




“Pretty jewy,” my friend 
Mike said when I showed 
him the cover of The 
Politics on a recent trip 
to Los Angeles. The 
image, a detail from 
David Caravaggio’s 1603 
Sacrifice of Isaac, shows 
only the bound child, 
the knife gripped in his 
father’s steady hand 
extending from the book’s 
spine on the left, and, on 
the right, the poor ram 
waiting for what comes 

next. Mike’s pronouncement, 
equal parts praise and critique, was the latest volley 
in a conversation we have been having for years. 
Freshman year of college, before we decided to 
room together, our suites were separated by a fire 
door. It’s as though we’ve been passing notes under 
that door our entire adult lives.

Mike observes Orthodox tradition and completed 
his aliyah a few years ago. My own religious life, 
on the other hand, has always been inflected more 
by Jewish philosophy than by ritual, and I remain 
deeply conflicted on many key questions having to 
do with the state of Israel and its relationship to the 
Diaspora. Rarely do Mike and I have a conversation 
that does not eventually become an argument about 
tradition, law, or Zionism. And while the temperature 
of these exchanges can get pretty high, they are 
also central to the community Mike and I share,  
a friendship that is among the most profound in  
my life. When our talk gets really heated, usually 
around some aspect of contemporary politics, we 
stop and remind each other good-naturedly that we 
are merely carrying on a conversation that goes 
back centuries.

In this respect, Mike’s assessment of The Politics, 
as is often the case when we judge a book by its 
cover, is spot-on, though I did not set out with the 
intention of writing on Jewish themes. Instead, I 
was interested in the problem of how to negotiate 
tensions between the raw parameters of my own 
subjective experience: individual and community, 
the self and the Absolute, time and Time with a 

capital “T.” That the poems themselves assumed 
anachronistic postures, orchestrating a drama in 
which historical figures and current events share the 
same stage—thus the explanatory note, “Dramatis 
Personae,” that comes at the end of the book—
now strikes me as a necessary function of that 
negotiation. Nor should I be surprised, though I 
had been at one point during the four years I was 
working on these poems, that, as the note says, 
“the poems in this book respond to the tone or style 
of thought of writers long dead.” After all, politics 
is in part the passage of these tensions through 
responses, tones, and styles of thought, perhaps 
toward resolutions, but never arriving at  
the resolution. 

Maimonides plays an important role here, as 
does Philo. Seneca the Younger also makes 
many appearances. One thing I never resolved 
is whether the poems speak to, toward, through, 
or even against these thinkers. This, too, reflects 
the challenge of politics as I understand it: how to 
keep it dynamic, to maintain politics as a dialogic 
relation or interrelation, to refuse the temptation—a 
temptation I feel acutely—to resolve that relation 
into narrow judgment (i.e., “The invasion of Iraq 
was wrong.”) or, in the other direction, a totalizing 
ideology (i.e., “All war is wrong.”). This resistance of 
judgment and ideology is also a resistance to self, 
for judgment and ideology are most tempting in their 
promise of certitude: it is perfectly natural to long for 
assurances in an uncertain world, however illusory 
they may be. As far as I can tell, this resistance 
is both the poems’ strongest motivation and their 
most enduringly Jewish quality. “It is not dogmatic,” 
Emmanuel Levinas writes of the Talmud, “it lives off 
discussions and debates.” And then, in a pointed 
remark reiterated not infrequently in his writings on 
Judaism, “Decidedly, with Judaism, we are dealing 
with a religion of adults.”

I wrote The Politics from 2004 to 2007, a period 
when I saw scant evidence of such adulthood in 
American political discourse. While an attentive 
reading of these poems will likely reveal hints of 
my own leanings on the big political issues of that 
period, the book aims to explore not the politics of a 
particular time and place, but politics as such,  
that is: relation.
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Writer’s Block: Benjamin Paloff’s politics
Benjamin Paloff is an assistant professor in the Department of Slavic Languages and Literatures and Department of Comparative 
Literature at the University of Michigan. His most recent book is The Politics (Carnegie Mellon University Press, 2011).
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Maimonides on the Indestructibility of the Universe

If I have been placed on this earth to test its weathered ladders,
in no way can I be alone. It’s on a morning show that I see
Gene Shalit raging against the stars, in the paper that I read
a story about a doctor in Florida who threw his two sons, then himself,
each his own story, fifteen stories off a balcony, just as his wife
was coming out of the hotel bathroom with wet hands. In the painting
I notice that the angel who restrains Caravaggio’s Abraham
bears the likeness of Isaac, the seed of Abraham, so that it is Abraham
arriving in the nick of time to stop himself from destroying himself,
which is why the blade is almost transparent, the ram waiting patiently
to close the circuit. I say that God is somewhere in the opening
and closing of these circuits, a light you flick on and off to signal love
or distress across the courtyard. Across the rail yard I am led
by the light in the stationmaster’s window, though the stationmaster
has long since been replaced by indifferent machines,
which throw the switches and cancel the cold sacrifices of physics.
They open the circuits, and the circuits say, This is not your transport.
If anything happens to you here, no one will help you. No matter what
happens, refuse to take the stage in the theater they’ve made of your temple.

from The Politics by Benjamin Paloff (Carnegie Mellon University Press, 2011)

Detail from Caravaggio’s Sacrifice of Isaac (1603)
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Faculty:
Deborah Dash Moore will travel to Japan to teach 
at The University of Kitakyushu. 
Chosen by the Organization of 
American Historians as part 
of their Distinguished Lecture 
Program, Moore will 
spend two weeks in 
Fukuoka, Japan, in  
June 2011. The program 
is also supported by 
the Japan-United States 
Friendship Commission 
and the Japanese 
Association for 
American Studies 
(JAAS).  
 
Dash Moore, a 
trustee of the 
American Jewish 
Historical Society, 
moderated a panel 
at the opening of 
the AJHS’s Machal 
and Aliyah Bet 
Exhibition in honor 
of North American 
volunteers 
who fought in 
Israel’s War of 
Independence. 
Panelists included 
Samuel Klausner, a Machal veteran and Professor 
Emeritus of Sociology at the University of 
Pennsylvania; Ralph Lowenstein, also a veteran who 
is the founder of the Machal/Aliyah Bet Archives 
and Dean Emeritus of the College of Journalism and 
Communication at the University of Florida; and 
Derek J. Penslar, Samuel Zacks Professor of Jewish 
History at the University of Toronto.

Vocalist Caroline Helton and pianist Kathryn  
Goodsen will travel to New York to perform  
“Voices of the Italian Holocaust” at the Museum  
of Jewish Heritage. The program was researched  
and compiled by ethnomusicologist Aloma Bardi.

 

Rachel Neis gave two invited lectures at the 
University of Virginia: The Lust of the Eyes: Rabbis, 

Gender and the Gaze and Eyeing Idols: 
Rabbinic Viewing Habits in Late Antiquity.

        Todd Endelman has just published 
Broadening Jewish History: 
Towards a Social History of 
Ordinary Jews through the Littman 
Library of Jewish Civilization. 

David Caron will publish a collec-
tion of essays that he co-edited 
with Sharon Marquart on French 

Auschwitz and Ravensbruck 
survivor Charlotte Delbo. 
Published by  Presses  
Universitaires du Mirail  
in France, it is titled Les  
revenantes: Charlotte Delbo, 
la voix d’une communauté à 
jamais déportée.

Ryan Szpiech has just 
published “Polemical 
Strategy and the Rhetoric of 
Authority in Abner of Burgos    
/Alfonso of Valladolid” in Late 
Medieval Jewish Identities, 
Eds. María Esperanza Alfonso 
and Carmen Caballero-
Navas (New York:  Palgrave-

Macmillan, 2010. pp. 55-76). In addition, “Citas 
árabes en caracteres hebreos en el Pugio fidei del 
dominico Ramón Martí: entre la autenticidad y la 
autoridad” has appeared in Al-Qantara: Revista de 
Estudios Árabes 32.1 (2011): 71-107. 

Julian Levinson gave the annual Lapidus Family Lec-
ture  at Princeton University in February. His talk 
was entitled  “Filming the Judeo-Christian Synthesis: 
Biblical Epics and Cold War Culture.” He also led a 
workshop―”In defiance of Amnesia:  Reading Post-
war American Jewish Poetry.” Both are the subject of 
forthcoming articles.

Gabriele Boccaccini organized a program of sessions 
on Italian Jewry at the meeting of the American  
 

Mazel Tov!  

Faculty, Student,  
&  

Visiting Scholar/Fellow 
Awards and Honors

Ralph Lowenstein, Deborah Dash Moore, Samuel Klausner, and Derek J. Penslar 
at the opening of the American Jewish Historical Society’s program honoring 
North American volunteers in Israel’s War of Independence.

10



Association of Italian Studies. This year’s program 
marks the start of a yearly commitment to Italian-
Jewish sessions at the AAIS. 

Fellows and Visiting Scholars: 
Oren Gutfeld published Ramla Excavations North  
of the White Mosque as part of the QEDEM series  
of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.

J.P. Dessel was awarded an NEH 2012-13  
fellowship for his book project, Acting Locally:  
Rethinking the Late Bronze Age and Iron Age I  
From a Village Perspective. The project is an  
outgrowth of the work he did while a fellow at  
the Frankel Institute in 2009-2010.

Lisbeth Fried has been invited to participate in a year-
long course in Oxford University’s (UK) department 
of classics. The course is in connection with the 
Bodleian Library’s collection of the documents of the 
Achaemenid Satrap Arsames (or Arshama).

Graduate Students:
Efrat Bloom presented a paper at the 42nd Annual 
AJS conference this past December. The paper title 
was:  A Woman’s Word: Sholem Aleichem’s ‘Genz’.  
 
Oren Segal attended The American Comparative  
Literature Association’s 2011 Annual Meeting in  
Vancouver, where he presented In Their Own  
Image: Intertextuality in Photography of Tel Aviv’s  
Independence Park.

Weinberg Prize Awarded: 
Benjamin Pollak Joins List of Distinguished 
Scholars to Receive Prestigious Honor 
 
Established in 1993, the Marshall M. Weinberg Prize in Judaic Studies is awarded 
annually to an outstanding doctoral student. Past recipients include Eric Goldstein 
(Emory University), Robin Judd (Ohio State University), Maren Linett (Purdue 
University), Deborah Ann Starr (Cornell University), Maud Mandel (Brown 
University), Eugene Michael Avrutin (University of Illinois), Justine Pas (Oberlin), 
Emil Kerenji (The Holocaust Museum), and Joshua Lambert (New York University). 
Benjamin Pollak is the 2011 recipient.

“It is a great honor to be the recipient of this year’s Marshall M. Weinberg Prize in 
Judaic Studies. The generous support afforded by the prize will provide invaluable 
assistance for my academic work. As a doctoral student in the Department of 
English Language and Literature, my research explores the intersection of Jewish 
cultures and literary expression in America. My dissertation examines Jewish 

representations of New York, a city whose long and vibrant history as a demographic and cultural center of Jewish life in 
America is reflected in a no-less-vast body of literary and artistic works. In studying these works—particularly literary and 
photographic ones—my scholarship attempts to uncover the complex relationships that Jewish artists formed with the 
physical environment in which so many of them lived and worked. In doing so, I hope to contribute to our understanding 
of the formative role New York City played in these writers’ and photographers’ identities as both Americans and as artists. 
In addition to offering support while I work on this project, the Weinberg Prize will also help finance research trips to New 
York.

My knowledge of Jewish culture and literature has been enriched immeasurably by the many classes, conversations, and 
workshops I have participated in through my involvement with the Frankel Center. I have gained valuable experience as the 
organizer of the two reading groups associated with the Center, the American Jewish Studies Reading Group and the Judaic 
Studies Graduate Student Reader Group. More importantly, I have benefitted from opportunities to work with inspiring 
faculty members Anita Norich, Julian Levinson, Deborah Dash Moore, and Sara Blair, who have generously shared their 
knowledge and time with me. No less formative has been the friendship, advice, and high standard set by fellow graduate 
students Alexandra Hoffman, Josh Lambert, Danny Mintz, and Oren Segal.”
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SAVE THE DATE

In the Shadow of Revolution:
Communism, Anti-Communism, and the Jews
Tony Michels, University of Wisconsin 
 

April 14, 2011, 4pm 
202 South Thayer Street, Room 2022
Ann Arbor, MI

For more details on Frankel Center events, visit: 
www.lsa.umich.edu/judaic/ 
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