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Holocaust Historiography, 
Anxiety and the Formulations 
of a Diasporic Jewishness

Th e premier demand upon all education is that Auschwitz not hap-
pen again. Its priority before any other requirement is such that I 
believe I need not and should not justify it.

—Th eodore Adorno, Can One Live aft er 
Auschwitz? A Philosophical Reader

To establish a set of norms that are beyond power or force is itself 
a powerful and forceful conceptual practice that sublimates, dis-
guises and extends its own power play through recourse to tropes 
of normative universality . . . [T]he task is to interrogate what the 
theoretical move that establishes foundations authorizes, and what 
it precisely excludes or forecloses.

—Judith Butler, ‘Contingent Foundations: 
Feminism and the Question 

of “Postmodernism”’

When I was at school, a game occasionally played by my friends was to ask, ‘Are you 
a Jewish Australian or an Australian Jew?’ Th e idea was that whatever you put fi rst 
was what you prioritized. I remember my brother pointing out once that, gram-
matically, it was whichever one put second that was the key idea around which they 
organised their identity. But the terms signifi ed for all of us that what came fi rst was 
most important; and that, from a young age, we were already contemplating which 
came fi rst. Th e two terms (or ideas, or identities), it seemed, did not sit well together; 
it was a competition between the two. One came fi rst. Th e other was deprioritized.

Many years later I read Judith Butler’s resonant words, where she writes, ‘[c]on-
sider that it may be a mistake to declare one’s affi  liation by stating an order of pri-
orities: I am X fi rst and then Y. It may be that the ordering of such identifi cations 
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is precisely the problem produced by a discourse on multiculturalism which does 
not yet know how to relate the terms that it enumerates.’1

I never answered the question, as it didn’t seem to make much sense to me to 
choose one to prioritize in that way. My brother made a seemingly semantic point 
to disagree with the premise of the question. Both of us refused to engage with 
the terms of Jewishness – or Australianness – that it off ered. I was reminded of 
this when in Israel undertaking fi eldwork for this project, and having dinner with 
some friends, all of whom had migrated to Israel: in the terms of the Zionist proj-
ect, they had made aliyah, or ‘ascended’. One woman commented that the ‘long-
lasting problem of the Diaspora Jew is choosing who to vote for in elections – does 
one vote based on domestic issues, or based on each party’s attitudes to Israel?’2 In 
her rendering, there is a split, irreconcilable, identity at work. Th is, she claimed, 
was part of her motivation for making aliyah – as though in Israel one could be 
Jewish without having any ties to a separate nation-state. As though nationalism 
was natural and inevitable. As though Israel and Jewishness were inseparable. And 
as though this split was a problem – that one could be a better Jew when one only 
had a sole allegiance. As though being Jewish outside Israel meant that one would 
always have one eye looking towards Israel.

What governs the original question, I now understand, is a network of am-
bivalences and anxieties. We were being asked – and we were asking each other – 
where we felt comfortable; where we felt at home; where we located our identities; 
where we belonged. Israel was probably in the question, perhaps unarticulated or 
confl ated with the signifi er ‘Jewish’, but some sort of presence nonetheless. Th e 
questioner, as well as the person providing the answers, was interrogating the level 
of anxiety over where we as Jews belong in a world made up of nation-states, and 
how we felt about our Jewishness and its possibilities for creating a space of syn-
cretic belonging.

What though if the story were to be changed? Instead of Diaspora as a static, 
troublesome, divisive place, what if the Jewish diaspora were to be thought of as 
primarily a story of travel and movement, ‘hither and thither’, in the terms off ered 
by Homi Bhabha.3 What if, as David Shneer and Caryn Aviv have suggested, we 
conceptualise the Jewish world not in terms of Homeland/Diaspora, but as every-
where that Jews live being places of diaspora.4 If Israel, for instance, was removed 
as the centre and we viewed Jewishness as having many places of origin and on-
going presence; and the communities in Melbourne and New York, and, indeed, 
everywhere, as not being shaped by a condition of centre and periphery, but rather 
of (dis)placement. And, more than that, of ‘in-betweenness’ or liminality.5 As be-
ing about potentially moving homes, but still being able to be rooted somewhere, 
anywhere. As a relationship between various lands and, perhaps most importantly, 
interactions with diff erent peoples and nations – as, indeed, a condition of being 
various. Would this lessen our anxieties about the order or affi  liation of our identi-
ties? What would this do to the ways we narrate our histories?
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In this book I locate this anxiety about how to live in the world, or about how 
to understand one’s affi  liations, within a body of historiography. I am interested in 
denaturalizing the historical narratives about the Holocaust that are being taught 
in a selection of Jewish schools in Melbourne, Australia and New York City, United 
States. By locating them within a wider body of historiographical production I 
explore the ideas of Holocaust history that are being formulated. In doing so I 
provide an understanding of the work that such narratives undertake: the work 
they do to create histories and identities. As I will show, the Holocaust as a pro-
found moment of genocidal violence, horror and displacement for Europe’s Jews 
has since served to structure many subsequent Jewish understandings of history.

Indeed, a governing concern of Holocaust pedagogy for one teacher in New 
York at the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century is that ‘we’re dealing with how do 
these students live and work with this memory and what are they supposed to do 
about it’.6 Memories of the Holocaust, for this teacher as for others, are something 
one carries with them; they require work to be understood and incorporated; and 
they require the carrier to undertake some action. But the carrying of these mem-
ories also makes a diffi  cult demand on the teacher: how to formulate memories 
– or histories – of the Holocaust such that the students are able to live, work and 
do something with them.

Th is book is thus formulated around a series of questions: What work are the 
histories of the Holocaust that are being taught in these Jewish schools in Mel-
bourne and New York undertaking? What lessons are being taught? What identi-
ties are being negotiated and formulated? How are the deep, terrifying horrors 
of the Holocaust and their aft er-eff ects being managed? What is the Holocaust 
being made to mean in these Jewish schools? Histories of the Holocaust taught in 
these conditions are not mere dispassionate histories. For many, they are not les-
sons of a foreign land nor a foreign people. When teachers in these Jewish schools 
teach their students about the Holocaust they (feel they) are teaching something of 
themselves and their students. Th is, importantly, determines what is being taught.

As this book progresses we will come to understand that there is one thread 
which concerns all of the teachers in various ways. Th is is the problem, or the 
anxiety, that aft er the Holocaust the Jews’ place in the world is precarious. Indeed, 
this is somewhat understandable: it is diffi  cult to teach about a world that seem-
ingly does not want you to be a part of it, while still trying to stake a claim to a 
position within it. And, moreover, these teachers live in Melbourne and New York 
and maintain strong Zionist feelings. As such, they are deeply ambivalent about 
how Jews can fi t in within both Jewish and non-Jewish worlds, as well as the vari-
ous intersections of these worlds. Th is ambivalence results in an overwhelming 
anxiety which permeates not just these teachings but also the Jewish communities 
in which they are more broadly situated.

In this book I argue that teachers in the schools under consideration are anx-
ious about how Jews can fi t into the Australian, U.S. and Jewish worlds in which 
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they live. Indeed, they are anxious about how to negotiate the ways in which these 
worlds interconnect and interact. Th is can be seen in a number of ways which I 
will explore in this book: for example, in the reports of the ongoing hostility of 
the non-Jewish world to Jews living in their midst; in the ways in which particular 
ideas of strength are articulated, ideas which primarily concretise around hyper-
masculine forms of physical strength and the creation and existence of a Jewish 
nation-state; in the clear delineation of particular ways in which Jewish women are 
to be present in the histories, segmenting them off  from men and thereby work-
ing to recuperate European incarnations of Jewish masculinities; in the adoption 
of settler colonial ways of remembering and forgetting; and in the use of modes 
of history and historiographies which strive to be coherent with those utilised by 
the dominant societies in which the teachers and students live. In this book these 
various histories will be read as products of a set of anxieties.

Holocaust education in this framework functions as both a symptom of and a 
way of working through these anxieties. It is a working-through of the fear that 
Jews do not fi t, that they are not allowed to live securely in these particular non-
Jewish, modern, Western worlds of Australia and the United States – that it is 
impossible to be acceptably ‘Jewish’ in these places, or, indeed, outside of Israel. 
Importantly, the reactions to and deployments of the incarnations of modernity 
which exist in Holocaust education in these schools are neither stable nor unitary. 
Rather, they are multifarious and changing – an unease or anxiety can be detected, 
but it is not constant. Zygmunt Bauman describes this as ambivalence, as ‘the pos-
sibility of assigning an object or an event to more than one category’, which brings 
with it an ‘acute discomfort we feel when we are unable to read the situation prop-
erly and to choose between alternative actions’.7 Th ere exists an ambivalent rela-
tionship on the part of diasporic Jews to these societies – they are unsure of where 
Jews fi t, and unsure of where and how they want Jews to fi t in. In part, this is what 
makes them diasporic. Th is, as will be shown, these teachers convey over and over 
to their students. In this book then, the ways in which this anxiety works to create 
a particular body of Holocaust historiography will be explored.

Methodologies of the Text

Th is book is in large part an excursion in critique. In it I provide a close, decon-
structive analysis of a series of texts – and locate these texts within broader col-
lections of historical literature – in order to unravel and understand a body of 
historical narration. As follows this project, my intention here is not to describe an 
objective truth, or reading, of what teachers are teaching. My intention, rather, is 
to open a series of questions, to complicate the narratives, and not to provide de-
fi nitive answers. I am interested in how the discourses that the teachers pursue are 
productive: what do they say? What do they produce, or help to constitute? Some 
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of the teachers, I should note, may not recognise themselves in my analysis of their 
teachings: this is perhaps an inevitable outcome of the methodologies I have used. 
In this text I also attempt to show the diffi  culties involved in constructing a nar-
rative of the Holocaust which can be taught in history classes in schools: there are 
many impossibilities involved in such pedagogical pursuits.

Th e historical narration, or historiography, being explored in this book is pre-
dominantly based on curricula collected from, and a series of interviews with, 
teachers of the Holocaust in a selection of Jewish dayschools in Melbourne and 
New York in 2006. In this way, I am not presenting a longitudinal study of Ho-
locaust education: this is more of a snapshot, or a glimpse at an archive captured 
at one year in time. Curricula were collected where available – four schools in 
Melbourne and three in New York supplied curricula. Interviews were conducted 
with teachers of the Holocaust in fi ve schools in Melbourne and seven schools in 
New York.8 Some of these schools were co-educational, and some were all-girls 
schools. No all-boys schools participated in the study – teachers were either too 
busy to participate, did not return phone calls or emails, or explained that they 
do not teach about the Holocaust, as they teach only ‘modern Jewish history (na-
tionhood to present)’.9 As such, the conclusions being presented are not intended 
as totalizing. Th is book does not present information about the general state of 
Holocaust education today, but rather moves through some questions and ideas 
that arose through interactions with these twelve schools, and the fi ft een teachers 
at the schools, involved in the research. Some of these conclusions could apply to 
the teaching at other schools, others may not.

Th e schools in New York were overwhelmingly Orthodox-oriented.10 One non-
Orthodox school participated in the study, and this was a non-denominational 
school.11 To be an Orthodox school means that the school is associated with the 
Orthodox Jewish movement, which, in brief, entails a belief that the Torah was 
written by God and that it must therefore be strictly followed.12 Th e schools in 
Melbourne included a Progressive school, two Modern Orthodox schools, one 
Orthodox school, and one secular school. Th e Progressive school is associated 
with the Progressive movement, which entails a particular idea of the moderniza-
tion of Judaism, involving not only diff erent understandings of the ways in which 
the Torah and Talmud should function, but also a belief that Judaism should be 
moulded to a degree with the secular societies in which it exists.13 Th e secular 
school in Melbourne and the non-denominational school in New York both pre-
dominantly focus on Jewishness as cultural and nationalistic, rather than religious. 
While Jewish religious festivals are observed to a degree, the emphasis is placed on 
history and culture rather than religion.

Th e schools which participated are overwhelmingly Ashkenazi in orientation. 
Apart from one New York school which is predominantly Sephardi, the students 
and families which make up the school bodies are predominantly of Eastern Euro-
pean heritage. One school in Melbourne is – according to an interviewee – largely 
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made up of families with Russian backgrounds, as is one of the schools in New 
York. Most of the schools in Melbourne are dominated by descendants of survi-
vors of the Holocaust, although there are certainly also students from other na-
tional and ethnic backgrounds. In New York the schools all contain some students 
who are descendants of survivors of the Holocaust, however not to the same de-
gree as in Melbourne. Th is is largely due to the diff erent histories of the two cities, 
wherein the vast majority of Jews migrated to New York from Russia and other 
parts of Eastern Europe at the turn of the twentieth century, whereas Melbourne 
had its biggest infl ux of Eastern European Jews aft er the Holocaust.

How then, if New York and Melbourne have such diff erent Jewish histories, 
can teachings of the Holocaust within their Jewish communities be compared? It 
is important to note that a comparison is not being made between the two com-
munities in general. Th ey are importantly diff erent, not just in their histories but 
in their size: while New York holds the most Jews of any city in the world outside 
of Israel, Melbourne’s Jewish population is considerably smaller.14 But a compari-
son of Holocaust education in the two cities is still viable for a number of reasons. 
Firstly, both communities are located within settler colonial states. Here it is use-
ful to understand that a settler colonial state entails the creation of a nation-state 
based on the premise that the colonizers/settlers colonize with the purpose of 
themselves remaining on, and possessing, the land.15 Various forms of domination 
of Indigenous peoples are perpetrated as a result (as well as various forms of Indig-
enous resistance to this domination and attempted erasure). From the colonizer’s 
perspective, this necessarily requires the formulation of a national identity which 
coalesces around the colonizer as the justifi able occupier of that land. As such, 
the formulation of histories which support the colonizer’s place in the country is 
required. Th e specifi c ways in which this functions and how it impacts upon the 
pedagogies under consideration will be interrogated further in Chapter Four. For 
our purposes here, it is simply important to note that Holocaust education in both 
cities occurs within these settler colonial conditions.

Secondly, every teacher at every school who participated in this study expressed 
strong Zionist feelings and ideas as a basis for the school and their teachings, yet 
this Zionism is one which coexists with the maintenance of Jewish communities 
outside Israel. Th e specifi c formulations of Zionism which this creates will be ex-
plored in Chapter Th ree; again, however, it is important that at this point we con-
sider the importance of ideas of Zionism to this Holocaust education as providing 
a fertile ground for meaningful comparison between teachings in Melbourne and 
New York. A structuring force of both of these incarnations of settler colonialism 
and Zionism are anxieties about the place of the protagonists in the world: this has 
an important impact upon the creation of group histories. As will be explored, for 
settler colonizers, as for Zionists living outside Israel, an anxiety about not fi tting 
in persists. Th e presence of this anxiety, and the eff ects which it produces, makes 
comparison between Holocaust education in these Jewish schools in Melbourne 
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and New York useful and meaningful. It is important to note that these systems 
of settler colonialism and Zionism are, to an extent, structural forces. Alongside 
other dominant frameworks of Western societies – capitalism and the patriarchy, 
to name but two of the most signifi cant – their structuring force has a profound 
impact upon the teachings which I am exploring in this book. Sitting next to this 
is a series of political and ideological decisions that the teachers make, informed 
by certain understandings of history.

And so while there are considerable diff erences between the two histories and 
the various communities within the two cities, there are aspects of their current in-
carnations which mitigate against these diff erences, particularly when considering 
the ways in which histories of the Holocaust are formulated, narrated and taught 
in these Jewish high-school classrooms. Th is book prioritizes these similarities. 
Th us in this book I will consider not just the explicit ways in which Zionism and 
settler colonialism impact upon the histories being taught, but also the ways in 
which teachings about Jewish women in the Holocaust and the very structures 
of these historiographical forms are infl ected by these larger contexts. Moreover, 
the focus of this book is on education in Jewish schools – rather than in schools 
more generally – as they are sites for the exploration of some of the ideas and his-
tories which circulate within these Jewish communities. Th e question being posed, 
therefore, is one of how Jews represent themselves and their own histories.

My use of ‘Jewish communities’ here is not intended to homogenize these com-
munities, but rather to point to the diversity within and between diff erent individ-
ual Jews and the communities which exist. For ease and simplicity of expression 
‘Jewish communities’ will be referred to throughout this book, but this ought not 
to be taken as homogenizing these diverse peoples and ideas. As the examples will 
show, there are diff erences in pedagogical approaches.

By virtue of the narrow frame of this book – an examination of Holocaust edu-
cation in Jewish schools – emphasis is being placed on the role of a predominantly 
Ashkenazi event in formulating Jewishnesses.16 Following the work of Ella Shohat 
and Ammiel Alcalay, we can understand that within Jewish historiography, the 
histories of European Jews maintain an institutionalized dominance over those of 
Jews from the Levant, Sephardi and Mizrahi Jews.17 As Alcalay explains:

[h]and in hand with European military, technological, fi nancial, and political 
predominance has come the institutionalized transmission of European cul-
ture. Th e excising of references to the Levant, with its common and uncommon, 
Semitic and non-Semitic past .  .  . , from most if not all standardized versions 
of the European curriculum has made myths of European superiority and self-
containment that much harder to dislodge.18

Highlighting stories of Europe’s Jews in this book is not intended to reproduce this 
excising and the attendant power structures; rather, by specifi cally focusing on areas 
of Holocaust storytelling – its gendered aspects and its anxieties, to name two – which 
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are rarely discussed, in a more general sense conversations which have previously 
been foreclosed will be opened. Th e intention therefore in focusing on the teaching 
of histories of the Holocaust is not to overemphasize their role. Th is book will prob-
lematize the ideas and histories of the Holocaust which are taught, and the identities 
which they in turn teach, in a manner which is hopefully attached to – and is certainly 
informed by – the project which seeks to dislodge hegemonic Ashkenazi histories and 
identities from their dominant positions within Jewish historiographies.19

Th ere are some key terms around which this book is organized, and it is impor-
tant therefore that we understand the meanings that they contain, and the diff er-
ent histories which they carry with them. Let us examine them in turn: education, 
anxiety, diaspora, nation-state and modernity and mimicry. Let us also remember, 
as we move through the critique of historiographies contained within this book, 
that it will appear at times that there are contradictions: that I critique the indi-
vidualization of women’s experiences, but also the collectivization of experiences; 
that I critique the use of particular languages, but also note that history has no ex-
istence independent of its representation. Th ese, however, are not contradictions, 
but rather remind us that there is no truly adequate way to teach about the Holo-
caust. Every narrative, every system of representation, falls short in some way. Th e 
problems of representation, of containing history within a narrative or relying on 
a set of signifi ers, forever remain. In this sense, as will become increasingly clear 
throughout this book, ambivalence can indeed be productive.

Education

While there are many avenues through which the anxieties under consideration 
are negotiated and incorporated into narrative, and many diff erent spaces in 
which Holocaust historiographies are being created, a focus on Holocaust educa-
tion provides a signifi cant site through which to explore these matters. Th is is the 
case as education crystallises versions of what is thought in the present, producing 
them in order to ensure the ideas move into the future. By studying Holocaust 
education we can gain a sense of what communities prioritize in remembering the 
Holocaust, and the ways in which these memories and histories are produced by 
current political, social and cultural conditions.20 Th is pedagogy is noteworthy as 
the teaching of the Holocaust in Jewish schools in Melbourne and New York func-
tions primarily not just as a way of teaching students about what happened in the 
past, but rather, and perhaps most importantly, as a way of teaching them a collec-
tive, social history.21 In sharing this collective past, the students are constituted as 
part of a broader Jewish nation, who are all invested in this history.

Th e histories which are taught in these schools are fashioned through the remem-
bering and forgetting which produces national stories, myths, collective memories 
and histories more generally. As Jonathan Boyarin articulates it, ‘what we remember 
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to do, the way we remember things happening, is not only an academic exercise but 
integral to the persistence of hegemony and resistance’.22 Th at is, the project of estab-
lishing which collective memories, which histories, will be privileged by the collec-
tive is not simply a question of what happened in the past – rather, it serves to dictate 
the future of that collective; to assist in the negotiation of hegemonic ideas, which 
rely on their being simultaneously asserted and challenged, in a dialectical relation-
ship. Th e memories are thereby always changing, always being (re)made. In taking 
lessons from the past and privileging certain memories over others, while forgetting 
or distorting others, the collective’s sense of what they are and can be is disciplined. 
Importantly though, I am not asserting that the creation of histories is always a con-
scious and coherent process. As was clear from interviews with the teachers, many of 
them do not make conscious decisions about every aspect of the histories, and there 
are many ways in which these histories are ambivalent or seemingly contradictory. 
What is perhaps more prevalent is an incorporation of ideas which circulate.23 Not 
every step in the chain of the construction of the history is conscious, but each step 
serves to confi rm the dominant position of a series of particular histories. At each 
step the histories are built upon, altered and their authority reinforced. In noting that 
some decisions are not made consciously, I do not wish to downplay their serious-
ness: instead, I am making an argument for the importance of consideration of the 
role of the unconscious, and for attention to be paid to the force of the normative, in 
the construction of historiography.

It is this idea of the creation of specifi c memories by the powerful within the 
collective, embodied in specifi c lieux de mémoire, for the purpose of creating a 
collective history and thus identity, which will guide this book through an exami-
nation of the protracted eff ects of anxious Jewishness(es) on Holocaust education. 
Th is education thus can be understood as a series of lieux de mémoire: as Pierre 
Nora explains, lieux de mémoire are the sites, monuments and memorials which a 
nation creates in order to remember the past.24 By forming memorials – whether 
made of concrete or written on paper – memories are solidifi ed and frozen in time. 
National histories, whether of a nation bounded by a state or a transnational group 
such as the Jews, are produced relying on these collective memories.25

History education is a particularly fruitful site for the discussion of group 
memories and histories because of its political motivations: history education in-
volves the formulation of narratives in the present with the intent of instructing 
the future.26 What we teach the children of a particular collective will inevitably 
infl uence the memories they grow up with. Anna Clark argues that ‘history syl-
labuses and textbooks, with their capacity to defi ne the nation’s past, are central 
to the development of national narratives’.27 Th e centrality of history education for 
the instruction of defi nitive group identities was similarly highlighted by Joyce 
Dalsheim. In writing about the teaching in Israel of the continuing confl ict be-
tween Palestinians and Israelis, Dalsheim describes the pervasive imagining of 
objectivity in history-teaching:
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[s]tudents and parents also seem to take for granted that ‘history’ is being taught, 
in which history comes to stand for an accurate portrayal of the past, rather than 
an imagined historiography which (consciously) employs certain key terms, 
chooses to include and exclude particular time periods within the narrative 
form creating continuity and unity out of fragmentation and diff erence.28

History education, in this formulation, is imagined as not portraying what hap-
pened, but is what happened, in an objective, thoroughly accurate sense. Th e po-
tency of this form is contained within this idea: if the history education describes 
the past as it really was, then its power to determine the identity of the community 
whose history it is, is enhanced. Th is conception of history will be returned to in 
Chapter Two.

Th ese ideas about collective memory were fi rst off ered by Maurice Halbwachs, 
and have since been built upon by many others.29 As has been explained, this book 
is based on a series of interviews with individual teachers, as well as explorations 
of their curricula. Th is then raises a question – if the work of individuals is be-
ing examined, how does that work to constitute group identities? Th e teachers 
rely upon each other, rather than, for instance, Yad Vashem or the United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum for their information, and so it becomes important 
to ask: how are these curricula created in the ways in which Clark and Dalsheim 
suggest?30 It is here that the work of Halbwachs becomes important. As Jonathan 
Crewe frames it, Halbwachs asserted that ‘individual memory [is] a function of 
social memory, not an isolated repository of personal experience’.31 Th e memories 
which individuals maintain are not produced by themselves in isolation from oth-
ers but rather result from their place in social, cultural and political worlds – they 
are products of specifi c times and spaces. It is this question of the production of 
those collective memories which this book shall examine.

Historiographical practices are also important in the structuring and inscribing 
of group histories. As will be explored in Chapter Two, how a narrative proceeds, 
which events are described and whose voices are heard all fundamentally impact 
upon how the contents of the histories will be understood. Dalsheim argues that 
‘these frameworks . . . giv[e] meaning and power through moral authority to the 
narratives’.32 Th e historical education gains its authority through the morality of 
the tales which are told, coupled with its foundations in and reproductions of col-
lective memories. We can thus appreciate the centrality of historical educational 
narratives in formulating Jewish group identities.

Holocaust

It is important to gain a sense of what is being symbolized in the word ‘Holocaust’. 
To what does the Holocaust refer, and why do I use that word here, instead of 
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others such as Shoah or Churban? At its most general sense, the Holocaust refers 
in the Jewish imagination and historiography to the Nazi-directed programme 
of destruction of Jewish communities in Europe in the 1930s and 1940s.33 But 
the meaning contained in this term is constantly evolving.34 Giorgio Agamben 
notes that ‘Holocaust’ is a translation from Latin (holocaustum), which in turn is a 
translation from Greek (‘holocaustos, which is, however, an adjective . . . the corre-
sponding Greek noun is holocaustōma’), and originated in the idea of a completely 
burnt off ering to a god.35 Shoah, the Hebrew term, Agamben explains ‘means “dev-
astation, catastrophe” and, in the Bible, oft en implies the idea of a divine punish-
ment’.36 How then to choose between these two imperfect terms, Holocaust and 
Shoah?37 While teachers at times use both Shoah and Holocaust, I made a decision 
for this book to use the most widely recognised terminology, and that, in Mel-
bourne and New York at least, at this point in time is Holocaust. Using this term 
also opens up the possibility that the destruction being discussed could involve 
non-Jewish victims; to use a Hebrew term seems to inevitably refer only to Jews.

What then does ‘Holocaust’ signify? No term is forever stable or always already 
established. Zev Garber argues that ‘Holocaust’s’ deeply religious basis as signify-
ing a sacrifi ce to God – which, he argues, creates a holy relationship between Jews, 
Nazis and God, with the Nazis as sacred benefi ciaries – means that it cannot be di-
vorced from these connotations.38 While ‘Holocaust’ might carry the connotations 
which Garber suggests, is it true to argue that it cannot be separated from them? 
Particularly as, as Garber states, most people – both Jewish and non-Jewish – have 
no knowledge of these sacrifi cial connotations. If usage of a term can change its 
meaning, to what extent does it necessarily retain its original meanings? Most dis-
cussions of Holocaust, or Shoah, point to an understanding of an event which, 
while there may be some diff erences, is generally understood to have not been a 
sacred sacrifi ce. Sander Gilman argues that:

any understanding of the Shoah must acknowledge that its meaning and func-
tion has changed over the fi ft y years since it occurred. Th e murder of the Jews 
moved from being one aspect of the crimes of the Nazis to being their central, 
defi ning aspect over half a century. Over the past decade or so, it has evolved 
from a specifi c, historical moment to the metaphor for horror itself.39

Th is is but one of many ways in which Holocaust discourses have shift ed over 
time. Yet how can the historicity of the event be captured in a single word, or a 
chain of words? Surely any naming is always inadequate to the task. While the 
term ‘Holocaust’ is being utilised in this book as a descriptor of a set of events, this 
term does not and cannot contain everything to which it refers, nor can it hold 
these meanings in a stable manner. What this Holocaust means in the historiogra-
phies being negotiated and created in some Jewish schools in Melbourne and New 
York today will be explored throughout this book.
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Anxiety

In his book Coming Out Jewish, in a chapter entitled ‘Ghetto Th inking and Every-
day Life’, Jon Stratton writes that ‘Fear is an important component in the lives of 
those of us who come from Ashkenazi and in particular Yiddish, backgrounds.’ 
Some of this feeling, he argues, is not particular to Jews, but is present in many 
other migrant and minority groups. Moreover, he writes:

What I will argue is that over many centuries the Jews of Europe evolved a way 
of being in the world which was premised on an assumption that the world in 
which they lived their everyday lives was fundamentally antagonistic to them. 
Fear was an adaptive defence mechanism which kept the Jews on their guard, 
ever watchful, ever protective of their own. Th e Holocaust did not produce this 
attitude to the world. Rather, for Jews, it was mediated through this prior exist-
ing lens.40

While Stratton writes of fear, I am interested in this book in approaching this par-
ticular relationship to Jewish histories, presents and futures, through the frame of 
anxiety.

Many teachers spend a great deal of time discussing the problems they per-
ceive Jews face in the West today, in Melbourne and New York specifi cally, but in 
Western countries more generally too. Th rough this we can detect an anxiety in 
the manner suggested by Sigmund Freud, who wrote that ‘anxiety . . . is in the fi rst 
place something felt’.41 Th is feeling has an ‘unpleasurable character’: as ‘anxiety 
arose as a response to a situation of danger; it will be regularly reproduced thence-
forward whenever such a situation recurs’.42 Th is situation was, originally, birth, or 
a ‘biological helplessness’; this is played out in later life as a ‘psychic helplessness’.43 
Th at is, in this formulation which will be deployed throughout this book, anxiety 
results from a feeling of helplessness, or a lack of sureness about one’s place in rela-
tion to the object which they desire.44 In the particular circumstances and histories 
under consideration here, that object is most predominantly a safe, known and 
‘homely’ place in the world.45

Th e anxieties over these problems fi nd expression in numerous ways. Firstly, 
these teachers are anxious about the place of Jews in non-Jewish societies: we can 
detect an anxiety that Jews are not really welcome in these spaces. Indeed, it is 
taught that just as Jewish life thrived in Europe before the Holocaust and was then 
ruined, so too today’s thriving Jewish worlds could be threatened and destroyed. 
Charles S. Maier, in his essay ‘A Surfeit of Memory’, refers to this when he speaks 
of Holocaust museums which are built, he argues, for Jews to teach others that 
they have ‘suff ered incredibly and want recognition of the fact’.46 If we follow the 
implications of Maier’s argument, we could argue that teachers teach about the 
Holocaust in order to remind their students that Jews have suff ered at the hands 
of Western nation-states. Th is functions as a caution about being Jewish in the 
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West, as well as, at particular times, a caution about the West and whether or not 
its national systems can be trusted and embraced. Th e anxiety persists – will they 
accept us? Will we be allowed to remain civil subjects?47 Th ere is, as Ghassan Hage 
has suggested, therefore an investment in the state of the nation; in this case, both 
the Jewish nation and the Australian and U.S. nations.48

Conversely, it has been argued that the history of Jewish interactions with 
modernity can be understood as having reached a point, in the late twentieth 
and early twenty-fi rst centuries, where Jews are in fact comfortable within the 
(late) modern, non-Jewish national locations in which they fi nd themselves.49 In 
this scenario, the anxiety becomes one of a lack of diff erence: how can Jews assert 
their diff erence when they are, fundamentally, the same?50 As David Biale argues 
in the U.S. context, Jews are no longer a completely marginal group: through 
‘economic success and social integration’ Jews have been made white, in distinc-
tion to the still marginalized black peoples.51 Th ere is, according to this idea of 
Jewish acceptability, the belief that Jews in these states heighten their histories 
of antisemitism and discrimination in order to formulate an identity which is 
based on discrimination and marginalization. In the face of a situation with no 
discrimination and no diff erence, these anxious Jews focus on histories of the 
Holocaust and its accompanying radical diff erence. Th is argument was proposed 
by Kerwin Lee Klein, who asserts that memory discourses arose together with 
identity politics: that, within Jewish history, Holocaust memory is being seized 
upon in order to return to older ways of narrating Jewish experience.52 In the 
face of experiencing a space where no diff erence exists between Jews and others, 
the working-through of traumatic pasts which memory provides is considered a 
resource.53 Memory-work in this formulation can therefore provide the ground 
for the narration of diff erence, a diff erence which, Klein suggests, is no longer 
present in the societies of the U.S. and Europe within which these memories are 
proposed. Indeed, this is also an argument which Maier proposes. Th ese height-
enings of a dangerous diff erence, as the argument goes, function to negotiate an 
anxiety that there is no diff erence.

As will become apparent as this book proceeds, the converse is being proposed 
as motivating the historical- and memory-work being undertaken by the teachers 
of the Holocaust under consideration. While it may appear that this anxiety of 
which Klein – amongst others – writes exists amongst Jews in the U.S., it was not 
evident in the discourses of Holocaust history being explored in the Jewish schools 
under consideration here. Th e anxiety persists that there is a diff erence, and, as 
Chapter One will demonstrate, this diff erence is a result not just of Jewish particu-
larity but, just as fundamentally, of the specifi c ways in which these Australian and 
U.S. societies are formulated along lines of racialised diff erence. Th is, however, is 
not to suggest that there are not times when Jews are comfortable in Melbourne 
or New York, nor that the anxieties over antisemitism and the recurrence of the 
Holocaust are not, at times, excessive. Th e moments at which we can see this other 
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anxiety, the anxiety about a lack of diff erence, coming through will therefore be 
pointed to as the book proceeds.

But if we return to the anxiety which this book is arguing is manifested and 
worked through in the curricula – the anxiety that these Jews do not belong in the 
Jewish and non-Jewish national spaces within which they desire to be – we can un-
derstand that embedded within this anxiety is the question of structures of power. 
Do Jews have any formal power, or are they disempowered, permanently trapped 
on the margins? As will be explored in greater detail throughout this book, there 
are numerous ways in which discourses and feelings of empowerment are actual-
ised in Holocaust pedagogy. Th e importance of this interplay between power and 
powerlessness was explained by David Biale when he wrote that ‘[t]he very rapid-
ity with which the Jews have moved from powerlessness to power has produced 
a crisis of Jewish ideology.  .  .  . In both Israel and the Diaspora, a new political 
language is only beginning to emerge, a language for understanding both the pos-
sibilities and the limitations of Jewish political power in the modern world.’54 Th is 
juxtaposition of power and powerlessness is part of the anxiety: in a short span 
of time European Jews have moved from the powerlessness of the Holocaust to 
being relatively empowered, whether in the U.S., Australia or Israel. Yet the story 
of the Holocaust is necessarily predominantly one of Jewish powerlessness (with 
important moments of resistance). How then to write this history of powerless-
ness, particularly within a Zionist framework which creates stories of specifi c mo-
ments of survival and endurance, coupled with instances of absolute degradation? 
It seems inevitable that this would create some sort of ambivalent response to the 
world, some anxiety about the possibilities available for Jews. Th is ‘crisis of Jewish 
ideology’ and the ‘new political language’ which necessarily must be formed are 
thus under exploration in this book.

We can also note that the ways in which this anxiety is manifested are gendered. 
By examining the anxieties through a gendered lens we can better understand the 
aspects of the anxieties which are produced by the governing structures of Jewish 
Zionist thought. As Claire Kahane has argued, representation – language, or dis-
course – is fundamentally gendered, and that gendering occurs through the very 
act of symbolization and representation.55 Th at is, as Judith Butler and Elisabeth 
Cowie have variously explained, language is created through the same process-
es that create gendered systems of knowledge. Neither exists prior to the other; 
they are formed together.56 Kahane is interested in exploring the question of, if 
representations are inherently gendered, how are Holocaust representations gen-
dered?57 In this book I will argue in response that, in light of the interviews with 
teachers of the Holocaust in Jewish schools and an examination of their curricula, 
these are gendered representations which are shaped by anxiety. It is an anxiety 
regarding the ways in which Jews, and Jewishnesses, are gendered in the aft ermath 
of the Holocaust.
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As will be explored in greater depth in Chapter Th ree, the gendered representa-
tions of this anxiety follow from Zionist ideas of what characterises the ‘Diaspora 
Jew’. I use capitals here and throughout the text to denote the particularity of this 
fi gure: it is the idea of Diaspora contained in the Zionist imaginary, not that of the 
diasporic (which will be designated throughout by the use of a lower-case ‘d’). I 
outline this further in the next section of this Introduction.58 Th ese teachers are 
worried that Jews will become like the supposed pre-Israel diasporic Jews: that 
they will become victims, powerless, dependent, lacking. In a word, that they will 
become feminized.59 As Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz articulates it, ‘from a Zionist 
perspective diaspora signifi es a frail gaping female absence where oppression and 
assimilation lurk, along with an attenuated identity which owes . . . Israel’.60 Th ese 
teachers feel that they must be masculine, as the feminine has, in this modern Jew-
ish thinking, which follows much modern Western thinking, been characterised 
as negative. Th ese teachers are referencing a particular masculinist conception of 
strength: an idea of strength as predominantly informed by militarism. And so 
they borrow this image of masculinity from Israel, which in turn has been bor-
rowed, in mimicry, from the West. Th is is not to suggest that these Jews see them-
selves as possessing this type of strength, but rather that Israel, in this imagining, 
vouches for the strength of all the Jews. Hence, teachers standing in these spaces 
outside Israel are, it seems, staking their lives on the existence of Israel’s masculine 
virility. In this imagining, the Holocaust was a slip, a moment when both Western 
civilization and Jews failed to be what and who they are meant to be. Th e current 
Israeli masculine strength, coupled with a belief in the re-established modern or-
der, will ensure that this is not repeated.

Th is idea entails the understanding that it may be enough for Diaspora Jews to 
support Zionism, or to profess a Zionist ideology and politics, for them to have 
their strength redeemed.61 But, in this claiming support for Zionism (or assum-
ing the identity of the Zionist) there is a slippage. For the Diaspora Zionist is a 
mimic – they mimic the ideology which Israeli Zionism mimics from modernity. 
As such, the Diaspora Jew’s masculinity is the almost the same but not quite of 
which Homi Bhabha speaks, which in turn works to produce the anxiety that this 
masculinity is not masculine enough – that they are not quite masculine.62 I will 
return to Bhabha’s important ideas of mimicry below.

Zionist thought today about where Jews can and should feel at home centres 
on Israel – that Jews can only be themselves and at home when in Israel.63 Zionist 
narratives foreground ideas of centre and periphery, where the centre (Israel) is 
the strong, powerful (masculine) home, and the periphery (Diaspora) is the in-
ferior, weak (feminine) site of displacement. Jon Stratton, writing about Jewish-
ness in the West, explains that ‘[t]he core-periphery model is central to [West-
ern] modernity’.64 Th is notion of centre and periphery, which structures Western 
narratives and Zionist narratives of history, also permeates these examples of 
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Holocaust education, as will be shown. Yet there is a twist. Th ese narratives of 
the Holocaust focus on the past in Europe, the present in the U.S. or Austra-
lia, and the imagined future in Israel. And so where then is the centre? Which 
country? It can be understood that, discursively, it is the U.S./Australia, which 
is where these Jews are today living, looking backwards and forwards to Europe 
and Israel. Th is then is another source of anxiety. Israel is meant to be the centre, 
yet these teachers are implicitly proposing that they and their students can be, 
and are, comfortable in the U.S./Australia. We can therefore understand that 
these teachers are thus made anxious about their own strength or masculinity, 
for this Western modernity stresses that the way to be a safe and secure people is 
to be strong (in the sense of a hyper-masculine virility), and that this can only be 
achieved by maintaining a nation-state as a site of self-determination, and thus 
as the national centre.65

Finally, it is crucial for me to state that I frame this book in terms of anxiety, 
and the creation of anxious histories, not as a way to denigrate these feelings and 
their eff ects. Instead, I hope that this book can contribute to historians – and Jews 
– taking these feelings and their negotiation more seriously, as we work together to 
understand the ways that the Holocaust continues to cast its shadows. Anxiety, as 
will become clear, can be incredibly productive. And given the historical circum-
stances – that of teaching about this moment of destruction, while remaining in 
the West – it is not surprising to me that it takes such a dominant place. Indeed, if 
the histories narrated in these conditions were calm, rational and disengaged, then 
we would certainly have something to worry about.

Diaspora

Th e teachers in this study are, it will become clear, unsure of what it means for Jews 
to live outside Israel, in the space commonly referred to as the Diaspora. Diasporas 
in this way are oft en written about as being a relationship – ambivalent, stressful, 
joyful, continuing – between people and their homeland. Th ey are part of a think-
ing of a type of world that has homelands, centres and peripheries.66 I would like 
to suggest, following James Cliff ord (amongst others), that instead of seeing people 
in Diaspora as connected through their mutual relationship to a central location, 
diaspora could be about creating worldwide communities of ‘displacement’.67 Th is 
would entail a re-evaluation of those things which have typically been understood 
to encompass diaspora – the presence of a central homeland from which a people 
has been displaced, are now in a state of exile, and maintain and exhibit longings 
for that homeland.68 Th e presence of a site of displacement, and a lack of complete 
homeliness in the newfound location need not be eradicated in this model. Rather, 
it is the site of displacement that is removed from the centre of the model, and 
stories of movement reinscribed as central.69
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For this reason, I use Diaspora to signify the ‘Diaspora’ contained in the Dias-
pora/Homeland binary (or the centre/periphery binary), and diaspora to signify 
a notion of a diaspora that does not coalesce around such binaries, but instead at-
tains coherence through ideas of commonality expressed through history, memory 
and culture, as well as through movement, travel, displacement, and an embrace-
ment of multiple allegiances. By avoiding capitalization, I aim to point towards the 
lack of defi nity, or sureness, in its naming: it is not one thing, nor is its meaning 
easily captured and contained. Th is diaspora is a fl oating idea, not a proper noun.

As such, the idea of diaspora off ered by Australian academic and ‘neither Jew 
nor non-Jew’, John Docker, becomes relevant and useful as a starting place. Dias-
pora, for Docker, entails movement, knowledge and history, as well as expanding 
and ever-evolving identities. Docker writes that diaspora provides:

a sense of belonging to more than one history, to more than one time and place, 
more than one past and future. Diaspora suggests belonging to both here and 
there, now and then. Diaspora suggests the omnipresent weight of pain of dis-
placement from a land or society, of being an outsider in a new one. Diaspora 
suggests both lack and excess of loss and separation, yet also the possibility 
of new adventures of identity and the continued imagining of unconquerable 
countries of the mind.70

Th is was reiterated and expanded on by the photographer Jason Francisco, who 
writes of the bringing of memories of old homelands to new places. He claims 
that ‘[i]t appears that the self-retracting trail of Jewish migrations confi rms . . . a 
distinctive feature of the Jewish diaspora . . . : rediasporization, the centuries-old 
phenomenon of (imaginary) Jewish homelands having been transferred and pa-
limpsested upon one another, “such that Cairo becomes a remembered Cordoba 
and the new Jerusalem a remembered Vilna”’.71 Th is idea of locations being moved 
to and inhabited, then discarded – whether by choice or by force – and remem-
bered, is useful.

Indeed, perhaps this is a model of Jewishness which is reinforced through Ho-
locaust education – a model of places of inhabitation remembered and held onto, 
yet an identity which is reinscribed with the current places of living. A model of 
being located in both Melbourne/New York and Europe and Israel. For the histo-
ries of the Holocaust which are being written might be based in Zionist thought 
but, as will be shown in Chapter Th ree, they are infl ected by a particularly diaspor-
ic Zionism. Th is is a Zionism which rests on anxiety, a Zionism which is expressed 
through language, history and various deeds. But not through the making of Israel 
a physical home. Th ese diasporic Holocaust histories are also infl ected by the his-
tories of the U.S. and Australian nations in which they are being written. Indeed, it 
is perhaps their specifi c anxieties which renders them diasporic.

Th is brings us to consider the character of the diasporic Jewish people who are 
writing these histories of the Holocaust. For Jonathan and Daniel Boyarin, group 



18 | Anxious Histories

4

6
7

identity – and, more specifi cally, Jewish identity – reaches its greatest potential 
when it is diasporic, or non-hegemonic. For them, ‘cultures, as well as identities, 
are constantly being remade. While this is true of all cultures’ they assert, ‘diaspor-
ic Jewish culture lays it bare because of the impossibility of a natural association 
between this people and a particular land – thus the impossibility of seeing Jewish 
culture as a self-enclosed, bounded phenomenon’.72 In the Boyarins’ formulation 
of Jewishness, identity rests on ‘family, history, memory, and practice’ – on geneal-
ogy and practice, rather than ‘autochthony or indigenousness’.73 As they assert, ‘we 
not only do these things because we are this thing, but we are this thing because 
we do these things’.74 In this book it is the making and passing on of histories of 
the Holocaust which is ‘this thing’. Histories in the Jewish diaspora thus become of 
fundamental importance as a means of ensuring group cohesion, a useful way of 
tracking the changing ideas of the group, as will become clear throughout the text. 
As was discussed previously with reference to history education more generally, 
the purpose of teaching a group about its past is to formulate that group’s identity: 
a group in this sense is both the individual students who are being interpellated 
and the broader group identity of which the individuals are a part. In the dias-
pora this becomes all the more important for, as the Boyarins suggest, identity is 
based not on connection to land, but on a connection to the past and to present 
group practices. Th ese histories of the Holocaust therefore are made all the more 
diasporic.

Th is interplay between history writing and diasporic thinking is explored by 
Bryan Cheyette in his recent book Diasporas of the Mind. Cheyette writes that:

At one end of the spectrum, diaspora is on the side of impurity and hybridity 
(and points in the direction of emergent or lost cultures) and, at the other end, 
diaspora is conservative and “roots-defi ned” and has as its end point a return 
to an autochthonous (pure) space. Th e celebratory version of diaspora tends to 
foreground a transgressive imagination and precolonial histories of intertwined 
cultures (and is associated with Postcolonial and Diaspora Studies), whereas 
a victim-centred version tends to stress particular communities of exile with 
specifi c and unique histories of suff ering (and is associated with Holocaust and 
Genocide Studies).75

Cheyette argues in response for an embrace of a kind of thinking – which he terms 
‘metaphorical thinking’, as distinct from ‘disciplinary thinking’ – which would be 
able ‘to make connections across histories and communities’.76 While Cheyette 
makes the argument here for a distinction between how the formulation of the 
diaspora has been understood within these diff erent academic fi elds, the work of 
this book is, in part, to evade these distinctions and bring postcolonial studies and 
Holocaust studies together. Similarly, Michael Rothberg’s book Multidirectional 
Memory brings these diff erent fi elds into conversation, thereby enhancing both. 
Th us a similar mode of understanding of the diaspora, critical thinking and the 
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Holocaust seems to me to inform Cheyette’s, Rothberg’s, as well as my own, work. 
All three present the possibilities that are opened up when diasporic thinking in-
forms how we conceptualise the histories and memories of the Holocaust, or when 
seemingly diff erent memories and histories are placed alongside each other, help-
ing us to recognise that we do not make memories in isolation, or in sealed-off  
communities.77

Moreover, Jewish peoples in New York and Melbourne formulate identities not 
solely in response to a Zionism which describes them as lacking, or to the nar-
ratives of out-of-placeness and insecurity which are created through Holocaust 
education. As Paul Gilroy makes clear with reference to the African diaspora, it 
is necessary to consider ‘how blacks [in Britain] defi ne and represent themselves 
in a complex combination of resistances and negotiations, which does far more 
than provide a direct answer to the brutal forms in which racial subordination 
is imposed’.78 In both New York and Melbourne there are many diff erent Jewish 
communities and peoples formulating and negotiating living in diasporas, cre-
ating and representing Jewishness in diverse, multivalent ways. We can see this 
through music, writing and academia. While a fuller exploration of this does not 
fall within the boundaries of this book, it is important for us to remember.

Yet, a problem might still remain. Regardless of the model of diaspora deployed 
to understand these histories and contexts, by writing about a single Jewish dias-
pora, or diasporas, one risks homogenizing the diverse peoples within that group. 
Indeed, the very notion that there is such a group has the potential to eff ace dif-
ference. Ella Shohat points to this problem in her discussions of the relationship 
between Zionism and Sephardim and Mizrahim, asserting that the Zionist narra-
tive of a return to a homeland ‘disauthorizes’ any positive attachment to a previous 
place of inhabitation.79 It erases the fact that Jews in other countries – specifi cally, 
in her telling, ‘the Arab Muslim world’ – may have had stronger relationships and 
affi  liations with the people with whom they once lived, rather than with other 
Jews. Shohat asserts that these histories are disavowed because they ‘threatened 
the conception of a homogenous nation akin to those on which European na-
tionalist movements were based’.80 Moreover, in the Zionist telling, ‘[a]ll Jews are 
defi ned as closer to each other than to the cultures of which they have been a 
part’.81 Th at is, these other(ed) histories threaten the narrative of national cohe-
sion that Zionist writers and thinkers work so hard to create and perpetuate. Th e 
homogenizing work which these histories do will be considered in more detail in 
Chapters Th ree and Four.

Th e Nation-State and Modernity

Th roughout this book, ideas of Western modernity will be invoked. Th ere are 
many defi nitions and understandings of modernity which proliferate so it becomes 
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important to ask, to what do these ideas refer, within the context of this book? 
Firstly, it is important to see the term ‘Western modernity’ as referring to a system 
of organizing of the world, and of knowledge produced about that world. It is a 
representational system with material eff ects. Dipesh Chakrabarty explains that 
‘following the tenets of the European Enlightenment, many Western intellectuals 
thought of modernity as the rule of institutions that delivered us from the thrall of 
all that was unreasonable and irrational’.82 We can see here the expression of ide-
ology through institutions. Similarly, Partha Chatterjee explains that the French 
Revolution has come to symbolize the classic moment of European enlightenment 
and modernity because of its mythic uniting ‘of the identity of the people with the 
nation and, in turn, the identity of the nation with the state. Th ere is no question 
that the legitimacy of the modern state is now clearly and fi rmly grounded in a 
concept of popular sovereignty.’83 He is pointing here to a material result of this 
modernist ideology, which foregrounds national cohesion embodied in the join-
ing together of nation and state. Th is symbolic aspect is central to our understand-
ings of Western modernity.

Secondly, the teachers whose words and work are being examined in this book 
have a broad understanding of a world which they negotiate. While they may 
rarely speak explicitly of the West or of modernity, an overarching sense of these 
concepts and materialities infl ects their ideas. Th e teachers articulate a vision of 
a world in which they want to be a part. It is, more oft en than not, a world based 
on a set of ideas of Western modernity – predominantly the conception of the 
importance of the nation-state and its associated structures in containing group 
identities – even if it is not explicated explicitly as such.84 It is not being suggested 
here, or within the teachings, that Western modernity is any one thing. But we can 
appreciate some overarching concerns which press upon the teachings, as will be 
outlined next.

Where, as stated above, Chakrabarty and Chatterjee write of symbolic con-
ceptions of modernity, it is also useful for us to consider the historical ways in 
which modernity has been formulated, particularly with regard to Jewish interac-
tions with a modernizing West. Indeed, the process of Jews negotiating their place 
within the Western societies in which they live has a long and involved history. 
Jews living in European countries have sought a place within the changing social 
structures and processes of a modernizing Europe, and indeed have been fun-
damental to the development of this modernity.85 For Jacob Katz, one of the fi rst 
historians to theorize the Jewish relationship with a modernity which came both 
from outside and within the Jewish people, the negotiation involved a movement 
‘from their former distinct Jewish pattern toward the standard common in their 
non-Jewish surroundings’.86 Katz describes this as a movement ‘out of the ghetto’, 
where Jewish distinctiveness was lost as part of this move which was demanded 
of the Jews in order to gain acceptance within non-Jewish European systems and 
institutions of modernity, in particular European nation-states.87 As Jonathan 
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Frankel explicates it, ‘it is above all, perhaps, in his [sic] analysis of two major 
themes in the development of the Jewish people during the nineteenth century 
. . . – enlightenment and emancipation – that the historian fi rst fi nds himself [sic] 
confronted by the clash between tradition and modernity’.88 It was the processes 
of European enlightenment and emancipation that brought forward the assimila-
tory movements of Jewishness, whose echoes are seen in the Holocaust pedagogy 
under consideration in this book.

Yet, as Michael Meyer explains, there are two processes of Jewish moderniza-
tion: the fi rst is ‘a process whereby Jews increasingly participate in the modern-
ization of the societies in which they dwell .  .  . In other words, modernization 
becomes a concomitant or eff ect of integration’.89 Th e second is a more inwardly-
focused, specifi cally Jewish process of modernization wherein it is not just Jews 
as individuals who are modernizing, but Jewish practices and institutions which 
are changing shape and modernizing.90 It seems, however, that whether it is in-
dividuals or institutions that are changing, the process is fundamentally similar: 
the motivating force is one of alteration in accord with the changing modernizing 
non-Jewish society.

Th ere have been various challenges to these models of Jewish interactions with 
modernity, and formulations of Jewish modernity. One comes from Paula E. Hy-
man, who has illuminated the gendered implications of these processes. Men and 
women, Hyman argues, experienced the beginnings of Jewish modernity diff er-
ently because of their varying relationships to the public and private spheres.91 
Moreover, as she stresses, gender relations are relationships of power which are 
played out within Jewish communities as well as in relation to the non-Jewish Eu-
ropean communities in which Jews have lived.92 Th ese gendered relationships, as 
was shown in the discussion of Zionism previously, have had a signifi cant impact 
upon the ways in which Jews have identifi ed and negotiated their relationships 
with modernity. Arnold M. Eisen provides a second challenge, wherein he ac-
cepts the basic premise of the contestations provided by the Emancipation and 
Enlightenment movements of the nineteenth century, but critiques the ideas of 
modernity which historians of Jewish modernity have relied upon. Eisen argues 
that Emancipation was, and is, the most signifi cant aspect of modernity for the key 
question it poses: ‘whether Jews of varying commitments . . . can create plausible 
structures of suffi  cient fl exibility and strength to develop and hold their various 
allegiances to Jewish traditions’.93 Th ese structures have involved both the secular 
and the sacred, although, as Eisen suggests, these categories cannot be simplisti-
cally divided into modernity and Judaism, respectively. Rather, ‘Judaism in the 
modern period should not be viewed as a set of beliefs concerning revelation, cho-
senness and God, but as a set of actions and beliefs, such actions in the nature of 
the modern case being defi ned primarily as ritual but including communal, politi-
cal and professional activities.’94 In short, Jewish interactions with broader systems 
of modernity have not simply been a one-way force, with Judaism and Jewishness 



22 | Anxious Histories

4

6
7

irrevocably changed. Instead, this modernity and Judaism have impacted upon 
each other, changing the ways in which both modernity and Jewishness are, and 
can be, thought about.

Th ere are numerous specifi c examples of Jewish traditions and practices being 
shaped around the practices which existed in the broader non-Jewish communi-
ties, in order to aid in ‘establishing [a] claim to Western norms of civilization’.95 One 
important one is the Wissenschaft  des Judentums movement, which, as Michael 
Meyer and Yosef Yerushalmi explain, sought to express Jewish history within the 
dominant scientifi c method that pervaded Western modernist historical practices 
in the nineteenth century.96 In these various examples, which only account for a 
minute sample of the full range of aspects of Jewish practices which were aff ected 
by similar processes, we can appreciate that an important aspect, historically and 
contemporarily, of Jewish modernity and relations with non-Jewish modernity is 
the changing shape of Jewishness. Obviously, the two systems of modernity – Jew-
ish and non-Jewish – are not discrete, as various incarnations of modernity have 
impacted upon each other to create the diverse range of systems which continue to 
shift  and evolve. But the changes which we can identify have occurred in order to 
negotiate a place for Jews within these broader societies and systems of knowledge.

How then do these various processes of modernization impact upon the his-
tories of the Holocaust and the ways in which we can interrogate them? Primarily 
it is through a consideration of the importance of the commingling of nation and 
state which has become so fundamental to Western ideas of modernity and has 
been adopted within Jewishness, coupled with the histories of Jewish negotiations 
with/in that model. As Jon Stratton makes clear, the ‘production of the Jews as 
Other took place in the context of a transformation in the understanding of space, 
particularly in the experience of “place” and the primacy given to place. One of 
the characteristics of the modern world was that place became the site on which 
national identity was formed’.97 Th at is, some important forms of diff erence are 
produced through the organization of modern nation-states. Th ese modern dif-
ferences – many diff erent forms of which will be discussed throughout this book 
– are always created together in conversation. Belonging can only be constituted 
through the simultaneous formulation of not-belonging.

Moreover, the modern nation-state is fi gured, according to Ghassan Hage, 
within conceptions of home. Control of the nation-state is the ultimate prize, and 
the fulfi lment of national desires, for the modern nation. Th e nation-state is seen 
by those with power in the state – writing in an Australian context he described 
this as whiteness, and the ability to gain whiteness – as their domain to control: 
they imagine themselves as having ‘a managerial capacity over [the] national 
space’.98 In the modern nation-state those not in the position of ‘managing’ the na-
tion are seen as inferior and able to be excluded. Hage’s focus on the discourse of 
home is most useful here. For in narrating these histories of the past – particularly 
histories of the Holocaust, a moment when European Jews were not sure what 
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home was – one conjures up ideas about home. Moreover, if Jews do not always 
have the capacity to be a part of the managerial class – those people who, in Hage’s 
description, have proprietal control over the nation – feelings of anxiety will result. 
It is these anxieties which lead to the concern that Jews do not belong in these 
modern nation-states.

Modernism and nationalism, as Hage describes them, are based on ideas of ex-
clusivity and the battle for homeliness that comes with that. How then is this negoti-
ated within modernist Jewish thinking? Perhaps this is the role which Israel fulfi ls, 
and why, to return to the question I described previously, people are so concerned 
to articulate their relationship to both the country in which they live and the ‘Jew-
ish homeland’. Israel, as the so-called homeland, then, is the projected site of these 
modern, diasporic anxieties over who fi ts in and has control, and who should be 
excluded. We can thus understand that Israel is the anxious site for the affi  rmation 
of the Jews as a part of modernity, because it is the site for the articulation of a Jewish 
home in this tradition of Western modernity.99 And the histories created – in this 
case, the histories of the Holocaust – serve as a buttress for that potential homeliness.

Mimicry

In the histories of the Holocaust being taught in the Jewish schools under exami-
nation here, as I have raised at various points, we can identify mimicry at work. 
Zionists gaze upon the West, upon the Western idea of the modern nation-state, 
and how one would narrate that history; Holocaust educators in Melbourne and 
New York gaze upon Zionism, upon Israel, for ideas of how to narrate the recent 
past. In this gazing, what they each see is distorted. And thus they mimic, in the 
manner Homi Bhabha describes as being ‘almost the same but not quite’.100 In this 
formulation ‘the discourse of mimicry is constructed around an ambivalence; in 
order to be eff ective, mimicry must continually produce its slippage, its excess, its 
diff erence’.101 We can understand Zionism here as a mimicry of Western moderni-
ty, and diasporic history-telling as a mimicry both of that Zionism and of Western 
modernity more generally. Th e slippage, excess and diff erence is evident in the his-
tory-telling about the Holocaust – the mimicry occurs in the ways in which these 
histories are narrated, mimicked from Zionist narrations. Moreover, this mimicry 
is a means of dealing with the teachers’ anxieties – they attempt to replicate the 
ways that the West narrates history in their attempt to be a part of the West. But it 
is mimicry, not perfect replication, and it is responded to as such by the West. Th is 
serves to create a further anxiety, produced by the lack of authenticity of the mim-
icry. Th is Bhabha identifi es as part of the ‘fi nal irony of partial representation’: that 
there is a ‘desire to emerge as “authentic” through mimicry – through a process 
of writing and repetition’ that can never be an authentic, exact replication.102 Nor 
does this mimicry ever deal with the fact that, as Bhabha suggests, the mimicry 
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unsettles the colonial discourses which are being mimicked. Th e mimicry is thus 
both a way of dealing with the anxieties and a source of anxiety: it tries to replicate 
that which it undoes in its very act of replication.

Daniel Boyarin picks up on this point in his discussion of Herzlian Zionism 
as an attempt at colonial mimicry. He explains that ‘the parodists too oft en do 
not themselves see how their mimicry disarticulates the colonialist text and thus 
fi nd themselves trapped within the imaginary of its articulation’.103 Two instances 
of mimicry jump out from Boyarin’s text as instructive. Firstly, he describes how 
‘[a]mong the fi rst acts of [Herzl’s] enactment of Zionism was the foundation of 
“the Jewish Company” – precisely under that name and in London. Herzl had 
fi nally found a way for the Jews to become Europeans; they would have a little col-
ony of their own.’104 Th at is, Herzl mimicked modernity’s (capitalist) institutions 
by founding a colonial company. Secondly, Boyarin discusses participation in acts 
of physical violence as necessary, arguing that the enactor of violence is considered 
the superior. He suggests that:

it is also true that the seemingly most forceful resistance can turn into the most 
effi  cient complicity with the cultural project of the colonizer, by becoming just like 
him, sometimes even more than he is himself, and that this is what we need to 
understand about Zionism. Th e socialist cocommander of the Warsaw revolt, the 
anti-Zionist Marek Edelman, who [until his death in 2009] remain[ed] in Poland 
as a Diasporic Jewish (Yiddish) nationalist and member of Solidarity, saw this very 
clearly: “Th is was a revolt!? Th e whole point was not to let them slaughter you 
when your turn came. Th e whole point was to choose your method of dying. All of 
humanity had already agreed that dying with a weapon in the hand is more beauti-
ful than without a weapon. So we surrendered to that consensus”.105

Th ese words from Edelman draw attention to the discursivity of violence – that it is 
widely agreed upon within Western modernity that to die while violently retaliat-
ing is better than dying ‘without a weapon’. In Zionist narratives of the Holocaust, 
both within and outside Israel, those who violently rose up are seen as a separate, 
superior, group. Th is is the ‘parodic performativity’ which Bhabha describes.106 It 
is the mimicking of Western, modern ways of writing into history the past and the 
present, as Bhabha discusses, in which there is an ambivalence and an uncertainty 
over whether these are the best ways of representing Jewishness and indeed of be-
ing Jewish. Th is mimicry is therefore both an attempt at the resolution of anxieties 
as well as productive of further feelings of anxiety.

Framing the Text

Th is book is broadly divided into two parts. Chapters One and Two, which map 
the borders of the historical narratives being produced, and Chapters Th ree, Four 
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and Five, which fi ll in the contours and expand on what these histories contain. 
My intention throughout is to denaturalize – and thus destabilize – those forms 
which are considered to be the most obvious ways of narrating a history of the Ho-
locaust. Chapter One locates the anxiety under consideration in this book as aris-
ing from a concern about the place of Jews in the U.S. and Australia, these settler 
colonial, modern, Western nation-states. Th e outlines of the anxiety, as expressed 
by the teachers, will be sketched, as will the ways in which these are nation-states 
founded on, and depending upon, diff erence. Th is chapter asks how this (diverse) 
diasporic group is negotiating its liminal place in relationship to nation-states 
which defi ne themselves through diff erence and exclusion.

Chapter Two will foreground questions of historical methodology. It will ex-
amine the ways in which chronological narratives and survivor testimonies are 
used by teachers in an eff ort to make the Holocaust coherent and knowable for 
the students. Th is chapter problematizes the ideas of history and truth contained 
in these examples of Holocaust education. Here I ask, why do the teachers follow 
these modes of historical narration? Th ere are a number of explanations, the most 
signifi cant of which is that they are following the dominant Western modes of his-
torical narration. Th e adoption (or mimicry) of these modes of narration is part of 
the project which is being described throughout this book: that of attempting to 
manage the anxiety over the place of the Jews in these modern, Western societies 
through the adoption of modern, Western forms of historical understanding.

Chapter Th ree turns to questions of the infl uence of Zionist ideas of the Ho-
locaust upon these histories. I argue that the Zionist positioning of Israel as the 
masculine subject to the Diaspora’s feminine subject has had a large eff ect on the 
politics of the narratives which are being taught. Th is chapter will explore the vari-
ous manifestations of this infl uence in the curricula and interviews, and the ways 
in which this occurs as a negotiation of the anxieties about the place of Jews within 
the Jewish world.

Chapter Four will locate these histories within their nation-state contexts – the 
U.S. and Australia – through an exploration of the infl uence of settler colonialism. 
It will be argued that these teachings carry within them an implicit settler colonial 
quality. It is not that the teachers explicitly formulate their histories based on set-
tler colonial historiographical principles, but rather that settler colonialism haunts 
these histories of the Holocaust. Th is occurs most predominantly in the form of 
forgetting, and the prioritization of Jewish histories of the Holocaust. Th is works, I 
argue, in order to negotiate a place for Jews within these settler colonial societies: 
by mimicking these settler colonial histories the histories, and the historians, are 
located on the side of the colonizer, rather than the colonized. Th is is undertaken 
in order to relieve these anxieties.

And fi nally, Chapter Five will examine the ways in which Jewish women’s expe-
riences of the Holocaust are written into these histories. I will argue that there are 
a series of very specifi c ways in which women are included in these histories. Th is 
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is most predominantly as a group, yet at times individual women are drawn upon 
to illustrate particular points and ideas. I will show that this occurs in order to, in 
the face of Zionist ideas of Jewish Diasporas, recuperate Diasporic masculinity. If 
Jewish womanhood can be segmented off  and given the responsibility for femi-
ninity, then masculinity can perhaps be redeemed. Anxieties about the perceived 
femininity and masculinity of Jews in Melbourne and New York can thereby be 
partially relieved. While what it means to be a Jewish man in this context is also 
important to examine, in this book I am interested in examining that which is 
excised from the histories. To examine the boundaries of Jewish manhood as pre-
sented through these teachings is therefore outside its scope.

One teacher at a school in Melbourne explained in an interview that she tells 
her students from the start of the subject that although she is not very religious 
she has:

a very strong Jewish identity, and sometimes when I’m cooking for Shabbat on 
a Friday aft ernoon, or when I’m in [synagogue], and I think, even if I wanted to 
stop doing it, I just don’t think that I could because of the obligation to keep it 
going aft er what happened. And I think that’s okay, you know. I think that that’s 
a part of it but partly we’re teaching it so they know, but also partly because of 
the mitzvah of zachor [remembrance].107

Th e ways that the histories of the Holocaust which are created in these high 
schools function to create new Jewish historiographies, and in doing so act as 
these (anxious) memorials, is the focus of this text. By foregrounding the teach-
ing of a pivotal moment in Western Jewry’s interactions with modernity – the 
Holocaust – I am arguing that we can learn much about Jewish identities in Mel-
bourne and New York today. Moreover, by examining these new histories and his-
toriographies being created we can understand much about how migrant groups, 
and post-genocide groups, negotiate their marginality, how diasporic identities 
are (re)made, and how we can thus grasp some of the pain – and some of the pos-
sibilities – imbricated in such marginality.

Notes
  Part of the project of this book is to point to the multiple, ambivalent, complex, lim-

inal and multi-layered ways in which Jewish identities are lived today. As will become 
clear throughout this book, this is an important element of what is being understood 
as a diasporic excess: an overfl owing of meaning, which cannot, and should not, be 
easily contained. For that reason, the endnotes – as a (literally) marginal site – herein 
at times become an important site for the elaboration and contestation of the ideas ad-
dressed in the main body of this book. Th ey are also a space for the expansion of the 
discussion of the literature which has been produced on the matters and ideas which 
are discussed in the main text of this book. As such, the endnotes here are a vital part 
of an ongoing and ever-evolving conversation between peoples and literature.
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