12,600 in 
contributions. Booker and Harris tied for third among 
rabbinic supporters despite having withdrawn their 
candidacies.

Still, the data shows where spiritual leaders’ hearts lie. 
And while they can’t endorse a specific candidate, they 
can use their pulpits and their influence to urge 
congregants to examine their political choices through 
a more moral lens.

“I think the role that rabbis do play is to make sure that 
their congregants are engaged — deeply engaged, 
thoughtfully engaged,” said Rabbi Samuel N. Gordon, 
who co-founded Rabbis for Obama in 2008 and works 
at Congregation Sukkat Shalom, a Reform temple 
outside Chicago. Gordon showed up in the Forward’s 
analysis because he paid to attend Buttigieg 
fundraising events in order to hear from the candidate 
directly. He said he was impressed by what Buttigieg 
had to say but stressed that he has not endorsed a 
candidate.

Polls have shown for decades that around three-
quarters of Jews vote for the Democratic Party in 
general elections, making it one of the most pro-
Democratic religious groups in the country. There’s less 
data on where Jews fall within the party’s ideological 
spectrum.

What is clear from the past few elections is that 
Orthodox Jews are increasingly likely to vote 
Republican. Indeed, the Forward could only identify one 
Orthodox rabbi who donated to a Democratic 
candidate.

Polling and donor data has also consistently shown 
that Sanders, who would be the first Jewish president, 
is less popular among Jews than among the general 
population. This seemed to play out in this study as 
well – Sanders, the overall financial leader, received 
less money from rabbis than even Sen. Amy Klobuchar, 
whose candidacy is a long shot.

Gordon said that many rabbis he’s spoken to about the 
campaign were upset that Sanders had decided to 
boycott the AIPAC Policy Conference – but noted that 
other rabbis were “absolutely supporters of Bernie 
Sanders.”

Yet Warren, the leader in rabbinic donations, was 
actually the first candidate to announce she was 
boycotting AIPAC. Indeed, that’s one of the reasons 
why Kinberg supports her.

“Not going to AIPAC is one of the most courageous 
things either candidate could do,” she said. “It will hurt 
them, but they’re not going because they know who 
they’d be standing in front of.”

Kinberg has long been a fan of Warren, even citing one 
of her first viral speeches from 2011 in a High Holidays 
sermon. As a female rabbi, she said, she had first-hand 
knowledge of the “non-hierarchical” way women can 
lead more effectively.

“When she does those selfies and the calls [to small-
dollar donors] and all the things she does, what’s she’s 
doing is like Moses in the parsha we just had – ceding 
power, giving power to other people to help lead,” she 
said. “I love that idea – what she does is, she empowers 
others. And that’s the kind of leader I’m looking for.”

Unfortunately for her supporters, Warren has 
underperformed in the first few contests, and it is 
unclear how much longer she’ll stay in the race. 
Kinberg said she would support whoever got the 
Democratic nomination. And Waskow — an 86-year-old 
who along with his wife, Rabbi Phyllis Berman, was 
arrested last year at a climate protest — said the two of 
them also liked Sanders.

Last month, Waskow recounted, he got a phone call 
from a Warren campaign operative who wanted him to 
sign a statement of support from national faith leaders. 
“Phyllis and I talked about it,” he said, “and we said we 
would feel a lot better if they put together a statement 
by people of faith supporting both” Warren and 
Sanders.

The Warren campaign wasn’t interested, he said.

Aiden Pink is the deputy news editor of the Forward. 
Contact him at pink@forward.com or follow him on 
Twitter @aidenpink
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Around 60% of Americans think that Sen. Bernie Sanders 
isn’t religious, according to a survey released by the Pew 
Research Center Thursday.

Nearly a quarter of respondents said that Sanders was 
“not at all religious,” while 36% said they thought he was 
“not too religious.” Only 34% thought he was somewhat 
or very religious.

Some 75% of Jewish respondents described Sanders as 
not religious — a much higher rate than the general 
population. The only subgroup with a majority that 
thought Sanders is religious was black Protestants.

Sanders’ Jewish identity - pride in being Jewish but not 
involved in organized religion - is actually quite common. 
According to Pew’s 2013 study of American Jews, 44% 
said religion was not very or not at all important to their 
life compared to 26% who said it was very important, and 
41% said they seldom or never attend religious services, 
compared to 23% who said they attend at least once a 
month. In this way, Sanders is actually more
representative of the American Jewish population than 
the last Jew to run for president, the Orthodox Jewish 
former Sen. Joe Lieberman.

Sanders, who would be the first Jewish president, and has 
repeatedly said he is “very proud to be Jewish.” He told 
The New York Times this year that he’s “not actively 
involved in organized religion,” but said he was not an 
atheist: “I believe in God. I believe in the universality of 
people. That what happens to you impacts me.”

The religiosity survey, which was conducted between 
February 4 and 15, also found that a majority of 
respondents thought that former Vice President Joe 
Biden was a religious person, while most felt that Sen. 
Elizabeth Warren and former South Bend, Ind. Mayor Pete 
Buttigieg — both of whom frequently cite the Bible on the 
campaign trail — are not religious.

Aiden Pink is the deputy news editor of the Forward. 
Contact him at pink@forward.com or follow him on 
Twitter @aidenpink
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After sailing to victory in Saturday’s Nevada caucus, 
Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders has emerged as the 
clear frontrunner in the race for the democratic 
presidential nomination. It’s a historic moment for 
American Jews; Sanders is the first Jew to get this far. 
But American Jewish voters could hardly be more 
divided over his success. For some, he’s a source of 
pride and naches, a callback to Jewish socialism and the 
embodiment of Tikkun Olam, while others view Sanders’ 
socialism with trepidation, and his association with 
people who have offended the Jewish community as 
disqualifying.

We asked two Forward contributors, Joel Swanson and 
Ari Hoffman to debate the question Jews are debating 
at Shabbos meals across the nation: Is Bernie Sanders 
good for the Jews?

JOEL SWANSON: Hi, Ari. Thanks for agreeing to debate.

On the one hand, the question of whether Bernie Sanders 
is good for the Jews seems odd. For the first time in 
American history, we have a Jewish candidate (or possibly 
two) who stands a real chance of winning a major party 
presidential nomination. And while he has talked more 
openly about the historic nature of his candidacy in 
recent weeks, including discussing the impact of the 
Shoah on his worldview, for the most part he has not 
foregrounded his Jewish identity in his political life. In 
fact, his political rise has mostly come from the support 
of non-Jewish voters.

Shouldn’t we see it as a positive step that Jews are 
sufficiently integrated into American political life that a 
Jew is now seen as just another candidate?

On the other hand, the fact that we’re asking this 
question at all reveals a deep well of anxiety among 
American Jews.

Polling shows that American Jews feel less safe than we 
did a few years ago, and anti-Semitic violence is on the 
rise. There are legitimate fears among Jews that the rise 
of a Jewish socialist will awaken longtime far-right 
phantoms about “Judeo-Bolshevism.”

But doesn’t the fear of rising anti-Semitism make it all the

Debate 
Is Bernie Sanders 
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more important that a Jewish politician is running for 
president, increasingly talking about being “proud to be 
Jewish?” Doesn’t that visibility matter now more than 
ever? And if we wait until a time when we aren’t anxious 
about anti-Semitism to support a Jew for president, 
won’t that mean we never have a Jewish president? 
After all, if there’s one thing we know about Jews, we 
can always find a reason to be anxious.

ARI HOFFMAN: The pleasure is all mine. While we can’t 
promise Vegas fireworks, we’ll do our best. Speaking of 
anxiety, Democratic voters thus far seem to have 
precious little of it when it comes to choosing Bernie 
Sanders as their standard bearer.

I would be lying if I said I didn’t feel the pride you’re 
describing, and not a little bit of wonder, too. I love a 
good story, and even Philip Roth’s imagination couldn’t 
have come up with this yarn. To paraphrase another 
great storyteller, there is more in heaven and earth than 
any of us thought politically possible.

But much of that evaporated on Sunday, when Sanders 
reneged on his earlier willingness to speak at AIPAC. 
With the wind at his back, he sang a different tune over 
the weekend, announcing his intention to skip the 
annual bi-partisan policy conference because of AIPAC’s 
association with “bigotry.”

From a candidate who has spoken at a fundamentalist 
Liberty University and just accepted an endorsement 
from a noted anti-vaxxer, the idea that AIPAC — which 
has been inextricably intertwined with Democrats for 
years and has a robust progressive wing — is beyond the 
pale is absurd.

It indicates something much darker: that Sanders is 
harnessing the populism on the left to run against Jews 
and their institutions. The vast majority of us, liberal 
Zionists of some stripe or other, have been cancelled.

The AIPAC gut punch confirmed my worst fears, which 
come down to three things. The first is Sanders’ core 
ideology of retrofitted class warfare. Jews have rarely 
fared well in worlds painted in black and white, because 
their experience is colored in rich hues of gray. They are 
wealthy and also vulnerable, successful but precarious, 
immigrants and big machers. Every Jew should get 
nervous when the pitchforks come out.

Second, I worry that Bernie’s Jewishness, while acutely 
felt, enables him to see out of only one eye. Hatred of 
Israel and hostility to Jews is thriving in progressive 
precincts, and Bernie sees only tiki lights in 
Charlottesville. His allergy to the use of American power 
leads him to somehow see the United Nations as part of 
the solution to global anti-Semitism, rather than one of 

its primary abettors. His understanding of the Holocaust 
as a tragedy viewable exclusively through the lens of 
“racism” limits his ability to understand Israel and so 
much of the richness of what is being built there, or the 
challenges it faces.

Someone who loves the Israel of 1963 but is unmoved by 
the Israel of 1967 or 1973 is a dubious guide to its 
realities in 2020.

Third, I worry about the people around Bernie. Behind a 
Sanders shield, I fear that those who wish Jews harm will 
find cover and alibi.

No presidential campaign, let alone one headed by a 
Jew, should have anything to do with Linda Sarsour. But 
Sanders’ elevates her. No campaign should touch Amer 
Zahr, a comedian whose shtick is rancid anti-Semitism. 
But he, too, is a surrogate for Sanders.

It doesn’t end there. At this
point it’s difficult to even
keep track of Ilhan Omar
and Rashida Tlaib’s anti-
Semitic slips; yet they have
both been given a Sanders
spotlight. Jews of all stripes
should not stand for this,
and I worry that the most
famous one in the country 
is standing with them.

If we are not for ourselves,
will Bernie be for us?

JOEL SWANSON: I’ll start with the AIPAC news, a topic 
that deserves a whole debate on its own. For now I’ll just 
note that you accuse Bernie of running “against Jews” by 
refusing to go to AIPAC, and yet AIPAC is hardly 
representative of American Jews writ large; its 
conferences attract about 20,000 attendees, an 
impressive number to be sure, but no more than the 
number of anti-Zionist American Orthodox Jews who 
gathered in New York to protest against Orthodox 
Jewish conscription into the IDF.

Furthermore, Bernie offered to speak to AIPAC in 2016 
via video link, but the conference declined his request, 
even though they allowed Mitt Romney and Newt 
Gingrich to address via video in 2012.

Finally, AIPAC has become a lot more partisan in just the 
past year alone. For a group that calls itself nonpartisan, 
they recently ran ads against some Democrats that they 
themselves ended up apologizing for. And that comes 
after they helped fund Super PAC ads attacking Bernie 
in Nevada. If AIPAC wants Democrats to attend, maybe
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they shouldn’t run ads attacking the Democratic Party, 
the party to which most American Jews belong.

Beyond the question of AIPAC, I think what you’re 
getting at here is that Bernie’s Jewishness is highly 
universalist rather than particularist, which represents 
a strain of Jewish politics very much antithetical to the 
kinds of Jewish politics we see practiced in Israel right 
now, though both are very much rooted in different 
elements of Jewish history and culture.

Bernie cares about economic equality and social justice 
because his understanding of Jewish history leads him 
to stand up for who he sees as the dispossessed and 
the marginalized, which he thinks the world failed to do 
for the Jews during the Shoah. The lesson he takes from 
Jewish history is that Jews are safest when they do not 
prioritize specifically Jewish politics, but when they 
build alliances with other minority communities who 
will stand for each other.

That’s why he calls himself both pro-Israel and pro-
Palestine. He refuses to accept that the interests of 
these communities, who have both experienced exile 
and dispossession, need to be pitted against each 
other.

And that’s ultimately why I find Bernie’s Jewish identity 
hopeful. While the situation might be different in 
Europe, in the US today, the most deadly anti-Semitism 
comes overwhelmingly from the far-right. Whatever 
you think about some left-wing activists on college 
campuses, they aren’t killing anyone.

And there’s good data that shows that on the far-right, 
which again is the source of the most violent anti-
Semitism in the US now, hatred of Jews is correlated 
with hatred of Muslims.

We have a common enemy. That’s why Bernie 
Sanders’s remarkable support from the American 
Muslim community is important. He’s helping to build 
bridges and alliances between two communities who 
are both feeling threatened in the age of Trump, 
communities whose interests in the US are often 
aligned, even if Israel and Palestine have too often 
divided us.

ARI HOFFMAN: The universalist siren song is as old as 
it is inspiring, and if we drop it from our playlist, the rest 
would be just noise. But I can’t help feeling that we 
need to listen a little more closely to Bernie’s beat. It 
calls to mind a specific historical antecedent.

A few days before Christmas in the fateful year of 1789, 
in the throes of the most wild revolution history 
remembers, Stanislas Marie Adelaide, the comte de 

Clarmont-Tonnerre, gave a speech on “Religious 
Minorities and Questionable Professions” in which he 
asked what was to be the status of the Jews now that 
the French world had been turned upside down? 
Clarmont-Tonnerre had an ingenious answer: the 
newborn French government would “accord everything 
to the Jews as individuals, and nothing to them as a 
people.”

Something similar seems to be at work in the brand of 
universalism the Sanders movement offers to Jews: As 
individuals, Jews are welcome, but “as a people”, they 
shouldn’t strive for more than the progressive agenda.

This brings us to the Israel question, which I myself 
have argued can crowd out other important subjects. 
But we must confront it, because if the price of 
universalism is disavowing the Jewish State in form or 
substance, the cost is too high.

And here my concern about some of Sanders’s rhetoric 
and his surrogates cashes out; in word and deed, they 
have indicated that they are willing to accord support 
to Sanders as an individual, but nothing at all to the 
Jews as a people.

This argument that Jews are safest when they set aside 
Jewish concerns seems risible to me. And perhaps no 
one has died on campus yet, but the situation, from 
middle schools through colleges, is dire.

One more point: Sanders has struggled to attract 
Jewish support, registering at just 11%, an inchoate 
indication that the broad majority of Jews don’t see 
their values and orientation captured in the extreme 
universalism, economic radicalism, and vociferous 
criticism of Israel Sanders espouses. When it comes to 
the Judaism he incarnates, Sanders can only be 
described as an elitist.

JOEL SWANSON: So, I’ll take the 11% number first, since 
I’ve seen it cited a lot to argue that Bernie doesn’t have 
a lot of support from actual Jewish voters.

First, that poll was taken before the primaries began, 
and shows that a plurality of Jewish Democratic voters
favor Joe Biden. I expect Iowa and New Hampshire may 
have changed that a bit!

Also, it just shows that most Democratic voters are not 
choosing Bernie as their first choice, not that they 
actively dislike him; most Democratic voters like more 
than one of their choices. There is also the fact that 
American Jewish voters are older on average than the 
median Democratic voter, and Bernie does better with 
younger voters.

Finally, I suspect a lot of American Jews are nervous
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about whether a Jew can actually win an election, and if 
Bernie starts winning, they may start supporting him. 
We’ll see, I guess.

But to take your larger point, the quote from Count 
Stanislas de Clermont-Tonnerre, “To the Jews as a 
nation, nothing; to the Jews as individuals, everything,” 
is quite relevant, though I have a somewhat different 
take on it.

When the Count made that statement, the revolutionary 
French assembly was debating whether to emancipate 
the Jews from the legal restrictions placed on them, and 
the Assembly decided that the Jews could be 
emancipated if they accepted French citizenship as the 
basis of their identity, relegating their Jewishness to the 
private sphere only. In other words, the aspects of 
Jewish peoplehood and ethnicity were denied in the 
public sphere, and Judaism could only be a religion 
practiced in the privacy of the home, similar to
Protestantism, another minority religion in Catholic 
France.

So up until World War II, French Jewish politics was 
about being French only in public, and Jewish in private. 
You couldn’t have a politics based on Jewish identity or 
Jewish peoplehood, only a French politics rooted in 
French national values.

It seems to me that the very antithesis of this French 
politics in which one’s identity is a purely private affair, 
and not the basis for political action as a group is 
actually identity politics, which the right side of the 
political spectrum loves to denigrate.

According to right-wing criticism, identity politics is bad 
because it bases our political arguments on what is in 
the interests of certain group identities such as race, 
ethnicity, religion, gender, sexual orientation, instead of 
making universal arguments for all people.

But your conception of Zionism as a politics of Jewish 
peoplehood, in which the Jews as a people demand 
national statehood, seems to me to be a form of Jewish 
identity politics, while Sanders seems to be energizing 
another, non-Zionist forms of Jewish identity politics —
Bundism, which demand Jewish politics rooted in Jewish 
peoplehood without supporting a Jewish state. This is 
what the new Jewish left that has arisen around Sanders 
is demanding: a new Jewish identity politics, in which 
Jews make political arguments not by ignoring their 
Jewishness entirely, as 19th century French Jews did, but 
by arguing for American Jews to have rights as a 
minority ethnic group, and then building coalitions with 
other minority identity groups.

That’s a different model of Jewish identity politics than 

Jewish statehood, but it’s still a Jewish politics based on 
Jewish peoplehood, not a checking of one’s identity at 
the door before entering the political sphere, as in 
France.

It’s an exciting new development. And if you are arguing 
for Jewish statehood as part of Jewish peoplehood, it 
seems to me you have to accept other identity politics 
arguments, as well.

This brings me to one final point: The new Jewish left, 
which often rejects Jewish statehood entirely, is actually 
critical of Bernie on this question. Bernie explicitly 
supports Jewish statehood, and has called on the left “to 
acknowledge the enormous achievement of establishing 
a democratic homeland for the Jewish people after 
centuries of displacement and persecution.” It’s true he 
supports a Palestinian state, and has called for an end 
to the occupation of the West Bank, but he makes that 
argument on the grounds that ending the occupation is 
necessary to preserve a Jewish, democratic state — not 
destroy it.

True, he has called Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
a racist, but you hear worse in Tel Aviv every day. He’s 
basically an ordinary liberal Zionist, and if that makes 
him anti-Israel, then a large portion of Americans are 
anti-Israel, too.

ARI HOFFMAN: Point taken about the 11% number, 
which might be too noisy to take as scripture. But I still 
think it points to a real wariness to how Sanders has 
handled Jewish issues: the infamous remarks about his 
“Polish” ancestors, the near total suppression of his 
Judaism in 2016, and the substantive issues we’ve been 
discussing here. Like any other group, the Jewish vote 
needs to be earned, especially in the Democratic 
primary. The mere fact of Sanders’s Jewishness has so 
far not done that work.

I have no doubt that you’re reading of what you call “the 
new Jewish left” is accurate, and anyone can see that 
there is a certain intellectual foment brewing there. I just 
happen to fervently disagree with its premises and 
conclusions.

The truth is that the “minority rights” that constitute the 
grand prize in the progressive sweepstakes is dictated 
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I'm going to the American Israel Public Affairs Committee 
Policy Conference in Washington next week, and Senator 
Bernie Sanders should too.

I’m not going because I agree with everything AIPAC says 
or does — of course not. I’m going because it’s the largest 
annual gathering of American Jews, a group that Sanders 
says he is proud to be part of. I’m going because it’s 
18,000 people who care about a place I care about, a 
place Sanders lived for awhile on a kibbutz and says he —
like me — wants to make better.

Even more basic than that is that it’s a huge gathering of 
people who are seriously engaged in politics and policy, 
thousands and thousands of people paying thousands of 
dollars and taking off from their jobs and lives to show up 
and be counted and talk about what’s important to them. 
How does any serious candidate for president of the 
United States just blow that off?

Actually, what Sanders did on Monday is worse than that. 
He could have said he couldn’t go to AIPAC because of 
Super Tuesday — he has to be in the states casting critical 
primary ballots on March 3, but he looks forward to 
speaking at the conference next year. Instead he said he 
was boycotting out of concern “about the platform AIPAC 
provides for leaders who express bigotry and oppose 
basic Palestinian human rights.”

He didn’t say which leaders he meant. President Barack 
Obama spoke at AIPAC: he supports Palestinian human
rights. Obama went to AIPAC in 2008, when he, like 
Sanders, was emerging as a front runner for the 
Democratic nomination, and when he was an incumbent

by the grid of oppression and grievance, and the rules 
read from the intersectional hierarchy of suffering and 
power. That is not a field Jews can compete in, let alone 
win.

In fact, the deck is stacked for them to lose. When Jews 
have attempted to assert themselves in these kinds of 
environments, they’ve been routed; I’m thinking about the 
Women’s March, the Dyke March, and elsewhere.

Jews thrive when merit trumps caste and opportunity is 
elevated over grievance. I worry that the weather in the 
heartland of Sanders’ support blows in the other direction, 
and its gusts are only picking up speed.

So what to do? I think he needs a Sister Souljah moment. 
He needs to speak to the left in a serious way about anti-
Semitism and anti-Zionism, and voice support for Israel in 
a way that is more than perfunctory or a mere throat 
clearing for accusations of racism and occupation.

He needs to speak to the liberals who want Trump gone 
but are not willing to check their Zionism at the door. He 
needs to disown Sarsour yesterday. Instead of swooning 
at the prospect of Jeremy Corbyn, he must do everything 
possible to inoculate against that prospect.

This is especially urgent because of the increasingly rosy 
prospects of Bernie’s political revolution. I’m skeptical of 
the claim that Bernie is indistinguishable from a liberal 
Zionist when the entire premise of his politics is to 
displace the Democratic establishment that were the 
keepers of that flickering flame. The “Democratic 
establishment” was the home of American Jews for a long 
time. If you burn it down, there’s no guarantee that what 
comes next will be sturdy enough for the storm.

The old Democratic Party was pretty good for the Jews. 
I’m far less sanguine about the Sanders update.

Ari Hoffman is a contributing columnist at the Forward.

Joel Swanson is a Ph.D. student at the University of 
Chicago, studying modern Jewish intellectual history and 
the philosophy of religions. He is not, contrary to what this 
column may suggest, endorsing Bernie Sanders or anyone 
else for president at this time, and he is indeed fully 
confident that nobody in the world is waiting for his 
presidential endorsement to determine their vote. Find 
him on Twitter at @jh_swanson.

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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running for reelection in 2012. In 2011, a headline in 
Haaretz, the left-leaning Israeli news outlet, called 
Obama “the First U.S. President to Tell AIPAC the Truth.”

That’s what Sanders should do — tell his truth at AIPAC. 
He should say the same things there that he said in 
October at J Street, the liberal Zionist advocacy group.

I was also at J Street’s conference, by the way, for all the 
same reasons — big gathering of Jews, of people who 
care about Israel, of people engaged in politics and 
policy.

I went back to my notes from J Street. Sanders said 
there that the Palestinian people have a right to live in 
peace and security, something everyone at AIPAC 
should also hear. He said “it’s not anti-Semitism” to say 
that Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s government 
“has been racist,” something it might be harder for the 
AIPAC crowd to swallow, but is also true; dismissing 
criticism of Israeli policies or politicians as anti-Semitism 
is truly dangerous.

Sanders also told J Street that Americans “have a right” 
to demand that the “Israeli government sit down and 
negotiate with the Palestinians an agreement that works 
for both parties,” something most AIPAC attendees —
certainly the vast majority of American Jews — probably 
also wish would happen.

When asked, he said that American military aid to Israel 
should be conditioned on Israel’s treatment of the 
Palestinians, in fact that “some of the $3.8 billion should 
go right now to humanitarian aid to Gaza.”

If that’s what would happen in a Sanders administration, 
AIPAC should hear him explain it.

Back in October, Sanders opened his remarks by 
declaring, “I am very proud to be Jewish and look 
forward to being the first Jewish president.”

It was a big applause line at J Street; maybe not so much 
at AIPAC, not now. Many Democrats have been worried 
for months about Sanders’ ability to beat President 
Trump in a general election. But there is also growing 
concern about what would happen if he does.

I’m afraid that he would continue some of the dismissive 
rhetoric that has characterized our political discourse 
the last four years. Writing off AIPAC — a bipartisan, 
mainstream group that is at the heart of many American 
Jews’ political identity — as a bunch of bigots is not going 
to help restore respectful discourse in our public 
spheres. A Northwestern University journalism student I 
know went to Iowa to check out the Democrats 
campaigning before the caucuses, and his one-word 
takeaway from the Sanders rally was: divisive.

Before the J Street conference, where I moderated a 
conversation with two members of Congress, I took 
some flak from people on the right regarding Israel 
because of who else was on the program. I said then 
that speaking at J Street does not mean I endorse what 
any other speakers say, and that I hoped I’d also be on 
stage at AIPAC.

I will be, as part of a panel on news coverage of Israel, 
on Monday afternoon. Too bad Sanders can’t say the 
same.

Jodi Rudoren is Editor-in-Chief of The Forward. Follow 
her on Twitter @rudoren.

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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Last year, “Jojo Rabbit,” the Hitler Youth satire by 
Taika Waititi, charmed audiences and baffled 
skeptics, managing to be whimsical, winning and 
kind-hearted — while also featuring an imaginary 
Adolf Hitler who dines on unicorns. Now, the Oscar-
winning film is on its way to classrooms as a 
teaching tool, aimed at educating young people 
about the historical reality that inspired it.

In the fall, the USC Shoah Foundation, which had 
seen an early screening of the film. teamed up with 
Searchlight Pictures (formerly Fox Searchlight) to 
integrate it into their curriculum.

“Everyone, I think, could see the enormous potential 
that the film could bring to promoting understanding 
around anti-Semitism, humanizing of ‘The Other,’ 
promoting empathy,” said Claudia Ramirez 
Weideman, associate director of education 
technologies and training for the foundation. “It was 
a no-brainer.”

Since 1994, the Shoah Foundation, based at the 
University of Southern California, has been 
committed to preserving the testimony of genocide 
survivors and witnesses for the purposes of building 
media literacy, historical understanding and empathy 
among middle and high school students. The “Jojo
Rabbit Education Initiative,” launched last December, 
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pairs the foundation’s digital history archive with 
materials from Waititi’s film, which follows Jojo, a 
member of the Hitler Youth whose mother is hiding a 
Jewish girl in their flat.

The Foundation has devoted a landing page to the 
film on their IWitness website, where educators and 
students can access notes on the film, featurettes 
and video testimony from eight survivors, recalling 
their memories of the Hitler Youth. Some of the 
survivors remember when their classmates, and even 
close friends, became involved in the Hitler Jugend, 
while others recall violence inflicted on Jews by 
members of the movement.

“Many times I came to school very late just trying to 
avoid these Hitler Jugend,” Esther Clifford said in her 
video testimony, remembering how the young men, 
in their brown uniforms, would throw rocks at Jewish 
kids.

“I went with my wife to go to a store and there was a 
group of Hitler Jugend — rotten kids — coming, and 
they fell on me and then beat me to a pulp,” survivor 
Eric Nash recalled.

“We have about 1,000 testimonies in our digital 
history archive, where survivors and other witnesses 
talk about the Hitler Youth one way or another,” said 
Weidman. “They can speak to the time of this film 
and therefore, we can use it to engage students in 
really powerful ways that film alone may not be able 
to accomplish.”

Waititi’s film is a manic take on the Hitler Youth 
program, employing humor to highlight the absurdity 
of hate and indoctrination. Waititi cast himself as 
Jojo’s imaginary friend, a childishly spiteful version of 
Adolf Hitler. The other Nazi adult characters — played 
by Sam Rockwell, Alfie Allen and Rebel Wilson — are 
presented as dogmatic, myopic or incompetent while 
a crew of eerie “clones,” parodies of perfect Aryan 
children, point to the strangeness of Nazi racial 
purity.

“Because of this absurdity — the things that we see in 
films like this — it necessarily leads to questioning,” 
Weidman said. “Students wonder ‘Why are they
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making fun of this; why is this funny?’”

Included on the “Jojo Rabbit” page is a primer on 
satire and the Holocaust, referencing Charlie 
Chaplin’s “The Great Dictator,” Ernst Lubitsch’s “To 
Be or Not To Be” and, Waititi’s hero Mel Brooks’s “The 
Producers.” (After winning his Oscar for Best Adapted 
Screenplay, Waititi said that Mel Brooks’ approval of 
the film and the Shoah Foundation’s choice to use it 
in their curriculum were among the most meaningful 
recognitions he had received.)

The website, which can be used as a resource both 
before and after viewing the film, also features an 
activity called “Hiding” that connects the experience 
of Jojo’s hidden neighbor, Elsa, to the testimony of 
survivor Aaron Elster. Elster hid in an attic during the 
war and, like Elsa, spied on a child that lived below 
him. Students are asked to respond to Elster’s
memories and imagine what it was like for him to live 
in hiding. 

Other exercises have students study propaganda —
of the kind the Hitler Youth leaders task Jojo with 
distributing in one of the film clips on the website —
and hear testimony on othering, anti-Semitism and 
the bystander effect and reflect on what they see 
through worksheets, charts and poetry. The activities 
are programmed for late middle school and early high 
school students.

Weidman says she’s yet to receive feedback from 
educators, but noted that it often takes awhile for 
teachers to incorporate new items into their lesson 
plans. And more new material will be coming to the 
“Jojo Rabbit” page.

“That’s how confident we feel about the film,” 
Weidman said.

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