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Binghamton University in upstate New York is known as 
one of the top colleges for Jewish life in the United 
States. A quarter of the student population identifies as 
Jewish. Kosher food is on the meal plan. There are five 
historically-Jewish Greek chapters and a Jewish a 
capella group, Kaskeset.

When a swastika was drawn on a bathroom stall in 
Binghamton’s Bartle Library in March 2017, the 
administration was quick to condemn it. In a statement 
co-signed by the Hillel director, the school’s vice 
president of student affairs said bluntly: “Binghamton 
University does not tolerate hate crimes, and we take 
all instances of this type of action very seriously.”

But when Binghamton, which is part of the State 
University of New York system, filed its mandatory 
annual report about campus crime with the federal 
Department of Education, it said no vandalism hate 
crimes had occurred in 2017.

Ryan Yarosh, the university spokesman, explained in an 
interview that the incident had not been listed in the 
federal report because there was not enough evidence 
that it was motivated by bias. Asked what else might 
drive someone to paint a swastika on a bathroom stall, 
he said: “You would have to consult with the 
Department of Education on the criteria they 
developed, as we are simply following their guidelines.”

Indeed, the Department of Education guidelines, last 
updated in 2016, leaves murky how antisemitic 
vandalism should be handled. And Binghamton is 
hardly the only school leaving swastikas and other 
hateful symbols and slogans out of their federal filings.

A Forward analysis comparing news reports of campus 
antisemitism between 2016 and 2018 to the filings for 
those years found that fewer than half of the incidents 
that could have been reported as hate crimes actually 
were. Out of a total of 158 incidents at 64 schools, 93 —

including antisemitic vandalism at brand-name schools 
known for vibrant Jewish communities like Harvard, 
Princeton, MIT, UCLA and the University of Maryland —
were left out of the federal filings.

Universities are required to annually report crimes on 
their campuses under the Clery Act, a 1990 law named 
for 19-year-old Jeanne Clery, who was raped and 
murdered in her dorm room at Lehigh University in 
Pennsylvania. But reporting on murders is far more 
straightforward, it turns out, than counting bias crimes 
like the one in the Binghamton bathroom.

Many universities interpret the guidelines as narrowly 
as possible, leaving out antisemitic vandalism that 
would likely be categorized as hate crimes if they 
happened off-campus. While there is no data 
suggesting that anti-Jewish vandalism is treated 
differently than vandalism targeting other minority 
groups, some Jewish leaders and students are 
concerned that the spotty reporting is part of a broader 
problem of university administrators not understanding 
the scope and seriousness of antisemitism on 
campuses today.

Mark Rotenberg, a former general counsel at Johns 
Hopkins University and the University of Minnesota who 
is now a vice president at Hillel International, said the 
reports are “woefully undercounting hate crimes.” He 
attributed this both to weaknesses in the Department 
of Education’s guidance, and to what he described as a 
lack of awareness among university administrators 
“that anti-Semitism has spiked in this country to an all-
time high.”

“Jewish students don’t experience a swastika in a 
library or a dorm hallway as just a vandalism 
misdemeanor under state law,” Rotenberg said. “They 
understand it as targeted harassment of their own 
identity, as an attack on their own Jewishness.”

Colleges express outrage about anti-
Semitism— but fail to report it as a crime
By Aiden Pink
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The Department of Education’s press office repeatedly 
declined to comment over months of reporting this 
story, including a list of specific questions emailed to 
spokesperson Jim Bradshaw on July 30.

The Forward also sent emails with detailed questions to 
80 colleges and universities where our examination of 
news reports found possible antisemitic hate crimes. 
Fifty-nine of these campuses responded on the record. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, schools that included 
antisemitic hates crimes in their federal filings were 
more likely to respond than those that did not.

Janet Gilmore, a spokeswoman at the University of 
California, Berkeley, challenged the idea of comparing 
incidents reported in the moment with the federal 
filings, called Annual Security and Fire Safety Reports. 
“The purpose of the ASFSR is to provide aggregate 
crime statistics and campus safety and security policies 
to allow the community to make informed decisions 
about their safety,” Gilmore said. “It is not the intended 
purpose of the statute or the ASFSR to provide the 
general public with a detailed case analysis involving 
specific reported incidents.”

But Elisa Lopez, who oversees Clery Act compliance at 
the University of Wisconsin — which disclosed 14 
swastika-vandalism incidents in 2016 — said she viewed 
the annual report as a crucial tool of transparency for 
students, parents and taxpayers.

“It’s our job to present information as complete as 
possible,” Lopez said. “Especially important crime and 
Clery-related information.”

Tracking the hate

Jeanne Clery’s parents, Howard and Constance, lobbied 
for the legislation requiring these annual crime reports, 
saying they never would have sent their daughter to 
Lehigh had they known about its 38 on-campus 
assaults in the three years before her death.

The law requires all colleges and universities, private or 
public, that get federal funding to annually report all 
crimes that occurred on their campuses over the 
previous three years. They must make the information 
available on their websites, as well as on one 
maintained by the Department of Education.

Schools that leave out information can be penalized. In 
2017, 10 colleges were fined $30,000 to $210,000 each 
for undercounting crime statistics or failing to properly 
distribute their reports. Michigan State University was 
fined a record $4.5 million in 2019 for reports that did 
not include assaults by Larry Nassar, the convicted sex 
offender who worked as a doctor for the MSU and U.S. 
Olympic gymnastics teams.

While the Clery and Nassar cases are examples of the 
most serious felony offenses, the law also requires 
reporting of more than a dozen other categories of 
crimes. Hate crimes are much less frequent than other 
reportable offenses like robberies or stalking (to say 
nothing of liquor-law violations), but it is not unusual 
for a campus to report one or two in a given year. That 
tally includes hate crimes motivated by religion, race, 
gender, sexuality and other biases.

Several Jewish organizations, including the Anti-
Defamation League and the California-based AMCHA 
Initiative, track antisemitic incidents on college 
campuses, and say they are on the rise, with 
perpetrators both from the Nazi-sympathizing right and 
the Israel-critical left. But no one had previously 
compared these trackers with the federal filings.

To do so, the Forward created a database of antisemitic 
incidents between 2016 and 2018 reported by the ADL 
and AMCHA, or in our own pages, at the 215 campuses 
featured in the 2018 Forward College Guide. We then 
filtered the thousands of such instances to remove 
those that did not fit the Clery Act’s definition of hate 
crimes, leaving 182 seemingly reportable events.

To understand our approach, consider the University of 
Minnesota. When the student body there voted in 2018 
to call for divesting school funds from Israel, some Jews 
on campus said the campaign included antisemitic 
rhetoric, but no individual incident rose to the level of a 
criminal act, so we did not look for this in the federal 
reports. But we did check for the 2017 incident in which 
a student at the same school was arrested after 
burning an image of a swastika into a residence hall 
desk.

Minnesota’s inclusion of the swastika-burning in its 
federal reports seems to be an exception. Our analysis
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found that of the 64 campuses where reportable 
antisemitic hate crimes occurred, 39 left some or all of 
them out of their federal filings. (There were 14 
additional campuses where we found such 
discrepancies, but learned that the incidents had either 
happened off campus or no one had filed a police 
report, rendering them ineligible for Clery Act reporting. 
We also found two places where swastika incidents 
were reported as hate crimes targeting a non-Jewish 
minority group.)

At Rutgers University in New Jersey, which has one of 
the largest Jewish student populations in the country, 
watchdog groups counted at least 16 examples of 
antisemitic graffiti between 2016 and 2018, including 15 
swastikas, some accompanied by messages like “NO 
KIKES HERE” and “get them all.” But Rutgers’ federal 
report covering those years discloses only two hate 
crimes motivated by religious bias. The university’s 
director of media relations did not respond to detailed 
questions sent by email.

Similarly, in the first four months of 2018, Ithaca 
College’s public safety logs showed three incidents of 
swastika vandalism in bathrooms, two of which the 
campus police department classified as “Aggravated 
harassment 1st degree.” They also showed an incident 
in which a Jewish student’s mezuzah was knocked off 
his door. But Ithaca did not report any hate crimes to 
the federal government that year.

For a full list of possible antisemitic hate crimes that 
were not included in universities’ federal reports, as 
well as those schools’ explanations, click here.

This analysis does not include what some Jewish 
students have described as an unwelcome campus 
climate, where they feel ostracized for their Zionist 
advocacy and sometimes have events boycotted, 
protested or even shouted down by pro-Palestinian 
activists. That tension almost never manifests as 
something that the Clery Act would consider reportable 
as a hate crime, though Tammi Rossman-Benjamin, the 
director of the AMCHA Initiative, said that such 
“silencing” can have more of a negative effect on 
Jewish students’ collegiate experiences than a swastika 
on a bathroom wall.

Unlike the often vague — and frequently contested —
sentiments of feeling unwelcome, swastika vandalism 
is specific and concrete, so it’s easy to track when 
events happen and what universities do in response.

Seventeen university spokespeople contacted about 
their failure to include antisemitic incidents in their 
federal filings, like Binghamton’s Yarosh, said they were 
simply following the Department of Education’s 
guidance, which states that they are not obligated to 
report every swastika-vandalism case.

At five other schools — Brandeis University, Emory 
University, Portland State University, the University at 
Buffalo and George Washington University –
administrators said that the failure to report antisemitic 
incidents had been an inadvertent error.

At GW, when Nazi symbols were written on signs in a 
residence hall in December 2017, a university 
spokesperson specifically promised in the student 
newspaper that it would be noted as a hate crime in the 
following federal report. When we asked why it was not, 
GW’s assistant director of media relations, Crystal 
Nosal, said it was because of staff turnover.

Blake Goodman, who was a freshman at the time, said 
he was “sadly unsurprised” to hear this.

“While the campus administration staffing hasn’t been 
consistent, the presence of antisemitism has been,” 
Goodman, now a senior, said in an interview. “If 
something as glaringly obvious as a swastika can’t be 
classified as an antisemitic hate crime, what can be?”

The letter of the law

But the Department of Education’s Handbook for 
Campus Safety and Security Reporting makes it 
anything but “glaringly obvious.”

The 265-page document, using an FBI definition, 
describes a hate crime as “a criminal offense that 
manifests evidence that the victim was intentionally 
selected because of the perpetrator’s bias against the 
victim.”

Rotenberg, the former university lawyer who now 
works at Hillel, said this definition “does not fit” the 
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majority of campus incidents, noting that swastikas and 
other bigoted symbols and slogans are often plastered 
in public places, which many Jewish students 
experience as an affront against all Jews, though no 
individuals were, as the definition puts it, “intentionally 
selected.”

The handbook says that something is more likely to be 
a hate crime if the offender is of a different race or 
religion than the victim – but that’s impossible to 
ascertain if the offender is never caught. And an 
incident is more likely to be a hate crime if the victim is 
a member of a minority group – but, as Teri Taylor, the 
records manager at the University of California, Santa 
Cruz, police department explained, if the vandalism 
occurs at a campus library rather than at a Hillel or on a 
student’s door, the “victim” is technically the university 
itself.

Of the 17 administrators who said in interviews that 
they did not report antisemitic incidents because of the 
Department of Education guidelines, a dozen cited the 
handbook’s Scenario 5, which outlines an example of 
swastika vandalism.

There are 12 hypothetical scenarios listed in the 
handbook’s hate-crimes section, four dealing with 
religious bias. Three of these, according to the 
Department of Education, should be reported as hate 
crimes. Scenario 6: During a contentious campus 
debate over the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, someone 
spray-paints on a hallway where a Jewish student 
group lives. Scenario 7: Police find a vandalized photo 
exhibit of famous Muslim-Americans at the same time 
they discover a defaced flier advertising a Muslim 
student group. Scenario 10: A white person shoves a 
Sikh student and pulls off his turban while yelling, “We 
don’t want your kind in this neighborhood.”

Then there is Scenario 5.

Even if the perpetrator is caught and found to have 
prejudicial views, “knowing that an offender is 
prejudiced is not enough to classify a crime as a Hate 
Crime,” the handbook says. “There must be evidence 
that the offender was motivated by that prejudice to 
commit the crime.”

Mark Eyerly, a spokesman for Lafayette College, cited 
Scenario 5 to explain why his school reported no hate 
crimes in 2016, a year in which a residence-hall 
bathroom and bulletin board were defaced with the 
Nazi symbol in separate incidents.

“A swastika painted on the wall of an elevator in a 
college dorm does not necessarily equate to a hate 
crime,” Eyerly said, citing a Clery Act training that staff 
attended before the 2017 report was published. “We 
would need more facts, and they may never become 
known.”

Laura Egan of the Clery Center, which was founded by 
Jeanne Clery’s parents and helps universities comply 
with the namesake law, said that a question about the 
Department of Education’s guidelines for reporting 
swastika vandalism “comes up in every single one of 
our trainings.”

Some university officials responsible for filing the 
reports acknowledged that the requirements can seem 
counterintuitive.

“’How can you draw a swastika in a non-biased way?’ I 
have the same perception myself,” said Taylor of UC 
Santa Cruz. But, she added, the Department of 
Education handbook and the FBI definitions contained 
within it are clear: if there isn’t a specific intended 
Jewish victim, it’s not a hate crime under the Clery Act.

“We’ve had to work very hard to make sure that we are 
following the descriptions, the criteria, and ensuring 
that we are defining these in a way that is accurately a 
hate crime or accurately not a hate crime,” Taylor said. 
“We don’t want to misreport.”

Egan said the Department of Education occasionally 
does spot checks, asking a university, for example, to 
provide documentation that what was described as a 
hate crime fits the definition. It could, theoretically, fine 
a school for misclassifying an event as a hate crime just 
as it could for failing to report one.

Yet several schools, including Columbia University, 
American University and Queens College, included in 
their annual reports antisemitic vandalism incidents 
that took place in public places like bathrooms.

Colleges express outrage about anti-Semitism— but fail to report it as a crime
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Rossman-Benjamin, of the AMCHA Initiative, said that 
because Jewish identity is a mix of religion, culture and 
peoplehood, anti-discrimination laws don’t fully fit.

“The problem for Jewish students isn’t the lack of 
enforcement of these laws, it’s the laws themselves, 
which essentially leave some people unprotected,” she 
said.

‘Firm believers in transparency’

The Forward’s close examination of the reports at more 
than 200 campuses revealed a variety of approaches to 
the Clery Act.

At Hampshire College in Massachusetts, for example, 
administrators officially reported one vandalism hate 
crime in 2017, which it described as anti-Black and anti-
trans. But the school also noted in its filing three 
“additional incidents involving hate” that did not meet 
the Clery Act standard, two of which involved “anti-
Jewish graffiti in public areas.”

Others took a maximalist approach. Stanford University 
reported 22 hate-crime vandalism incidents in 2017, all 
of them swastikas, though at least 14 of these, 
according to the AMCHA Initiative, were in public places 
and no perpetrator was ever identified.

A prospective student might conclude that Stanford 
had an antisemitism problem, when in fact it was just 
being more thorough than, say, Rutgers, in its 
reporting. (Stanford did not respond to a request for 
comment.)

The University of Wisconsin, which similarly had a spate 
of neo-Nazi vandalism incidents in 2016, also disclosed 
all 14 of its incidents, which campus police attributed to 
a single perpetrator.

And after The Forward’s inquiry, Wisconsin 
administrators updated their report to recategorize two 
2017 incidents that it had already disclosed as hate-
crime vandalism, changing them instead to hate-crime 
intimidation, a more serious designation.

“We are firm believers in transparency,” said Lopez, the 
university’s Clery Act compliance director. “It’s not only 
extremely important for our department, but for our 
university as a whole.”

But that view is relatively rare. One university official, 
who spoke on condition of anonymity, admitted that 
the Clery Act system effectively incentivizes schools to 
minimize disclosure.

“You want to be as transparent as possible, but calling 
it out at all, you get questions about your reporting,” 
the official said. “We err on the side of over-
communicating about bias incidents, because they’re of 
interest to our community and antithetical to our 
values. But it’s a real tension in communication 
decisions – the more you talk about something, the 
more attention you get for it.”

Most universities do inform students via email that an 
antisemitic incident has occurred, most of the time. 
Sometimes they do so even when the incident falls 
outside what everyone agrees are the bounds of the 
Clery Act, such as if they take place in off-campus 
apartments, or if nobody files a police report.

And of course, what first seems like antisemitism can 
turn out to be something else. After what appeared to 
be a Star of David with a swastika inside it was found in 
a classroom at Franklin & Marshall College, an 
investigation led by the school’s Hillel director 
concluded that the drawing was actually the symbol of 
Raelism, a religious movement that worships aliens.

Even graffiti that does appear to be aimed at Jews does 
not affect all Jewish students the same way. When anti-
Jewish and racist graffiti was found in a cubicle in a 
Lehigh University library in 2018, for example, Michael 
Rosenberg, a senior at the time, described it as 
“something more dumb than cruel” and felt the 
university “handled it as well as it could have.” But 
Jordan Wolman, who was a sophomore, said he thought 
the drawing was “far from a one-off” and that the 
college wanted to “brush this off and sweep it under 
the rug.”

Goodman, the GW student, said that his university’s 
initial response to the hateful vandalism and failure to 
include it in the federal report left him skeptical.

“I remember the incident serving as the first of many 
reality checks during my time at GW, when I realized 
that no community is immune from antisemitism,” he

Colleges express outrage about anti-Semitism— but fail to report it as a crime
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said. “I expected the university to use the moment to 
create a zero-tolerance policy on incidents of 
antisemitism. Almost three years later, these 
incidents are still occurring on campus.”

-

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

Jewish Crown Heights residents remember 
microscopic details about the riots of 1991 — 29 years 
ago, on Wednesday.

They recall the acronyms used to differentiate 
between the different types of ambulances that 
served the victims of the car crash that started it all. 
They remember the ins and outs of the court cases for 
one of the killers of Yankel Rosenbaum. They talk 
about the word the murder weapon was etched with 
(“killer”), the words that Al Sharpton said in a eulogy 
about Jews in the neighborhood (“diamond 
merchants”), the minutiae of the days and nights that 
were dissected and argued over for decades 
afterwards.

“I still hear the footsteps, the pounding of people 
running along Eastern Parkway, screaming, ‘Get the 
Jews’ and ‘Hitler didn’t finish it,’” said Crown Heights 
resident Devorah Halberstam, who co-founded the 
Jewish Children’s Museum that sits at the heart of the 
neighborhood. “I didn’t read it in the paper. I didn’t 
hear it from somebody else. I watched it with my own 
two eyes.”

About 60% of Crown Heights is Black, according to 
census data, and most of the foreign-born population 
claims a birthplace in the Caribbean.

Census data do not track religion, but about 2,500 
homes reported speaking Yiddish, out of about 
34,600 homes that spoke a language other than 
English. The neighborhood is home to the Chabad-
Lubavitch movement, a Hasidic sect that stayed in the 
area during white flight in the 1960s and 1970s at the 
behest of the Lubavitcher Rebbe Menachem Mendel 
Schneerson.

Decades after the 
riots, Crown Heights’ 
anger is not what 
you think
By Molly Boigon

News
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The riot began after a car in the motorcade of a Hasidic 
leader accidentally struck and killed seven-year-old 
Gavin Cato, the child of Guyanese immigrants. Rumors 
circulated that the Jewish ambulance service, Hatzolah, 
abandoned the child; that EMTs treated the driver first; 
that the driver was drunk. Violence erupted in the 
neighborhood. Residents marched in the street for four 
days and a group of young Black men surrounded 
Yankel Rosenbaum and stabbed him.

Now, nearly 30 years later, New York City saw 242 anti-
Semitic hate crimes in 2019, according to the NYPD. In 
Crown Heights, an Orthodox rabbi was attacked with a 
paving stone. That same week, an Orthodox Jewish 
driver was hit in the eye with what news reports said 
was a block of ice or a rock.

This anniversary, coming as it does after a year of 
violence perpetrated against both Orthodox Jews and 
Blacks, lays bare a rift, said Jewish residents of Crown 
Heights. And it’s not between them and the Black 
people they share the neighborhood with; it’s between 
them and non-Orthodox Jews they felt abandoned 
them in 1991, and who still haven’t really come through.

A people divided

These feelings of bitterness and trauma run so deep 
that they persist to this day.

A number of the perpetrators of the violent incidents 
that happened in 2019 were reportedly Black men, and 
Jewish leaders question whether the response would 
have been more unified had perpetrators fit a more 
politically convenient profile.

Also, Jewish news outlets, including the Forward, called 
out citizens and especially fellow Jews for not doing or 
saying enough.

“If the perpetrator wasn’t a white supremacist who 
voted for Trump, then it didn’t really happen, did it?” 
asked Forward Life editor Avital Chizhik-Goldschmidt in 
late August of 2019.

To be sure, the Jewish community broadly did respond 
to violence against visibly Orthodox Jews more quickly, 
and with more concern, in 2019 than they did in 1991.

The ADL doubled funding last year for an anti-bias 
education program in public schools, and has offered 
dozens of cash rewards for information about 
perpetrators of hate violence.

“ADL has worked for almost three decades to improve 
relations in the aftermath of the riots,” said Alexander 
Rosemberg, ADL NY/NJ Deputy Regional Director in a 
statement.

The community also staged a massive march in January 
to protest the violence against visibly Orthodox Jews, 
such as those in Crown Heights.

Yet those whom the event purported to stand up for 
had some qualms about it. It generated criticism from 
some Haredi Jews who are culturally opposed to 
organizing events around negative subjects. Was this 
really an event in partnership with the affected 
community?

For some Crown Heights Jews, it felt a lot like the time 
of the riots.

One Jewish leader from outside their community did 
speak out on their behalf, and articulated some of what 
they were feeling. Abraham Foxman, then-national 
director of the Anti-Defamation League, criticized his 
own organization from within: “You could say, ‘What 
took the Anti-Defamation League 10 days to call you 
together and to say there is anti-Semitism in Crown 
Heights?’” he said, as printed in the Sept. 6, 1991 issue 
of the Forward, “There seems to be a self-imposed self-
restraint. There seems to be a color consciousness 
operating when the issue comes to anti-Semitism.”

Residents describe a disconnect, a feeling of being 
misunderstood, mischaracterized and blamed for the 
riots, memories that still buzz like phantom phone calls 
in the back pocket.

“Our enemy wasn’t really the Black, our enemy was the 
successful Jew living in suburbia,” said Rabbi Shea 
Hecht, a Crown Heights resident and the chairman of 
the board for the National Committee for the 
Furtherance of Jewish Education. They “had no 
understanding of what really took place in Crown 
Heights, and they were quick to pass judgement and 
say that it was the rich Jews taking advantage of the

Decades after the riots, Crown Heights’ anger is not what you think
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poor Blacks. That was not what was going on in this 
neighborhood at all.”

Justice delayed

Indeed, Jewish residents of Crown Heights say that 
justice was never served. They feel their fiercest and 
most effective advocate was not a Jewish New Yorker. 
Instead, it was Norman Rosenbaum, Yankel
Rosenbaum’s brother and fiercest advocate.

And less than a month ago, he died at age 63, likely 
closing the book on finding the rest of the crowd that 
killed the 29-year-old student. The brothers were 
Australian, and that’s where Norman died.

One man did go to prison for Yankel’s murder, but it 
took a lot of work on Norman’s part. Lemrick Nelson 
received a 10-year prison sentence after an acquittal in 
a state murder trial, a conviction in a federal civil rights 
trial that was eventually overturned and an eventual 
retrial. Norman flew back and forth from Melbourne to 
keep the issue in the public eye as apathy threatened 
to soak into the community like syrup.

The family eventually sued the hospital that treated 
Yankel, winning a $1.25 million settlement for medical 
malpractice after doctors did not address one of his 
four stab wounds for an hour.

But according to those who knew Norman, that was not 
enough.

“There were still many people who participated that 
night in a stabbing that never had to answer to 
anybody,” said Hecht, the rabbi, who used to host 
Norman Rosenbaum at his home during trips from 
Australia. “That’s painful, and that was one of the 
things that Norman went to his grave with, saying, ‘I 
didn’t complete my entire mission.”

Like carrying water in a strainer

Yet despite this history, and recent acts of violence, 
today’s residents don’t see Black-Jewish tension 
ratcheted up by gentrification at the root of their 
problems. Instead, it’s the individual person on the 
street who fails to understand the complicated and 
intentionally insular lifestyle of the Orthodox Jews of 
Crown Heights.

“You can’t blame a whole community because of 
individuals who have committed those crimes,” said 
Devorah Halberstam of her Black neighbors. “You just 
can’t live in that mindset, otherwise you’ll never be 
free.”

Halberstam’s son, Ari, was killed in a terror attack in 
1994, three years after she witnessed the Crown 
Heights riot. She’s learned from her own experience, 
she said, that “you never get complete justice,” and 
“whatever justice you do get you have to fight tooth 
and nail for.”

Halberstam has devoted her life to building bridges in 
Crown Heights and beyond, co-founding the Jewish 
Children’s Museum that she devoted to her late son. 
She described a Black child visiting the museum and 
making a shofar by hand.

This, she said, is the kind of thing that prevents 
violence from happening again. Education is the key to 
peace, said Halberstam and others in the 
neighborhood.

She and Richard Green, the head of the Crown Heights 
Youth Collective, are working this week on One Crown 
Heights, a day of festivities usually held outdoors, that 
this year is all virtual. This Thursday and the following, 
from 6 p.m. to 8 p.m., storytellers and musicians will 
perform and parents will fill out the census and help 
children meditate.

For Crown Heights’ most devoted peacekeepers, the 
work does not stop, even though 29 years have passed.

“Young people ask me all the time questions about that 
— ‘Why do they do this? Why do they do that? Why 
can’t a man shake a woman’s hand? What are those 
little tassels that they wear?’” said Richard Green. 
“Those are questions that young people have and once 
they understand what is going on there, it’s much 
easier for them to accept it.”

Green has been at the forefront of community-building 
efforts in Crown Heights since before the 1991 riot that 
has forever stained the neighborhood. At the center of 
his philosophy is finding common ground between 
people living in seemingly different universes on the 
same block.

Decades after the riots, Crown Heights’ anger is not what you think
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Green helped Hasidic families in the neighborhood 
turn on the lights and the fan on Shabbat when he 
was a child. He recalled being gifted with a coin left on 
a plate for his service.

“Sometimes it feels a little tough: some say it may 
feel like carrying water in a strainer,” he said. ”But to 
me, at least we’ll get some of it to the other side.”

And he said that the neighborhood’s progress showed 
this spring, when protests in other neighborhoods 
about George Floyd’s killing by a police officer 
descended into chaos, but Crown Heights remained 
mostly calm.

“We were able to keep our communities from going to 
that level that we’ve seen happening,” he said.

Towards the end of our interview, Green took out a 
photo he took on his cellphone and printed out on a 
sheet of photo paper. He handed over the picture, 
which showed three Hasidic boys and one Black boy 
on a basketball court.

“One thing they have in common is the game they’re 
playing,” he said. “All the other stuff? Secondary.”

-

Molly Boigon is an investigative reporter at the 
Forward. Contact her at boigon@forward.com or 
follow her on Twitter @MollyBoigon

Belarus — that strange country, locked in a previous 
era, and now reeling from anti-regime protests — is 
drenched in Jewish history, and blood.

To go to the Republic of Belarus is to travel in time. It 
is to go to a land where few tourists enter and where 
foreigners require “additional special security.” Where 
President Alexander Lukashenko has ruled for 26 
years, where there is no American diplomatic 
presence, where the intelligence service still calls 
itself KGB, where Lenin’s face still smiles down from 
buses and where children still sing about a future of 
eternal sunshine. The economy is state-controlled, as 
is the media.

When I visited there as a journalist in 2013, I was 
taken by the stark contrast between the still-very-
Soviet Minsk, Belarus’s capital, and cosmopolitan, 
westernized Moscow.

Minsk’s eerily quiet streets were filled with polite 
people walking in silence with their heads down. “It’s 
a very clean city,” Minskers love to say about their 
city. And so it was, then: Clean of memory, clean of 
politics, clean of dissent. The architecture of Minsk is 
supremely Soviet, its wide avenues built for military 
parades, its Choral Synagogue now a theater.

And outside the city, a lush countryside awaited —
white birch trees, endless meadows, vistas that don’t 
need any Instagram filter, storybook villages with 
abject poverty.

Once, the soil of Belarus, or White Russia, was a hub 
of intellectual Jewish life — the great yeshivas of Mir, 
Brisk, Grodno, Novadork, Volozhin, and Radin
established their kingdoms there. Rabbinic luminaries 
like Rabbi Chaim Soloviechik, Rabbi Chaim Ozer 
Grodzinski, and Rabbi Refael Shapiro built their

A reporter’s 
notebook: Jewish 
Belarus then and now
By Avital Chizhik-Goldschmidt

News

A reporter’s notebook: Jewish Belarus then and now



GET THE LATEST AT FORWARD.COM

11

dynasties there. Thousands upon thousands of young 
Jewish men populated these cities, filling the streets 
with Hebrew letters, Talmudic expositions, fiery soul-
searchers debating the cold intellectuals.

After all, Belarussia was the land that produced Israeli 
prime ministers Menachem Begin and Shimon Peres. It 
inspired the poetry of Mendele Mocher-Sforim and the 
colors of Marc Chagall. It bore witness to the 
determination of Eliezer ben Yehuda’s lexicography and 
to the ferocity of Chaim Soutine’s paintbrush.

Then the Nazis came.

The German occupation, after Operation Barbarossa, 
ravaged the country. The Belarussian partisan 
resistance had a significant Jewish presence, with over 
11,000 Jews fighting in the forests of Slutsk and 
Koydanov, forming seven companies of fighters. It is 
estimated that 800,000 Jews died on Belarussian soil, 
shot by Einsatzgruppen, police groups, and volunteers 
from Lithuania, Ukraine and Latvia, as well as by 
Belarussian police.

Much of that history —and those graves — has been 
systematically covered by years of Soviet rule. Just last 
year, a grave was uncovered at a construction site in 
Brest-Litovsk. Walk through that city today, visit its war 
memorial, and you’ll find piles of Hebrew gravestones 
tucked into the side — they had been pulled up by the 
Soviet authorities, intended to be repurposed as 
cobblestones.

Under Soviet rule, Minsk was known as a Jewish city, 
with roughly 40% of its population being Jewish. There 
was, intermittently, a vibrant Yiddish culture, along with 
Jewish education, workers’ Bund, and circumcision and 
kosher slaughter practices.

By the time the Soviet Union collapsed and Belarus 
declared its independence, the majority of Belarussian 
Jewry had emigrated to the U.S. and Israel.

Today, Belarus is home to around 20,000 Jews, and 
roughly half of the country’s Jews live in Minsk. Jewish 
life there is smaller but still vibrant, with synagogues, 
schools, Jewish community centers, and local cultural 
organizations. In every Jewish community I visited, back 
in 2013, I was moved by the enthusiasm of its Jewish 

youth, the passion for Judaism and for Israel, a certain 
fervor that is rarely seen among American Jewish youth 
yet common among young Jews in eastern Europe 
today.

The protests have faced brutal responses from 
Lukashenko’s security forces, with protesters being 
beaten and raped. Jewish community activists in Minsk 
are now collecting funds for legal aid for those 
detained, bringing food and inquiring about their well-
being. The relationship between the Jewish community 
with Lukashenko has been complicated — while the 
government recognizes Judaism as an official religion, 
Lukashenko has made disparaging comments about 
Jews in the past, and Jewish organizations have long 
struggled with local authorities over preserving 
Holocaust-era burial sites.

Today, as Belarusians march in their streets demanding 
democracy, I think back to the Jews I met there, seven 
years ago. I think of those young people, the stakes at 
play now — the Jewish history their soil carries, and how 
they are fighting for their freedom on that land. These 
individuals will likely fade into the background of the 
larger geopolitical forces at play on this stage. But they 
carry into the struggle a remarkable and powerful 
legacy.

-

Avital Chizhik-Goldschmidt is the Life section editor at 
the Forward. Find her on Twitter. and Instagram

A reporter’s notebook: Jewish Belarus then and now
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They returned to summer camp — and saw the country’s political future 12

In 2017, a Texan governmental body voted to secede 
from the United States.

No, it wasn’t the state’s legislature. It was a group of 
rebellious participants in Boys State, a summer 
program founded in 1935 by the American Legion that 
aims to inculcate the values of civil discourse in a 
population not known for that virtue: high school boys. 
Students nominated by their teachers spend a week 
trotting around a college campus in matching lanyards 
as they build a mock government by creating parties, 
forming platforms, and campaigning in tense elections. 
The ultimate prize: becoming governor of the entire 
makeshift polity.

The notable collapse of civil discourse in the program in 
2017 became a minor scandal and caught the eyes of 
Jesse Moss and Amanda McBaine, husband-and-wife 
documentary filmmakers who developed their 
understated, cinéma vérité style in features like “The 
Overnighters,” a documentary that follows workers who 
flocked to North Dakota during the state’s oil boom. 
The next year, they attended Boys State themselves, 
hoping to find out, as Moss put it, whether the next 
generation of aspiring politicians would “come together 
and heal” or “fall apart into disunion.”

The product of their journey, the documentary “Boys 
State,” focuses on four participants in the program. 
René, a Black, suffer-no-fools debater rocking a pair of 
Chuck Schumer spectacles, rises to power despite 
racist tactics employed by other boys. Ben, a double 
amputee, emerges as a Machiavellian strategist. 
Strong-jawed Robert, a born glad-hander, turns out to 
be less of a good ol’ boy than he initially seems. And 
Steven, the son of undocumented Mexican immigrants 
and an activist with March For Our Lives, wins allies 
against the odds by relentlessly asking other boys, 
“What issues matter to you?”

“Boys State” is a portrait of an American institution 
that’s both deeply anachronistic and working to 
become more representative of Texas’s diverse, 
modern population. It’s a surprising meditation on 
teenage masculinity, capturing a group of boys who 
can be found screaming “Our masculinity shall not be 
infringed!” one moment and tenderly swaying in a dark 
auditorium while one of their number performs 
“Hallelujah” the next. And it’s a film that attempts, by 
searching for consensus in a fraught and polarized 
summer program, to examine the future of consensus 
in our fraught and polarized democracy.

Moss and McBaine spoke to me over the phone about 
returning to the world of summer camp. The following 
conversation has been edited and condensed for 
clarity.

Irene Connelly: My boyfriend and I watched “Boys 
State” together. We loved it, but he said it gave him a 
little “camp trauma.” What was it like for you to 
immerse yourselves in this very niche teen 
ecosystem?

McBaine: What you hope for in a documentary is that 
what you expect is not what you find. That was 
especially true in this scenario. We got there and there 
was definitely stuff to see that scared us and startled 
us, and cynicism on a level I thought was extreme for 
17-year-olds. But in the course of the week, there was 
so much more that was the opposite of that. We saw 
listening, and compromise, and vulnerability. So being 
able to hold both those feelings at the same time was 
my takeaway.

Moss: I was deprived of a true summer camp 
experience. I still hold my mother accountable for that. I 
don’t have that camp trauma. But I am a documentary 
filmmaker, by nature an outsider, not a joiner. I’m not

They returned to summer camp — and saw the 
country’s political future
By Irene Connelly

Culture
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comfortable in a room full of chanting boys, I’m the guy 
holding the camera. What made it OK for us to enter 
the space is that we were already deeply connected 
with three of the four main characters of the film. We 
had already met Steven, Ben and Robert. I channelled
my own anxieties through them and they all 
experienced the program in different ways.

How did you choose the boys you profiled in depth, 
and how did you know they’d be so charismatic?

Moss: Well, we joke that we developed a proprietary 
algorithm that casts all our films for us. But the real 
answer is, a little bit of leg work.

McBaine: A lot of leg work! We spent three months 
whittling a hundred potential candidates down to four.

Moss: It was kind of a film unto itself to go into these 
living rooms and meet these teenage boys and their 
parents. We loved firing random questions at them, like, 
“Tell me what issues you’ve changed your mind on.” 
There was a set of hard criteria we were looking for: 
diversity in socioeconomic background and politics. But 
then there was the intangible x-factor of charisma. 
When a 17-year-old quotes Napoleon at you, you make 
a note. The day we met Steven, we had a two-hour 
conversation and covered so much ground. He was 
clearly so reflective and vulnerable but also strong. I 
think that’s a combination they all experience to some 
degree, strength and vulnerability.

McBaine: I remember when we arrived at Robert’s 
house. He was actually late to the interview and then 
he descended the staircase in his family’s amazing 
house, and I was like “Oh my God, there’s Matt Dillon.” I 
had this high school reaction to seeing him. Then he 
starts speaking and I’m like, “OK you’re interesting to 
me. Your outside-inside thing is interesting.” We 
couldn’t have known what his tactics were going to be, 
because he didn’t share that with us. [Editors note:
Robert, who admits to the filmmakers that he’s pro-
choice, runs for governer on a fiery anti-abortion 
platform, hoping it’ll help him win friends and influence 
people. It doesn’t.] Watching his actions and 
contrasting them with what he told us was really one of 
the great experiences we had.

I thought Robert would be a kind of villain, but that’s 
not how he turned out at all.

Moss: He’s so honest about his respect for Steven and 
owning his own miscalculations. Robert did come to 
“know thyself” in a short period of time in a deep way. 
That’s what we had been told was possible, that this 
crucible of a week could really transform some of these 
young men. We thought that was just hype — how 
much can someone change? But that’s what we saw 
with Robert.

You profiled characters from a wide range of 
backgrounds. But in most of the speeches you film, 
participants recite pretty standard conservative 
talking points on hot-button issues like abortion and 
gun-control. And as René puts it, he’s never “been 
with so many white people. Ever.” Do you think Boys 
State lives up to its ideals of promoting consensus 
and civil discourse?

McBaine: The program has one foot in the 1950s and 
one foot in the future. They’re doing a lot of work to 
diversify. They’re not done with that work, but they’re 
moving in that direction to better represent the 
population of Texas.

Moss: And if you think about it, that’s really the project 
of our country too. We have a foot in the ’50s, 
unfortunately, and we’re uneasily moving into a more 
equitable shared future that acknowledges all of its 
citizens. The story that emerged for us was these 
voices, Steven’s and René’s, challenging the white 
conversative power structure. That’s part of the story 
of our moment.

With the speeches, we didn’t cherry pick. Some of the 
statements were so outrageous. How can you not 
include a guy who’s saying his masculinity “will not 
be infringed?” But we also had René giving a barn-
burner of a speech when he ran for the party chair 
position.

McBaine: There’s also the fact that the talking points 
they’ve all heard didn’t actually generate the people in 
power. Those who ended up percolating to the top were 
thinking for themselves, although they had a crazy 
combination of ideas.

They returned to summer camp — and saw the country’s political future
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Throughout the film we see Steven, an incredibly 
sympathetic character, gaining traction among the 
boys. But things don’t turn out as he planned. What’s 
it like for you as filmmakers to see this very powerful 
narrative building and then watch it veer off the 
tracks?

Moss: I experienced some of the deepest feelings 
making this film that I have ever felt in my life, besides 
with marriage and parenthood. It’s hard to describe 
what it was like being with Steven on this journey, 
feeling the ecstasy and the agony, and struggling with 
the non-Hollywood ending. I love what Steven says, 
quoting Napoleon, that “you become strong by defying 
defeat.” We wrestled with that.

McBaine: And it’s more real, it’s more true to actual 
politics. You don’t just win. You need to keep pushing.

At the end of the film, Ben says he doesn’t regret the 
“shock and awe” techniques he employed against his 
opponents, including spreading disparaging memes 
on Instagram and smearing Steven for his 
involvement in gun control activism. What do you 
think Boys State attendees really learn about politics 
by the end?

McBaine: I can’t know what the takeaway is for all 
these kids, but I do know what it was for the four we 
followed. Ben’s journey through the program and then 
the film, watching his actions now as a 20-year-old, has 
been one of the deeper experiences for me as a 
filmmaker. He talks about the film as this sort of mirror 
that allows him to understand how he couldn’t 
humanize the other side at the time. He really 
questions the “win-at-all-costs” strategy, not only 
because he now knows Steven and René, but also 
because of where we are with this country. He 
recognizes that with our democracy so fragile, that kind 
of behavior can’t happen in electoral politics.

How much contact have you had with the boys since 
filming?

Moss: We were in contact with them throughout the 
[filming and editing] process. This conversation 
Amanda is talking about has really been part of the life 
of the movie, because they’re not actors. They’re 

people, and their lives keep going. When we shared the 
rough cut with them, Ben actually gave us two pages of 
detailed notes — better notes than I get from 
executives at certain unnamed networks. And we 
shared the stage with them at Sundance. Steven’s mom 
was there and she got a standing ovation; everyone 
was in tears. With COVID, we aren’t able to physically 
travel but we’ve done screenings and conversations 
with all four boys, just to step back and let them speak 
about the experience and reflect on our national 
politics.

McBaine: Their dialogue too is extraordinary, as 
different as they are. At Sundance, we would have 
three-hour dinners where René and Ben would get into 
a conversation about something, historical or present-
tense. They’re so evenly matched that, watching the 
dialogue, I would get out my phone to keep filming.

-

Irene Katz Connelly is an editorial fellow at the Forward. 
You can contact her at connelly@forward.com. Follow 
her on Twitter at @katz_conn.
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Meet the synagogue leader Joe Biden calls ‘my rabbi’ 15

Many friends and associates of former Vice President 
Joe Biden are scheduled to share video testimonials 
about him on Thursday, the final day of the Democratic 
National Convention. Among them will be Rabbi 
Michael Beals of Congregation Beth Shalom, a 
Conservative synagogue in Wilmington, Delaware, 
Biden’s hometown.

Lots of Delawareans have stories about how they met 
their longtime senator, but Beals’ is unique: He met him 
at a shiva call.

The Forward spoke to Beals in March for an article 
about Biden’s long history with the local and national 
Jewish community. Beals recounted his memories 
meeting Biden at the shiva — which he later also shared 
as part of a campaign ad for the Jewish Democratic 
Council of America.

In 2006, Beals presided over a shiva for an elderly 
woman named Sylvia Greenhouse, held in the 
basement laundry room of an apartment building. To 
his surprise, among the guests was Biden, then the 
state’s senior senator. Biden explained to Beals that 
Greenhouse had given him $18 — a number that in 
Judaism symbolizes life — during his first run for Senate 
in 1972, and in every subsequent race, so Biden was 
there to pay his respects.

“And nobody was covering it, nobody from the press, 
there wasn’t an assistant,” Beals told the Forward. “It’s 
just who he is.”

Beals called Biden a “mensch,” a good person, and 
contrasted him with President Trump and with former 
New York City Mayor Mike Bloomberg, who was then 
still in the race.

“He is so comfortable around Jewish people,” Beals
said. “The type of Jewish people he’s comfortable with 
is the type of Jewish people I’d be comfortable with. 

Trump and Bloomberg are comfortable around Jewish 
people, but the type of people they would hang out 
with wouldn’t acknowledge that I’m Jewish, or are so 
wealthy that they’d think I’m inconsequential. For those 
of us who are not very wealthy, or not too far to the 
right or the left, Joe appeals to us. And the fact that he 
sometimes stumbles, it doesn’t show a lack of 
intelligence, it shows he’s human.”

Biden has also showed affection for Beals. While 
serving as Vice President, he frequently invited the 
rabbi and his wife to the annual White House Hanukkah 
party.

In early 2019, when Biden was grappling with the rocky 
prelude to his initially-struggling primary campaign, 
Beals wrote a letter to the former veep, urging him to 
keep going. To his surprise, Biden wrote back, with a 
handwritten letter that began, “You are my rabbi and 
my friend.”

“Looking back on my time in public office I can say 
without fear of contradiction – the Jewish community in 
Delaware and around the nation has not only been the 
source of undying support, but the source of my public 
education,” the letter continued. “I’ve had the great 
honor to meet and be mentored by so many 
remarkable women and men, from Golda [Meir] to Elie 
[Wiesel.] I am indebted to you and to the community in 
so many ways. You are familiar with the Talmudic 
saying, ‘What comes from the heart enters the heart.’ 
Your sentiments entered my heart. Keep the faith!”

Biden also referred to Beals as “my rabbi” when the 
candidate convened faith leaders at a Wilmington 
church in the aftermath of the killing of George Floyd.

Beals, who is married with two children, has served at 
Beth Shalom since 2004. In addition to his ordination at 
the Jewish Theological Seminary, he has a master’s in

Meet the synagogue leader Joe Biden calls 
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international relations from American University and a 
masters in Hebrew letters from American Jewish 
University (then known as the University of Judaism). 
He has also received the Raoul Wallenberg Fellowship 
from the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.

Several recent presidents have had close 
relationships with rabbis. Barack Obama received 
crucial support early in his political career from Rabbi 
Arnold Jacob Wolf of Chicago; Rabbi Menachem 
Genack, the CEO of the Orthodox Union’s kosher 
division, frequently met with Bill Clinton and shared a 
20-year correspondence that Genack later published 
in a book; and Rabbi Baruch Korff was a confidante 
and forceful defender of Richard Nixon.

-

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

Stanley Kubrick: American 
Filmmaker
by David Mikics
Yale University Press, 248 pp, 
$26.00

When cinephiles compare Stanley 
Kubrick to God, they mean the 
fire-and-brimstone, all-knowing, 
all-powerful version. To me, he seems more like H.L 
Mencken’s God, a comedian performing for an 
audience too scared to laugh. Better yet, a drill 
sergeant performing insult comedy for marines too 
scared to do anything.

We don’t need an outright comedy like “Dr. 
Strangelove” to make the case for Kubrick the 
funnyman. We can even set aside half-comedies like 
“Lolita” and “A Clockwork Orange.” The ten remaining 
Kubrick features aren’t just funny, they’re an 
encyclopedia of black and blue, deadpan and 
slapstick, satire and farce. Above all, we find the 
comedy of polite, meaningless words. In “2001: A 
Space Odyssey,” seconds after we’ve witnessed the 
miracle of space travel, a flight attendant asks Dr. 
Floyd if he had a pleasant flight (“very nice, thanks,” 
he replies, the way you’d describe a night’s sleep or a 
cup of coffee).

“The Shining” begins with the general manager of the 
Overlook Hotel telling Jack Torrance about the ex-
caretaker who murdered his whole family. Jack 
pauses, grins too widely, and says, “That’s not gonna
happen with me.” Every other line of “Barry Lyndon” 
is like this — after shooting his rival, Barry asks, “Is he 
dead?” and gets an immortal response: “Quite dead.”

The one thing critics, 
directors and film 
nerds get wrong 
about Stanley Kubrick
By Jackson Arn

Culture
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Later, when Barry goes to buy some oil paintings, 
Kubrick can’t resist having him say, “I love the use of 
the color blue by the artist,” as if he were an eight-
year-old trying to sound like a grownup.

For every dozen stumbling talkers in Kubrick’s films, 
there’s a silver tongue or two — R. Lee Ermey’s drill 
sergeant from “Full Metal Jacket” is probably the most 
famous example, but not the only. I’m partial to Mr. 
Milich, the unctuous, ursine shopkeeper from “Eyes 
Wide Shut.” In his first two minutes of screen time he 
convinces Bill Harford, played by Tom Cruise, to give 
him 200 bucks in exchange for a last-minute costume. 
A moment later, when he finds two men fooling around 
with his daughter in the back of his shop, he flies into a 
rage, locks them up, and carries on as if nothing 
happened. When the men bang on the door, he asks 
them to keep it down, every inch the mild, respectable 
businessman — “Gentlemen, please, can’t you see I’m 
with a customer?”

It’s hard to think of another filmmaker with such a lofty 
reputation and such a childish sense of humor. If this 
sounds like an odd thing to say about the director of 
“2001,” I refer you to the zero-gravity toilet featured in 
the film, which requires a full page of instructions to 
operate — i.e., eons and eons of evolution have 
produced creatures with super-complicated methods 
for disposing of their own waste. In “Room 237,” the 
2012 documentary about “The Shining” and its many 
(stupid) fan theories, nobody mentions the scene with 
the bear fetish costume, possibly because the only fair 
response is a hearty chuckle — who would’ve guessed 
that the ghosts of the Overlook hotel just wanted to 
play dress up and lick each other’s privates? For much 
of the run time of “Eyes Wide Shut,” Kubrick — 70 years 
old, revered, but still a teenager at heart — seems to 
snigger at the fact that Tom Cruise is really, really 
short.

The 2010s were kind to “Eyes Wide Shut.” As someone 
who spent a lot of that decade in New York City rep 
cinemas, I can attest to the growing consensus that it’s 
Kubrick’s masterwork. Reading most of the admiring 
literature on the film, however, you’d think it was a 
solemn fable about love and death (which it may be, 
but it’s also a Manhattan sex romp about Tom Cruise 

trying and failing to cheat on Nicole Kidman). Even the 
best Eyes Wide Shut critics — for starters, Jonathan 
Rosenbaum, Greg Gerke, and Michael Koresky — fall 
into this trap. They mostly ignore the film’s tremors of 
madcap comedy, or its parade of Dickensian 
grotesques, or the wonderfully over-milked joke of Bill 
telling everyone he’s a doctor. They leave this stuff out, 
I think, because, when push comes to shove, they 
consider it incidental to the real meaning of the film, 
bits of dead air between broadcasts.

But it’s not. Ignore the comedy in Kubrick and you leave 
out an important part of his artistry, the one that holds 
the others steady. Without comedy, his films would be 
dry little puzzles, demanding and denying 
interpretation. This is the way some people like it — see 
any of the hundred half-witted “Clockwork Orange” 
exegeses available on YouTube. But Kubrick keeps 
offering us a way out of the maze. We may not be able 
to understand what he created; he may not, either. But 
we can still laugh — at his creations, at our own 
bafflement, and at the absurdity of it all. At the end of 
“Eyes Wide Shut,” Bill Harford reconciles with his wife 
Alice, but not because they finally understand each 
other. Instead, I think, Bill and Alice decide to stay 
together because they’ve learned to admit they don’t 
know everything. They’ve learned to laugh at each 
other, and themselves, and the world. All of which 
explains why the last word of “Eyes Wide Shut” is a 
dirty joke, delivered with a little smile: a one-word 
punchline as powerful as the final “yes” of “Ulysses.” I’d 
tell you what the word is, but don’t you already know?

If I had to pinpoint what’s missing from “Stanley 
Kubrick: American Filmmaker,” David Mikics’s concise 
new biography, I’d say humor. Not all humor, mind you 
— Mikics, a professor of English at the University of 
Houston, can be funny when he wants to be. But his 
Kubrick is a po-faced, sunken-eyed genius, and a bit of 
a bore — not exactly a man of marble, but not quite a 
man of flesh and blood, either. Recently, I came across 
the following anecdote. In order to shoot the “Dawn of 
Man” scenes from “2001,” Kubrick ordered MGM 
employees to raid the Namid Desert for kokerboom
trees, no small crime in 1968. If caught, he told them, 
they were to blame Twentieth Century Fox. That’s 
Kubrick — impish, canny, bratty, earnest and deadpan at
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the same time. I defy you to find a story this good 
anywhere in Mikics’s book.

“I first saw ‘2001’ at about age twelve,” Mikics writes, “a 
few years after its premiere. From the beginning, the 
movie possessed me completely. I pored over Jerome 
Agel’s book ‘The Making of 2001,’ which was full of 
curiosities (the zero-gravity toilet instructions, HAL’s 
deathbed monologue printed in full).” Like Mikics, I saw 
‘2001’ for the first time when I was twelve, on a smooth, 
black box that looked a lot like the one in the movie 
(except that the one in our living room was twenty 
inches tall instead of twenty feet). I, too, was the proud 
owner of a behind-the-scenes “2001” book, with glossy, 
atlas-sized pages and pictures annotated with monkish 
exactitude. I suspect a good chunk of contemporary SF 
filmmakers had similar experiences as kids. 
(Christopher Nolan has said so more than once, which 
explains why he’s spent the last twenty years trying 
and failing to make a “2001” of his own).

Such is the charm, and the temptation, of Kubrick’s 
work. His ingenuity is so great it threatens to 
overshadow the emotions that inspired it. The first time 
I saw “2001,” I was so amazed by the scene where 
Frank Poole jogs around Discovery One that I 
completely ignored the slow, melancholy Khachaturian 
music murmuring underneath. When I watch “2001” 
now, I can barely get through this scene without a lump 
in my throat. What does Mikics have to say about it? 
Merely that it’s a “design triumph … a white, gleaming 
world where style and function are mated.” Here, if I 
may be so bold, is the problem of Kubrick fandom in a 
nutshell. We’re so taken with the spaceship’s gleaming 
interior we forget its inhabitants are trapped in the 
middle of oblivion. We’re so absorbed in the ins and 
outs of the zero-gravity toilet we forget to laugh.

This is a shame, because most of the time Mikics writes 
about Kubrick with care and grace that few biographers 
can match. He’s especially good on the early Kubrick: 
the D+ average student who talked his way into a job at 
Look Magazine; the chess nerd who loved boxing and 
drumming; the scoundrel who married his high school 
sweetheart and then dumped her to chase after a 
ballerina. More than once I was reminded of Mikics’s
previous subject, Saul Bellow — they have the same 
brash autodidacticism, the same machismo of the mind, 

even some of the same drinking buddies. “I spent an 
interesting three hours with Stanley Kubrick,” wrote 
Dwight Macdonald in 1959, “discussing Whitehead, 
Kafka, Potemkin, Zen Buddhism …” The first 50 pages of 
this book are full of sloshed New York intellectuals and 
artists; one of the more subtly mind-blowing points 
Mikics makes is that it used to be pretty easy to make 
friends with the likes of Diane Arbus and James Agee if 
you were a smart twenty-something (back when 
Manhattan had bars cheap enough to hang out in all 
day).

Mikics is good, too, at avoiding some of the stock 
phrases about Kubrick — that his films are “cold,” that 
he wasn’t interested in emotional interiority, and so on. 
“The deep-frozen impersonality that some claim to see 
in Kubrick,” he writes, “is really his rejection of 
Hollywood pathos: the hero who drinks because he 
can’t get over a dame, the brave heroine blinking back 
tears.” For good measure, he cites the film scholar 
Robert Kolker: “[Kubrick’s films] are in fact deeply 
moving, but the emotions need to be accessed through 
the intellect: by seeing more, understanding more.” This 
is a point well worth repeating. The figure of Kubrick 
the chilly anthropologist still dominates the 
conversation about his films, distracting us from 
Kubrick the father, Kubrick the lover, Kubrick the 
sensitive psychologist. But the ice seems to be melting 
— one sign is the rehabilitation of “Barry Lyndon” and 
“Eyes Wide Shut,” films which were ridiculed in their 
day but now seem surprisingly nourishing, to the point 
where most cinephiles I know prefer them to “2001,” 
“Dr. Strangelove” or “A Clockwork Orange.”

In dispensing with some of the obvious Kubrick clichés, 
however, Mikics leans more heavily on others. He’s too 
clever to accept that Kubrick was cold, but he overuses 
the already threadbare line that Kubrick was a ruthless, 
maniacal perfectionist. Page eight: “His perfectionism 
could be maddening.” Six pages later: “Kubrick’s 
patient, perfectionist artistry.” Eleven pages later: “Like 
Kubrick, she was a perfectionist.”

By “perfectionist,” Mikics seems to mean something like 
Kubrick’s attention to detail, the miles of film he shot, 
the dozens of takes he demanded, etc. The best 
rebuttal to this comes from Jonathan Rosenbaum: 
“Everyone seems to agree that such demands
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stemmed largely from Kubrick’s not knowing what he 
wanted except through negative indirection, but this is 
a far cry from what’s usually meant by perfectionism.” 
Kubrick could be controlling, to be sure, but his process 
was about uncertainty as much as mastery, closer to 
Freudian talk therapy than to a traditional rehearsal. To 
be a perfectionist means that you value perfection 
above all else, and Kubrick’s best films strike me as too 
daring to bother with being perfect. This is more than a 
quibble about nomenclature: by falling back on the P-
word so often, Mikics celebrates that which is stately 
and solemn about Kubrick’s films but downplays what’s 
goofy and weird and self-deprecating. “Kubrick is 
always in earnest,” he insists.

Is this really true? It’s true, no doubt, that Kubrick’s 
camerawork isn’t showoff-y or self-advertising in the 
manner of, say, Orson Welles — watching a Kubrick film, 
you rarely get the feeling that your attention is being 
manipulated, that you’re looking at what the director 
wants you to look at (though, of course, you are). But 
being subdued isn’t the same as always being in 
earnest, just as being deadpan isn’t the same as being 
humorless.

Mikics gives the game away, I think, when he gets to 
“Barry Lyndon.” He writes about this film, one of 
Kubrick’s most delightfully surprising, as if he’s 
describing some middle-of-the-road Merchant-Ivory 
production. He says that the climactic duel scene —
which I’ve seen projected in multiple theaters, to gales 
of giddy laughter — is “deadly serious,” and then skips 
over the funniest part, writing that Barry, “granted the 
first shot by the coin toss … refuses to fire at 
Bullingdon,” when any “Barry Lyndon” fan can tell you 
that Bullingdon, not Barry, is granted the first shot. Or 
consider the following passage, in which the clichés 
almost cancel each other out:

“The sheer slow poise of Barry Lyndon, the serene 
pacing of it, the perfection, never finicky, of each shot, 
marks it as the mighty opposite of seventies 
filmmaking, with its ragged, shoot-from-the-hip verve. 
It is an anti-Zeitgeist movie, harking back to the 
eighteenth century with its rage for order. Kubrick 
insists on careful battlefield design in a flat-out absurd 
yet historically real skirmish, with the British, including 

Barry, marching steadily to fife and drum toward a 
group of kneeling French soldiers, and getting just as 
steadily mowed down, since they cannot reload their 
muskets while marching.

“Slow” … “perfection” … “serene”—all the key Kubrick 
copy is here. A full decade of filmmaking is boiled down 
to a few words (was “Days of Heaven” a ragged film? 
“Chinatown?” “Star Wars?”) in order to stress the point 
that “Barry Lyndon” was an anti-Zeitgeist movie and a 
movie about a senseless, wasteful, technocratic war —
because, yes, senseless wars have nothing at all to do 
with America in the 1970s.

The strangest scene in “Barry Lyndon” begins around 
the two-hour mark. Barry, rich and respectable for the 
first time in his life, has just learned that his young son 
Bryan has suffered a fatal riding accident. On his 
deathbed, Bryan asks his father if he’ll go to Heaven 
when he dies. “You’re not going to die,” Barry 
whimpers, his eyes saying the exact opposite.

“I have never been able to reconcile myself to [this 
scene],” Mikics writes: “Here Kubrick wholly surrenders 
to the Hollywood tearjerker mode that he scorned 
everywhere else in his work.” Fair enough: almost any 
way you look at it, this is a bad scene.

Why do I love it, then? The sight of Ryan O’Neal 
pretending to cry has never made me shed a single 
tear, but it’s haunting all the same. To go back to Kolker
for a moment, I have to access the scene’s emotions 
through the intellect. I think about Barry fleeing his 
home, fighting in battle, double- and triple-crossing his 
masters, all to make a better life for himself and, in 
some sense, for his child. Then I think about how little 
this child — introduced less than 15 minutes before he 
shuffles off for good — means to me, and how much he 
means to Barry. As I do, I can’t help but realize how 
little I know about Barry, even after all this time 
watching him — I know where he’s been and what he’s 
done, but I know nothing at all about what it’s like to be 
Barry, what’s going on in his head from moment to 
moment. The gap between his misery and my lack is 
really the gap between his selfhood and mine. And 
Kubrick, for all his expertise, can’t bridge this gap any 
better than I can.
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What really happens in this scene, I think, is that 
Kubrick lets the film get away from him, if only for a 
few seconds — it’s as if Barry’s grief is so powerful it 
throws the plot off its serene, poised path. There is a 
similar sort of lurch in each of Kubrick’s subsequent 
films: in “The Shining,” after Wendy locks Jack in the 
freezer, in “Full Metal Jacket,” after Private Pyle kills 
himself, in “Eyes Wide Shut,” after Bill shows up 
uninvited to an orgy. Order breaks down, to the point 
where plot itself follows. The control freak surrenders 
control, and it’s thrilling to behold.

Moments like these say a lot about Kubrick’s 
greatness as a director but very little about his impact 
on other directors. If Kubrick is still, more than two 
decades after his death, the most influential American 
filmmaker, it’s because he’s so often misread. All sorts 
of ambitious, visionary directors, from Denis 
Villeneuve to Christopher Nolan, from Shane Carruth 
to Alex Garland, seem to have watched Kubrick’s films 
and concluded that they should aspire to a cold 
“perfection,” tyrannize the tiniest details of their work, 
avoid pathos like the plague, and purge their art of 
the accidental and the uncanny. Taken together, their 
efforts play like a caricature of a Stanley Kubrick 
picture, with the set pieces drawn out of proportion 
and the odd little bits — the bear costumes and dying 
children and campy hotel clerks and Japanese tourists 
in glam wigs — scribbled over.

Armond White was probably right when he said that 
Kubrick has inspired more mediocre movies than any 
other great director. Somehow, a blatant Hitchcock 
rip-off like “Charade” is still pretty fun, but a blatant 
Kubrick rip-off like “Ex Machina” is a slog. A significant 
reason for this, I think, is that Kubrick casts a longer 
shadow than any single one of his films. The cult of 
Kubrick the tightly disciplined perfectionist is so 
alluring that it can be hard to see his films for the 
loose, baggy, monstrous marvels they are. Judging 
from this book, the cult is still going strong. A 
question, though, for Mikics, the wannabe Kubricks, 
and all the tweens watching “2001” for the first time: 
Is perfect the best art can be?

We don’t really talk about the imposter syndrome that 
comes after converting to Judaism.

I identified as being Jewish since a very young age. 
Very young. Be it born with a Jewish soul, or lost 
Jewish lineage in my family tree wanting to be finally 
heard, I always knew that I was a Jew before fully 
knowing what it meant to be Jewish. My soul was at 
Sinai and there was no way of escaping that.

Growing up I heard the stories about the Nazis and 
how my grandfather was in a camp as a child. (I was 
raised as a Seventh Day Adventist, a Christian, all I 
know is that my grandfather joined the church after 
the war.) When I was 18 sitting in his study he caught 
me scribbling the 23rd Psalm in Hebrew. (I wanted it 
as a tattoo in tribute of him.) He asked me what I was 
doing and I replied meekly “I think we’re Jewish.” He 
looked at me, patted me on the back and said “I’m 
proud of you boy” and walked away.

(My grandmother after discovering the true intentions 
of the Hebrew writing did give me a very stern lecture 
about what happened to Jews with tattoos during the 
Holocaust.)

As I grew into my 20s the urge to be Jewish became 
stronger and stronger. I talked to rabbis, took classes, 
joined a Jewish Community Center, started celebrating 
the holidays… and as time passed I slowly became 
more and more “Jewish.”

In my early 30s at a turning point in my life I doubled 
down on my faith, becoming even more observant. I 
eventually moved to a kibbutz in Israel for 6 months, 
and finally I became shomer Shabbos.

Let’s talk about the 
imposter syndrome 
that follows 
converting to Judaism
By John Kunza

Life



GET THE LATEST AT FORWARD.COM

Let’s talk about the imposter syndrome that follows converting to Judaism 21

The question of conversion came up before in my mind, 
but it never seemed like a pressing issue until it 
became all consuming. In Israel I knew I had to do the 
right thing (not knowing wasn’t good enough for me 
anymore) and the only right way to me was Orthodox.

A rabbi was suggested to me, I started studying even 
more, and here I am— weeks after going in front of a 
beth din, seeing a mohel, plunging into a mikvah, and 
receiving a piece of paper signed by three Orthodox 
rabbis with my new Hebrew name on it… Yonatan ben 
Avram … I feel like an imposter.

The years of studying and becoming more observant 
went out the window. The deep meaning I found in my 
faith was sidelined by crippling anxiety. Days after the 
conversion, all of this backstory seemed to be tearing 
apart. I felt like I was at the very beginning of this 
journey all over again. Here I am now “officially” a Jew 
and I was back on the kibbutz staring at infinity and 
desperately trying not to blink.

And then I blinked.

I blinked because I had to. My imposter syndrome was 
tearing me apart from the inside out. I blinked because I 
realized that this was part of the process, a reset 
moment on my Jewish spiritual journey. The mikvah 
symbolizes rebirth, but it also is a symbol for death as 
well. The death of the old ego (Rivash).

I also realized that a portion of my Jewish identity was 
wrapped up in where I was going, what I was becoming. 
I used to not like the phrase “Jew of choice,” but I’ve 
now come to terms with it and accepted that I am one. 
Before converting I would say I didn’t have a choice in 
this, I knew I had a Jewish soul from the very beginning 
and conversion was just a formality.

That’s true to a point… but, I could have also decided to 
stay in limbo. I chose not to. It wasn’t good enough to 
just feel something and live in a world where I 
comfortably pieced together family anecdotes. I chose 
to become Jewish, however it wasn’t on the day I went 
into the mikvah. On that day I became halachically 
Jewish beyond any doubt. I am a Jew of choice because 
there was a time long ago when I chose to listen to my 
Jewish soul and decided to let it guide me through this. I 
chose to keep going.

Imposter syndrome can be a good thing because it 
strips everything away. You are there laid bare with all 
your faults, your anxieties, your mistakes. You’re alone 

with these demons raining down on you. You’re forced 
to be self-reflective and to dig deep within because you 
are constantly bombarded by the storm of emotions. 
Your only shelter is to finally tear everything down and 
rebuild. Death and then rebirth.

This is not buyer’s remorse. It’s something much more 
spiritual than that. We are the people who wrestle with 
angels. Being self-reflective, and the self-doubt that 
comes with it, no matter how hard or painful it is, is part 
of that wrestling.

It’s very easy in these moments to forget the guiding 
hand that’s been there for you. All of the “coincidences” 
that lined up to make this all happen. It’s extremely 
easy to forget the journey you took— the sacrifices you 
made, the blood, sweat, and tears you shed while trying 
to figure out the right thing to do.

Buyer’s remorse means you want out. Imposter 
syndrome means you want in so desperately that 
you’re scared it’s all going to fall apart because you feel 
like you don’t belong there no matter how hard you try. 
You keep doing the right things but it still won’t ever be 
good enough.

The fact of the matter is, if you let the imposter 
syndrome win you’ll spend the rest of your life chasing 
an impossible standard that doesn’t exist. If it does all 
“fall apart” (whatever that actually means and looks 
like), at the end of the day I am still halachically Jewish 
because of the choice I made. That’s now a matter of 
fact. I am no longer a stranger at the gate.

To be Jewish is a daunting task for all of us. I know I 
won’t be able to live up to that perfect standard, but 
with courage, patience, and faith I chose each day to try 
and be the best possible Jew that I can be. All Jews 
make this decision— this choice isn’t unique just to me. 
This is our communal struggle.

In the meantime, I’ll keep wrestling while living my best 
possible Jewish life.

-
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