DANCE

Fully Embodied Jewish Existence
Leon Wiener Dow

Zionism is a movement of Jewish return: to the Land of
Israel—but also to the Jewish body. Whether it was Max
Nordau’s advocacy of “Muscle Judaism”; Y. H. Brenner’s
contempt for the Luftmenschen; Micah Berdichevsky’s
appeal that “Jews must come first, before Judaism”;
Abraham Isaac HaCohen Kook’s fusion of the physical
and the spiritual; or A. D. Gordon’s call for the Jewish
people to bind themselves to its soil and culture
through physical labor—Zionism viewed the body as
the new locus for Jewish being.
Critical Jewish scholarship has often questioned the
sincerity of the Zionist call to return the Jew to her
body. The claim—articulated most eloquently and often
by Daniel Boyarin—goes something like this: since
talmudic times, the Diaspora has offered the Jew a fully
embodied Judaism, albeit of a pudgy, sissy kind (when
it comes to males). Thus, the Jews didn’t need Zionism
then—and don’t need now—to return to their bodies, as
they never left them.i
Contra this claim, I want to suggest that Zionism does,
in fact, return the Jew as a Jew to her body in a deeper,
more thoroughgoing way than the Diaspora does—or
ever can. But first we must ask, What does it mean to
inhabit one’s body as a Jew? Doesn’t every Jew, by
definition, do that? The short answer is: no. A Jew may
be fully embodied as a person without being
embodied as a Jew, fusing her corporeality with her
Jewish consciousness, with her identity as a Jew. So
perhaps this embodiment qua Jew transpires during
the observance of any and every mitzvah that is geared
towards, or involves, the body, such as immersion in a
mikveh, dwelling in the sukkah, observing the laws of
niddah, eating, relieving oneself, and so forth? To be
sure, these mitzvot offer opportunities for Jewish
embodiment. But each of these acts is circumscribed in
some way. Some of them involve the whole body but
are limited in duration. Others may be consistent over
time, yet their scope is limited: they involve only part of
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the body. In the Diaspora, the Jew becomes full-fledged,
boundless corporeality qua Jew when she endures
physical oppression because of her Jewish identity. In the
words of Jean Amery, describing his experience of being
hit by a foreman in Auschwitz—and hitting him back:
“I was my body and nothing else.” He continues, “My
body, when it tensed to strike, was my physical and
metaphysical dignity.”ii Zionism, too, offers variations on
this theme: being physically attacked as an Israeli Jew
offers me a full-bodied Jewish experience, and I can even
don an IDF uniform and preempt attack, asserting my
own ability to confront a non-Jew via the body. Yet
Zionism can offer a much richer sense of full-fledged
Jewish physicality, one that gets at the deepest recesses
of Jewish existence. I have experienced this bodily—not
through physical labor, as classical Zionism would have
liked, but through dance at the Between Heaven and
Earth dance center in Jerusalem. In the words that follow,
I will examine embodiment in two brief pieces of the
Between Heaven and Earth’s professional Ka’et Ensemble’siii 2018 performance, Bli Neder (Without taking a
vow).
Reduced to Pure Physicality iv
Immediately after expressing his desire to speak about
“self-fulfillment,” Yair Barbash lies down, and Yuval
Azoulay kicks him in the abdomen. At once, Barbash and
the other two dancers all react as if they have been
kicked in the same spots, evoking the rabbinic adage
that all of Israel is responsible for one another.v Eyal
Ogen slowly rises and begins chanting Exodus 21:2–6, a
passage about the Israelite who sells himself into slavery
because of debt, while Ogen’s physical movements offer
a stunning visual interpretation of—and response to—the
trop (cantillation) that he chants. His dangling smile not
only evokes the spectator’s laughter, it brings us into the
hollow inner world of the person who has foregone his
freedom because of financial obligations: his being has
been reduced entirely to his potential for physical

Left: Yair Barbash performing in Ka’et Ensemble’s Bli Neder. Right: Eyal Ogen performing in Ka’et Ensemble’s Bli Neder.
Screenshots by the author.

production, and his simple, empty smile reveals that he
lacks the requisite spiritual depth to experience his
reduction to pure physicality as an afront to his being.
Barbash, in the meantime, fades to the background and
returns again to the fore, occasionally interrupted by
spastic moves, convulsing as if his body has endured
shock. Suddenly, he interrupts Ogen, correcting his
pronunciation of the word “and she shall go out”
(Exodus 21:3). What follows—familiar to anyone who has
been in a synagogue when the Torah reader has been
corrected and tries, unsuccessfully, to correct his
misstep and reread the passage—is an exchange of
blunted aggression as Barbash, with voice and hand
movement, precipitates a combination of defensiveness
and desperation on Ogen’s part.
From Word to Grunt vi
With all four dancers on stage, bouncing gently up and
down, Barbash begins a monologue, quickly changing
subjects. Each of the other three dancers commences a
monologue simultaneously, with Ogen again chanting
the passage from Exodus 21. Suddenly, Barbash
interrupts his own monologue to correct Ogen’s
pronunciation once more, issuing forth a voice that
sounds more like an animal than a person. All players
pause, only to resume their monologues. But within
seconds, Azoulay interrupts Ogen with his own “meeh,”
silencing everyone. As all four resume their monologues, Ogen counters with his own “meeh.” As they all
begin to “meeh,” what ensues is men making a parody

of themselves—of their insistence on correcting their
fellow and, in so doing, competing to see who can
offer a more faithful, punctilious rendering of the
written word. The synagogue is thus transformed into
a barn in which animals vie for superiority. For over
forty seconds, each player “meeh”s, using hand signals
to entice the audience’s participation, until suddenly
Hananya Schwartz bellows forth a “meeh” that draws
his body down and his arms up, silencing the crowd
and the other three dancers. As he glares at each of
the dancers and walks threateningly towards each of
them, it is clear that he has outpowered them. They
stare meekly as he stomps up and down, child-like in
demeanor but unmistakably adult in force. Chanted
words of Torah have been transformed into raw vocal
power and bodily energy.
Bli Neder captures the full ripening of Jewish
embodiment that Zionism enables, with the dancers
giving bodily expression to a complicated nexus of
issues: the words of Torah as they play out between
individuals and in the context of community; the
spoken word, with its rough edges and its relationship
to a pure physicality that borders on animality; and
broader human issues such as freedom, physical labor,
loneliness, companionship, and parent-child relationships, as each receives expression in the particular
context of Jewish culture and identity. The involvement
of the audience and the rawness of the voices of the
dancers’ parents in voice-overs reveal that the bodily
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expression of the dancers is inextricably linked to the
embodied reality that Zionism offers—and perhaps
also imposes on—the Jews who take part in it.
What is at stake in these competing iterations of
Jewish embodiment is a deeper disagreement about
the very possibility of a holistic Jewish identity.
It is hardly coincidental that the model that portrays
authentic Jewish embodiment as diasporic views
Jewish identity itself as a matter of hybridity, for
personal identity as such is fractured and intersectional in nature.vii But Zionism’s promise to allow the
Jew to return fully to her body qua Jew is predicated
on the possibility of an immersive Jewish identity,
even as it accepts the composite nature of that
identity. Bli Neder shows how Zionism, with all of
its flaws and shortcomings, fulfills this promise.
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Orthodox Female
Clergy Embodying
Religious Authority
Michal Raucher
As I prepared for my first ethnographic site visit for a
new project on female rabbis at Orthodox synagogues
in North America, I agonized over my clothing choices.
I packed a modest skirt and a top, items I wear to attend
my Conservative synagogue. This made me feel like
I was blurring the lines between participant and
observer. I added a blazer to demonstrate my professionalism, and I packed pants for all of my non-Shabbat
research, wanting to distinguish myself from an
Orthodox insider. I paused, staring at a box of head
scarves deep in the back of my closet that I used to
wear to cover my hair when I was newly married and
attending an Orthodox synagogue. I did not want to
wear those again, so I called the rabba to ask whether
kisuy rosh (head covering) was the norm in her synagogue. She responded, “I wish that were the norm!
Nope. I’m usually the only one.”
Norms regarding hair covering differ at Orthodox
synagogues, and I was relieved that in this synagogue
I would not have to cover my hair in order to
demonstrate familiarity and respect. In addition to
not wanting to cover my hair for personal reasons,
I feared that doing so would mark me as too much
of an insider who did not have sufficient critical
distance. As my research progressed, I became more
aware of how my interlocutors are also, in Judith Butler’s
terms, performing a certain identity. When a rabba
gets dressed she is navigating Orthodox norms of
masculinity and femininity and the tensions inherent
in her rabbinic identity.i Rabbas joke about the
unwritten “rabba uniform”: a blazer, a knee-length skirt,
and heels. They explain that they project Orthodox
femininity through their skirt and heels, and don a
blazer, the paradigmatic article of clothing of the male
professional, in order to demonstrate that they, too, are
members of the clergy. Male rabbinic bodies are the
Background image adapted from a detail of
Rachel Rafael Neis's artwork. Courtesy of the artist.
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