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What do Jews Stand For?  Muriel Rukeyser's Multiple Identities
Shira Wolosky
To be a Jew in the twentieth century
Is to be offered a gift. If you refuse,
Wishing to be invisible, you choose
Death of the spirit, the stone insanity.
 Accepting, take full life.
 

What do Jews stand for?  That is: what do they represent?  What are they figures for? But also: what do they endure, tolerate, put up with?  And further: what are they committed to, what do they stand up for?

One thing Jews stand for is standing for almost anything.  Jews are a kind of universal figure, standing for what anyone wishes to project onto them.  To the rich they are poor; to the poor they are rich.  They are capitalists, they are Bolsheviks.  They are rootless cosmopolitans, they are exclusionary nationalists.  And, as has emerged especially in post-Holocaust discussions, the more Jews are figures, representing others, the less they exist as concrete persons in history.  They lose their definition as an identity in terms of themselves, concrete in the concrete world.  As Dominick LaCapra discusses, there is a tendency to make Jews into "scapegoats onto whom any variety of anxieties can be projected."  This is to "trope" Jews "away from specificity," thus "obliterat[ing] both the specificity of the Jews as a complex historical people and the problem of their actual and formal relations to other peoples or traditions."
  Yet concern that making Jews into figures makes them lose their own identity, in turn raises questions as to what Jewish identity even is: what it entails, how it is constructed, and what its boundaries, or continuities, may or may not demand.   Indeed, Jews stand also for this very question of identity, what constitutes it, its inclusions and exclusions.  Jewish identity stands for identity as such, as it has emerged in post-war, post-modern discourses and politics as an arena of radical contention and high stakes.
Rukeyser's sonnet "To be a Jew" was written in 1944, well before the Holocaust emerged as a topical subject in America.  Included in the Reform and Reconstructionist Prayer Books, it is one of a number of poems by Rukeyser engaging her Jewish identity – although here as elsewhere, this is a highly complex, syncretist, relational and positional term and not in any way a fixed, pure, or essential one.  Indeed, being Jewish was only one among other of Rukeyser's multiple identities and commitments, residing alongside her leftist politics, her pathbreaking feminism, and her role as a poet.  What are the relationships between these identities? How do or don't they confirm or contend with each other?  Rukeyser's work offers an arena in which such questions of identity are enacted and to some extent investigated, specifically within the modes of representation that poetry offers.  In her poetry, to be a Jew is brought into various relationships with other of her commitments, exploring how each does or does not represent the others.  Each emerges, that is, as figures within the image networks that comprise poetry, in ways that stand for and also in tension, confirmation, and contention with each other.  In this poetic way Rukeyser affirms her Jewish identity, but also questions its status.  Her work enacts a borderline where figures assert but may also efface identity, which may become dissolved into representational meanings that point beyond it in many directions rather than back concretely to itself, its own historical existence, meanings, courses and claims.
In one of the few treatments of Rukeyser as a Jewish poet, Janet Kaufman underscores the importance of Rukeyser's essay contribution to "Under Forty: A Symposium on American Literature and the Younger Generation of American Jews."
 Rukeyser's essay offers a cutting portrait of her contemporary Jewish milieu.  Unlike many other Jewish intellectuals of her generation, Rukeyser was born (in 1913) to non-immigrant parents.  She describes her typical "second generation" as "split with the parent culture, leaning backward to be 'American' at its most acceptable." 
 Her own American-born parents had, in her account, little of Jewish or any other cultural resource.  Her father, an engineer and building contractor, grew up secular "among the Western stories" in Wisconsin.  Her mother joined him in her own "anti-religious reaction against [her] studious and improvident father."  This left them, writes Rukeyser, with "no cultural resources to strengthen them," and her own upbringing with "no mark of Judaism," with "not a trace of Jewish culture that I could feel – no stories, no songs, no special food – but then there was not any cultural background that could make itself felt."  
Rukeyser here rather understates the Jewish facts of the case.  
Her secular education at the Ethical Culture School at Fieldstone redefined rather than abandoned identity.  The School's commitment to racial equality made it a "haven for secular Jews" whose entry elsewhere was limited by quotas, and who wished their children educated in the ethical principles they associated with Judaism and which could substitute for ritual or Halakhic practices.
  As to religious education, Rukeyser recounts in "Under Forty," she "went to religious school automatically," and attended Reform Synagogue "every Saturday for seven years" after her mother experienced a return to religion.  In Hebrew School, however, Rukeyser found only "digests and easy versions of Jewish history;" and synagogue was a scene of "pale sermons" and "muted organ."  To her these were exercises not in identity but in its evasion. "I grew up among a group of Jews who wished, more than anything else," she writes, "to be invisible," to be "quiet and polite" and "never protest."  They were "starving" for two crucial "phases of religion: poetry and politics."
            Rukeyser herself sought exactly what they did not.  "If they had a mission as a responsible and inspired people, they did not want it."  She however exactly desired "poetry and politics," wanted the "struggle" missing from her parents' Jewish life, what she repeatedly calls "responsibility."  Her parents wished for her a "sheltered" life of "comfort;" but, she writes, "it was not comfortable to me."
  Her own sense of mission instead led her, in the 1930s, to involvement in the Popular Front and to writing for leftist journals such as the New Masses and the Daily Worker (although she was never on record as a member of the Communist Party, she was nonetheless later investigated by the McCarthy Committee on UnAmerican Activities
).  Sent as a reporter to the 1935 anti-fascist People's Olympiad in Spain set up to protest the upcoming Berlin Nazi Olympics, she was evacuated with the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, going on to cover the Scottsboro trial of eight black men accused of raping a white woman, during which she was jailed.
  She then investigated the first major industrial disaster in the United States at Gauley Bridge, West Virginia, where thousands of mostly migrant workers died of silica inhalation from unprotected mining practices during tunneling and construction of a Union Carbide dam.  The result was both influential newspaper exposures of the disaster and her remarkable sequence of poems, The Book of the Dead.
  
Rukeyser's political activism continued through the next decades, importantly including foundational feminist writing as well as anti-war protests.  Her Jewish identity, as she writes in "Under Forty," was braided into and with these other self-definitions.  
My themes and the use I have made of them depended on my life as a poet, as a woman, as an American and as a Jew.  I do not know what part of that is Jewish; I know I have tried to integrate these four aspects, and to solve my work and my personality in terms of all four.  .  .To live as poet, woman, American and Jew – this chalks in my position.  If the four come together in one person, each strengthens the other.
"To live as poet, woman, American and Jew."  In one sense, this account confirms, but in another intensifies the questions of identity it seeks to address. Just what and how is being a Jew defined here?  How do these different identities work or correlate (or not) with each other?  What is the status of Jewish culture for a woman who held it as only one of a number of her identities?  Are there, or need there be, priorities, displacements, assimilations?  

I would like to propose that Rukeyser's poetic offers her both method and model of negotiating different aspects of her self and her world.  It is in poetic terms that these different aspects become figures for each other, standing for and also with or against each other.  Such mutual figuration itself deeply defines Rukeyser's poetic.  Rukeyser emerged as a writer at the time the New Criticism was taking hold in the American academy. Rukeyser's work defied all its norms, making hers a distinctive, indeed dissident voice in American letters, something reflected in the relative lack of commentary on her work.  She rejected New Criticism and it rejected her.  The New Criticism idealized a poetry that was chiseled and iconic in form, a self-enclosed object of language referring to itself regardless of historical context, biographical reference, or cultural frame.  Rukeyser instead saw her writing as a direct activism in cultural, political, and social concerns.  She considered poetic language to be not a self-referring enclosure but a permeable boundary with other kinds of discourses and social practices.  Her texts thus intercross diverse spheres and heterogeneous materials.  As Rukeyser writes in The Life of Poetry, "in poetry, the relations are not formed like crystals on a lattice of words, although . . . the New Criticism would have us believe it so."  Rather, it "is a meeting place between all the kinds of imagination."
  The texture, the strength, the composition and also the event of poetry inheres exactly in its power to bring to encounter and interaction multiple domains of experience.  
The self that Rukeyser constructs in her work similarly departs from the closed and iconic traditional lyric "I" that Marjorie Perloff describes as a "transcendental ego" and "authentic self;" or the "unified self" that Charles Bernstein names as the traditional "primary organizing feature of writing."
  Rukeyser's selfhood is instead enacted as a multiple negotiation among a variety of mutually representing, contending, constituting parts of the self, with each situated in concrete social, political histories.  This multiply embedded selfhood is both a poetic and a political commitment, at once feminist, Marxist, and Jewish.  In each, identity is not only something personally determined but also a contextual, historical identification.  To be a Jew is for her one such historical and communal identification that enters into and shapes personal identity.  
In poetic terms, being a Jew enters Rukeyser's work at a number of sites.  There is an intersection between her Jewishness and her politics.  Rukeyser defines and represents the individual not as the self-reliant, self-defining, autonomous independent of bourgeois tradition but as embedded within economic, cultural, political and gendered structures.  This is tied to her socialist and feminist activism, but also to her Jewish sense of history.  In each of these selfhood is inevitably imbricated and constructed within social, historical and material experience.  Rukeyser's experimental poetics diverges from a modernist aesthetics of politics, as Walter Benjamin called it, in which politics itself is seen as an iconic, formal, ordered and hence closed design.
  Rukeyser's is rather an aesthetics of open boundaries across different fields and kinds of experience, as itself political action.  Social structures infuse her writing and her representations, her uses of language and her poetic forms, although Rukeyser also remains deeply committed to the individual as the center of responsibility, initiative and creativity.  For her the individual is at once embedded and morally answerable.    
Another intersection is between her Jewishness and feminism, not in terms of feminist traditions in Judaism, which were at best only just emerging in Rukeyser's period; but through feminist recognition of social-historical constructions and specifically in the material problematic of the body.  Judaism through theological history has been associated with the body, seen in opposition against spirit.  But so have women, as has been extensively investigated by feminist philosophers.  Still another intersection is between being a Jew and a poet.  Paul Celan, accepting the Bremen Prize in German Literature, described "the landscape from which I come to you by way of detours: but is there then such a thing as a detour?" as "a world where men and books lived."
  To Rukeyser, too, the engagement with language, with signs, with textuality is tied to Judaic commitment to texts, language, word.  But Scripture is foundation not only in Jewish, but also in American life.  American culture, and not least its women writers, has its own foundational ground in Biblical text and its interpretation, first forged through Puritan identification with Hebrew Scriptures.  Thus American and Jewish identities also intersect.  Finally, there are intersections through history. Rukeyser's personal history connected her to Rabbi Akiba as an ancestor, to whom Rukeyser devotes a sequence of poems.  Not least, her contemporary history of world war placed Jews at the center, in the Holocaust.
Just what place being a Jew holds among these various commitments, and how much this multiplicity also involves subsuming or erasing or assimilating it to other identities; perhaps reducing Jewish identity to a figure for other ones at the expense of its own concrete historicity or contours: these are questions posed by Rukeyser's work.
I. Woman and Jew:  Prophetic Community
The Bible is one cultural heritage that Rukeyser gained from her Hebrew School attendance and her synagogue-going: "its clash and poetry and nakedness," as she writes in "Under Forty," "its fiery vision of conflict resolved only in God."  But the Bible is not for her an exclusively Jewish source.  In drawing on it, Rukeyser is American and woman and poet as well as Jewish.  Biblical reference, Biblical revision, Biblical elaboration are everywhere in American culture and make up a distinct genre in American women's poetry.   The Bible has been from the Puritan outset of America a central cultural text.  There are longstanding intersections between American cultural formation and Old Testament narratives and their interpretations, in which the Bible has been a battlefield of core cultural conflicts. Opposing parties each have claimed Biblical authorization: abolition against slave-holding, liberal egalitarianism against hierarchical conservatism, and, not least, women's rights against their subordination, with both sides brandishing Biblical prooftexts as weapons.  Within women's writing, Biblical texts also are scenes of contest, exploring and testing new and old notions of women's roles and values, with special attention to women Biblical actors previously more or less neglected. 

This tradition of women's poetry as a kind of Biblical commentary emerges in Rukeyser as well.  Given her secular environment, for Rukeyser  this is less a question of the Bible's transcendent authority than of its cultural and imaginative insight.  It does not have for her theological claim, nor absolute priority over other of her sources and scenes of writing.  As a women's poetic strategy, Biblical revisitings in many ways parallel the revision of classical myths and texts, such as H.D. pursued, from female viewpoints or centered on re-readings of female figures.  Rukeyser's audacious rereading of the riddle of the Sphinx remains exemplary: Oedipus complains of his punishment, since "Man" had been the correct answer to the riddle because "When you say Man you include women too. Everyone knows that." But the Sphinx replies: "That's what you think" ("Myth," CP 498).  The Bible is another lost women's history to be recovered.  Yet for Rukeyser, while engagement with the Bible is American and feminist, it is also Jewish.

Like her predecessors in American poetry, Rukeyser offers poems reworking Biblical passages from women's viewpoints or giving new attention to female Biblical actors traditionally neglected.  One such re-reading of the Bible is the poem "Ms. Lot," where Rukeyser takes up the stance of Lot's daughters.  The text voices their trauma, both sexual and social: "Everyone on the road knows he offered us / To the strangers when all they wanted was men" (CP 546). The poem obliquely blames Lot for his wife's reification into "a salt lick the animals come to," having failed to warn her about looking back.  "She was hard of hearing. He knew that. / I don't believe he told her anyway."  God comes in for reproach as well as Lot.  If Lot did not warn his wife, neither did God: "God spoke to Lot, my father."
Rukeyser's recasting of the Biblical story through the voices of the hitherto silenced daughters resonates beyond Lot's treatment of them to the broad question of their silencing by and within cultural, literary, and political traditions.  Rukeyser here paradoxically both invokes tradition and critiques it.   In taking up women's voices, she draws on rather than dismissing the Bible, acknowledging its cultural power.  But she also is claiming that power for women in ways the tradition did not.  Pivotal to this undertaking is the figure of the prophet.   The prophet is a particularly promising resource in women's discourses.   The prophet speaks not only for himself, but as a divine instrument, and to a community in need.  This accords with women's traditional modesty and reticence about self-assertion, long instituted in social, religious, political, economic and other spheres; yet also their traditional commitments to community, to relationships with others and the work that goes in to maintaining and sustaining them.  For a woman writer, the prophet both claims and disclaims the power of the self, not in isolated self-interest or ambition but as a committed voice transforming the world around them in the name of values reaching beyond their own persons.  To speak as prophet is to speak for and to a power or mission greater than the self.  It is to disclaim exclusively personal sources of authority while claiming authorities beyond the self, in the name of which the self acts.  
These feminized senses of prophetic role are invoked in Rukeyser's poem "Miriam: The Red Sea" (CP 499).  As Janet Kaufman writes, Miriam in this poem "speaks in a somber, solitary and determined voice."
  Here Rukeyser fills in words to Miriam's Shir haYam, "Song of the Sea," to take its place alongside Moses's famous one.  Miriam in both text and midrashic commentary is in fact authorized in her song as prophet.  The Bible tells:
And Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aharon, took the timbrel in her hand and all the women went out after her with timbrels and with dances. And Miriam answered them, Sing ye to the Eternal, for he is gloriously sublime; the horse and his rider hath he hurled into the sea.  Ex 15: 20-21.  

 Miriam in Rukeyser's text is situated differently from Moses.  "Moses my brother / has crossed over / to Milk, honey, / that holy land  /  Building Jerusalem."  Miriam, however, remains "on the seashore."  She thus keeps a liminal position.  Miriam does declare "I sing forever / On the seashore."  Curiously, this departs from the Biblical text, where it is Moses who says "I will sing" (ashira) and Miriam who says "all sing"  (shiru: King James: "Sing ye").
  The Biblical Miriam speaks in a plural, not singular voice.  She speaks with and to the public, a stance Rukeyser resolutely keeps.  And although Rukeyser's Miriam sings alone, her song is a binding one.  Moses has crossed into a different place, but Miriam remains on a border, attempting to maintain connections.  She looks across to her brother Moses' new shore, but also remembers "horseman and horses" of the lost Egyptians whose "passage" through waves has been "poured into war."  When she invokes "My unseen brothers" it is in fact not entirely clear whether she means the Israelites who have "gone over" or the enemy whose "chariots deep seas under." She remains poised between, which in the poem means linking together these rushing forces.  The poem's conclusion leaves her singing "Until the lands / sing to each other."  

Miriam's, then, emerges as an act of binding, mediating between past and future, between gain and cost, enemy and people.  The two shores of the Red Sea are linked together and not only opposed.  Song provides and constitutes this binding, pursuing Rukeyser's faith in poetry's roles as political and socially transformative.  Among the things it binds is Rukeyser's own component aspects.  The text is Judaic as Biblical, but it is equally American, progressivist, and feminist, precisely in the way it invokes all of these together.  It is a song in which the promised land is one where the hostility of difference is overcome even while difference itself is respected and maintained, the dream of American pluralism.  And the song is feminist as granting this binding, poetic, prophetic role to a woman.  
A poem such as "Miriam" ties Rukeyser's poetic to a broad tradition where American and Judaic heritage converge.  Rukeyser's sequence on Rabbi Akiba, which also features imagery of binding (as in the poem "The Bonds"), is more specifically Judaic.  Originally commissioned and published by the journal American Judaism in 1960, the sequence concretizes the Akiba figure through detailed knowledge of lore and backgrounds associated with this great first century Biblical interpreter and founder of Rabbinic Judaism, almost certainly gleaned from Louis Finkelstein's 1936 Akiba: Scholar, Saint and Martyr.
  Claimed by Rukeyer's mother as a familial ancestor, Akiba is named by Rukeyser as one of the few "mark[s] of Judaism" that was present in her childhood (along with a "silver ceremonial goblet" inherited from a cantor ancestor).
  As such Akiba represents Rukeyser's personal bond to Jewish tradition, as well as Jewish culture's power to create and embody bonds, its specific chains of attachment, represented in traditions of textuality and ongoing textual commentary.
One noteworthy feature in the sequence is the way it includes Rachel, Akiba's wife, even while Akiba remains the central subject.  Rukeyser in this sequence and in her opus as a whole does not focus only through women's figures or topics.  Being a woman, like being a Jew, is for her one core grasp on the world, but not an exclusive one.  Rachel is characteristic of this multiple figuration.  The poem "The Bonds" sets Akiba during the time before he became a great scholar, when he was an ignorant shepherd.  "In the landscape of the Word he stares, he has no word."  Jewish "landscape" here is text, and text landscape; but Akiba, unlettered and unlearned, does not yet inhabit it.  In the legend, Akiba notices a rock worn away by water, and responds: if water can cut rock, then even he, a 40 year old man, can learn Torah.  Just so the poem states: "Water upon rock / Cutting its groove all year says / All things learn."  Yet the legend further tells that it is Rachel, the daughter of a wealthy landowner, who recognized Akiba's promise, marrying, encouraging and supporting him to devote himself to learning.  It is thus Rachel, as Rukeyser writes in the poem, who "finds Akiba" in the "wordless shepherd;" who sees his need "to find the burning Word.  To learn to speak."  
In the poem as in the legend, Rachel is thus a figure of giving, making Akiba's contribution possible, rather than forwarding herself.  The poem comments: "In giving, in praise, we take gifts that are given."  Perhaps Rukeyser is herself giving praise, in homage to this traditional and muted role that women have had in Jewish as in every other tradition, of making world and word possible. This was their gift, both in the sense of contribution and as talent.  Such homage appears in the legend, where Akiba says of Rachel to his thousands of students. "Whatever you have achieved, and whatever I have achieved belong to her."
  Perhaps Rukeyser is underscoring the cultural contribution of women, so much ignored, so invisible, even as enabling background.  This would echo a more nineteenth-century, first wave feminism, which focused not on self-advancement but on service.  Perhaps Rukeyser's sense of Jewish identity associates it with this earlier feminism, and its women's tradition of constituting and upholding community.  It is interesting that, as Janet Kaufman points out, among the Jewish intellectuals who contributed to the collection of essays "Under Forty," Rukeyser was "the only one insisting on the interwovenness and interdependence of her various identities."
  For Rukeyser's generation of men, Jewishness stood for alienation, outsidership.  As Delmore Schwartz states in his contribution to "Under Forty," "being a Jew became available to me as a central symbol of alienation, bias, point of view, and certain other characteristics which are the peculiar marks of modern life, and as I think now, the essential ones."
  Against this rather typical contemporary position of Jewishness as Otherness or alienation, Rukeyser sees to be a Jew as standing for support for community, a value she upholds in her radical politics as well in her feminism.  In the poem-sequence this creation of community and founding of culture is epitomized by Rachel no less than by Akiba.
II. Poet and Jew: Body, Praxis, Sign

"The Song of Songs" is another poem in the Akiba sequence that consciously interweaves a woman as one figure in complex relation to (and for) others.   Historically, Akiba himself was the person responsible for the acceptance of the Biblical Song of Song's into the canon, despite this book's clearly sexualized textures.  Rukeyser treats the woman in her "Song of Songs" not only as an actor, but as herself a writer of the text.  The woman is neither alone nor preeminent.  Rather, she is one of a triumvirate, alongside "shepherd" and "king."  This is daring, granting the woman not only equal standing but also the status of a poet figure, even if not the only one: "whether the poet be / Woman or man."  A woman becomes here one of the authors of the sacred texts, a further extension and deeper claim even than that of a prophet recorded in them.  

Further, Rukeyser's "Song of Songs" is woven from desire – "Holy desire," "Holy way of desire," the poem says.  Rukeyser highlights the sensual element of the Song of Songs, its association with dream, the body, with "Body of dreaming," as the poem concludes.  It is out of the resources of the unconscious, of bodily life, of sensual experience that the poem is born, a song of "creation" and the "birth of the world." 
Holy way of desire 
King, lion, the mouth of the poet, 
The woman who dreams 
and the answerer of dreams.  
In these delights 
Is eternity of seed, 
The verge of life.   

 
"Eternity of seed," in one sense a near oxymoron yoking the entry into time with time's transcendence, suggests the Abrahamic promise that his seed will endure forever.  But the move into what the poem calls the "verge of life" is through the woman (as it was in Biblical fact through Sarah) – her body, her dreams, and her poetry or role as "answerer of dreams" as well.
What do Jews and women stand for?  The Song of Songs as sensual text evokes the experience of body, of materiality, as both poetic and religious dimension.  Such body and materiality have been associated with both women and Jews, in damning ways.  Women's foundational alignment with body, with nature, with materiality has been a core feminist topic across a range of fields: anthropology, philosophy, religion.
  Socially, women are aligned with the body in their assignment to material care. Philosophically, they are implicated in metaphysical hierarchies placing material multiple worlds under intelligible disembodied ones, going back to Plato.  Feminist theory has explored and exposed ways in which such hierarchies are in fact gendered, always correlating women with compromised positions as body, as matter, as emotion, both ontologically and axiologically.  Women are metaphysically placed in Becoming as against Being, material body as against intellect or spirit, multiplicity as against unity, mutability as against the eternally unchanging.
  
           So, however, are Jews.  Judaism has long been associated with and condemned as body, contrasted against a Greek or Christian spirit and soul.  As Augustine explicates in On Christian Doctrine – the most popular book of the Middle Ages – Jews are "in bondage to temporal things." They know only "temporal and carnal offerings and types," taking, as he puts it, "signs for things."  
Now it is surely a miserable slavery of the soul to take signs for things, and to be unable to lift the eye of the mind above what is corporeal and created, that it may drink in eternal light.

Augustine is one most powerful case and source for making Jews into figures throughout the Christian centuries.  Corporeal, temporal, held in flesh, the Jews themselves are signs of carnality.  Yet Judaism itself marks a different path from this ontological dualism.  As Daniel Boyarin writes, there is an "insistence on value of bodily connection and embodied practice" in Judaism that "has significant critical force over against the isolating and disembodying direction of western idealist philosophies."
  Judaism, at least in its legal and ritual practices, is not dualist in the Western senses stretching from Plato into Christianity.  Jewish life engages not soul against body as entrapment, or even soul in body as alien container, but embodied selves, realized through and in time and material life.  Most traditional forms of Judaism offer a praxis rather than a doctrinal or dogmatic set of beliefs, and participation in Jewish life is the enactment of its concrete forms – traditionally as religious practices; which was then translated, in Rukeyser's Ethical Culture education, into ethical, and ultimately, political  action.
The status of learning is itself framed by this question of praxis, with Akiba a focal figure in defining their relationship.  Jewish culture makes up a 
"landscape of the Word," as Rukeyser  writes in "The Bonds."  But if the world is one of books, then to learn is also to live.  Study in Jewish culture is not only a means to religious knowledge but is itself a fundamental religious praxis.  This Rukeyser registers in "The Bonds," 
He comes to teaching, greater than the deed.
Because it begets the deed, he comes to the stone
Of long ordeal, and suddenly knows the brook
Offering water, the citron fragrance, the light of candles.
Legend tells that Akiba was asked: which is more important, learning or practice? (both having been forbidden by the Roman persecution that would ultimately lead to Akiba's martyrdom).  His answer as told is: Learning is first for it leads to practice.  As Finkelstein recounts, Akiba taught that learning is inseparable from action, since it is both the basis of action, and is itself a commandment, "that man should live by it."
  Learning and praxis are in fact indissolubly joined.  Without the learning, there can be no action; and learning is itself an action.  Thus in the poem Rukeyser, after noting that the "stone of long ordeal" has at last been shaped by the water of learning, and has turned into a source (also recalling Moses's miraculous bringing forth water from rock); goes on to evoke metonymies of Jewish praxes: the citron of the Feast of Tabernacles, the candles of Chanukah or the Sabbath.  

The impact of Akiba's aphorism that, as the poem puts it, "teaching, greater than the deed / Because it begets the deed," is to undermine the distinction between learning and action.  Such binding of knowledge and praxis together yields a non-dualistic structure, parallel to and continuous with the self as an embodied soul.  Knowledge and deed; mind, soul and body; material world and sacred structure, defines the self through its religious life in this world and its materiality rather than as separable spirit.  Rukeyser here crosses (s)words with St Paul's "The letter killeth but the spirit giveth life."  A religion of the letter disrupts the metaphysical system that sets spirit above and apart from letter, the soul apart from praxes within material life.   Drawn in here is a long series of corresponding dualisms in which spirit is aligned with the intelligible, the eternal, the immutable, the unitary; and not least, with silence; while letter is aligned with materiality, with change, time and mutability, and not least, with language.  Augustine in On Christian Doctrine provides an incisive mapping of this metaphysical-linguistics.  
In the first place, we must beware of taking a figurative expression literally. For the saying of the apostle applies in this case too: "The letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life." For when what is said figuratively is taken as if it were said literally, it is understood in a carnal manner. And nothing is more fittingly called the death of the soul than when that in it which raises it above the brutes, the intelligence namely, is put in subjection to the flesh by a blind adherence to the letter. III 9
 
To understand literally – to read by the letter – is to understand "in a carnal manner," which is a "death of the soul." The soul's true alignment is with the "intelligence" above the "flesh" – where flesh is closely associated with the "letter" itself.  For Augustine, true understanding refers not to what is "seen and temporal, but that to which all such signs refer," that is to the metaphysical world, spiritual, unchanging and eternal, beyond visible, temporal and material experience.
 These latter are represented by the letter, both hermeneutically and as praxis. "To follow the letter, and to take signs for the things that are signified by them, is a mark of weakness and bondage." (III. 13).  
Augustine in one way is correct in associating Jews with the letter.  But this association has a quite different meaning and evaluation within Judaic culture itself, as a commitment to sacred meaning within the earthly world.  Rukeyser's commitment to material, historical culture as the genuine place of human value and endeavor is thus consistent with Judaic culture of the letter, as text but also as conduct within historical reality, which in turn aligns with her feminist and political activism.  Her Judaic poems are characterized by tropes of language, signs, letters, writing.  The last poem in the Akiba sequence, for example, is called "The Witness."  In it, "The tall shepherd, the law, the false messiah" telescopes the elements of Akiba's life from his ignorance to his leadership in Jewish law and lastly to his support for Bar Kochba's rebellion against Rome (as Rukeyser recounts in her footnote to the poem).  The poem's conclusion then turns to focus on the problematic of signs that deeply defines Jewish culture, a definition in which Akiba himself played a formative part. 
You are made of signs, your eyes and your song.
Your dance the dance, the walk into the present.
 
All this we are and accept, being made of signs, speaking
To you, in time not yet born.
                                               The witness is myself.                                                                        And you,
The signs, the journeys of the night, survive.

Time past, time present, time future, from Akiba to "The walk into the present," to the "time not yet born:" through all, the path is "made of signs."  Jewish culture is lettristic culture, constituted of texts and responses to them, a witnessing across from speaker to speaker in a language chain.
  To witness is to say as much as to see.  It is worth noting that in this witnessing, gender is not dramatized in the poem.  But the ultimate declaration, "the witness is myself," implies and evokes Rukyerser herself as woman writer.  Rukeyser takes up and takes on the prophetic witness of representing her culture and history.  Yet she also implicates and invests each reader to his and her responsible witnessing.
The imagery of signs also begins the Akiba sequence, in its first poem "Akiba   The Way Out:"
The night is covered with signs.  The body and fact of man,
With signs, and his journeys.
The world as signs recalls the ancient topos of the Book of Nature.  But as Derrida suggests in Of Grammatology, the Jewish use of this topos is distinctive.  Rather than casting the book into an image of world, giving nature priority, Jewish idiom casts the world into the image of a book.  Writing, language, text, sign has priority, as the paradigm in which experience is understood.  Midrash after midrash tells of the world being created through Torah, further radicalized in Kabbalah, as Gershom Scholem traces and elaborates, into a sense of reality itself being a language texture woven of letters.
 Akiba himself is a pivotal figure in granting interpretive power to the letter.  It was he who introduced the hermeneutic which taught that every mark of the written Torah scroll had interpretive value, including alternative spellings, redundant articles, and even, so the Talmud tells, the scribal "crownlets" that embellish certain letters.
 
              Following the path of these language figures, Rukeyser's "Akiba   The Way Out" is woven through tropes of speaking.  The word "speaks" recurs in the poem line after line, verse after verse, and forms the scaffolding for both the poem's architecture and its substance, in close connection to "sign" and "song."  First evoked is Moses and the Exodus.  "Where the rock is split / and speaks to water" recalls (as in "The Bonds") Moses' desert act of bringing water from stone;  "The flame speaks to the cloud" recalls the guiding pillar of cloud by day, fire by night.  "The red splatter. . . on the door speaks to the angel" evokes the signs on the doorposts so that the angel of death would pass over them.  "Sands on the sea-floor speak" as the Red Sea is crossed, the "hammering of the land behind speaks."  History resounds as utterance, or address, or dialogue, its very substance words in time, what Rukeyser calls the "music of passage."  The world is a "voice. . . speaking," it is "covered by signs," culminating in the giving of Torah as the "Strong throat of sound from the smoking mountain."
              What is the significance of these linguistic tropes?  Of remaking the world as word?  The poem's configurations tell us.  To see the world as word, as "song," is to see it as "meaning beginning to move."  Rukeyser's imagery is constantly temporalized.  Just as Augustine suspected, the Jewish sign points not to an other, eternal world, but rather to time, to history, to event.  These, within the world of material body, have been represented by language throughout Western tradition: by the letter itself, as in the Pauline "letter" and its metaphysical hierarchies. Christianity aligned Hebrew letter with Platonist external, material, phenomenal reality, as distinct from spirit as a true inner and higher eternal realm.
  Doing so, however, altered the meanings of the letter from the one it holds within Judaic culture itself.  The "letter" does not stand for a phenomenal world seen as external and lower to a true one, but rather for the sacred ordering of material life in light of the divine will, as understood through interpretive practices.  Body is the praxis of soul, just as action is the praxis of learning, inextricably expressions of each other.  As Rukeyser repeats in her poem "Akiba Martyr," "Not in the study itself. /  For this religion is a system of knowledge; / Points may be one by one abandoned, but not the study."
In "Akiba: The Way Out," Rukeyser embraces this linguistic materiality, with its historicity, physicality, imminence.  The poem pursues a course:
Into that journey where all things speak to all things. . . 
Taking for signs the signs of all things, the world, the body
Which is part of the soul, and speak to the world,
All creation being created in one image, creation.
This is not the past walking into the future,
The walk is painful, into the present, the dance
 
The world resounds with the speaking of signs, in which "body" is "part of the soul," inseparable and undualist.  The focus is not on any higher world but on "creation."  "All creation being created in one image, creation" addresses and alters metaphysical claim.  "One image" evokes the unity that reigned in philosophical thought as true reality from Plato into Neo- and then Christian Platonism.  But Rukeyser then revokes this reference.  If the "one image" is "creation," then it is multiple, not unitary.  What runs through it is productivity and reproductivity, never standing still.  Its energies are temporal and historical, a "walk" and a "dance" through past, present, and future.  And Rukeyser insists that the painful present not be elided in leaps to future visions that can, no less than higher realms, evade the pressures of immediate experience.  
Later in the poem, Rukeyser conflates Akiba's story with the story of Jochanan ben Zakkai, who was smuggled in a shroud out of besieged Jerusalem in order to plead with Vespasian to be allowed to found a yeshiva. Thus was made possible the continuation of learning even after the downfall of Jerusalem.   This act, like Akiba's own investment of learning in action, raised study to be the foundational Jewish observance.
  Thus Rukeyser writes: "Akiba rescued in the clothes of death / by his disciples carried from Jerusalem. . . The wilderness journey through which we move / under the whirlwind truth into the new." "Truth" is evoked but not as fixed and unchanging.  It rather emerges from movement, through a "wilderness journey."  "Whirlwind truth into the new" is almost an oxymoron if seen from the Platonist tradition, where truth is not whirlwind (is this a reference to Job?) and not movement "into the new," but rather an unchanging and invariable reference.  But Rukeyser's sense is of significance that unfolds in time, in journey, in and as language.  The poem ends:
The world is a sign a way of speaking. To find. 
What shall we find? Energies, rhythms, journey.
III. Politics, Poetry, Identity
In "Under Forty," Rukeyser writes: 
To me the value of my Jewish heritage, in life and in writing, is its value as a guarantee. Once one's responsibility as a Jew is really assumed, one is guaranteed, not only against fascism, but against many kinds of temptation to close the spirit.  .   .  The imagination moves, the spirit opens, one knows again what it is to be Jewish: memory and fire and poetry and the wandering spirit that never changes in its love of man.
 
In one sense Rukeyser's Jewish identity was formed in reaction against her 
parents' "religion of reassurance," of "torpor and conservatism" and what she calls their "active reaction." Against this background, "Jewish heritage" meant to her exactly commitment to history and community extending beyond individual self-interest and protection.  This took shape for her as political activism.  Its price can be high.  For Akiba, it was martyrdom.  "The Dream of Galilee" conjures the "Grave of my ancestor / Akiba at rest over Kinneret" (CP 568).  "Akiba Martyr" traces Akiba's life of learning as praxis to his death, in his decision "to love your belief with all your life and resist the Romans."  The poem ends with Akiba's legendary recitation of the Shema as he died under Roman torture, adding to its injunction to love God "with all thy heart, with all thy soul and with all thy might" this final love "with all my life:"

              .     .    . with all the heart, all passion,
              Every desire called evil, turned toward unity,
All the opposites, all in the dialogue,
              All the dark and light of the heart, of life made whole.

Devotion is complete pledge, complete risk.  It is not spiritual as excluding the body but rather includes "all passion, every desire called evil" – i.e. desire "called evil" by others, but here declared positive part of the self.  Rukeyser here joins feminist critique of traditional demotions of the body, with Judaic embodied selfhood.  Passion, "All the dark and the light of the heart," are to be put in "dialogue," not silenced.  "Akiba Martyr" testifies to a "life made whole."  This calls on all the powers of the self, body, heart, and mind as they act in the world.  The final lines pledge "to confirm my life in the time of confrontation," and with the word- prayer: Shema: the call to hear.
              This is a poet's call; and the "time of confrontation" is Rukeyser's time.  "Akiba Martyr" points to a set of poems directly confronting Rukeyser's immediate historical challenge and trauma.  War haunts Rukeyser's work.  As she writes in "Poem," "I lived in the first century of world wars," (CP 450).   War for her is itself a site in which her different identities as American, Woman and Jew conjoin.  The poem-sequence "Letters from the Front" is situated at the strange border of the home "front" which is both removed from war and yet involved in it.
  The front is a particularly woman's border, as the first lines of the sequence assert:
Women and poets see the truth arrive.
Then it is acted out,
The lives are lost and all the newsboys shout. (CP 235)

"Women and poets:"  "Letter to the Front" tracks them and others through "moments of delicate peace . . . Even during war;" through "the change of heart" that is followed by "the savage waste of battlefield."

The battle is against fascism.  It is Rukeyser's battle as 

Woman, American, and Jew
three guardians watch over you,
three lions of heritage
resist the evil of your age:
life, freedom, and memory.
And all the dreams cried from the camps
and all the steel of torture rang.
The angel of the century
stood on the night and cried the great
notes Give Create and Fight –
while war
runs through your veins. . . 
answer the silence of the weak:
Speak! (CP 228).

To be someone, to be a specific one, is to have a "heritage" that acts as guardian over you as much as you are its guard.  This is an active sentry, set to "resist the evil of your age" – specifically the evil "cried from the camps." What Walter Benjamin called the "angel of history" is here "the angel of the century," which here summons to "Give Create and Fight" – a roster of womanhood, poetry, political action.  The poem's conclusion insists on all Rukeyer's identities, "Woman, American and Jew," answering to the Shema's call to hear an equal injunction to "Speak."  
To be a Jew is one among these fronts of battle, one that looms large.  The specifically Jewish agon is invoked in various ways.  "The Writer: for Isaac Bashevis Singer" tells, around a male Jewish figure, how
His tears fell from his veins
They spoke for six million
From his veins all their blood. (CP 516)

The poem "Judith" revolves around a female Jewish figure:
This is a woman recalling the waters of Babylon,
Seeing all charted life as a homicide map
Flooded up to the X which marks her life's
Threatened last waterline.   Safety now for her husband,
No taint – brown blood for him, the naked blond,
The tall and safe. (CP 185).  

Judith's "brown blood" ties Jew to racial hostility, in France or Germany (France collaborating with Germany) where blood purity disrupts family ties, severing the "brown" from the "naked blond, the tall and safe."  Rukeyser conjures a history of Jewish persecution, with the "French peasant  .  .  . stalking and barking Heil"  in "the long smoky madness / A broken century cannot reconcile." The "dark woman / Leaves the blond country with a backward look," caught in a continuous moment of "furious dark / Already spread from Kishinev to York," that is, from pogrom (Kishinev 1903) to massacre (York 1190).
  
              These various strands of war, Judaism, and witness come into intense configuration in Rukeyser's sonnet "To be a Jew."  Part of the "Letters to the Front" sequence, it follows three poems addressed to Rukeyser's experiences in the Spanish Civil War:
To be a Jew in the twentieth century
Is to be offered a gift. If you refuse,
Wishing to be invisible, you choose
Death of the spirit, the stone insanity.
Accepting, take full life. Full agonies:
Your evening deep in labyrinthine blood
Of those who resist, fail, and resist: and God
Reduced to a hostage among hostages. 
The gift is torment. Not alone the still
Torture, isolation; or torture of the flesh.
That may come also. But the accepting wish,
The whole and fertile spirit as guarantee
For every human freedom, suffering to be free,
Daring to live for the impossible. (CP 239)
In "Under Forty" – written in 1944, the same year as the sonnet – Rukeyser tells that she "grew up among a group of Jews who wished more than anything else to be invisible." The poem similarly speaks of "Wishing to be invisible," an injunction to be refused.  "Under Forty" instead asserts: to be a Jew  means to assume "responsibility," to stand against "many kinds of temptation to close the spirit."  The poem in turn warns against the "Death of the spirit."  Here, interestingly, to be 'invisible" is not associated with spiritual life against visible body, its characteristic alignment in traditional metaphysics.  Rather, invisibility is a betrayal of spirit, is its "Death." For Rukeyser, spiritual life is not a mode of disembodiment, transcending history and the body.  To be spiritual is to be visible, within this world of history, of action and struggle.  In this vein, to accept the "gift" of being a Jew is to "Take full life," not afterlife. Or, it may be, to take full death.
The poem declares and dares this "full life" as a choice.  "You choose" invokes the Biblical notion of the chosen people.  But here to be chosen is itself an act of choice.  It is to choose not comfort but the "blood" of history, or rather, to choose, facing history and its blood, repeatedly to "resist, fail and resist."   To choose is in a sense opposite to being a "Hostage," the poem's next image, opposite to being held against the will.  Janet Kaufman suggests that the phrase "And God / Reduced to a Hostage among hostages" may recall the title of God as "Host of Hosts," and associates the image of accepting the gift with a "binding relation to God, history, and the future."
  
But here God seems Himself a hostage, as He has too often been in political senses: enlisted in campaigns by many who claim they are acting for Him; or disdained by a politics that claims its own right to exceed all divine injunction and ethical limitation.  
              "The gift is torment" is an oxymoron, with a theological twist.    Rukeyser is not, I think, investing suffering itself with redemptive value.  To endure torment is not in itself a gift.  Rather, Rukeyser acknowledges the historical actuality of suffering, an actuality that defies justification, tormenting our very sense of historical meaning and value.  Jews stand for the twentieth century's historical torment, its human violence unleashed still further through technologies and bureaucracies.  Is this a gift?  "Not alone the still / Torture, isolation, or torture of the flesh."  What is a gift is not the experience of these, but enduring them for ethical and political purposes; out of belief.  This is to be like Akiba, and also like Rachel.  (As is characteristic of Rukeyser, the sonnet "To be a Jew" is not explicitly gendered, except as written by a woman poet. Yet the poem's image of the "gift" links to the figure of Rachel in the Akiba sequence, as giver: "In giving, in praise, we take gifts that are given."  The "gift" draws into its orbit notions of service to community long associated with women.)  The gift, which is something both received and given, is to be willing to stand for standing against this violence, even under torture.  In "Under Forty" Rukeyser describes "the value of my Jewish heritage, in life and in writing, [as] its value as a guarantee."  In the sonnet, she writes of the "guarantee for every human freedom."  It is a gift to stand for this, both as symbol and as action, in guarantee for others.

Freedom here will not mean merely individual freedom.  In The Life of Poetry Rukeyser speaks of "defining action in terms of relationship, so that the individual is seen not only as an individual, but as a person moving toward other persons, or a person moving away from other persons, or a person moving against other persons."
  "Not alone the still / Torture, isolation" makes isolation itself a torture, whether as outcast by society or as standing against it without support.  "Still" also means unheard.  "Not alone" is both warning and promise.  Freedom too is not alone, not just personal but participatory, as in republican senses of liberty.
  "Suffering to be free" is then something endured for others as well as for self; while the "fertile spirit" bears not only spiritual but historical gifts, daring the "impossible" as a vision to be realized in the body of social, historical time.  
The Jew has been a volatile, indeed incendiary figure through the history of Western culture, in theology, in politics, in literature.  In twentieth century poetry, Eliot and Pound restage stereotypic anti-Semitism in the very moment of fascism.  Sylvia Plath's and Anne Sexton's use of the Jew as image has been an explosive challenge to the decorum of making analogical claims between historical and personal trauma.  To Rukeyser, the Jew has immediate and personal social-historical, and not only figural meanings.  Rukeyser's life was shaped within the very specific historical transformation of New York City into a polyglot, immigrant society, not least through its enormous influx of Jews.  This New York, as Cristanne Miller forcefully shows, framed a different modernism from the conservative and anti-Semitic "Euromodernism" whose practitioners, in the words of Jacob Glatstein (in an essay in Yiddish on Marianne Moore), "fled from the Jews and Negroes in order to be obsequious to Europe."  Unlike European High-Modernists, American-situated New York modernists saw the Jew as participant in their attempts "to establish new kinds of communities," associating the "transformative moment in American demographics" with "the moment of aesthetic transformation in American literature" and Jewish immigration with modernist poetry itself.
  

Rukeyser's place is within in this multi-ethnic pluralist milieu.  In this context, being a Jew is one of her constitutive identities, in confirmation of just such pluralism, whose multi-constitution deeply marks her poetic construction and selfhood.   Pluralism itself for Rukeyser draws on the ethical Judaism as taught in the Fieldstone School of Ethical Culture.  To Rukeyser, to be a Jew stands for just this pluralist ethics, not only as a self-constitution of identity but as a social and political project.  The poem "Despisals" makes this ethics explicit: "Among our secrecies, not to despise our Jews, / (that is, ourselves) or our darkness, our blacks, / or our sexuality."  The Jew stands for all that is despised in "ourselves" (which is to say any selves) and all that is despised in others, as other: psychologically "in our darkness," socially and politically in hatred of "our blacks;" ethically and ontologically in hatred of our bodies, "our sexuality."  These images are brought together in the poem's phrase "the body's ghetto" and its bidding "not to despise any touch" (CP 492).  The Jew here stands for and with a multi-ethnic, egalitarian, feminist politics of the body.  


But the question remains (or does it?) whether being a Jew, standing for so many things, also stands for being a Jew.  Like Emma Lazarus, an American Jewish woman poet predecessor, to be a Jew is a way of being an American woman committed to pluralism as the true American way.  In The Life of Poetry, Rukeyser speaks of "the history of possibility" as "experiment in human relation, religious exploration, political novelty."  And she writes: "The tendency of art and religion, and the tendency of poetic meaning, is toward the most human," towards "a further humanity we are trying to achieve, at our most conscious, and to communicate.”
  Poetry and religion here are images of each other, in a very American vision of open possibility.   But is to be American the same as to be a Jew?  Even granting the multiple constitution of any identity, is there no distinctive trajectory, historical line, cultural commitment that distinguishes one from the other?  For Rukeyser, to be a Jew is one case among what she calls in The Life of Poetry "key targets for our attitudes," foci for conflicts in our "value judgments and our moralities." Such "targets" include "the Negroes, the Reds, the Jews" and also "the place of women, and poetry" itself.
  Thus to Rukeyser to be a Jew finally stands at the center of a possible heterogeneous comity, including both genders, diverse kinds, self and community that she imagines in social, cultural, and also religious senses, with poetry its image and its enactment.  Is this to render the Jew a general figure for mutually respectful difference, but thereby to empty its particular historical reality, losing his/her particular difference?  Which in turn empties difference of difference itself, in any substantive sense? 
No identity is pure, all are syncretist, composite.  Multiplicity is not the denial of identity but the form it takes.  Rukeyser herself speaks of freedom as being "free to choose our past, at every moment to choose the tradition we will bring to the future."  Does such choice release from the bonds of tradition?  Yet in another sense choosing a past does not release from commitment to it, but can bind more tightly through the act of choice and the embrace of tradition by consent.  To be a Jew then remains a concrete historical commitment, a powerful figure but also one that stands for itself.
Nashim: 
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