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Big Hummus Is Watching. It Wants You To Eat 
More Hummus.

Life

By Jenny Singer

The tiny downtown pop-up restaurant was warm and 
softly lit, the tables groaning with food, the swirling wall 
projections stopping just short of disco-esque.

In fact, the room had reached such a cozy-trendy fever-
pitch, that the news guests received felt especially 
shocking.

Customers in silk jumpsuits and tortoiseshell glasses 
raised glasses of white wine to their lips, pausing for a 
word from their hosts:

“Only 30 percent of Americans are eating hummus,” 
stage-whispered Ilya Welfeld, the head of Seymour PR, 
the agency that represents Sabra, in the tone teenagers 
use when trying to impart to adults the urgency of global 
warming threats.

“32 percent,” Jason Levine, the new CMO of Sabra, gently 
corrected her, looking grave.

“That’s a hard thing to accept, when you live in New York,” 
Welfeld said, bowing her head graciously at the many 
plates of hummus around the room. “I tell people that, 
and they just don’t believe me.”

Americans spent almost $800 million on hummus in 
grocery stores in 2018. Sabra makes up the lion’s share of 
the US hummus market. So what’s the problem?

The problem is that for Sabra, that’s simply not enough 
hummus. Sabra wants Americans eating chickpea paste 
like Christopher Walken wants cowbell. “Sabra was a big 
part of turning hummus into a major market in the US,” 
Levine said. That’s actually an understatement — Sabra is 
the main reason you can find hummus in coolers at gas 
stations. But for the first time in decades, the hummus 
market has plateaued. And in early October, PepsiCo, 
which owns half of Sabra, reported a double-digit drop in 
Sabra sales in the last quarter. “I think what it comes 
down to is some people just don’t relate to hummus,” 
Levine mused, looking bereft.

And yet, Sabra believes that hummus still has room to 
find its place on the refrigerator shelves of many more 
consumers. That is why dressy downtowners were 
gathered at the Sabra pop-up Whirled Peas, a takeover of 
Einat Admony’s downtown Israeli restaurant Kish-Kash. 
Every week of the pop-up, which lasts until November 24, 
Sabra is sponsoring Admony to create a blended menu
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with a famous chef who specializes in another cuisine —
Korean, Thai, American soul, Mexican, and a Nigerian-
Caribbean blend. “We’re just trying to open up people’s 
minds to what hummus can be,” Levine said, as waiters 
brought warmed bowls of hummus and fresh taro chips to 
each white-clothed table.

I visited on the week of Admony’s collaboration with 
Esther Choi, the young chef behind the high-end Korean 
noodle house Mokbar, as well as Ms. Yoo, a ritzy Korean 
dinner and brunch place attached to a nightclub. Our tiny 
table heaved under the weight of Korean barbecue ribeye 
and caramelized onions heaped on a bowl of hummus; 
couscous with kimchi apple hot sauce, hummus and 
Kabocha squash; crispy cauliflower glazed with Tamarind; 
Korean rice cakes in a hummus-mushroom cream sauce; 
and mung bean and hummus pancake. Choi and Admony
rhapsodized about hummus’ versatility as an ingredient, 
not just a dip, that adds “that earthiness, that 
creaminess.”

Is this the future of hummus? Hummus like peanut butter 
or cream cheese? As a cooking ingredient and not just a 
condiment? Hummus as it is served in the Middle East —
an entree, not a dip? Hummus that transcends Middle 
Eastern cuisine?

Perhaps, said Levine. All this and more. What hummus 
needs, he says, is “Some pizazz, some excitement, 
some…sexiness.”

Until the 1990s, few Americans had eaten or so much as 
heard of hummus. Unless you were Middle Eastern or 
Mediterranean, hummus either didn’t exist for you, or else 
it was a fringe hippie food, paired with sprouts for a 
sadness sandwich.

These days, there are people who base their entire 
personalities off of loving hummus. In America, the satiny 
pea-paste has shed its fringe reputation and ascended to 
the realm of goddess-fare consumed by people who aim 
to self improve with every action they take. Hummus 
enjoys cachet both as a grocery store staple and as 
ambrosia for the SoulCycle set.

Sabra was, perhaps, the biggest force behind that change. 
Now, the company wants to evolve to sell to the brave 
new world of snackers it helped create. But have 
Americans had enough of hummus?

The dish we would recognize as hummus emerged 
roughly around the 13th century, Ari Ariel writes in the 
Gastronomica article “The Hummus Wars.” Several 
cultures have claimed to have invented hummus —

Greeks, Turks, Lebanese, Syrians, and Palestinians among 
them. Jews, too. One argument is that hummus is 
mentioned in the Bible. It’s not. “Come over here,” Boaz 
says to Ruth, in the Book of Writings. “Have some bread 
and dip it in the hometz.” Though Boaz does a good 
impression of a man successfully flirting with me today, 
“hometz” was not a name for hummus, but rather, 
vinegar. Tension over the origins of hummus resulted in 
Lebanon threatening to sue Israel for food copyright 
violations in 2008. Instead, the two countries competed in 
a hummus-off.

For centuries of Levantine hummus eating, hummus was 
prepared in homes, and eventually purchased in 
restaurants. Things only started to change in the 80s, 
with a confluence of food-preservation and Middle 
Eastern immigration. Enter Zohar Norman and the Yonkos
— not a niche band name, but the Israeli-American cab 
driver and Israeli family who launched a pre-made Israeli 
salad business in Queens in 1986, marketed to Israeli 
expats. The Yonko family already owned Israeli prepared 
salad company Tzabar, so they named the American 
version Sabra. Both words describe a cactus fruit, local to 
the south of Israel, that is prickly on the outside and soft 
on the inside, the favorite national metaphor for a true 
Israeli.

Sabra may be eaten as a dip by most consumers, but the 
hummus packaging and preparation is closer to what 
daily hummus eaters in the Middle East would enjoy — it’s 
sold in a flat, wide dish that encourages the wiping 
motion authentic to hummus eating, with a traditional red 
rim, and a topping. MaryDawn Wright, Sabra’s Executive 
Chef, who describes her job as “Key Hummus Inspiration, 
Globally,” told me that she and other tasters grade Sabra 
hummus on a seven-point sensory analysis scale, put to 
the test four times a day. She explains that the 
temperature of the hummus, as well as the grooves in the 
Sabra packaging, contribute to “the shoulders, the ripples, 
and the nipple you see in a bowl of Sabra.”

Records of control over Sabra’s in the early years looks 
like a timeline of Roman emperors — the Yonkos sold their 
share of the company to Norman, and in 1994 he brought 
on rabbi and kosher food distributor Yehuda Pearl, and 
the two men grew the business by 700% in less than a 
decade. Pearl bought out Norman in 2002, and in three 
years it was bought by Israeli food manufacturer Strauss-
Elite. Strauss sold half the company to PepsiCo in 2007, 
with the promise that the food giant would give the pallid, 
Eastern bean dip some all-American bonafides.
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It worked. Sabra vaulted past competing hummus 
companies. In 2006, Sabra was around 18% of the market, 
according to reports by Statista. In 1996, the USA Dry Pea 
& Lentil Council said that total US hummus sales hovered 
at $5 million. Now Sabra’s annual revenue is over $370 
million.

But how? “Sabra led a Cultural Movement rather than a 
traditional ad campaign,” boasted Scott Goodson — the 
founder of the creative group StrawberyFrog, which ran 
marketing for Sabra between 2008 and 2014 — in the 
Huffington Post. Obsessed with the idea that Americans 
didn’t recognize hummus or understand its uses, Sabra 
launched a guerrilla attack on American snacking, 
distributing two million samples in two years via jumbo 
trucks that roved American cities. As Athenos stumbled 
with “bitchy grandma” hummus ads that critics said 
played on nasty stereotypes, Sabra aired advertisements 
showing people from different countries gathering at a 
giant table. They started marketing themselves 
aggressively as a “taste intervention,” a delicious 
alternative to spray cheese and peanut butter.

Soon, Sabra inked a deal to become the “Official Dip of the 
NFL.” “I love Sabra hummus — whatever that means!” 
Hillary Clinton wrote in an email to a friend in 2011, which 
was later released by the state department. “I love 
hummus, I eat it almost every day,” Lady Gaga said, that 
same year. A TMZ report in 2014 proclaimed that Katy 
Perry’s backstage rider included a “large bowl of 
hummus.” Miley Cyrus said that she ate red pepper 
hummus out of taco shells. A 600% increase in veganism 
in the US helped hummus, increasingly marketed as a 
healthy snack alternative, to rise.

Sabra and other hummus companies paved the way 
towards more health-conscious snacking for Americans, 
but these days Lady Gaga is probably eating raw charcoal, 
not bean dip. Did Sabra slip because it’s just not new 
anymore? Or could it be the Listeria breakouts? Maybe it’s 
the company’s association with Israel — though attempts 
to boycott Sabra, which have been going on since at least 
2010, have never hurt the company’s bottom line before. 
Or do Americans, as Sabra seems more inclined to 
believe, simply not yet understand the sacred-yet-
quotidien place hummus should hold in their lives?

“It’s kind of been pigeonholed as a dip,” Levine says, “But 
hummus is more than dip.”

And Admony, like many Israelis, thinks Americans could 
learn from Israel when it comes to this topic. In Israel, she 
says, “It’s not just a dip for us, it’s a whole meal —

breakfast, it could be lunch and dinner,” she evangelizes. 
“We say, ‘Oh, we crave for hummus today!’”

Levine says Sabra 
sees hummus as                                                                   
“The next craze in 
toast” (he recom-
mends thickly-spread 
Sabra with a Jackson 
Pollock of Sriracha on 
top.) He’d like Sabra to                                                       
make a hummus hot 
sauce. But what about 
the next frontier in 
hummus — at least as 
far as social media is 
concerned — dessert 
hummus? SharkTank-
funded company DelightedBy broke into the market with 
Snickerdoodle and Brownie Batter hummus, and 
established brands like BoarsHead and Tribe followed 
suit. Levine says he could see Sabra trying it. Admony
disagrees. “Sesame and sweet — it’s a perfect 
combination,” she said. But when it comes to sweet 
hummus, “No. And the problem is the garlic. That’s the 
main thing that kills it. I don’t want garlic.”

Former Sabra CMO Eurgenio Perrier, whom Levine 
succeeded in March, dreamed that Sabra would make 
hummus as commonplace as ketchup. Will anyone at 
Sabra live to see that dream fulfilled? Or at the very least, 
live to see some kind of brand collaboration, like 
hummus-flavored ketchup? Perhaps hummus-flavored 
dessert ketchup?

Sabra wants to do what it takes to make Americans 
“crave for hummus” for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Dip 
it, wipe it, spread it, stir it into something else, they coax. 
But by god, they want to make sure you buy it.

Jenny Singer is the deputy life/features editor for the 
Forward. You can reach her at Singer@forward.com or on 
Twitter @jeanvaljenny

Big Hummus Is Watching. It Wants You To Eat More Hummus. 3



GET THE LATEST AT FORWARD.COM

Lt. Col. Alexander Vindman was the latest figure to 
testify in the House of Representatives’ impeachment 
investigation on Tuesday. He recounted to 
congressional investigators that he had been troubled 
by President Trump’s conduct in connection to Ukraine 
policy. Here’s what you need to know about him:

He’s a Ukrainian Jewish refugee:

Alexander and his twin brother Yevgeny came to 
America from Ukraine (then part of the Soviet Union) 
when they were three years old, in 1979, along with 
their older brother, father and grandmother after the 
death of their mother. Vindman said in his prepared 
testimony that his father worked multiple jobs while 
learning English at night.

“I think their father felt they would do better in the 
United States as Jews,” Carol Kitman, a photographer 
who befriended the family when they arrived in 
America, told The New York Times..

This isn’t his first time in front of the cameras:

The Vindman twins were even featured as children in a 
1985 Ken Burns documentary about immigrants and 
the Statue of Liberty.

“We came from Kyiv,” Alexander told the camera. “And 
then our mother died, so we went to Italy. Then we 
came here.” 

And Kitman has photographed the Vindman family for 
decades, featuring her work on their website. As 
children, they were used as models for her children’s 
book “One Mezuzah: A Jewish Counting Book.” Kitman 
also took photos of Alexander Vindman’s wedding, 
during which he and his wife Rachel were wrapped in a 
tallit, the Jewish prayer shawl.

He’s a decorated military veteran:

Both Vindmans are active-duty lieutenant colonels in

Meet Alexander 
Vindman — War Hero, 
Emigre, Family Man, 
Impeachment Witness

News

By Aiden Pink

the United States Army. Alexander Vidman served as 
an infantry officer in Germany and South Korea, before 
being deployed to Iraq, where he was wounded by a 
roadside bomb and received the Purple Heart. CNN 
reported that he still carries shrapnel in his body from 
the attack.

Work is a family affair:

Vindman continued to rise up the ranks, joining the 
National Security Council in 2018 as the director of 
European affairs. Yevgeny also works for the NSC, as a 
lawyer handling ethics issues. Their offices are right 
next to each other in the West Wing of the White 
House. Alexander Vindman brought his brother along 
to meet with top NSC lawyer John Eisenberg and share 
his concerns about Trump’s conduct.

He was concerned about President Trump’s 
approach to Ukraine:

Alexander Vindman was one of the people who 
listened to Trump’s July phone call with Ukrainian 
president Volodymyr Zelensky, in which Trump asked 
Zelensky to investigate the Biden family.

“I did not think it was proper to demand that a foreign 
government investigate a U.S. citizen,” he wrote in his 
prepared testimony, “and I was worried about the 
implications for the U.S. government’s support of 
Ukraine.” He added that he believed it was a quid pro 
quo tied to Trump’s holdup of congressionally 
approved military aid to Ukraine and informed others 
on the National Security Council of his concerns.

Some Republicans have tried to use his past against 
him:

Conservatives on Fox News and CNN have cast 
aspersions on Vindman, claiming that his Ukrainian 
heritage meant that he could have been more 
interested in helping Ukraine than the United States.

“We all have an affinity to our homeland where we 
came from,” former Republican Rep. Sean Duffy told 
CNN, adding, “He has an affinity, I think, for the 
Ukraine. He speaks Ukrainian. He came from the 
country and he wants to make sure they’re safe and 
free.” When asked by CNN host John Berman if he 
thought Vindman was looking out for America first, 
Duffy refused to say yes.

Vindman seemed to have anticipated this possibility.

“I sit here, as a lieutenant colonel in the United States
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As Israeli journalist Raviv Drucker first revealed 
earlier this week, Reform representatives - who have 
for decades sat on the KKL-JNF board and approved 
new CEOs - claimed to have discovered that a KKL-
JNF subsidiary, Himnuta, had purchased more than 
50 million shekels ($14 million) worth of land in 
politically-sensitive West Bank areas like Jericho and 
Hebron, and that KKL leadership had hidden that fact 
from them.

Jacobs explained in his statement that the URJ 
opposes KKL-JNF purchases in the West Bank 
because of the Reform movement’s commitment to 
a two-state solution. “These purchases were made 
by KKL against the principles of transparency and 
proper management, deceiving the board of 
directors and most senior leaders in the organization 
- and bypassing the entity charged with land 
purchases, currently chaired by one of our 
representatives,” he wrote.

Jacobs called for an independent investigation and 
said the Reform movement would “revise our 
relations until these matters are fully rectified and 
we are certain that this cannot happen again.”

KKL-JNF did not immediately respond to a request 
for comment.

The URJ biennial conference is scheduled to be held 
this December in Chicago. The 2017 conference had 
around 6,000 participants.

KKL-JNF and its subsidiary Himnuta have long been 
criticized by some on the Jewish left for purchasing 
land in the West Bank and evicting Palestinians who 
live there, often replacing them with Jewish settlers.

Aiden Pink is the deputy news editor of the Forward. 
Contact him at pink@forward.com or follow him on 
Twitter @aidenpink

Army, an immi-
grant,” he wrote. 
“I have a deep                                                                   
appreciation for 
American values 
and ideals and 
the power of 
freedom. I am a 
patriot, and it is 
my sacred duty and honor to advance and defend our 
country, irrespective of party or politics.”

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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The Union for Reform Judaism turned down an offer 
from Keren Kayemet LeYisrael-Jewish National Fund 
to sponsor its biennial convention because of land 
purchases in the West Bank that URJ president Rabbi 
Rick Jacobs described as having “deceive[d] the 
board of directors and most senior leaders in the 
organization.”

KKL-JNF is best known in the United States for 
planting trees throughout Israel, but the quasi-
governmental organization is also a major owner and 
purchaser of land throughout the country. The 
Reform movement, America’s largest Jewish 
denomination, has frequently criticized it over the 
years for purchasing land in eastern Jerusalem and 
the occupied West Bank. (An American spinoff 
charity, also called the Jewish National Fund, only 
donates around 1% of its grants to KKL-JNF, the 
Forward revealed in 2015.)
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"Motherless Brooklyn” is the “La La Land” of noir, a 
work of exacting, exhausting competence that tries to 
summon the spirit of midcentury Hollywood films by 
recreating them shot for shot and trope for trope. 
Some things you’ll find in it: raincoated sleuths 
silhouetted by streetlights; garish neon mirrored in 
murky puddles; a pinstriped powerbroker studying a 
model of the city he rules; bleary-eyed men drowning 
their sorrows in jazz and reefer. Edward Norton wrote, 
produced, directed, and stars; just as his character 
spends most of his time following other people, his 
directing rarely veers off of trails blazed by 
“Chinatown” and “The Big Sleep.”

On its face, this is neither good nor bad. Film noir is a 
cannibalistic genre; yesterday’s femme fatales and 
gumshoes feed the neo-noirs of today. Let enough 
time pass and those neo-noirs start to look like plain 
old noirs. In their days, “Chinatown” (1974) and “Body 
Heat” (1981) seemed like bold, contemporary 
reimaginings of classics—noirs for a post-Watergate, 
post-Sexual Revolution audience. Today, they fit 
comfortably enough alongside the Wilder and 
Preminger masterpieces that inspired them.

What’s unusual about “Motherless Brooklyn” is that it 
doesn’t even try to put a new spin on familiar 
material—just the opposite. “Motherless Brooklyn” the 
Jonathan Lethem novel was a 90s-set “Chinatown” 
with the paranoia tweaked for Y2K and sprinkled in 
hipster irony. Norton’s “Motherless Brooklyn” gets rid 
of most of the irony by setting things two generations 
earlier, in 1957 New York City. Lethem’s “Motherless 
Brooklyn” begins with a car chase through congested 
streets, a car crawl. In Norton’s “Motherless Brooklyn” 
the chase is just a chase, complete with screeching 
tires, allegrissimo score, and so on—and this change 
was simple enough to make, because the idea of a 
classic car chase was lurking behind Lethem’s ironic 
version all along.

The chase ends in the death of Bruce Willis’s macho 
detective / benevolent father figure, a crime plainly 
orchestrated by Alec Baldwin’s tyrannical city planner

The Robert Moses Fetish 
Of Edward Norton

Culture

By Jackson Arn
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/ malevolent father figure, who’s finalizing plans for a 
freeway through Fort Greene. The next two hours 
unfold with the logic of the First Transcontinental 
Railroad: that these two plot points will meet is never 
in any serious doubt; the only questions are how and 
when. Edward Norton plays Lionel Essrog, a brilliant 
detective with Tourette’s who tasks himself with 
solving the mystery.

Has there ever been an actor as consistently miscast 
as Edward Norton? In the two decades since Lethem 
finished his novel, he has played a neo-Nazi, a 
working-class drug dealer, a swaggering Method 
actor, and the Hulk, endowing them all with the same 
lean, muscular expertise. What he has never managed 
to do is justify why these volatile characters reach 
their breaking point and descend into madness; he 
specializes, instead, in carefully controlled evocations 
of losing control. And now he’s playing—fancy that—a 
genius with a disability, in a period setting. Again, this 
is neither inherently good nor inherently bad, though 
you’d have to be a fool, or the Academy of Motion 
Picture Arts and Sciences, to deny that the bad 
examples of this kind of role vastly outnumber the 
good.

When Norton’s performance is good, its virtues are 
those of Lionel himself: brisk professionalism, with an 
eye for the telling detail. But it’s hard for a character 
like Lionel to flourish in a film as self-serious as this 
one—and for that, Norton has only himself to blame. In 
Lethem’s novel, Lionel’s Tourette’s is inseparable from 
his needling intelligence, and from the novel’s knowing 
distance. In the film, devoid of that knowingness, the 
Tourette’s shrivels into a gimmick, a pretty little device 
that could be yanked out of the film without upsetting 
anything around it.

Long sections of “Motherless Brooklyn” are composed 
of devices like this. There are too many little 
flourishes, too many faux-poetic moments that seem 
to cry Art! before the film scurries on to the next thing. 
Lionel takes his mentor’s death hard—we know 
because we see him sucking tea out of a pipe. A few 
puffs, the jazz swells, and suddenly he’s writhing in 
avocado-green CGI murk that can only symbolize the 
depths of his anguish. About five seconds later, just as 
things were starting to get interesting (i.e., just as the 
clichés were starting to subside), we fade to Alec 
Baldwin swimming laps at his favorite athletic club. 
For some reason, we’re not permitted to see his face 
in closeup for a little while longer—possibly so that we
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know we’re dealing with an extra-mysterious, extra-
sinister guy. When we finally get a good look, the 
camera cuts away so quickly we wonder what all the 
fuss was about to begin with. String together enough 
vague gestures of this kind and pretty soon you’ve got 
something like a movie.

***** .

“Motherless Brooklyn” is, to be sure, no worse than the 
bulk of fall studio releases and a hell of a lot better 
than the Marvel movies that regularly score 90% or 
higher on the Tomatometer. It is perfectly watchable, it 
doesn’t screw up in any big, embarrassing ways, and 
when you look at a list of the highest grossers in the 
country, these could be counted major achievements. 
It also has one genuine inspiration in Alec Baldwin’s 
character, Moses Randolph, who is, paradoxically, the 
most relevant-seeming and the most distinctly 1950s 
part of the film. At times you wonder if Norton 
switched the setting for Randolph alone.

Baldwin’s character is based—right down to the name—
on the city planner Robert Moses. Even if you’ve never 
heard of Robert Moses, you know all about him: 
Jewish-born and Ivy League-educated; a wide-eyed 
liberal idealist turned ruthless powerbroker; a master 
builder who filled New York with massive, Tower of 
Babel-like structures. He is a figure straight out of 
Theodore Dreiser or Frank Norris, the spiritual father of 
Fitzcarraldo and Tony Montana. Like “Motherless 
Brooklyn” itself, his life seems like a collection of 
clichés from books and movies—except that he was, 
bizarrely, a real person. He was the most powerful man 
in New York City for much of the 20th century, during 
which he green-lit Shea Stadium, the Triborough
Bridge, Lincoln Center, and hundreds of parks and 
freeways and beaches.

Like Robert Moses, Moses Randolph is a talented 
monster. His sins, both private and professional, are 
presented as inseparable from his success as a creator 
of public works—somebody has to sweep out all the 
blacks and homeless before great buildings can be 
built, he tells Lionel. This is racism masquerading as 
Randianism (“Atlas Shrugged” was published the same 
year the film takes place), and it allows the powerful to 
play by their own rules, since they know what’s best 
for the ungrateful masses: “Those who can build, do,” 
he says. “Those who can’t, criticize.” (Trust me, we’re 
well aware.) .

If “Motherless speeches seriously, it takes him at his 

word that he exerts Zeus-like control over New York. 
Entire neighborhoods live and die by his decrees. 
When we learn that he fathered one of the film’s main 
characters by raping the character’s mother, it’s as if 
all the city’s woes sprang from his diseased libido. The 
intricate mysteries of New York City turn out to be 
family matters, of a curiously Victorian-Gothic variety.

Maybe it’s not surprising that “Motherless Brooklyn” 
should end on this note—a noir is a kind of detective 
story, after all, and the modern detective story was 
invented by Victorians like Wilkie Collins and Arthur 
Conan Doyle. And maybe there’s something more to 
this analogy. Contemporary fiction is decidedly 
Victorian in its sentimentalism, army-sized casts, and 
frenzies of plot. I’m thinking especially of novels like 
“The Goldfinch,” “All The Light We Cannot See,” “Let 
The Great World Spin,” “Extremely Loud and Incredibly 
Close,” and various Lethems—what Bruce Robbins, in 
an interview with Columbia’s undergraduate magazine, 
called the “trying to connect us all in a city” book. At a 
time when London was becoming the densest, filthiest, 
most dangerous place on the planet, Victorians wrote 
books that mimicked the city’s complexity but 
ultimately simplified it, reduced it to concepts that any 
fool could understand, like family. You could argue 
there’s a similar tendency in contemporary fiction, and 
that “Motherless Brooklyn” is a prime example. The 
revelation that Moses Randolph is a rapist is horrifying, 
but ask yourself which is worse—gentrification as a 
self-perpetuating force, or gentrification as the 
handiwork of one evil, lustful man? At least in the 
latter case the problem can be solved by firing the bad 
people.

Much has been made of the decision to cast Baldwin, 
SNL’s resident Trump impersonator, as a brash, 
egomaniacal New York builder. As National Review’s 
Kyle Smith sees it, “Baldwin makes an unintentional 
case for Trumpism by playing his Trump-like character 
as an effective leader with a sinister appeal.” This 
seems pretty wide of the mark, though Smith’s article 
is worth a read solely for the gymnastics he has to do 
to make his analogy add up to a compliment: “Like 
Trump, [Randolph] is called a racist, accused of sexual 
assault.” Called! Accused!—as if there’s some 
uncertainty about the way Randolph and Trump treat 
women and black people.

Still, when you remove the odious party line from 
Brooklyn” doesn’t take Randolph’s Smith’s argument, 
you’re left with a sound-ish point. Randolph is the kind
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of man voters wished Trump would be. Personally, he 
is nothing like the president. He’s a workaholic. He gets 
mad exactly once, when he isn’t reappointed to one of 
his three professional titles (at his peak, Robert Moses 
held nine). His vindictiveness is repeatedly 
downplayed, laundered through various henchmen. 
Above all, he is shown to be extraordinarily effective, 
and at times “Motherless Brooklyn” looks on his 
effectiveness with an awe that borders on admiration.

It is awe, as much as disgust, that radiates from the 
film’s culminating scene, a long, gruff negotiation 
between Lionel and Randolph. Randolph doesn’t atone 
or even apologize for his crimes—they’re as 
ineradicable as his buildings—and Lionel doesn’t 
expect him to do so. Watching this scene in a theater 
at Lincoln Center, where thousands of black and 
Puerto Rican families lived before Robert Moses kicked 
them out, it occurred to me that “Motherless 
Brooklyn”’s 1950s nostalgia includes more than a dash 
of nostalgia for Moses, the anti-Trump, the villainous 
strongman who actually got things done. It took 
Norton twenty years to make Lethem’s novel into a 
film. How could he not envy the man who built the 
Triborough Bridge in half that time?

**Jackson Arn was a first-place Rockower Award 
winner in 2019 in the category of Criticism and 
Analysis.*
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Culture

By PJ Grisar

The medium of comic books is a fundamentally 
American art form — and an overwhelmingly Jewish 
one.

Superman, Batman, Captain America and the Fantastic 
Four all came from the minds and Bristol boards of 
Jewish-Americans, most of whom were first-
generation. How these heroes spread from a New York 
nucleus of insular, and often nepotistic, artists’ pens to 
the wider world is a success story of assimilation. But 
Jewish illustrators and writers were also assimilating 
America to Jewish ideas, filtering values of patriotism 
through a Jewish lens and elevating something 
essential to the Jewish condition to a universal beacon 
as conspicuous as the bat signal.

But as with any great institution, disruptions are 
inevitable. Two developments in comics, one 
confirmed and one rumored, are now challenging 
foundational elements of long-established canon. 
Both of these moves strike at the Jewish ethos 
endemic to the form. That’s not a bad thing, though. In 
fact, these changes mark yet another triumph for the 
art as its stories attain the status of modern myths.

First, for the confirmed report. On December 11, 
Superman will reveal his secret identity, Clark Kent, to 
the world in Issue 18 of the new “Superman” run by 
Brian Michael Bendis. This is the first time in his over 
80 year history that the Last Son of Krypton will go 
public with his alter ego. The development will send 
shockwaves through the DC universe, as Bendis 
insisted, in an interview with The New York Times, that 
the self-outing will not be a “fake-out,” like so many 
short-lived comic gimmicks.

“We wanted to do this because behind it is 1,000 
brand-new Superman stories that have never been 
told,” Bendis said.

He’s right. Breaking with the secret identity formula —
which is a cardinal rule of writing Superman, up there 
with not having him kill people and his allergy to 
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to hide some of themselves away.

It’s precisely because this dynamic has spoken to so 
many that Bendis’s plans for Superman are an urgent 
and welcome evolution. Rather than losing 
something in the central dualism of Superman, we 
will gain stories of acceptance, pride, truth and the 
pitfalls of coming out to the world. No more longer 
will Superman be a closeted Kryptonian, but, in 
Bendis’s words, “the best version of himself.”

The second major shakeup in comics with large 
Jewish implications is still hearsay, but is already 
stirring up strong feelings. Recently, there have been 
whispers that X-Men villain Magneto, a Holocaust 
survivor whose persecution informed his views on 
mutant separatism, might be recast as a black man in 
upcoming films.

The Times of Israel ran an op-ed by Thomas Brown 
wondering “ Would a race change for Marvel’s Jewish 
Magneto be anti-Semitic?” His conclusion was, 
essentially, “No, but…”

Brown writes of Magneto: “His identity as a survivor 
of the greatest genocide in modern history became 
inseparable from his identity as a Mutant and 
informed his violent crusade against the persecution 
of Mutants.”

(Of course, Magneto could also be black and harbor 
similar feelings, and many believe that the character, 
whose Jewish roots were a later development - as 
admitted Brown admits - was modeled off of Malcolm 
X.)

After suggesting that Magneto might be a Jewish and 
black or a survivor of a more recent genocide 
somewhere else in the world, Brown argues that the 
casting of a non-Jewish Magneto, while well-meaning 
and something he’d welcome, sends the wrong 
message in regard to representation.

“Are we really saying that Jews are not 
marginalized?” Brown asks, in a string of rhetoricals
at home with Shylock’s most famous speech. “Not 
subject to persecution? Not a minority in every sense 
of the word? Have Jews really just become white 
people, with all the attendant ‘privilege?’ In the race 
to represent oppressed or culturally invisible people 
in the most visible and popular forms of mass media 
are we erasing the very real struggle, historical and 
contemporary, of one of the most discriminated 
ethnic/religious groups in the world.”
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Kryptonite opens the door for a massive reshuffling 
of DC’s continuity. At the same time, its implications 
for the Man of Steel’s origins and ontology are 
seismic.

Dreamed up in Cleveland by Jewish kids Joe Shuster 
and Jerry Siegel, Superman’s duality has long been 
interpreted by fans - and some rabbinical scholars -
as echoing the assimilation dilemma of first-
generation American Jewry.

Clark Kent is the face Superman presents 
professionally and publicly; it’s his byline at the Daily 
Planet and the byproduct of the time he spent 
growing up in the heartland of Smallville, where he 
was raised by corn-fed Americans Jonathan and 
Martha Kent. Superman, whose real name is Kal-El, 
comes from a distant homeland. He has an ancient 
heritage he keeps to himself and he has a far-flung 
place of reflection (the shul of the Fortress of 
Solitude). He fears, rightly so, that exposing this part 
of himself — to fully embrace and live as Kal-El always 
— would put a target on his well-toned back.

For a bullet-proof man, keeping both identities 
separate is largely a means of protecting the more 
vulnerable people in Kent’s non-superpowered life. 
But on a deeper level, Kal-El is really defending 
himself from the fear of being labeled an outsider.

Of course, the culture of 1938, the year Superman 
was first seen heaving a car on the cover of Action 
Comics Number 1, is different from the world of 2019. 
Actors now appear under their given, Jewish-
sounding names. Jews, while still a minority and still 
at risk, are more open about their faith and now 
boast decent numbers in states and towns that 
resemble Smallville more than Metropolis.

So, perhaps the question in Superman’s mind, as 
presented by Bendis, is the right one: “Who was he 
lying to protect?”

In a world where being openly Jewish is less fraught —
or at least more protected — does Superman’s 
parallel of a private cultural life and public-facing 
professional one apply to Jews today?

Definitely. It is hard to imagine a time in America — or 
any country other than Israel — where Jews won’t 
have to face the dissonance of presentation that 
Superman so clearly signifies. And beyond the Jews, 
his predicament speaks to other minorities, to 
immigrants — to anyone, in fact, who feels the need
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Given that plans for Magneto’s casting have not been 
verified, any motives that might be ascribed to Marvel 
Studios are speculative. Accordingly, Brown’s thesis 
falls at times into straw man territory, but it does give 
us something to consider: To what extent can Jews still 
claim these characters and stories as proprietary?

Myths, legends and fables, while all originating with a 
specific culture, eventually belong to the world. The 
Greek pantheon is taught in American middle schools. 
Faith leaders of three major religions convey stories 
from the Hebrew Bible at their pulpits. There are 
translations of “The Wizard of Oz” in countless 
languages, including the “universal” tongue of 
Esperanto. And now, with Marvel films shattering box 
office records both domestically and abroad, it is 
small-minded to be so defensive of origins.

It should, instead, come as a source of tremendous 
pride that less than a century into the form’s creation, 
superhero comics have become a part of a global 
mythology. They are a format to be re-imagined, 
reworked and re-calibrated to a moment in time, 
probed for new truths and challenged on their 
essential premises. What could be more Jewish than 
that kind of Talmudic rethinking?

The urge to change the understanding of Jewish comic 
canon is not a threat. Rather, it’s a sign that we have 
made ourselves understood.

PJ Grisar is the Forward’s culture fellow. He can be 
reached at Grisar@Forward.com.
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Democratic Party Split 
Over Military Aid To 
Israel

Opinion

By Peter Beinart

This week at the J Street Conference, Bernie Sanders 
said he’d tell the Israeli government that, “if you want 
military aid you’re going to have to fundamentally 
change your relationship to the people of Gaza.” Pete 
Buttigieg promised to ensure that American “funding 
is going to things that are compatible with U.S. 
objectives and U.S. law” rather than “promoting this 
settlement construction.” And Elizabeth Warren, in a 
videotaped message, said that America must find 
“ways to apply pressure and create consequences for 
problematic behavior.”

Using American aid as a lever to change Israeli policy 
has become a mainstream Democratic position almost 
overnight. To understand how dramatic that is, it’s 
worth revisiting recent history.

In 2016, Barack Obama agreed to give Israel $38 
billion in military aid over 10 years — a significant 
increase over the previous 10-year-deal, which totaled 
$30 billion — without asking Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu to change Israeli policy towards the 
Palestinians in any way. He did so even though 
Netanyahu had publicly rejected Obama’s call for a 
Palestinian state near the 1967 lines, blasted Obama’s 
nuclear deal with Iran before a joint session of 
Congress and funded a massive expansion of 
settlement growth.

The Democratic nominee to replace Obama that year, 
Hillary Clinton, suggested that Obama had 
nonetheless not been conciliatory enough to 
Netanyahu. In her 2014 book, Hard Choices, she 
argued that it was necessary to connect with the 
Israeli leader “as a friend” rather than making him feel 
“cornered.” In 2015, she pledged to invite him to the 
White House in her first month in office. As president, 
she told AIPAC in 2016, she would “vigorously oppose 
any attempt by outside parties to impose a solution, 
including by the U.N. Security Council.”

That was only three years ago. Democratic debate 
over Israel since then has changed almost as radically
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as the Democratic debate over health care, immigration, 
gun control and reparations.

Partly, that’s because the millennials who are pushing the 
party left on domestic issues are also further left than 
their elders when it comes to Israel. Partly, it’s because 
Netanyahu has eviscerated the old AIPAC argument that 
the best way to create a Palestinian state is for America 
to support Israel unconditionally. In fact, the more 
unconditional America’s support has grown in the Trump 
era, the more racist and authoritarian and devoted to 
permanent occupation of the West Bank Netanyahu 
seems to become. (Netanyahu’s potential successor, 
Benny Gantz, hasn’t said he supports a Palestinian state 
either).

But another factor in the shift is Bernie Sanders, who —
without much media fanfare — has spent the Trump era 
quietly violating taboo after taboo when it comes to the 
American debate about Israel.

In 2017, Senator Sanders publicly discussed the 
Palestinian perspective on what happened in 1948. (“Like 
our own country, the founding of Israel involved the 
displacement of hundreds of thousands of people already 
living there, the Palestinian people. Over 700,000 people 
were made refugees.”) Last year he used his social-media 
platform to give people in Gaza a chance to describe what 
it’s like to live under a blockade. And for two years now he 
has publicly supported conditioning American military 
aid..

Liberated by his small-donor base from the orthodoxies of 
large Democratic contributors, Sanders has smashed the 
ideological barriers that constrained the Clinton-Obama 
Democratic Party on Israel much as he has on other 
issues. And, in so doing, he has revealed that policies that 
were once deemed unthinkable enjoy substantial support.

I’d never seen a poll on conditioning military aid until 
Sanders began speaking about it. But this spring, the 
University of Maryland discovered that 57% of Democrats 
support “economic sanctions” or “something harsher” in 
response to settlement growth. A Center for American 
Progress poll released this month shows that 71% of 
Democrats — and 56% of Americans overall — believe 
Washington “should not provide unrestricted financial and 
military assistance” to Israel.

By exposing the popularity of restrictions on American 
aid, Sanders has pressured his rivals to move in his

direction. He’s allowed Warren and Buttigieg — who have 
been vaguer and more cautious in their embrace of aid 

restrictions — to look like relative moderates while taking 
positions that are still radical compared to Obama’s or 
Clinton’s. And he’s begun a discussion, still in its infancy, 
that will lead more mainstream journalists to investigate 
how American military aid to Israel actually works.

What they find will likely shift opinion even further. When 
Americans learn that Israel — uniquely among recipients 
of U.S. aid — can spend roughly 25% of the money it gets 
on Israeli weapons rather those those made in America, 
thus subsidizing an arms industry that competes with our 
own, even some Trump supporters will cry foul.

What this year’s J Street conference made clear is that 
when it comes to Israel, there are now two Democratic 
Parties. There is a faction, powered by young and 
progressive activists, which sees Netanyahu as Trump, 
AIPAC as the NRA, and the occupation as a moral 
obscenity subsidized by American money. And there is a 
faction, led by politicians with deep roots in Washington 
and close ties to the American Jewish establishment, who 
are still giving the same Israel speeches they gave before 
J Street was born.

In twin 10-minute addresses at J Street’s 1,200-person 
gala on Monday night, Sen. Chuck Schumer never 
mentioned the word Palestinian and House Speaker 
Nancy Pelosi said it exactly once (endorsing “a two state 
solution that enhances stability and security for Israel and 
the Palestinian people”). In his video message to the 
Conference, former Vice President Joe Biden offered no 
hint that he would contemplate restrictions or conditions 
on American aid.

If a progressive like Warren wins the White House in 2020, 
she will likely face a battle over military aid not only with 
Republicans but with powerful figures in her own party’s 
old guard. But that struggle itself will represent a 
momentous change.

Almost overnight, a debate that many thought impossible 
has broken out inside in the Democratic Party. What I 
heard at J Street was the sound of progressive Democrats 
losing their fear.

Peter Beinart is a Forward columnist and professor of 
journalism and political science at the City University of 
New York. He is also a contributor to The Atlantic and a 
CNN commentator. Follow him on Twitter @PeterBeinart.

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


