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The Formation of a Humanist
An interview with Leon Wieseltier

Celeste Marcus

Permission was beneficently granted. My stroke of 
good luck was that I chose a course on the Preso-

cratics taught by a certain Hans Jonas. I did not 
know that he was one of the greatest intellectuals 

of the 20th century, and also a great scholar in the 
history of religion, and also a really exemplary Zi-
onist. He had been Heidegger’s student and then 
one of Heidegger’s most formidable opponents in 
philosophy. After the war he went to Palestine, 
and while the other Jewish thinkers were arguing 

about ideology and history and nationalism and 
binationalism Jonas volunteered to serve in a vari-
ety of armies, British and Jewish, to fight the Nazis 
and then to defend the yishuv.  This was a philos-

opher who picked up a gun -- a hero. Of course, 

back in 1969, I’d never heard of him. But his class 
changed me forever. I can still hear him discoursing 

on Anaxagoras and Heraclitus and Parmenides. 
He was so charismatic in the quiet authority of his 
knowledge. He turned me on once and for all to 
philosophy. He was the first humanist mind I ever 
encountered. (Decades later we struck up a friend-

ship. He much enjoyed my story of the Brooklyn 
boy in a yarmulke who sat at his feet.) So it was 
Hans Jonas and The Cheese Man to whom I attri-
bute my narcotic addiction to philosophical ideas. 

And then you arrived at college and continued 
to nurse your addiction.  I got to college in the 

fall of 1970 and I was unbelievably fortunate in the 
professors and the graduate students who taught 

me. An extraordinary graduate student named 
Don Scarfe was my teacher for Columbia’s core 
course Contemporary Civilization, which is basi-
cally philosophy and politics from Plato to NATO. 
Don was a prodigy in the Political Science depart-
ment and he made every single sentence exciting. 
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LEON WIESELTIER served as the literary editor of 
The New Republic from 1983 to 2014. He is the 

author of Kaddish, an internationally acclaimed book 
and a National Book Award Finalist. Mr. Wieseltier 
now serves as the Isaiah Berlin Senior Fellow in Cul-
ture and policy at the Brookings Institution.

Who were the first people who made impressions 
on you intellectually? I remember vividly the first 
person to tell me about philosophy. It happened 
in a deli in Brighton Beach. The deli was owned by 
Mr. Haber, who was a Holocaust survivor like my 
parents, and an uncommonly sweet man. In the 
deli there was a man who ran the cheese counter. 

He stood behind these big bricks of cheese and he 
would run a terrifying wire run through them as 
if he was garroting the cheese. He told me that he 
had been a graduate student in philosophy at the 
University of Warsaw when the war broke out. 
Like all the people I grew up around, he was com-

pletely displaced by the war and never had the oc-

casion to realize his aspirations. So he would stand 
there and cut the muenster cheese and the Amer-

ican cheese into exquisitely thin slices, and as the 
wire went up and down he began to teach me about 
the history of philosophy. It was the first time I 
ever heard the names Descartes, Kant, and Hegel.

How old were you? Old enough for my mother 
to send me to the deli on my own. Fourteen or so. 
And a few years later something truly marvelous 
happened. I was a senior at the Yeshiva Flatbush 
and I was, well, bored. I approached my beloved 
principal, Rabbi David Eliach – he was mori v’rabi 
then and he still is today – for permission to take 
courses in philosophy at the New School for So-

cial Research, just a half hour away on the subway.



And he knew how to show students what he saw?
He certainly did. I was told, for example, about his 
way of teaching Mondrian. He would take a repro-

duction of a Mondrian painting, cut it up into its 
various constituent rectangles, and then show the 

class how it was that, of the possible combinations 
of the elements, it was the combination that Mon-

drian chose for his canvas that offered the greatest 

coherence and the greatest aesthetic satisfaction.  

So art and philosophy? And literature. In my 
senior year I studied a lot of modern literature. 
When Lionel Trilling announced a course on Aus-

ten I showed up. So did a thousand other people, 
so he announced that he would restrict attendance 

to English majors and graduate students in En-

glish, neither of which I was. But I was not to be 
denied – my humility as a student was mixed with 
a certain degree of chutzpah – so I knocked on 
the door of his office in Hamilton Hall. “Professor 
Trilling, I was at the course this morning and I’d 
really like-” “There’s no way”, he told me. Then he 
asked me to sit down and tell him about myself. 
At the end of forty minutes of rather intense con-

versation, he said: “I have an idea. I just published 
a book called Sincerity and Authenticity and I am 
not yet through in my own mind with the writers 
I discuss there [Diderot, Rousseau, Austen, Hegel, 
others]. Would you agree to a tutorial in which 
you read them with me?” Again, student heave, 
“Yes, sir. I would”. And as I got up to leave he 

said, pointing to my yarmulke:  “Please forgive me 
for asking this, but what’s a brilliant young man 
such as yourself doing with that on your head?” 
At that period in my spiritual development it was 
actually a very good question. (I honored him 
for it months later when I intentionally violated 
the Sabbath for the first time by phoning him on 
a Saturday afternoon.) And so I had a wonder-

ful year with him. And the whole while I was 
studying medieval Jewish philosophy. A tutorial 
on The Guide of the Perplexed with Arthur Hy-

man laid the basis for a lot of my future work. 
 As my college dean said to my mother on 
the day of my graduation, I ate Columbia College.
Was it that you knew what to take or you stum-
bled across these great minds who could guide 
you? Both. I was voracious and I knew what I 
wanted to study.
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That course gave me a confidence that I have to 
this day. When you have been through the founda-

tions, you feel like a person who has been through 
the foundations. Not that once is enough; but once 
is a lot.

Did you have an intellectual community in col-
lege? With my teachers I did. They were very gen-

erous to me. I finished my philosophy major in 
two years and then launched into the study of art 
history. My mentor, as we would say now, was 
Meyer Schapiro, one of the great art historians of 
the twentieth century, a terrifyingly learned man. 
But what I remember even more than his erudition 
was his magical eyes. He saw things that others 
did not see but were – when he showed them to 
you – plainly there.
He taught you how to see? He did. And also the 
importance of a visual memory. In one of our tu-

torials he drew the west façade of Chartres on the 
back of an envelope! I met him when I participated 
in his seminar on the sociology of art. (He could 
have announced a seminar on the Manhattan 
phonebook and I would have signed up for it.)
What is a course on the sociology of art about? 

Basically, it examined the social and economic con-

ditions for works and styles and grappled with the 
question of how much those settings do or do not 
explain about aesthetic creation and experience. In 
those days this meant confronting the Marxist his-

tory of art. Schapiro was himself the rare Marxist 
who never reduced art to sociology or economics. 
His pure delight in form was evident and infectious.
Did he let you come to your own conclusions 
about that thesis? Completely.
Did all of your teachers allow you that free-
dom? Yes. (Though Edward Said could get a lit-
tle testy sometimes. I’m not referring to his pol-
itics, which could be a lot worse than testy. His 
graduate seminar on poetic language and poetic 

theory was one of the great experiences of my life 
as a student. It was there that I was introduced to 

Vico and Saussure and Hopkins and Mallarme. 
He was a genuinely charismatic teacher. Over the 
years we had a rocky friendship that finally end-

ed badly.) At the end of his seminar Schapiro mi-
raculously proposed that we have some tutorials 
together. A tutorial on Cezanne followed by a tu-

torial on Rembrandt. I was a student in heaven.



And Judaism always had a place? Always. There 
were never no Jewish studies. As a Jew I was nev-

er textless.

Was that part of the same mission as the rest of your 
courses? Yes, in a way. After all, Judaism is also a 
human expression. But there was more. I sought a 
Jewish edu-

cation thick 

enough to 

enable me 
to define 
and to de-

fend my-

self as a 

Jew. One 

should ac-

quire some 
a u t h o r i t y 
about what 
one loves.

You knew when you started college that the na-
ture of your Jewishness was different? I knew 

that it was deeply philosophical. I have never been 
one of those Jews who think that belief in Juda-

ism is subordinate to practice, or that somehow 
Jews can do without articulated and defensible 
beliefs. Also I was struck early on by the prodi-
gious richness of our tradition. I wanted to be ac-

quainted with it all, in all its forms and genres. 
My Jewish appetite was ravenous. I opened 
Jewish books the way I ate chocolate mousse.

Were you plumbing Judaism for meaning the 
same way you were with literature and the 
rest? Yes. It was exactly the same. There are uni-
versal ideas in our tradition as well as particu-

lar ones. All the great Jewish philosophers have 

both philosophies of Judaism and philosophies 
of life. The philosophies of life are not true just 
for Jews. Metaphysical and moral propositions, 
if they are true, are true for everybody. When 
you study Maimonides or Hermann Cohen you 
are forced to think about nothing less than the 
universe, nothing less than all of human life.

 I guess I should add that I never majored in 
Jewish Studies because I am against Jewish Stud-

ies majors.
Why? Because you should come to college to be

exposed to ideas and cultures that you do not al-
ready know. Jewish Studies courses, yes; but the 
objective of undergraduate study is not the affir-

mation of a prior identity.
And you did expose yourself to unfamiliar con-
cepts in the classroom but that didn’t extend to 
your social life. My social life was somewhat cir-

cumscribed, though I was an equal opportunity 
nerd. At the end of the day, however, my “real” 
friends and I ate together in the kosher dining hall 

at JTS.
Do you regret that choice? Or do you think Jews 
should be friends with Jews in college? So much 
of staying Jewish is about staying in Hillel. You’re 
right: many American Jews require the compan-

ionship of other Jews to shore up their Jewishness. 

But I never had any doubt about the vigor of my 
Jewishness. (This eventually led to a certain ethnic 
laxness in dating.) My Judaism was so thick if a 
Jewish neutron bomb were to have wiped out all 
the Jews on campus but me, the state of Jewishness 
at Columbia would still have been pretty strong.
Because, as you said, faith is at the foundation for 
you. But for most people community is far more 
instrumental in maintaining a Jewish identity. 
I think that’s an error. The communal definition 
of Jewishness is of course necessary – without the 
community our treasures would never have been 
transmitted to us – but too much communitarian-

ism is just a recipe for conformity. The individu-

al neshama has its needs and responsibilities. Its 
work cannot be done for it by the group.
 You asked earlier about the question of the 
universal reasons for studying our particular histo-

ry. I want to add the simple statement that the sto-

ry of the Jews is one of the greatest human stories. 
Jews sometimes do not appreciate their own story 
as a human story. They study their history, right-
ly, as the history of their own tribe, but they are 
too insistent upon their own uniqueness. Since the 
story of the Jews is such a moving and instructive 
human story, the study of it is a way of enriching 
oneself as a human being. There were times when 
I wanted to make my own tradition strange to me 
so I could connect with it not just out of loyalty but 
also out of curiosity, not just as a Jew propounding 
the faith of his fathers but also as a human being.
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to me so I could con-

nect with it not just out 

of loyalty but also out of 

curiosity



lives as students. College is not there to fulfill their 
needs. It is there to reveal to them the limitations 

of the perspective that is based upon their needs.  
College is not an experience of identity formation, 
it is an experience of identity disruption. The West-
ern canon disrupts even Western identity. There is 

no escape from 

this rupture if 

the great books 
are read hon-

estly and care-

fully. After all, 
they do not all 
go together, I 

mean philosophically. Every culture, even before 
it encounters other cultures, contains contradic-

tions within itself -- a plurality of life-ideals. So 
don’t come to college for the purpose of gaining 
the knowledge you think you need in order to feel 
the way you want to feel. Studenthood is an enter-

prise in which the heart must learn to yield to the 
mind. This is not least so that the mind can enlarge 

and educate the heart.

And if you didn’t come to college to have your 
views buttressed you just came to learn how to 
code, do you also have a responsibility to have 
your identity ruptured? If you came to college to 
learn how to code, you didn’t really come to col-
lege. You came to vocational school. Which is to 
say, you came for something much smaller than 
you can have. The attempt to make college into 
a vocational school is something colleges should 

not allow. I know that the job market that awaits 
students is miserable, but a person is not a job. 
There will be time for professionalization later 
(even at the end of the undergraduate years). The 
four years of college education are the one time in 
a man’s or woman’s life when society gives them 
leave to learn things that do not have an imme-

diate utilitarian or transactional value. Going to 

college just to learn to code is a terrible misunder-

standing. It represents a shrinkage of the sense of 

possibility.
Why? Why is the education you’re advocating 
necessary? It is necessary because there is no one 
who does not need to be prepared for the roles that 
we are all going to play in our lives, whether we 
are scholars or coders or policemen or mailmen;
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So you gained authority in philosophy and in 
Judaism. I tried. But it took a long time, as these 
things must. Trilling shipped me off to Oxford 

where they were mainly doing the sort of analyt-
ical and scientistic philosophy that I found ster-

ile and boring. More specifically, he delivered 
me to Isaiah Berlin, who made me a ben bayit.  
He gave me sanctuary from Oxford philosophy 
and a haven for my Jewishness and my Zionism. 
His friendship was an education. Then I left Ox-

ford to study medieval Judaism at Harvard with 
Twersky and Yerushalmi. I’d always known 
that I would eventually proceed to the advanced 
study of Judaism. It wasn’t the PhD that I want-
ed. I wanted to acquire enough knowledge of Ju-

daism and Jewish history that I could be at some 
level self-reliant. Not completely, of course; but 
I sought a place in the company of our scholars
You talk about your education differently than 
most of my friends do. Most of us are wonder-
ing how we’re going to get a job after college 

People in my time were too – socio-economical-
ly speaking, I was being somewhat irresponsible.
What did your education do for you that you 
believe all collegiate educations should do for 
students? It taught me to read, to write, and to 

think. I’m one of those squares who believes that 
thoughtfulness is the condition of a significant life. 
Happiness is not enough. Thoughtfulness is also 
required. It may even be required for happiness. 
God (if there is a God etc etc) gave us a mind. We 
are self-interpreting beings, and this imposes a re-

sponsibility to broach important questions, and 
to try to answer them. Experiences do not suf-
fice for us; we need also their meanings. We are 
the animals who understand their experience, so 

we cannot live up to our human definition with-

out some degree of intellectuality. That doesn’t 
mean we should all be scholars and intellectuals, 
of course. Anyway, we’re in no danger of that.
Do you think all people should pursue 
such an education? All people should en-

deavor to know something about the civi-
lization and the society in which they live.
How would you tell young people to approach 
the academy? I would tell them not to approach 

the academy with their needs. And more general-
ly, not to give pride of place to their needs in their 

We cannot live up to 

our human definition 
without some degree 

of intellectuality.



the roles of husband, wife, father, mother, lover, 
friend, neighbor, citizen. We are all going to be 
those things. One needs to be intellectually and 
spiritually equipped for these relationships and 
responsibilities, which all come with ethical and 
emotional dilemmas. That equipment is what hu-

manistic education, if it is warmly and rigorously 
transmitted, provides.

How? It confers more knowledge about human sit-
uations and experiences than you could possibly 
acquire on your own. It schools in you in reflec-

tion upon all kinds of pains and pleasures. We are 
all mortal creatures. We are going to sicken. We 
are all going to die. We are all going to bury our 
parents. We are all going to mourn. People should 
have had at some point in their lives a confronta-

tion with works of art or philosophy that actually 
deal with mortality, because none of us will escape 
the tasks of mortal life. Humanistic education is 
a training in humanity. The humanities, indeed. 
 The choice between the humanistic impera-

tive and the vocational imperative is unacceptable. 
Coders are people. They have moral responsibili-
ties to the people around them. Coders will break 
people’s hearts and have their hearts broken. Cod-

ers will fall in love, seek pleasure, and suffer pain. 

And so the role of humanistic education, the part 

of it that should be mandatory, is to induct these 
minds into the old (and always fresh) conversa-

tion about these experiences and give them some 
rudimentary tools for coping with them.
So if you had to tell all students which two cours-
es to take? Philosophy’s and politics’ greatest hits, 
and arts’ greatest hits. (There speaks the Columbia 
man.) No one should be allowed to graduate with-

out some exposure to these traditions. And the 

choice of what young people should study should 
not be entirely, or even mainly, up to them. I know 
this sounds insulting, but it’s nothing worse than 
realistic. They have no grounds on which to make 
such decisions – except the grounds of their feel-
ings, but feelings do not always rule. And neither 
do resumes. A career is only a part of a life. I’m 
tempted to say that young people do not have 
the right to forsake or spurn a humanistic educa-

tion. They should not do this to themselves and 
they should not do this to other people. They are 
going to be living with other people. They are 

going to have children. And if they’re going to 
have kids -- and this is the problem about pro-

creation: everyone’s biological capabilities for 
having children far exceeds their intellectual and 

emotional capabilities for raising children -- they 
should have been put through a couple of courses 
that will one day enable them to say a wise word 
or two to their sons and their daughters.

6 OR Journal

CELESTE MARCUS is a sophomore at the University of Penn-
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Donald Trump and 
Bernie Sanders
A (trans-Pacific) partnership

Jonathan Deluty

 But beyond their political optics and tac-

tics, there is a more substantive argument under-

pinning the validity of the TPP. Even Nobel prize 
winning economists disagree over the Trans-Pacif-

ic Partnership. It is not as simple as “trade is al-

ways good.” Nobel laureates Joseph Stiglitz2 and 

Paul Krugman3 oppose the deal (the former with 

more ferocity than the latter). While on the other 
hand, many chairmen of the President’s Council of 
Economic Advisors,  (from right-wing economists 
like Glenn Hubbard to left-wing economists like 
Austan Goolsbee), have signed a letter4 encourag-

ing the implementation of the TPP. 

 So what is actually in the TPP? And what 
exactly does it grant China?

***

What’s the deal with free trade? 

T
HE BIGGEST MISCONCEPTIONS we tend 
to have regarding economics come from our 

collective affinity for absolutism. “Tax cuts create 
jobs!” “Free college for everyone will grow the 
economy!” But the truth is almost no economic 
policy is purely beneficial or detrimental to the na-

tional interest. For nearly any given policy, some-

one will gain, and someone will lose. Economists 
then analyze and argue over the costs and benefits 
of specific policies. When it comes to trade policy, 
however, there is very little disagreement.

Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders:
The Oddest Couple

We don’t have victories anymore. We used 
to have victories, but we don’t have them. 
When was the last time anybody saw us beat-
ing, let’s say, China in a trade deal? They 
kill us. I beat China all the time. All the time.

–Donald Trump, June 16, 2015.
Republicans and Democrats, they say, “oh, we’ll 
create all these jobs by having a trade agree-

ment with China.” Well, the answer is, they 
were wrong, wrong, wrong. Over the years, 
we have lost millions of decent paying jobs.

–Bernie Sanders, April 19, 2015

T
HE ISSUE of trade has created some strange 
(and perhaps unwitting) bedfellows. It is hard 

to imagine Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders 
supporters agreeing on anything besides trade. 
Yet, while they seem to share a strong disapproval 
for the TPP, there are distinctions between their 
attitudes. Sanders does not like Joseph Schumpet-
er’s “creative destruction,” capitalism’s tendency 
to displace certain workers in the short term while 

driving the economy forward in the long run 
through technological innovation. As a result, he 

has opposed every trade deal he has ever seen. He 
prefers preserving securing workers’ job security. 
Trump simply dislikes “incompetent” trade nego-

tiators. He claims to know “the best people,” who, 
for some reason, are unknown to everyone else.1
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 Almost all economists since David Ricardo 
in the 19th century agree that free trade maximiz-

es market efficiency. For example, farmers in Iowa 
are more skilled in growing wheat than professors 

are, and professors do a better job teaching than 
farmers do. It would be silly, then, for a profes-

sor to produce her own wheat when she can easi-

ly buy wheat grown by an experienced farmer in 
the supermarket. Likewise, a farmer will opt to 

send his children to study under a professor, rath-

er than teach them himself. If the farmer and the 

professor continue to specialize in their respective 
fields, the result is a market with both higher qual-
ity wheat and education, for lower cost. But, if the 
professor and farmer insist on doing everything 
on their own, with no exchange of goods between 
them, the quality of both wheat and education will 
suffer, and prices 

will increase. The 

same concept ap-

plies on a macro 

level across na-

tions.

 According to Ricardo’s theory of compar-

ative advantage,5 each country should specialize 
in what it does best, and trade with countries that 
do other things better. Adopting this strategy will 
yield a market with more goods at lower prices 
for everyone. Just as one can get food more eas-

ily and cheaply by buying it versus growing it, 
countries can access resources more efficiently 
through trade. This means that workers in the US 
could lose their jobs if other countries can do the 
same jobs for cheaper. But the overall positive ef-
fect on the economy, perhaps coupled with gov-

ernment-sponsored retraining programs, should 

ostensibly enable those less efficient workers to 
retrain and find new jobs. The upheavals in peo-

ple’s lives that come from job loss and the need to 
retrain, though, can be very difficult. Regardless 
of whether the results could benefit the country as 
a whole, workers do not want to lose their jobs. 
Still, the pro-trade argument goes, the benefits to 
both the American and the global economy far 
outweigh the desires of some to cling to outdat-

ed jobs that will naturally become extinct anyway. 
The tension between the pro-trade argument and 
workers’ attitudes is what enables Sanders and

Trump to appeal to people in the rust belt of the 
United States.
 The pro-trade attitude has been the political 
consensus in the United States for decades. It has 
propelled previous trade agreements like NAFTA 
and CAFTA through Congress with strong bi-
partisan support. In just the last 20 years there 
has been an aggressive implementation of free 
trade policies globally. As a result of jobs newly 
available in other countries more than one billion 
people worldwide have been lifted out of the un-

imaginable lifestyle of extreme poverty (earning 
less than $2 per day).6 In theory, this is the reason-

ing used to support the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(TPP), the new sweeping trade deal that reduces 

trade barriers between the U.S. and 11 countries: 
Canada, Mexico, Peru, Chile, Australia, New Zea-

land, Singapore, Vietnam, Brunei, Malaysia, and 
Japan.7 The benefits to these countries from the 
TPP should be so clear, given that so many main-

stream politicians support it. After all, these bene-

fits represent a  move forward into the New Global 
Economy, right? Not according to Donald Trump 
and Bernie Sanders.

The 3 C’s: China, Corporations, and Currency

CHINA is already a powerful economic player 
in the Pacific region. It has trade agreements 

with more than half of the TPP signatories, and 

has invested hundreds of billions of dollars in the 
Pacific neighborhood. President Obama has stat-
ed that the TPP secures American, and not Chi-
nese, economic dominance in the Pacific. As he 
said in his State of the Union, “With TPP, China 
does not set the rules in that region; we do.”8 In 

reality though, this is not the underlying tenor of 
the agreement. Although China does not appear 
in the agreement itself, as Rand Paul pointed out 
during the Republican primaries, it lurks in the 
background.
 The TPP has been under negotiation for 
about a decade, and much like the Iran nuclear 
deal, its particulars remained secret until recent-

ly. What we knew of the deal came from leaked 
documents, primarily from WikiLeaks, which 
turned out to be mostly accurate. Now the more 
than 6,000-page text of the deal is out in full on 

the United States Trade Representative’s (USTR) 
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a greater value than it exports for half a cen-

tury… even the debts to which it contracts 
in the principal nations with him at deals 

may be gradually increasing; and yet its 

real wealth… may, during the same peri-
od, have been increasing in a much great-
er proportion” (The Wealth of Nations, 531).

 However, trade deficits do matter right 
now. The reason they matter today is that they 
have a counterpart: capital inflows.11 When we 
buy more things from China than we sell to them, 
we essentially finance our deficit with IOUs. China 
is left with capital they can invest in America.  This 
drives down interest rates, spurring investment 

here, and offsetting the negative effects of a trade 

deficit. This is not entirely the case in our current 
economy, which means Trump makes a legitimate 
point.

 Current interest rates are so low, they liter-

ally cannot be driven much lower. This means that 
capital inflows cannot offset the negative effects of 
a trade deficit. We already have excessive savings, 
which means new inflows of money will not be in-

vested. So the jobs we lose from our trade deficit 
are not offset by new investment. But that is only 
for now. Today’s situation may be conducive to 
the Donald’s mercantilist argument, but this does 
not mean Trump is economically literate; the trade 
deficit itself is not the problem. The main problem 
is what economists refer to as a liquidity trap; too 
many people are saving money instead of investing.
 Beyond costing US jobs and reflecting a 
rigged system, Trump’s other main complaint 
is that the TPP does nothing to stop China from 
manipulating its currency, giving it an unfair ad-

vantage over the US. Whether this is even true is 
the subject of some debate, notably between econ-

omists Paul Krugman and Greg Mankiw. But as 
Mankiw and the other signers of the pro-TPP let-
ter argue, this issue cannot be covered in a trade 
agreement, because currency manipulation is 
a tool of monetary policy. As they explain, “At-
tempts to penalize countries for supposedly ma-

nipulating exchange rates would… impose con-

straints on U.S. monetary policy, to the detriment 
of all Americans.”12 We need the Federal Reserve to 
control our own monetary policy, not a trade deal.

***
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website,9 and some serious problems are re-

vealed. These problems underscore fears that 
the deal is skewed in favor of corporate inter-

ests, be they American or Chinese businessmen.
 As Joseph Stiglitz points out,10 the TPP stacks 

the deck in favor of multi-national corporations 

that have the capacity to ship goods from country 
to country with relative ease. The deal, negotiated 
over 10 years with the help of 500 corporate ad-

visors, before even being submitted to Congress, 
clearly favors corporate interests. It is structured 
to manipulate markets at the expense of competi-

tive domestic American manufacturers and small 

businesses. Perhaps prices will come down in the 
short term, but policies that overwhelmingly favor 
big business destroy competition. This leaves us 
with monopolies or oligopolies, which will nat-

urally charge higher prices, collude, and operate 
less efficiently than companies in a perfectly com-

petitive market. 

 Under the deal, for example, companies 

that use mostly Chinese goods can be afforded 
TPP tariff benefits as long as they ship that good 
to a TPP country and make minor modifications 
to the product. This is a huge reward for Chinese 
businesses in a deal that should be helping Ameri-
ca. Stiglitz notes, “Such low standards for regional 
content reflect an underlying philosophical posi-
tion and a conscious decision to write an unbal-
anced trade agreement in which multinational 

corporations gain rights not afforded to domestic 

businesses.” This will indeed cost jobs in the US, 
and is but one example of a rigged system and, as 
Donald Trump likes to point out, the fecklessness 

of American negotiators.  

 In addition to our negotiators, Trump also 

likes to complain of our trade deficit with China. 
In his speech accepting the Republican presiden-

tial nomination, Trump made much of our $800 

billion deficit with China. In theory, Adam Smith 
successfully dismissed fear of trade deficits back 
in 1776. Responding to the mercantilists of his 
time, who advocated for stiff tariffs against French 

imports to Britain, Smith wrote, 
“The balance of produce and consump-

tion may be constantly in favour of a nation, 
though what is called the balance of trade be 
generally against it. A nation may import to



How to Rig a Trade Agreement in 3 Easy Steps!

T
HERE IS NO GREATER EVIDENCE that the 
TPP is “rigged” than the investor-state dispute 

settlement (ISDS). This is a mechanism through 
which foreign investors can pursue governments 

through ad-hoc arbitration, rather than through 
domestic courts within the jurisdiction of the 
country being sued.
 This is a serious problem on several fronts. 
Firstly, it is a problem of sovereignty. The US, or 
any sovereign country, should maintain the right 
to enforce regulation within its territory. Under the 
TPP, a foreign investor can sue a government, and 

claim great-

er rights 

than do-

mestic laws 

would al-

low.13 There 

is no justi-
fication for 
this system 
in countries 

with strong 

domestic le-

gal systems. 
If a new hazard is discovered, countries must be 
allowed to regulate against it. With the ISDS, do-

ing this becomes more difficult, if not impossible.  
 Secondly, there is the issue of who may  ar-

bitrate these hearings. A tribunal of three lawyers 
adjudicates each case, and it turns out that there 
are very few lawyers who specialize in this type 
of international law. So few, in fact, that there is 
an almost incestuous overlap between judges and 
lawyers. These lawyers can sit as judges on one 
case and act as lawyers in another case simulta-

neously, something with no parallel in our legal 
system. The pool of lawyers is so small, that it is 
reported that 15 arbitrators have decided more 
than half of all international investment arbitra-

tion cases.14 In such an environment it is difficult 
to imagine that there could be impartial judges. 
 Thirdly, the ISDS system is one-sided. Gov-

ernments cannot initiate an ISDS proceeding. Only 
non-governmental parties may open up proceed-

ings against a government. And they get to choose 

one of the three arbitrators. Since these judges are 
also lawyers in other cases, any arbitrator who 
rules against a corporation risks not being hired 
again, creating a powerful incentive to rule against 

the government. 

 The ISDS mechanism might not be so bad if 
the rules of the TPP themselves allowed for effec-

tive safety and environmental regulations, and pro-

tected manufacturing jobs in the United States. But 
as we shall see, this is not the case. The TPP leaves 

American workers, and consumers, vulnerable. 
***

A Deceptive Cadence

T
HE MOST CONTROVERSIAL part of the TPP 
is Chapter 9 , the “Investment” chapter.15 Here, 

the United States Trade Representative makes 
dangerously hollow promises. For example, the 
chapter 9 overview asserts, “TPP includes new 
language underscoring that countries retain the 

right to regulate in the public interest, including 
to protect public health, safety, financial stabili-
ty, and the environment. TPP will also include a 
separate, explicit recognition of health authorities’ 
right to adopt tobacco control measures in order to 
protect public health.” 
 That tobacco regulations are separate from 
everything else should raise some eyebrows. And 
if we examine the language of the deal itself, we 

will find that this “overview” is an illusory fig leaf 
covering the TPP’s strong bias in favor of large 
multi-national corporations against low-funded 

governments. Towards the end of the chapter, 

after laying out many rules about how to protect 
investment and corporate profits, the chapter con-

tains a clause that is easy to miss. The deal states in 
Article 9.16, “Nothing in this Chapter shall be con-

strued to prevent a Party from adopting, maintain-

ing or enforcing any measure otherwise consistent 
with this Chapter that it considers appropriate to 
ensure that investment activity in its territory is 
undertaken in a manner sensitive to environmen-

tal, health or other regulatory objectives.” As Lise 
Johnson and Lisa Sachs of Columbia Law School 
point out,16 the words “consistent with this Chap-

ter” turn this whole clause into a paper tiger. They 
erase any legal protection governments have if 
they adopt environmental or health regulations.
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the TPP’s strong bias 

in favor of large multi- 
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against low-funded gov-

ernments.
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If those laws hurt a corporation’s profits, the cor-

poration can sue. And we already know the arbi-
tration system is far from impartial.
 The truth is, in the “Investment” chapter, 

only tobacco regulation is properly protected un-

der the deal (which angered Big Tobacco greatly). 
Why did this happen? Nobody knows. It was ne-

gotiated in secret.

Bad Deal, Worse Candidates

SO WHAT IS GOOD about this deal for average 
workers? The answer unfortunately seems to 

be not much, although some of the labor require-

ments may help workers in some of the less-devel-
oped countries in the deal by improving working 
conditions.17 But the gains to our economy from 
the TPP would be so meager, that by President 
Obama’s own optimistic estimates, it would con-

tribute 0.15 percent growth annually by 2032.18 

Other estimates say gains may even be negative. 
This makes an argument in favor of the deal much 

more difficult to defend. 
 The TPP appears to be a deal mired in cor-

ruption. Its attempt to protect huge companies, 

and disguise the inevitable harm that will come to 
working Americans, reeks not of the “creative de-

struction” of capitalism, but of corporatism. This 
should not be surprising, since the deal was nego-

tiated away from the public, and under the watch-

ful eye of big business. Even if the deal secured 
greater economic growth than it does, there are se-

rious questions of democracy and even sovereign-

ty that proponents of the deal do not sufficiently 
deal with. 

 Ultimately, the TPP is very complicated. It is 
so opaque and corrupt, its advantages so unclear, 
and its benefits so marginal, that it is quite sensi-
ble to oppose it. But it is not sensible to oppose it 
for the reasons Trump and Sanders do. It is as if 
they stumbled upon the right policy by the rule of 
the broken clock.  And for the voter, it should be 
more important that the clock is broken than that 
it is right twice a day. If we want to know what a 
Donald Trump or a Bernie Sanders will do in oth-

er economic circumstances, we must understand 

why they are right to oppose the TPP.

And they are right for all the wrong reasons. 

JONATHAN DELUTY is a junior at Columbia University double 
majoring in Economics and Music. He spent this summer work-
ing in real estate development in Manhattan.
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Practice Doesn’t Always
Make a Perfect Jew
The cost of favoring law over values

Naomi Kadish

the values and practices they’ve inherited. No 
question or concept is taboo, and intellectual chal-
lenges are welcomed.

        However, there are limits to these questions. In 
2014, Commentary published Jay Lefkowitz’s “The 
Rise of Social Orthodoxy: A Personal Account.”1  

Lefkowitz was brutally honest about his person-

al position on the values perpetuated in the day 
school system, admitting his lack of belief in foun-

dational Orthodox Jewish principles (such as the 

divine origin of the Bible). However, by adhering 
to strict orthodox practice - observing the Sab-

bath, keeping kosher laws, engaging in commu-

nal prayer, etc. - he remains an active member of 
the Orthodox community. According to Lefkow-

itz, practice - not personal ideology- constitutes 
the membership fee: “[m]uch more important to 
[Social Orthodox Jews] than theology, however, 
is maintaining the continuity of the Jewish people 
[through practice].”2 Though Lefkowitz had ana-

lyzed Modern Orthodox doctrine and values, the 
way most Modern Orthodox Jews are encouraged 
to do, his conclusions were received as hypocriti-
cal, or even heretical.

[1] Lefkowitz, Jay. “The Rise of Social Orthodoxy: A 
Personal Account - Commentary Magazine.” Commentary 
Magazine. N.p., 1 Apr. 2014. Web. 05 July 2016.
[2] Fattal, Joshua R. “The Problem With ‘Social Orthodoxy’ 
in Judaism.” Tablet Magazine. Tablet Magazine, 7 Apr. 2014. 
Web. 28 July 2016.

P
ODCASTS fill the hours I’ve spent driving 
between Philadelphia and New York this 
summer. Last Friday I happened across 

“Good Muslim Bad Muslim,” a show in which 
co-hosts Zahra Noorbakhsh and Tanzila “Taz” 
Ahmed discussed a phenomenon I found sur-

prisingly relatable. To their non-Muslim friends, 
a “Good Muslim” is one who drinks, smokes 
weed, doesn’t wear a hijab, and has premari-
tal sex. By contrast, the Muslim community la-

bels these “Bad Muslim” practices. Both groups 
judge ‘Muslim-ness’ based solely on practice, 
rather than values. A similar phenomenon ex-

ists in the Modern Orthodox Jewish community. 
 In the Modern Orthodox community, Ha-
lakhah, Jewish law, is part of every aspect of our 
lives. Young children learn Halakhah before any-

thing else. They know the blessings for life’s dai-
ly rituals before they are taught about the sancti-
ty of the practice or its importance. Maybe most 
pedagogical models are organized this way in 
early childhood, but even as children mature, the 
“why” - the values underlying a Jewish practice - 
continue to be left out of the conversation, while 
the way the practice itself is performed- the “how” 
- receives the most attention.  

 The “whys” underlying certain laws are 
eventually addressed. Students in yeshiva high 

schools with serious Judaic Studies programs are, 
after a certain age, encouraged to analyze critically
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Lefkowitz concluded that Orthodox practice is 
enough for a person to be called an “Orthodox 
Jew.” One response, published in Tablet Maga-

zine, said that, “his idealization of a hollow reli-
gious life, where religious action has no internal 

meaning whatsoever, is intellectually shallow and 
functionally unsustainable.” Despite the criticism, 
Lefkowitz presents a model that is completely 
functional  - if not fulfilling - in contemporary Or-

thodox communities.

 Why are Lefkowitz and his kind still accept-
ed in the Modern Orthodox community? For some 
Modern-Orthodox Jews he is not. But for most of 
the Modern Orthodox community the tenets be-

hind the practices are less important than the prac-

tice itself. It seems that since he practices like an Or-

thodox Jew, for all intents and purposes, he is one! 
Big ideas are discussed in Orthodox communities 
without seriously evaluating any practical appli-
cations: though thoughts may shift, behavior sim-

ply will not change. An Orthodox Jew can question 
any abstract idea, but to even entertain the thought 

of chang-

ing one’s 
actions as 

a result is 

out of the 

question.

 A great example of this is kashrut (kosher 

dietary laws). While it is a choq (a law written in 

the Bible that is supposedly something we can’t 
understand fully), the value of separating oneself 
from non-Jewish society through food restrictions 
is often offered as the reason underlying this prac-

tice. Orthodox Jews are told by the Bible and their 
community to be holy - in Hebrew this reads as 
“kadosh,” separate - and this separation is main-

tained  by breaking bread only with people from 
their religion. Many people ignore or intellectually 
disagree with this underlying value; it smacks of 
bigotry on some level. However, I think the Jew-

ish value of ‘separate and holy’ is ignored because 
few value social separation from non-Jews nowa-

days. Most Jews find the value of not eating with 
non-Jews objectionable. And yet, people still keep 
kosher without a question. Although the value of 
staying ‘separate’ and preventing intermingling

has largely lost favor in the modern Orthodox 
Jew’s eyes, the practice remains unchanged. Even 
when the values behind the practice have changed, 
the discrepancy is ignored.
 There is a high cost to encouraging both in-

tellectual exploration alongside strict adherence to 

religious practice. When Jewish religious students 
go off to college and leave their permanent com-

munities for experimental, temporary ones, they 
often opt out. Somehow, it seems nonsensical to 
boast of critical analysis while adhering to a prac-

tice perpetuated largely through social pressure. 
Once eating with non-Jews is commonplace, why 
are you keeping kosher? You have thought about 
the significance of the divinity of the Bible, etc., 
but your own opinions are ignored. Practice is 
abandoned when there are no substantive reasons 
to continue. The important conversations that are 

being fostered in Orthodox high schools are sub-

sequently ignored when new ideas come to chal-
lenge the “right” ideas. Students and young adults’ 
newfound conclusions about values in their lives 
are not as important as the Orthodox tradition. 

 Is it really worthwhile to preserve a watered 
down practice to keep people in the community, to 
save the “real” Judaism? What are we sustaining 
when we encourage blind practice? Perhaps our 
communities are afraid of assimilation and so we 

stress practice above all else. Perhaps the problem 
lies in the fact that this is an unsustainable, flawed 
ideology. Perhaps the rabbis and educators in our 
communities want to keep their students’ minds 
open - but not too open. Or is it the Jews in our com-

munity who believe that practice is indeed enough?
 We cannot claim intellectual rigor while 
clinging to an anti-intellectual, dogmatic practice. 

We can’t keep kidding ourselves. It seems the ped-

agogical model we use to educate our young chil-
dren is really what the Modern Orthodox commu-

nity believes: the “how” is the important thing, the 
“why” is something that our community has de-

cided can be left out. We need to choose: the ideas 
or the practice.  Either way we can’t keep pretend-

ing that all of our ideas “fit.” into Orthodoxy. In 
reality, practice does not make a perfect Jew.

NAOMI KADISH is a junior at the University of Pennsylvania, 
where she is studying philosophy and design.

We cannot claim intel-

lectual rigor while cling-

ing to an anti-intellectual, 

dogmatic practice.
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Divine Devotion
Song of Songs and the Tiruppavai

Eliana Kahan

into a longing request imploring: “listen,” “con-

sider this.” Throughout these thirty verses, these 
girls long communally for the object of their ro-

mantic, religious fervor.

 “el or empavay” - These foreign watchmen 

remind me thirty times over: I am an outsider to 
this particular expression of bhakti (devotion). I 

am not part of the community of bhaktas (devo-

tees) approaching Krishna in the text nor am I part 

of the tradition celebrating Antal the Alvar (po-

et-saint) as its author, and dreaming of her legend-

ary absorption into the divine. I am an academic 
observer and a religious outsider, a Jewish stu-

dent in an undergraduate class on “Bhakti poetry: 
Love in Translation.” But the girls in the text are 
outsiders too. They approach a deity in an aloof 
mansion, sleeping in bed with his lover, Nappinai. 
They seek to unite with the already whole and un-

changing divine while they remain human. They 
long for union with a being from whom they are 
necessarily separate. I am perhaps one step further 
removed: they seek Krishna, I do not. Like them, I 
watch from outside Krishna’s bedroom chamber, 
but I do not long for entry. This God and this long-

ing are the content of someone else’s love story.
 Although I remain outside, I continue to 

watch the girls sing. I do not know the particular 

devotion Antal sings of in the words of the Tir-

uppavai. I’ve never known the landscape of Sriv-

illiputtur, the site of Antal’s devotion. I’ve never 
met Nappinai, or Krishna, or Visnu. I am granted 
only translation – a paltry seat in the audience. As 
I read even the towers of English on the page, I 
try to translate this poem into my own religious

“EL OR EMPAVAY”

E
ACH VERSE of the Tiruppavai, a tradi-
tional Tamil devotional text, ends in these 

three words. They seem to me like enig-

matic sentinels – impenetrable and constant. Un-

like the towers of translated English words beside 
them, this Tamil phrase remains elusive. My aca-

demic translation of this traditional Tamil devo-

tional text attempts to unlock them for me:

The meaning of the phrase el or empavay is dif-

ficult to discern, partly because of the polyva-

lence of the word pavai (pavay in the vocative 

form). In the commentaries to the Tiruppavai, 

the two words el or are often understood as 

just meter filler, and thus empty of meaning. 
However, commentators also suggest that the 
phrase be interpreted as “consider this well 
and perform” (for example, ipatti putti pannunk-
al). In keeping with this polyvalence, pavay is 

interpreted variously as “vow” (nonpu), “girls” 

(pillai), “thoughts” (ninaivu), while el is, in this 

context,  understood as “listen” (kel), or “so 

you may consider this” (ninaipayaka).

(Venkatesan 2010, 19-20)
So the three words remain inscrutable as ever, al-
most “empty of meaning” throughout the tale of 
the Tiruppavai. Silent spectators repeated over 
the course of the Tiruppavai, which tells the story 
of a cohort of “girls” which makes their way to-

wards Krishna’s mansion and into his innermost 
chambers. The girls bind themselves by a “vow” 
of devotion, and all wake and wash early through-

out the month of Markali, coming together in their 
“thoughts,” in search of a shared beloved. “Girls,” 
“thoughts,” and a repeated ritual “vow” merge
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vernacular. In English, the poem still seems to 
be in a foreign language, separate from me. As I 
read, my margins became filled, not with English, 
but Hebrew lettering. Quotes and ideas from the 
Hebrew Bible and Jewish liturgy appear on the 
page. When I think of Bhakti, devotion, the rela-

tionship between man and God, Hebrew is the 
language in which I think and breathe. I find a 
vocabulary for Bhakti in Hebrew, specifically in 
the words of Shir Hashirim, Song of Songs.

The two texts seem to stand still, side by side:
In your mansion
studded with immaculate gems

surrounded by glowing lamps
and filled with fragrant frankincense 

You continue to sleep upon your soft bed
O cousin

won’t you unlock your jeweled door?

 Mami, wake her!

 Is your daughter mute or deaf?
 Perhaps, she is simply weary
 or entranced into a deep sleep.

We are here singing 
 ‘Oh great elusive Madhava!’
 ‘Great lord of Vaikuntha!’

Join us and sing his many names.
el or empavay

(Venkatesan 2010, 59)

I was asleep,

But my heart was wakeful.
Hark, my beloved knocks!
“Let me in, my own,
My darling, my faultless dove!
For my head is drenched with dew,
My locks with the damp of night.”
I had taken off my robe
Was I to don it again?
I had bathed my feet
Was I to soil them again?
My beloved took his hand off the latch
And my heart was stirred for him.
I rose to let in my beloved;
My hands dripped myrrh
My fingers, flowing myrrh
Upon the handles of the bolt.

I opened the door for my beloved,
But my beloved had turned and gone.
I was faint because of what he said.
I sought, but found him not;
I called, but he did not answer.

(Song of Songs 5:2-6 JPS)

 For both, the limbo between sleep and con-

sciousness is the setting for passionate devotion. 

Both create similar scenes: a girl is sleeping com-

fortably “upon [her] soft bed,” without her “robe” 
and with “bathed feet.” Both scenes are aromatic: 
“fragrant frankincense” or “flowing myrrh.” She 
lies beyond a physical obstacle, a “lock[ed],” “jew-

eled door” or a “bolt[ed],” “latch[ed]” one. Her 
“beloved knocks” or “sing[s]” from the other side 
of the “door,” trying to overcome the two obsta-

cles surrounding her: the door, the physical barri-
er, and sleep, the metaphysical one.
 The identity of the intruder and his/her 
impetus for entry differ. In the Tirrupavai she is 
woken by her companions urging her to join in 
praising a “great elusive” deity together. In Song 
of Songs, she is intimately woken by her beloved 
himself, waking only to find he has “turned and 
gone.” In this one difference, a chasm separates 

the two texts. The Tiruppavai is about a group of 
devotees joining together in love whereas the Song 
of Songs sings of individual, exclusive lovers.
 “El or empavay” – an analysis of these words 
and the themes they represent expose the chasmic 
difference between the two texts.  Each text ad-

dresses the themes these words represent: a “vow,” 

“girls,” “thoughts,” and most prominently, devo-

tion itself, the longing request - “listen,” “consider 
this.” But these elements are dealt with differently. 
They are at the center of the Tiruppavai: a group of 
girls taking a vow in pursuit of a love relationship 

with a deity. Not so in Song of Songs, in which the 
vow and the girls are tangential to the central plot 

of love and devotion. As two lovers pine for each 

other across sleep and distance, an alien group of 

girls, the bnot yerushalaim (daughters of Jerusalem) 

is excluded from this romance. They are pushed 
away - with the words “Hishba’ati Etkhem,” “I ad-

jure you.” – this is the vow in the Hebrew text. 
“Hishba’ati” from the Hebrew word “Shevua’a,” a 

vow, or in verb form “Lihishava’a,” to swear.  Us-

ing this word, the female lover repeatedly breaks
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from her usual expressions of longing and tells 

these women “Do not wake or rouse love, until 

it please!”. The vow in Song of Songs is the only 
way in which a collective group of women are in-

volved, and it is precisely not to step into the love 
story. The female speaker addresses these women 
only to exclude them.
 Though Song of Songs depicts an exclusive 
relationship between individuals, it has been in-

terpreted by Jewish tradition quite differently. The 
most conservative interpretations of Song of Songs 
introduce a female collective into the text: the peo-

ple of Israel. This interpretation maintains that the 

female lover is meant to represent the People of 

Israel while the male lover is meant to represent 

God. The text is, they teach, an allegory for the 
romance between Man and God. This midrashic 
interpretation bridges the chasm between Song of 
Songs and the Tiruppavai. 
 Both texts deal with the confused and com-

plex relationship between the group and the in-

dividual and with the awesome relationship be-

tween Man and God. Both tell of romance bound 
and disturbed by vows. The Tiruppavai, mythical-
ly written by a woman both human and divine, 
and embraced by a human community of devo-

tees, speaks of a collective approaching a divine 

paramour with whom they already share an abid-

ing love. Song of Songs, composed by man and 
anthologized into a divine cannon, focuses on two 
individuals who respectively represent collective 
and deity. Both toy with and ultimately obliterate 
the distinctions between individual and collective, 
and between lover and God.
 I have experienced this blurred mode of 
devotion to the divine, both bound by vows and 
invigorated beyond them. I have approached an 
intimate God as a member of a dedicated, yearn-

ing collective. At Migdal Oz, an Israeli seminary 
where I studied for two years, we read Song of 
Songs each week just before Shabbat.
A translation of my experience:
 It’s a Friday, and the sun in setting over 
the western hills of Jerusalem to our left. We face 
north, towards Jerusalem, staring through large 

windows at the warm colors melting over the 

vineyards, the watchmen, the hills. 

”קול דודי הנה זה בא; מדלג על ההרים, מקפץ על הגבעות“
(שיר השירים ח:ב)

“Hark! My beloved! There he comes, Leaping 
over mountains, bounding over hills”

(Song of Songs 2:8)

The Sabbath approaches, closing in on us as dark-

ness covers the pomegranate trees, the flocks, the 
puddles and pools of rainwater.

For a moment it is quiet.
Inside the giant windows and walls, young wom-

en sit one next to another, in round rows of semi-

circles. Behind the rows, books are stacked on 
shelves higher than anyone can reach. Books lie, 
open and closed, on every table in the room; and 
in front of each woman, a book lies open.
We begin,

”שיר השירים אשר לשלמה...“ (א:א)
“The Song of Songs, by Solomon…” (1:1)

One woman reads aloud, and her sweet voice acts 

as our emissary. Each woman has just rinsed her-

self, literally scrubbing clean the banality of the 
week in anticipation of this romantic union. The 

scents of modern myrrh, nard and saffron, fra-

grant reed and cinnamon fill the room. Each wom-

an, donned in modern finery, has left her room 
and come to join in song.
One woman reads each chapter, until the book is 
finished, and the sun has set.
Together, all the voices join in a Sabbath song 

ידיד נפש, אב הרחמן:  משך עבדך אל רצונך;
ירוץ עבדך כמו איל  ישתחוה אל מול הדרך;
יערב לו ידידותך מנופת צוף וכל טעם.

Beloved of my soul, Merciful Father:
 Pull your servant to Your Will;
Your servant will run like a gazelle,
 To bow before Your Glory; 
Your Companionship will be sweeter to him
 Than honey or any fine flavor.

Far from Srivilliputtur, Bhakti is alive. The sounds 
of Antal’s Tiruppavai, the voices of individual 
women, joining together as a romantic, religious 
community in search of a divine beloved rise 
heavenward.

ELIANA KAHAN is a junior at Banard College pursuing a 
double major in Religion and Mathematical Sciences. In her 
spare time she enjoys introducing elementary school children to 
challenging Jewish texts.
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What We May Lose
Utilitarianism gets it right the wrong way

Aaron Wolff

get into art school and so joined the peace corps, 
instead, where they met. “I’m sorry you didn’t 
become an artist,” the girl says (she’s a class act). 
“Don’t be,” he breathes, “If I had, I never would 
have met you.” Sweet, yes, but imagine we play the 
movie again and this time change the plot so the guy 
gets into art school. He meets a different girl there. 

“You know,” 

he sighs, “I 

thought I was 

here to find my 
muse, but in-

stead I found 

something even 

better.” “What did you find?” his belle replies, 
only to hear him say it. “I found you.” Our utili-
tarian Facebook advocate seems to make the same 
mistake as the guy in the first version of the movie. 
He assumes that what he values is what is truly 
worth valuing and any other path (homophobia or 
art school) would be a huge mistake, but he only 
thinks that because that is what he values (not that 
I’m endorsing either homophobia or art school). 
Of course, utilitarians seem morally prescient to 
secular-minded liberals because utilitarianism sig-

nificantly undergirds secular liberal ideology. The 
best parallel would be a conservative Evangelical 
Christian making the case for the moral superiori-
ty of God’s word based on the moral prescience of 
Leviticus 18:22. 

 Utilitarianism, though, might claim an ad-

vantage that could explain why it tends to give 
us morally palatable answers. It is highly reduc-

tive. There are many varieties of utilitarianism: 
hedonistic, non-hedonistic, negative utilitari-

ans, act utilitarians, rule utilitarians, utilitarians 

who want to maximize average happiness and

U
SUALLY my Facebook feed is dominated 
by partisan articles posted by the several 
friends I follow who have strong politi-

cal views they’d like the rest of us to share, and 
inane pictures of people meant to prove that said 

people recently did something fun (yes, you can 
find inane pictures on Facebook proving that I 
also occasionally have fun). Sometimes, though, 
I run across something memorable. I once saw a 
post posing an unsettling question. I forget the 
exact wording, but the spirit of the question was 
something like: “Given that so much of what peo-

ple used to think was morally right, we now think 
of as wrong, how do we know that much of what 

we consider right is actually right and is not just 
some awful moral confusion?” The first person to 
comment suggested that the solution was to sim-

ply adopt utilitarianism. 
 This answer is not as glib as it may seem. 
The eighteenth century advocate of criminal justice 
reform Cesare Beccaria, from whom Jeremy Ben-

tham borrowed the phrase “the greatest happiness 
of the greatest number” (though Beccaria himself 
got it from Helvetius), denounced torture and op-

posed the death penalty. Jeremy Bentham himself 
defended homosexuality and animal rights. John 
Stuart Mill defended the rights of women. Utili-
tarians seem to see the true moral path earlier and 

more clearly than others.
 Still, there’s something off about the sug-

gestion that because Utilitarian thinkers were 
morally prescient in the past, they will remain 
so in the future. This is not just the fallacy of in-

duction. Imagine a cheesy love scene at the 
end of a corny movie that reviewers inexpli-
cably lap up. The guy is telling the girl how 
he always wanted to be an artist, but couldn’t
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utilitarians who want to maximize total happiness, 
but utilitarians all assume that the only criteria for 
assessing the rightness or wrongness of actions are 

the consequences of those actions. Also, utilitari-
ans tend to assume that we can devise the value of 

consequences by some simple metric such as hap-

piness, satisfaction of preference, QALYs, DALYs, 
etc. Thus, utilitarianism is a deflationary moral po-

sition. It assumes we have too many moral ideas 
and does away with some of them.
 The eighteenth century philosophe and 
materialist, Denis Diderot, furnishes an exempla-

ry case of utilitarian reductionism. In a wonder-

fully speculative dialogue entitled D’Alembert’s 
Dream, he argued that we should radically revise 
our moral views in light of the materialist discov-

ery that everything is the result of a chain of cause 
and effect, free will is an illusion, and no one could 

act otherwise than she did. We should do away 
with the ideas of virtue and vice and we should 

also do away with shame and regret. We can still, 
though, evaluate actions by their consequences, 
punish actions leading to bad consequences so as 
to dissuade them, and reward actions leading to 

good consequences so as to encourage them. Later 
in the dialogue, Diderot argues we should evalu-

ate actions on the basis of two values: pleasantness 
(for the individual) and usefulness (for society). 
Actions both pleasant and useful are most valu-

able. Just useful are more valuable than just pleas-

ant actions and actions neither pleasant nor useful 

actions are the least valuable of all. Diderot does 
away with important moral concepts like virtue 
and vice, moral attitudes like shame and regret, 

and reduces all value to usefulness and pleasant-

ness.

 Because it is reductive, utilitarianism often 
dispenses with moral concepts based on prejudice 
and superstition. Diderot, on the basis of his argu-

ments about pleasant and useful actions, contend-

ed that masturbation and homosexual relations are 
perfectly fine (both are pleasant and maybe even 
useful) a view that seemed absolutely abhorrent to 
the Catholic French society of the seventeen-hun-

dreds. In his wanton dismissal of all types of val-
ue besides pleasure and utility, he did away with 
values drenched in biblical morality. To the extent 

that those values rested on the truth of a certain

narrative, a narrative increasingly difficult to ac-

cept, he was likely right to dismiss those values, 
even if not necessarily for his motivating utilitari-
an reasons. Similarly, Beccaria noted that the peo-

ple of his day saw torture as cleansing ignominy, 
an idea they derived from Christian notions of 
how suffering washes away sin. To the extent that 
the Christian idea of redemptive suffering rests on 
suspect metaphysical notions, we do not need to 
adopt a utilitarian value theory to reject policies 
motivated by that idea, but adopting a utilitarian 
value theory will have the useful byproduct of dis-

pensing with such policies. 

 While a deflationary moral theory’s great 
advantage is its reductionism, it is all too easy to 
throw the baby out with the bathwater (and util-
itarian moralists are notoriously flippant toward 
babies). In his famous essay, “A Critique of Util-
itarianism,” philosopher Bernard Williams con-

cluded that utilitarianism is “simple minded.” By 
calling it simple minded he did not mean it was 

unsophisticated. He meant that it had too few con-

cepts and feelings to match the world as it is. Util-

itarianism cannot provide adequate moral guid-

ance on a host of moral questions exactly because 
it has too few moral concepts, and that is because 
it is flagrantly reductionist. Williams pointed out 
several cases in which utilitarianism provides us 

with no clear answer. Once utility is maximized, a 
utilitarian has no reason to prefer one distribution 
of utility over another (this is similar to the Raw-

lsian critique of utilitarianism as abstracting from 
the separateness of persons). Should a utilitarian 
try to maximize the satisfaction of preferences peo-

ple only hold because they are ill-informed or be-

cause they do not 
have the concepts 

to articulate a dif-

ferent preference? 
What if some peo-

ple hold deeply 
illiberal commit-
ments, commit-

ments which themselves are partly constitutive of 
those people’s happiness (imagine the Antebellum 
South or even the South before desegregation)? A 
utilitarian would need to weigh those commit-

ments, despite
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the fact that the commitments themselves should 

be illegitimate.
 Diderot’s consequentialism is also an excel-
lent example of the failures of reductionist moral 

theory. Diderot claims on the one hand that we 
should reject notions of virtue and vice and that 
we should reject moral feelings of shame and re-

gret, but on the other hand notes that incentives 
can play a causal role in determining whether peo-

ple act so as to bring about positive or negative 
consequences. He ignores the obvious point that 
shame and regret might, like societal coercion, 

play an important causal role in encouraging good 
action and discouraging bad action. Similarly, vir-

tue and vice, understood as certain dispositions 

of character to act in certain ways and to like or 
dislike certain things, will also play an important 
role in determining whether an agent acts so as to 

bring about good consequences or not. Diderot 
eliminates interiority to justify his utilitarian mor-

al revisionism, but in eliminating interiority he ig-

nores an indispensable aspect of moral life. 
 In his book Ethics and the Limits of Philoso-
phy, Williams suggests that ethical theories such 
as utilitarianism and Kantianism assume “we 

probably have too many ethical ideas, some of 
which may well turn out to be mere prejudices.”  
They are wrong, Williams insists, because “Our 
major problem now is actually that we have not 
too many but too few, and we need to cherish as 
many as we can.” I think Williams is both right 
and wrong.  Williams is writing from a staunchly 
secular, modernist perspective, but many of us still 
live in the estuary between religion and secularity. 
Like Diderot and Beccaria, we might find a little 
reductionism helpful. Pleasure is a very underrat-
ed value and perhaps we don’t fully appreciate 
the intellectual revolution behind the now self-evi-
dent truth that all people are inalienably endowed 
with the right to the pursuit of happiness. Still, a 
certain conservatism, a certain tentativeness, has 

an indispensable role to play as we guide our ship 
between the Scylla and Charybdis of inflationary 
and deflationary morality. It is worth worrying 
what we may lose as we struggle to liberate our-

selves from the moral horizons of our day. 
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And Then We Got to College
Three vignettes of spiritual evolution

Celeste Marcus

to lift up the voices of trans women then you are 
complicit in their marginalization. The echo cham-

ber gives you a prescription: this is how you go 
about creating a just world. They also give you a 
community that shuns heretics and lauds leaders.
 Someone every now and then would come 
along, out of the 2,000 feminist accounts, some-

one would come along and say something con-

troversial and there would be an outcry: “You’re 
a racist, sexist 

h o m o p h o b i c 
bigot because 
you used this 
term!” And 
this would 

happen just 
because peo-

ple weren’t fa-

miliar enough with the Social Justice vernacular. 
The same thing happens at college all the time. 

If someone suggests reparations are a bad idea 
that would be attacked. There’s no construc-

tive debate because once you are labeled a sex-

ist, homophobic, bigoted, privileged white kid 
there is no coming back from that. You’re shut 
down. The faith must be defended. You have a 
doctrine, and you have mandated practice. Dis-

senters are, so to speak, not doing God’s work.
 Last year I became involved in socioeco-

nomic activism. I was involved in issues like high 

student debt, student loans, student hunger – 

The following are excerpts from conversations with three girls from different university campuses in 
which each discusses her ideological, spiritual or religious evolution while in college.

MY RELIGION was feminism. I start-
ed reading feminist books when I was 
in middle school. All of it, voraciously. 

Germaine Greer, Jessica Valentine, The Feminine 

Mystique – anything that made Goodreads Top 
100 Feminist Books. From an early age I told my-

self I would read as much as possible because 
that’s how I’d get my scores up and I’d be suc-

cessful. My parents didn’t go to high school, I was 
on welfare – that’s where I came from. Feminist 
doctrine, once stumbled upon, told me I was op-

pressed for being a woman. The oppression card 
resonated – I was poor and hungry, ya know.
 I started a tumblr page and fell into the SJW 
[Social Justice warrior] Tumblr black hole. It’s ba-

sically the biggest politically correct echo chamber 
there is. It told you that if you want to be a good 
person you must care about animals and care about 
women, you can’t say THESE words, you have to 
hold these beliefs, you believe in the gender pay 
gap, and these are the things you fight against. 
It laid out a path to the good life: don’t be racist, 
don’t be sexist, don’t be homophobic. Further: it’s 
not enough to just believe, you must act. Ritualis-

tic action was part of the package. Practice what 

you preach. Exactly like religion. If someone says 
something racist you are obligated to call it out 
otherwise you yourself are perpetuating white su-

premacy, racism, sexism or what have you. If you 
don’t volunteer you’re lazy and not doing your 
part to help poor people. If you don’t actively try 
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things that really seemed to make differences in 
people’s live. It became hard for me to square that 
work with the social justice work. A lot of the peo-

ple I know, the loudest activists involved in the 

big SJ movements like the feminism, etc., were the 
students coming from the most privileged back-

grounds. That world started to seem false to me. It 

was like here - take the typical student on my cam-

pus: both parents are lawyers, grew up in Massa-

chusetts, very wealthy and she makes it her busi-
ness to raise awareness about microagressions. 
And if you have no idea what actual oppression 
feels like I guess that makes sense. But it’s sucking 
energy that could be spent making differences that 
need to be made and redirecting it towards what is 
indisputably comparatively trivial. I want to live 
as a good, virtuous person in this world. If I want 

that then focusing on microaggessions and trigger 

warnings just isn’t gonna get the job done.
 The Social Justice Social Contract assigns 
utmost importance to “virtue signaling” or paying 
lip service to the values for which the communi-

ty stands; the actual humans you are meant to be 
helping become secondary. Sort of like in a failed 
religious life in which practice overwhelms and 

eventually replaces meaning. And when that hap-

pens, analysis and careful discussion is basically 
impossible. How can you have serious conversa-

tions about truths you’ve been taught to regurgi-
tate?
 Because analysis isn’t important, you’re 
required, as a member of the social justice com-

munity, to support ALL the social justice groups 
on campus: the gays, the blacks, the Hispanics, 
the anti rape activists and the socialists, and lutia 

(Mexican liberation), etc. all came together. EI-
THER you swallow whole the mandates and pleas 
of all these communities, or you stand against ev-

ery one of them. Zero room for nuance. Zero edu-

cation, either. As an example, I was invited to an 

Students for Justice in Palestine rally. I explained 
that I didn’t understand what Israel or Palestine 
is so I didn’t feel informed enough to support the 
cause in either direction. They told me if I didn’t 
support this I’d be guilty of supporting the mur-

der of Palestinian children in Gaza. I was like “I 
don’t know where Israel is on a map like what are 
you talking about?”

 That world felt a lot like religious extrem-

ism. My boyfriend used to be religious and has 
abandoned his faith. The language I use to talk 
about feminism is the same he uses to talk about 
his old religious world. It’s not that either of us 
stopped caring about the values that mattered to 
us. In fact, it was exactly those values that motivat-
ed us to leave.

***

WELL, I wouldn’t call it a religious background 
exactly. No. My aunt is a monk. She works 

in a temple – my father’s entire side of the family 
leads very strict, traditional lives. He’s an atheist.
 I was born in Taiwan. My mother’s house 
in the countryside was next to a Buddhist temple. 
In my faith there is no official ceremony inducting 
you into the community. You matriculate natural-
ly, it seeps into your pores like language does. Fix-

tures of religious life affixed themselves to mine in 
a fluid way, just as all other constants did. There 
was a shrine in my house growing up. We would 
pray with candles and spices. Prayer, you under-

stand, doesn’t mean the same thing for me as it 
does for, say, Christians. The closest characteriza-

tion I can think of is intense introspection. Concen-

trating on the parts of myself that I want to better. 
I learnt the proper form of prostration. A Buddhist 
is only allowed to fold herself into this particu-

lar holy form 
while in the 

temple. I have 

a friend in 

America who 

has a shrine 

– I repeat the 
rituals there 

for all Chi-
nese holidays. 
It’s intensely 

reflective.
 My father secularized rapidly. He stopped 
performing the rituals with us. I was never tempt-

ed to; it didn’t feel like an onus. I absorbed my 
faith so fluidly. It never felt doctrinal to me - it felt 
more philosophical and spiritual than it did reli-

gious. The prayer itself is aspirational and self cor-

rective. It allows for set moments during which I 

repent for wrongs committed.

21And Then We Got to College

Analysis and careful 

discussion is basical-

ly impossible. How 

can you have serious 

conversations about 

truths you’ve been 

taught to regurgitate?



  At the start of college I was dating a boy 
from a religious, Mormon background. He goes 
to Brigham Young University. Through that ex-

perience I learnt to suspect and fear dogma and 

to associate strict religion with patriarchy and 
the suppression of love and creativity. In my 
mind Mormonism is religion. Buddhism is so far 
from that – it embraces what makes us human 
and complicated. It allows for nuance and mess.

 Mormonism has all of these ridiculous ta-

boos that seemed to stunt far more than empower. 
It created this dichotomy in my mind: Mormon-

ism, religion, and suppression versus Buddhism, 
spirituality and growth.
 My boyfriend’s father went nuts when he 
found out I was secular. He was vicious. Vicious-

ness found a place next to Mormonism, religion 
and suppression versus Buddhism, spirituality 
and growth.

 My boyfriend’s father went nuts when he 
found out I was secular. He was vicious. Vicious-

ness found a place next to Mormonism, religion 
and suppression in my mind.
 I broke up with him because of his father. 
My next relationship was, predictably, with an 
anti religious atheist.

 Still, I never rebelled against my own faith. 
In fact, in the face of the overwhelming secularism, 

and anti traditionalism with which I was met on 

campus, my commitment to the values I’d learnt 
a lifetime and an ocean away grew more power-

ful. Buddhism emphasizes the centrality of family, 
the importance of honoring parents to whom one 

owes everything. It 
taught me to humble 
myself, and that im-

perative is hardwired 

into me. Maybe be-

cause of my mother. I 
respect her more than 

anyone.
 Gratitude for her has been an enormous 
theme for me this year. College is so atomizing. 
She grounds me. She defines me, not academic or 
social success. I judge myself according to the val-
ues she taught me. In that I am rich: my peers don’t 
have that strength. I know my children will grow 
up in a world that promotes self centeredness as

well as self ignorance. I know that world because 
I go to school there. I also know how to combat it. 
My guiding star is my mother. I want my children 
to be able to say that about me and my spouse.
 The centrality of family is connected to 

another theme in my life: abstinence.
 I define knowledge as a certain kind of inti-
macy and intimacy as a certain kind of knowledge. 
The ultimate knowledge about me is reserved for 
my soul mate. Sex is reserved for the person I love 
most. I value myself too much to not make that 
sort of exposure sacred. Sex is, for me, about fra-

gility, vulnerability and appreciation for nuance 
(any kind of intimate knowledge requires such an 
appreciation). My peers have numbed themselves 
to sex. They have sapped it of its strength.
 My abstinence confuses people. I wrote an 
article about it in my school paper. Fellow students 
told me I can’t practice abstinence if I didn’t have 
a religion. That article was a turning point for me 

because religious students were among those tell-
ing me that the values in which I believed made no 
sense unless I had a religion that mandated them. I 

thought, “They don’t understand the values their 
religions preach. How absurd.” I’m very wary of 
that. Religion so easily turns into dogmatism and 
then, of course, its soul falls away. I’m going to 
be very careful when I raise my own children to 
instill the values that have grounded me.

***

MY RELATIONSHIP with the Jewish com-

munity is far more complicated and painful 
than it ever was. But my relationship with Juda-

ism isn’t. Can I back up a bunch so you get what 
I mean?
 So, starting when I was little even I’ve al-
ways been struck by the centrality and majesty of 
Jewish prayer. In my extremely orthodox elemen-

tary school I’d stare at my teachers’ bodies rock-

ing, heads bent into their prayer books. I wanted 
that connection – to be that devoted to and con-

centrated on dialogue with God. I wanted to be 
that comfortable and secure in my Judaism. Even 
then I was struck by the intimacy and extremity 
of it. Prayer in high school was distinctly differ-

ent. It was an academic obligation: you had to do 
your homework, you couldn’t eat gum in class 
and you had to show up for prayer. It just didn’t
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mean as much. Especially for girls. At least for the 
men, Jewish Law mandates they show up and that 
they know how to participate. I’m not saying they 
LIKED doing it. But it’s ridiculous to pretend they 
experienced the same sense of humdrum point-

lessness. They didn’t.
 When we were in twelfth grade girls’ 
prayer became a hot topic in Modern Orthodox 
high schools in America. Other schools were being 
forced, by students or by communities, to address 
that issue. I remember a group of us went to talk to 
the principal about what changes could be made 
to make girls feel more included. He didn’t even 
pretend to be motivated by Jewish law. He told us 
straight out, though he knew what we were ask-

ing for was not in conflict with Judaism, the School 
Board would never allow the sorts of changes for 
which we asked.

 Politics masquerading as religion – that was 
the first time I’d experienced that phenomenon. 
It’s not that that’s silly or baseless. He had a school 
to run. I understand that. But if politics shape the 
practices of the role models in my life, what did 
that mean about emulating them? Why should I 
stunt my own religious growth and practice be-

cause of what other people will think of it? Further 
and more troubling, don’t I have an obligation to 
figure out for myself what my practice ought be 
after this realization? Can I with integrity continue 
practicing the same way I had before? But if not, 
how do I go about creating a religious identity for 
myself that I find personally meaningful? What a 
daunting responsibility! Once it becomes clear that 
the people around me aren’t motivated purely by 
religious commitment, how do I go about establish-

ing personal 

practice? It’s 
a hard ques-

tion and it 

catalyzed a 
lot of serious 

introspection and isolation.

 It got worse at Hillel. People love boxes. All 
people, but my Jewish community in particular re-

ally has a thing for them. College is lonely – com-

munities pull together very tightly. I guess that’s 
natural. But I don’t fit so neatly into a box. I come 
from a modern orthodox background and I have

a lot of questions and a lot of frustrations. I’m not 
sure what My Judaism looks like right now. There 
just isn’t room for that kind of confusion.
 You know what’s funny? I feel closest to 
Judaism when discussing faith with my secular 
friends. I approach all my classes through a Jewish 
lens. My values and mindset, even the language of 
my inner monologues, are Jewish. I think in Jew-

ish. I have one friend whose father’s side of the 
family is Jewish but her family doesn’t practice. 
She understands all the references but she doesn’t 
judge me AT ALL for having doubts. My richest 
and most comfortable religious conversations this 
year happened with her. We talked all the time 
about psychology or philosophy, comparing our 
readings for school with Jewish concepts or Jewish 

texts. Hillel is definitely not where I feel closest to 
Judaism, but college is.
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Break the Boxes
Kierkegaard and Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik on why we 
oughn’t compartmentalize religion

Albert Kohn

eager to evade the severe trials when [they] see 
them coming, wish for a remote corner of the 

world in which to hide, wish that the mountains 

would conceal us, or impatiently try to roll the 
burden off our shoulders and onto others . . . 
[they] are too lukewarm genuinely to feel with 
Abraham and to suffer with him (239-240).

 Christians, according to Kierkegaard, have 
run away and hidden from the ethical and emotional 
strife that is central to religious life. By sentimental-
izing Abraham’s attempted slaughter of Isaac and 
ignoring the moral implications of such an event, 

Kierkegaard’s fellow Christians reveal their mis-

understanding of the religious life. In an attempt 

to shatter their illusions and assert that struggle is 

foundational to faith, Kierkegaard painstakingly 
describes Abraham’s morally and physically ex-

cruciating experience of leading his son to the altar. 

 Soloveitchik suggests a similar disillu-

sionment in the footnotes of Halakhic Man. In 

his only mention of contemporary religious 
life in the text, Soloveitchik claims that the

position is prevalent nowadays in religious cir-

cles, whether in Protestant groups or in Amer-

ican Reform and Conservative Judaism, that 
the religious experience is of a very simple na-

ture—that is, devoid of the spiritual tortuous-

ness present in the secular cultural conscious-

ness, of psychic upheavals, and of the pangs 
and torments that are inextricably connected 
with the development and refinement of man’s

O
NLY ONE CENTURY APART, the world 
was gifted with two of the most compel-

ling depictions of religiosity ever put forth. 
In 1843, Soren Kierkegaard, a Danish philosopher, 
theologian and social critic, published Fear and 
Trembling in which he details the attributes and 
thought processes of the Knight of Faith. Through 

a discussion of Biblical Abraham’s slow march up 
the mountain to offer his son as a divinely ordained 
sacrifice, the Danish thinker argues that at times 
humanity’s moral consciousness has to be ignored 
in a “teleological suspension of the ethical.” Profi-

cient in and influenced by Kierkegaardian thought, 
in 1944, Joseph B. Soloveitchik—a European edu-

cated Talmudist and leading Jewish thinker—pub-

lished in Hebrew a work entitled איש ההלכה, Hal-
akhic Man; there he explains how Jewish life and 

thought is structured entirely by the minutiae pre-

scribed by Halakhah or Jewish Law. These religious 

personalities—or possibly even superheroes— 
found in these works continue to challenge and 

inspire those living religiously structured lives.

 Although the personalities they construct 
are very different, both Kierkegaard and Solove-

itchik are challenged by a similar issue plaguing 
their respective religious communities—name-

ly, that many misunderstand the content and 
aim of genuine faith. In his notebook, the Dan-

ish philosopher describes that his work was 
motivated by his fellow Christians who appear
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spiritual personality. This popular ideology 
contends that the religious experience is tran-

quil and neatly ordered, tender and delicate, 
it is an enchanted stream for embittered souls 
and still waters for troubled spirits (139-140).

 In this extended footnote, the European 
Rabbi’s disgust with a whitewashed conception of 
religion is palpable. According to him, those who 
teach that religion saves believers from torment are 
leading their followers astray. Soloveitchik echoes 
Kierkegaard’s critique: contemporary religious 
life has lost its key component—difficulty and 
tension. In the Rabbi’s harrowing reflection that 
“[religion] is exceptionally complex, rigorous and 
tortuous. Where you find its complexity, there you 
find its greatness,” (141) one can hear the echoes of 
the Kierkegaardian assertion that true faith is “the 

greatest and most difficult of all.” In both of these 
thinkers’ minds, their coreligionists have thrown 
off the burden of faith and have thereby lost access 
to genuine religious engagement.1

 Although critiquing similar cultural phe-

nomena, Kierkegaard’s and Soloveitchik’s respec-

tive ideal religious personalities differ. While the 
differences are fascinating and certainly worth 
tracing, I would like to point out, instead, one 

more similar feature underlying both articulations 
of faith—the mechanism by which each thinker 
makes his argument. Though both were fluent in 
their respective contemporary philosophical cul-
tures, they each chose to construct characters to ar-

gue their points rather than to write in the norma-

tive philosophical language (as was customary). 
Both Kierkegaard and Soloveitchik spend nearly 
the entirety of their respective works detailing the 
attributes and experiences of the idealized reli-
gious personality. Instead of encountering argu-

ments, the reader meets animate characters who  
live each thinker’s argument. The effects of this ab-

normal mechanism for argumentation is

most palpable when, after finishing each text, one 
feels as though they have met either the Knight of 
Faith or the Halakhic Man.
 This was not merely a literary technique; 
instead, this is Soloveitchik’s and Kierkegaard’s 
solution to the religious fatigue of their respective 

days. One dominant trend in modernity has been 
the sequestering of faith to a single aspect of a per-

son’s complex, multileveled identity. Though peo-

ple continue to identify as religious, it is now only 
one segment of a complex identity that includes 
nationality, ethnicity, sex and class. When faith 
is only one small part of a person’s life it can no 
longer make the demands which Kierkegaard and 

Soloveitchik consider so central. Both our Christian 
and Jewish thinkers were frustrated with fellows 

who wrongly considered faith a panacea through 

w h i c h 

t h e y 
c o u l d 

find an 
escape 

f r o m 

t h e 

d i s a p -

pointments in the other parts of their lives. Though 

they attend services, the faithful fail to recognize 
that true religious devotion is the foundation 

upon which each part of one’s identity is built and 
thereby cannot be an escape route from the hur-

dles of life. To challenge this reduction of faith and 

its resultant misunderstanding, these two modern 

religious thinkers offer their philosophies through 

characters. Instead of imparting information to 

merely store away, their philosophies offer com-

plete images of what it would mean to have true 

faith and genuine tradition underlying every fiber 
of one’s being and guiding every step one takes. 
 The personalities which the reader meets, 

the Knight of Faith and the Halakhic Man, are 
characterized by a faith that flows through the en-

tirety of their existence. These thinkers thus com-

pel readers to shatter the boxes in which they’ve 
compartmentalized their religious identities and 
allow them to flood their entire selves. Kierkeg-

aard explains faith as a “passion,” which, like love, 

consumes the entirety of a person’s existence and 
experience (67).  Additionally, on the final page of

[1] About a century before Kierkegaard, Edmund Burke 
argued for the conception of religion which both our thinkers 
critiqued. In his attack on the French Revolution, Burke posits that 
“No sound ought to be heard in the church but the healing voice 
of Christian charity. . . . Surely the church is a place where one 
day’s truce ought to be allowed to the dissensions and animosi-
ties of mankind.” For him religion is an escape from the difficult 
questions plaguing everyday life and should be left as such.
Burke, Edmund. Reflections on the Revolution in France. Ed. L. G. 
Mitchell. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1993. pg 13-14.

Their coreligionists have 

thrown off the burden of 

faith and have thereby lost 

access to genuine religious 

engagement.
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Altar translates the above verse from Psalms as: 
“My life he brings back. He leads me on pathways 

of justice for his name’s sake.” This formulation  
offers a significantly more holistic vi-
sion of the the poet’s relationship with 
God as he calls out to God with the entire-

ty of the self, and  not just one small segment.  
 This corrected understanding of the Bib-

lical Nefesh allows us to better appreciate Ki-
erkegaard’s and Soloveitchik’s theses. In a gen-

uine religious identity, the soul is not merely 
one part of our identity which is governed by 
religious ideas and values. Instead, faith is wo-

ven into our complete selves - no dissonance or 

disruption. It makes startling demands on us as 

people and provides the lenses by which we ex-

perience and interpret everything around us. 
 Yet it remains unclear to me if a religious 

identity so robust is even possible in modernity. 
Perhaps developments in philosophy have forced 
modern man to shift faith to the periphery. Can 
one depend on Halakhic texts as the lenses for in-

terpreting reality when the genuine history of the 
Biblical and rabbinic texts are becoming clear? 
Should one be willing to put aside ethical sensi-
bilities and act solely according to these ancient 
mandates? While these questions are difficult, it 
is quite clear that--as our two philosophers told 
us--the greatness of genuine religious life is only 
accessible to those willing to bear the struggles 
and demands generated by an all-encompassing 
religious outlook. Each of us must decide for our-

selves whether we can exist as fully faithful beings 
in an age that pushes reason to the fore and reli-

gion to the side.

Halakhic Man, Soloveitchik reminds his reader 
that his almost two-hundred-page depiction en-

compasses only a small portion of what it means 
to be a Halakhic Man. With this unnecessary 
note, the American Rabbi asserts that the ideal 
of a Halakhic Man necessitates full participation 
from every aspect of the self. Both the Christian 
and Jewish thinkers were trying to expand what 
it means to be a person of faith; instead of being 
a Danish Christian who finds himself in church 
each week or a Jewish American who celebrates 
Passover as a family tradition, Kierkegaard and 
Soloveitchik imagine the religious person as only 
a Christian or a Jew who sees the entirety of their 
existence through the looking glass of their faith.

 Although modern people are particularly 
guilty of se-

questering 
their reli-

gious iden-

tities, the 

p h e n o m -

ena is not unique to modern times. An analysis 
of two translations of the Biblical Hebrew word 
“Nefesh,” which most modern readers translate 
as “Soul,”  sheds light on this phenomena of com-

partmentalizing faith. The King James Version 
of Psalm 23 translates a verse as “He restoreth 
my soul (Nefesh): he leadeth me in the paths of 
righteousness for his name’s sake.” This transla-

tion seems to imagine the Nefesh or soul as mere-

ly one aspect of a person; one could imagine the 
verse describing how God separately restores 
the person’s soul, wealth and health--each being 
essential parts of a man or woman’s well-being. 
 In his masterful translation and com-

mentary on the Book of Psalms, Robert Al-
tar repeatedly criticizes this translation of 
Nefesh. Understanding that the modern idea 
of a “soul” post-dates our Biblical poet, he ex-

plains that Nefesh “has a core meaning of ‘life 

breath,’ . . . the possessive ‘my Nefesh’ is of-
ten chiefly an intensive form of the first-per-

son-singular pronoun” (Altar, XXXII). Accord-

ing to this contextualized understanding, the 
Nefesh is not one small part of who we are, 
rather it is who we are, analogous to the En-

glish “I!.” As a result, in distinction to the KJV, 

Faith is woven into our 

complete selves - no dis-

sonance or disruption.

ALBERT KOHN is starting his third year at Columbia University 
and the Jewish Theological Seminary studying Religion and 
Medieval Jewish History. His interests primarily revolve around 
the role which religious faith plays in shaping the life experi-
ence of real people, both past and present.
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Worlds Apart?
Asher Weiss and modern psychotherapy

Ben Notis

V
IKTOR FRANKL, a father of existential 
psychology, was fond of saying that psy-

chology should focus on the healing of 
the soul, while religion should focus on the sal-

vation of the soul.1 At first glance, this dichotomy 
seems true. One realm deals with intrapsychic 
conflicts, while the other deals with the con-

nection of the self to an all-transcendent being.
 This difference, however, becomes compli-
cated when sufferers from Obsessive Compulsive 
Disorder (OCD) attempt to regulate their lives in 
accordance with Jewish Law. According to the Di-

agnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disor-

ders (DSM 5), OCD results from a specific number 
of symptoms. A person who suffers from OCD 
undergoes intrusive fears and feels compelled to 

complete certain rituals in order alleviate those 

fears. Often, the sufferer from OCD is aware that 
these fears and rituals are irrational. He or she of-
ten feels a great degree of guilt and self-judgment 
as a result of the obsessions and compulsions.
 Orthodox Jews who suffer from OCD of-
ten experience obsessions and compulsions of a 
religious nature. One manifestation of this strain 

of OCD behavior is compulsive praying. A per-

son who recites the Shema, for example, may be 
tormented by the fear that he has not said a word 
correctly. He may force himself to repeat the word 
many times until it is recited properly. Once the 
person moves on to the next word or verse, the 

cycle recurs, resulting in a prayer service that 
is long, unfulfilling, and riddled with anxiety.

 It is this tension that leads to a series of 

questions about the relationship between psychol-
ogy and religion: Where does one draw the line 
between pathology and prayer? Modern psychol-
ogy maintains a strict dichotomy, in keeping with 
Frankl’s, of psychology first and religion second. 
Does Judaism create a narrative of healing that is 

consistent with psychology? In order to explore 
these issues further, it is helpful to explore Jewish 

responsa from the perspective of semiotics, or the 

study of symbolic meaning.     
 Texts that deal with OCD and Judaism, 
whether religious or psychological, regulate the 
use of cultural idioms and symbols which eventu-

ally result in a desired narrative. This technique, to 
borrow terminology from Leone and Parmentier, 
is called metasemiotic regimentation. The whole 

process of the interaction between symbols, lived 
experience, and the narrative itself is a “circle of 

semiosis.”2

 These texts contextualize specific con-

cepts within highly-structured narratives. This 
process is called employment. From the per-

spective of the psychological establishment, the 
terms “OCD,” “religion” and “disorder” refer 
to specific meanings within a narrative. While 
presented as terms with self-evident meanings, 

these terms are in fact removed significant-
ly from the many different possible meanings.3

[1] Viktor E. Frankl. Man’s Search for Meaning. Afterword 
by William J. Winslade, p. 163. Beacon Press, Boston, 2006.

[2] Massimo Leone and Richard J. Parmentier. “Representing 
Transcendence: The Semiosis of Real Presence .” Signs and Soci-
ety, Vol. 2, No. S1 (Supplement 2014), pp. S1.
[3] Pierce divides representative modes into three categories: 

symbols, indexes, and icons. These three categories represent a 
successive narrowing of the space between an object or action and 
that which it represents. A symbol connects the sign to the object
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in the manner prescribed by Jewish law. Weiss 
does not go into the description of obsessions, 
compulsions, or the specific element of OCD, and 
it is not clear from the text if he understands OCD 
from a psychologist’s perspective. That being said, 

it is clear that he 

is describing a 
case of compul-

sive prayer simi-
lar to that chron-

icled by modern 
psychologists. 

 In answering the question, Asher Weiss 
uses two phrases familiar to those well versed 

in Talmudic study. Weiss seeks to contextualize 
OCD as part of a 2,000 year-old story of Jewish 
jurisprudence. To those who have studied Jew-

ish law, the shades of meaning in each halakh-
ic phrase are already self-evident. Asher Weiss, 
however, applies these phrases to the new sit-

uation in Jewish law: OCD in Jewish prayer, 
made manifest through compulsive praying.
 Weiss begins his responsum by writing 
that according to one man’s psychologist,5 it was 

forbidden for him to repeat any words whatsoev-

er, especially if he was unsure if he had said any-

thing.6 According to the patient, it was clear7 that 

he had not said God’s Hebrew name properly in 
the blessing before the meal. According to Jewish 
Law this infraction would inhibit the man from 
eating. He believed he had not said the blessing 
correctly. Despite this, the psychologist insisted 
the patient continue to eat the food without cor-

recting the blessing. This would constitute a viola-

tion of a positive commandment. Must the patient 
obey the psychologist and break Halakhah?
 Weiss explains that the sufferer from OCD 
is permitted to violate Halakhah in order to be-

come healed from his suffering. Invoking the 

idea of pikuah nefesh, he quotes the Babylonian

In this way, these words are actually “symbols,” 
which connect the sign of the word to objective re-

ality by way of interpretation.4

 The world of Jewish law is its own self-con-

tained semiotic unit, one which employs specific 
words as symbols in order to create a narrative 
of healing. In a book of responsa called Minchat 
Asher, Rabbi Asher Weiss, a Haredi Rosh Yeshi-
va in Jerusalem, deals with the topic of OCD and 
compulsive praying. In attempting to adapt to the 
new psychological reality of OCD, Asher Weiss’s 
responsum on OCD uses old, historically charged 
halakhic terms in a context that transform these 

words into symbols with specific shades of mean-

ing. These symbols become part of the respon-

sum’s own circle of meaning-making, one which 
culminates in a narrative with a salvific end: Liv-

ing a full religious life in the system of Jewish 
law. This narrative, like that of modern psychol-
ogy, asserts that the worlds of psychology and 
the worlds of Judaism are significantly different.
 Asher Weiss explains that many 
Jews suffer from OCD, and this illness pre-

vents them from reciting blessings proper-

ly, praying correctly, and reading ritual texts
[3, cont.] through a matter of interpretation. An index points to the 

sign’s existence by denoting a “spatial connection between two ac-

tually existing things” while an icon connects the sign to the object 
by using its own qualities to express the relationship.
William P. O’Brien “The Eucharistic Species in Light of Peirce’s 
Sign Theory” Theological Studies Vol 75(1), p. 83.
[4] It is a useful exercise to apply Leone and Parmentier’s “cir-

cle of semiosis” to this situation. In an entirely different situation, 
they explain the semiotic process that allows “the real presence” 
of a deity to dwell within a physical object, whether it is a Eucha-

ristic wafer or an Egyptian cult statue. They explain that there is a 
self-contained unit of available symbols and “regimenting metase-

miotic texts” which work together in order to allow the deity to 
rest within an object. Regimenting metasemiotic texts control ex-

actly how the symbols are used, describe what happens during the 
ritual, and control other factors in the use of the symbols, such as 
the time frame in which the ritual must be completed and how the 
symbols are produced.
                  In the Eucharist, for example, there are culturally available 
elements such as the wine and wafer. Certain texts, such as those 
produced by church councils and early church fathers, describe 
ways in which Christ may rest within the species, how the species 
may be produced, and when the priest may facilitate the Eucharist. 
The interaction of both symbol and text within the Church setting 
results in the perception of the “real presence of Christ” in the Eu-

charistic species.

Massimo Leone and Richard J. Parmentier. “Representing Tran-

scendence: The Semiosis of Real Presence .” Signs and Society, Vol. 
2, No. S1 (Supplement 2014).

[5] rof’im mumhim
[6] This is the “response prevention” aspect of ERP, which 
habituates the sufferer to the repetitive, intrusive thought 
of “Did I say the words correctly?” The therapeutic method 
by the psychologist is consonant with Bonchek and Green-

berg’s description of an ineffective method of ERP.
[7] barur keshemesh

Must the patient obey 

the psychologist and 

break Halakhah?
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Talmud: “One should violate one Sabbath in or-

der that he may keep many more Sabbaths.”8 This 

phrase refers to the obligation to violate the Sabbath 
in order to save someone’s life – the paradigmat-
ic case in Jewish law in which the halakhic system 
must be violated in order to uphold its integrity.
            Asher Weiss takes the  concept of pikuah nefesh 
in the context of the Sabbath, and applies its spirit to 
our case. By generalizing its meaning and expand-

ing its relevance, Weiss transforms pikuah nefesh 

into a regimenting metasemiotic concept, which 

allows Jewish Law to adapt in order to  deal ap-

propri-

a t e l y 
w i t h 

t h o s e 

w h o 

suffer-

er from 

OCD.
 Weiss invokes a second phrase from the 
Babylonian Talmud: “A sin is great if done for the 
sake of God.”9 Although some argue that this aph-

orism has no practical application in Jewish law, 

Weiss asserts that this phrase does have halakhic 

significance. It allows us to appreciate that it is 
“great”10 to break Jewish law in order to achieve 
healing from mental illness. In this way, Weiss 
gives the Talmudic aphorism a specific shade of 
meaning, transforming it, too, into a symbol. In the 
context of the Talmud, the phrase “A sin is great 

if done for the sake of God” refers specifically to 
the actions of Ya’el, a Biblical heroine who wooed 
Sisera, a foreign war hero. Acting creatively, how-

ever, Weiss uses it to allow space for OCD within 
Jewish law.

 How do these concepts contribute to a nar-

rative of healing? From Asher Weiss’s perspec-

tive, healing is a religious obligation. In order to 
become a Jew in the fullest sense, Weiss assumes, 
one must be psychologically whole. Weiss, there-

fore, accepts the narrative of modern psychothera-

py, that OCD is a psychological disorder that must 
be cured through psychological means. In answer-

ing halakhic questions about the psychological

method of healing, Weiss reinforces the bifurcated 
model that psychotherapy should focus on healing 
the soul, while religion should focus on salvation of 

the soul. As a religious figure, however, Weiss dif-
fers with the biopsychological opinion of religion’s 
place in healing. For Weiss, the process of healing is 
a sacred task mandated by God through Halakhah.

 Psychological anthropologists consider this 
a successful way of bridging psychology and re-

ligious culture. Laurence Kirmayer11 might share 

Weiss’ conception of holistic healing. Kirmayer 
highlights that the model of modern psychology 
does not adequately deal with social and mor-

al dimensions of the person, and these elements 

are important for recovery. Rabbis and culturally 
attuned therapists take the spiritual/religious as-

pect into account, affording it the same reverence 

that Judaism ascribes it. According to Kirmay-

er’s approach, even though the psychological ap-

proach to healing may reduce symptoms, it is not 
completely effective. It does not take into account 
a more complete narrative of spiritual obligation 
and salvation. Indeed, Kirmayer calls for a redef-
inition of “efficacy” in terms of psychiatric treat-
ment. Clinicians, she says, must collaborate with 
native healers to make recovery a holistic expe-

rience, and measures it with metrics beyond the 
presence or absence of symptoms.  Each person, 
moreover, integrates a diagnostic category into a 
specific life story, combining psychological diag-

noses with religious convictions and many oth-

er factors. Kirmayer calls for culturally attuned 
psychotherapy which weaves all aspects of life 
into a coherent narrative. Asher Weiss offers one 
specific lens by which to build such a narrative, 
one which combines psychological healing with 
a 2,000 year-old system of Jewish jurisprudence.
 Weiss pushes beyond a therapy that is cul-
turally respectful to a therapy that is culturally 
coherent. Asher Weiss redefines common terms, 
making them part of a semiotic interaction creat-

ing a narrative that goes beyond symptom-man-

agement. His text allows halakhically observant 
Jews to see psychological healing as a religious

[8] Yoma, 85b
[9] gedolah ‘aveirah leshmah, Nazir, 23b
[10] gadol

[11] Kirmayer, Laurence, J. “Cultural Diversity of Healing: 
Meaning, Metaphor, and Mechanism.” Heart Views. Janu-

ary-March 13. Issue 1, Volume 4. Wolters Kluwer - Med-

know Publications, Mumbai.

Weiss pushes beyond a 

therapy that is culturally 

respectful to a therapy that 

is culturally coherent.
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10. O’Brien, William P. “The Eucharistic Species in 
Light of Peirce’s Sign Theory” Theological Studies Vol 

75(1), p. 87. Sage Publications, 2014.

11. Rosaldo, Michelle Z. “Toward an anthropology of 
self and feeling.” Chapter 5. Culture Theory: Essays 
on Mind, Self, and Emotion. Cambridge University 
Press, 1984.

12. Weiss, Asher. She’elot U’Teshuvot Minehat Asher, 
volume 2. Machon Minchat Asher, 2014.

obligation rather than in conflict with religious 
law.

 Moving forward, it is important to educate 
observant Jews who suffer from OCD that narra-

tives are important, and that healing is not incon-

sistent with Judaism. On the contrary, Judaism 
mandates it. Therapists should embrace the fact 
that they are part of a greater process of healing, 
one that  integrates all dimensions of the self.
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How the West is One
Reflections on the Orlando Shooting

Tal Fortgang

where and in any walk of life, you may partake in 
the victimhood, but if you are simply an American 
who hates evil and bloodshed, you are consigned 
to being just an “ally.”
 This theme continues through the rest of 

the email. As a response to the tragedy perpetrated 
against the LGBT community, Calhoun implores 
Princeton students to “stand together in communi-

ty and solidarity” against “homophobi[a], racis[m] 
and Islamophobi[a]” which have all appeared on 
“Yik Yak and other social media outlets.” Interest-

ingly, she also notes that “an act of terror against 
any of us is an act of terror against all of us,” a 
line in vogue yet in seeming contradiction with 
her earlier characterization of the particularity of 

the victims. She goes 
on to publicize sev-

eral events meant 

to memorialize the 
victims and bring 
together Muslims, 
LGBT people, and 
all Princetonians.

 49 LGBT people were needlessly and hor-

rifically murdered that night in Orlando. This 
much is incontrovertibly true. Princeton framed 
this attack on the LGBT community alone. This 
is an error; by attacking the LGBT communi-
ty, they were attacking Western values and 
therefore the West itself. This is true for two 
reasons. The first is that Omar Mateen wasn’t 
your run-of-the-mill homophobe but a Jihadist 
whose actions were motivated by the virulent-
ly anti-Western ideology of ISIS. The second is

W
E’VE BEGUN TO POLITICIZE our 
tragedies. Crises rend our country’s 
fabric and we respond with partisan-

ship and narrative-construction. Take, for instance, 

9/11, when radical Islam used planes to attack the 
Great Satan of the West. American flags were ev-

erywhere; Democrats and Republicans identified 
a common pain and a common enemy and even a 
sense of unified purpose, as Americans living lives 
of liberalism (in the sense of the word that means 
something).

 That was then and this is now, and this 

June a Jihadist used not planes but a gun, and tar-

geted not the center of Western commerce but a 
gay nightclub in Orlando. The narrative has shift-
ed in turn, from rooting out the enemy to keeping 
guns out of the hands of the potentially dangerous 
(even if that means circumventing due process) 

and to fighting nebulous “hate” in all its incarna-

tions.

 Take an example from my own campus: 
Princeton’s Vice President for Campus Life, W. 
Rochelle Calhoun, sent an email to all under-

graduates on the subject of “Response to Trage-

dy Suffered by the LGBQTIA Community,” a line 
that immediately deflects attention away from the 
distinctly anti-Western character of the massacre 
and towards a narrative of particularistic victim-

ization—the tragedy was suffered by the LGBT 
community. Assigning what one might call “vic-

tim rights,” the ever-useful tool in today’s campus 
hierarchy of marginalization, Calhoun lets us reg-

ular Americans know that this is not our tragedy. 
If you are an intersex person in New Jersey, or any
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that blaming a hazy notion of “hate” and linking 
Mateen’s hatred of gays to homophobia more gen-

erally is divisive rather than unifying. These two 
problems, homophobia (and by extension hatred 
of The West’s acceptance of the LGBT community) 
and radical Islam, are inextricable and impossible 
to extricate from Calhoun’s—and a broader coa-

lition of narrative-shapers—message in the after-

math of this tragedy.
 It might seem ironic to some, who view 

America as a bastion of anti-gay sentiment and 
unceasing mistreatment of LGBT people, that an 
emissary of ISIS attacking a gay club is an expres-

sion of anti-Americanism. Yet one of the most re-

peated refrains among Islamist leaders regarding 

their commitment to destroy Westernism is their 
disgust at American tolerance of homosexuality. 
None other than Osama bin Laden was fond of 
calling for the elimination of America as a land 

of “fornication, homosexuality, intoxicants, gam-

bling, and usury.” It is the very tolerance, the very 
liberalism of the West, criticized from within for 
being inadequate (if not inverted) that catalyzes 
Jihadist attacks. This thesis was uncontroversial 

in the days following 9/11, when it was common 
knowledge that we were targeted for our freedom 

(and support of other freedom-loving Western 
countries), symbolized by the epicenter of that 
great Western innovation, free trade and com-

merce—perhaps liberalism in its purest form. It 
should remain uncontroversial to those who rec-

ognize that the name of Boko Haram, the Islamist 
barbarians wreaking havoc in Africa, translates as 
“Western Education is Forbidden.” The Islamists 
who attacked the United States on 9/11, who at-
tack Kenyan schools and massacre Christians 
there, who attack gay people at a club do not just 
hate gay people or commerce or free thought; they 
hate Westernism and all it stands for. Viewing the 
latest massacre in a vacuum of “crimes commit-

ted against LGBT people” is shortsighted and dis-

honest—this was also an attack on the West, and 
those who cherish liberalism and hate evil should 
indeed feel under attack.

 Attributing the actions of these ideo-

logues—dedicated to the eradication of Western-

ism in its subversion of their god’s will--to “hate” 
and “bigotry” has become commonplace to the

point of cliché, but it is one that must be challenged 
for its recklessness and divisiveness. Those who 

sling opprobrium at people who “hate” or engage 
in “bigotry” in an American context are usually 
targeting conservative Americans who oppose 

gay marriage or do not accept the idea that people 

can choose their gender, or any of the social proj-
ects that have gained traction over the past few 

years. Tying the 
actions of an Is-

lamist to princi-

pled conserva-

tives (however 

much Calhoun 
or anyone else 
may find their 

ideology reprehensible) is preposterous on its 
face; there is simply no way that Republican pol-
iticians in North Carolina opposing transgender 
people using the locker room of their choice fos-

tered “hatred” within Muslim Democrat Omar 
Mateen, driving him to kill scores of people in 
ISIS’s name. Yet The New York Times made this 
argument explicitly in an editorial that oozed soft 
bigotry of low expectations towards its readers: 
“Hate crimes [like Mateen’s]…occur where bigot-
ry is allowed to fester, where minorities are vili-
fied…this is the state of American politics, driven 
too often by Republican politicians,” they some-

how brought themselves to write with ostensi-
bly straight faces. Hate crimes also seem to occur 
where people pledging allegiance to ISIS happen 
to be, but apparently the bigotries are too inter-

sectionally intertwined to merit second thought. 
And--look! A gun!
 This narrative is, furthermore, divisive. By 
failing to attribute the Orlando attack to Jihadism 
and pointing instead to American homophobia 
and hate, Calhoun and her ilk—who rise only to 
combat “hate” in its inchoate manifestation—im-

plicitly implicate American conservatives. More 
than simply not being entitled to claim victim 
rights in the aftermath of the attack, conservatives 

are indicted for fostering a culture of hatred that 

somehow spawned a jihadist. Whether or not this 
is Calhoun’s intention, she has invoked a position 
that has unquestionably been leveled against so-

cial conservatives since President Obama publicly 
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supported gay marriage just a few years ago: if 
you oppose the new social milieu, if you stand 
athwart the progress of the new sexual ethics, you 
are a hater, a bigot. No other motivation is plau-

sible. Now we are meant to believe that it is the 
same hazy “hatred” somehow lurking in the mind 
of a Jihadist killer. Calhoun and those parroting 
this narrative deny a very significant portion of 
Americans the opportunity to grieve, and they 
foster even greater resentment among partisans 

who, on the left, see conservatives as accessories 

to murder and, on the right, see progressives as ac-

cusers and become more distrustful than ever. For 
a call to “stand together in community and soli-
darity” this is a remarkably alienating tack to take.
 Perhaps it is naïve to wish for unity and pa-

triotism—or at least Americans who think differ-

ently than the academic echo chamber—in dealing 
with crisis; one of democracy’s great strengths is 
its measured response to tragedy, a nation should 
be wary of advancing foolish theories that often 
make matters worse. It is naïve to reject patriotism 
a priori and search a posteriori for causes upon 

which to pin the latest in a string of attacks on 

the west. The failure to see ISIS-inspired attacks 
on the U.S. for what they are is an error with po-

tentially devastating results. As long as our intel-
lectuals and narrative-shapers are chasing incho-

ate, internally bred “hate,” they will fail to find 
the hatred where it really festers: wherever ISIS’s 
presence is felt. Until the cancer of the ideology is 
rooted out, the West will continue to feel its symp-

toms. And the ongoing misdiagnosis of an omni-

present and undefined “hate” is nothing short of 
malpractice.
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