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1. Introduction

“The last thing that comes to my mind
when [ think of Alaska is Judaism.”
(Matthew, Interview 13)

Alaska and Judaism — two words with seemingly naneation. While many people
associate Alaska with nature, wild life and spdess are aware of the fact that there is a
considerable number of Jewish people living in A#aer that Alaska was considered as the
last refuge for Jewish people fleeing the horréth® Second World War. Or that of Alaska’s
total population of about 735,132 (in 2014) roughl§% (~6,000) identify as Jewish, which
is about the same number of Jewish people currémihg in Vienna. Only 6% of those
6,000 (Frozen Chosen), however, were born in Alask@ie many other people living in
Alaska they came there to ‘get off the grid’. Theger part originally came from the rest of
the United States or from Europe. Most of the Jew@mmmunities in Alaska started to build
up only in the last few decades and are thusrstdtively young. While the Jewish diaspora
that is spread all over the world has been suligechany books (Levy/Weingrod 2005;
Ehrlich 2009; Wettstein 2002; Habib 2004), few deamnsider the Jewish communities of
the North when dealing with the global Jewish doap With an increase in population of
1,958.3% since the 1970s, the Jewish population of Alabkayever, is definitely worth
considering. They identify as Jewish, many by cadihirough conversion), and also as
Alaskan, even if they were not born there. Bunlgvin the far North is generally challenging,
and even more so when one seeks to live a liferoingethe Jewish traditions. As a
consequence, many essential Jewish traditions bamet’‘to fit the North’s climate and

extreme differences in temperature and light. (Bhé3ashefsky 2014)

Judaism is to be regarded as a rather complex d&arha religion since, in contrast to other

religions, it is considered by many to be a cultatéer than a religion and numerous people

! Matthew was one of my interviewees during thedfiedrk | conducted in May 2015. The complete list of
conducted interviews can be found in Chapter 1Alllnames appearing in this thesis have been clhimge
order to ensure my informants’ anonymity.

21n 1971 there were 300 Jewish people living inskks in 2014 there were 6,175, which means anaserby
5,875 or 1,958.3% (Sheskin/Dashefsky 2014: 20)



convert to Judaism in order to be part of a ‘Jevifelstyle’ without aiming to actually lead

a Jewish life in the religious sense. They simpiynimo belong to the Jewish community and
feel like they are part of this worldwide Jewislaspora. With Jewish people living all over
the world and still feeling like they are membefshis one, global Jewish community, it is
important to ask what Jewish identity actuallywhat constitutes it and how Jewish people
living in such different places far away from easther can still feel like they share one
common Jewish identity. Despite often heard qubkesthe one by Matthew, one of my
informants, | have discovered that there is moa® th random connection between Judaism
and Alaska, and furthermore that the two can ewehand in hand — at least for th& 000
Jews living there as of 2015. The nature of thisnection will be examined in the master

thesis at hand.

1.1. Motivation

When learning in February 2015 that my universigswffering a field excursion to Alaska
as part of my master’s program, | was instantarigaletermined to go because | had been
interested in Northern regions of the world evercsil could remember. After graduating
from school, | had already worked in the Anne Frhiakise for one year and had then been
working as a guide in the Jewish museum Viennadoeral years already. The focus of my
empirical bachelor’s thesis was on educational rnmg on the HolocaustMore or less to
continue in this tradition | randomly googled whaththere was a notable link between
Alaska and Jewry while having no prior knowledgdltue matter and feeling quite ludicrous
while doing so, not expecting that anything notetwpwould come up. Much to my surprise,
however, | immediately found several articles oa tfrozen Chosen’ (as Alaska’s Jewish
communities like to refer to themselves) curretithng in Alaska and the fact that Alaska
once was considered to become a safe haven far Ewoepean Jewish refugees who had no

place else to go, way into the second World Wathdlgh this plan was never actually

3 In this thesis | chose to use the term the Holstao describe the mass murder of millions of JelEng
the Nazi era, instead of the Hebrew term ,Shoabsd ,the Holocaust’ because it is the term useatiércited
theoretical framework and by my informants. Forsmes of convenience and to avoid confusion, | those
to use the same term as my sources, although émehg find ,Shoah’ more fitting since it does retail the
meaning of a ritual sacrifice. (Antisemitismus 2p07



realized, | became immediately interested in trmgeent Jewish communities that were

residing in Alaska despite all the difficulties tltame with a (religious) life in the far North.

1.2. Research Questions

The main questions | was initially interested imcerned the extent to which the Holocaust
contributes to the Jewish identity in Alaska andvimat way this is being commemorated;
what Jewish life looks like in Alaska; whether pkoare religiously active and whether they
are confronted with anti-Semitism. With these iaests in mind | went into the field trying
to remain as open and perceptive as possible fored@vant aspect that might present itself
to me. In the course of my actual research aawitny focus shifted slightly. While the
Holocaust and its relevance for Jewish identitysditean important issue in my research the
main question | seek to answer in the course & theésis ishow is Jewish identity
constructed and maintained under conditions of remieness.To further specify my
research interest, | also developed some sub-qusstiDoes remoteness contribute to a
particular understanding of one’s Jewish identitg ¢he way it is lived?”; “Is there such a
thing as an Alaskan Jewish identity”; and “Doesgeiewish in Alaska differ from being
Jewish in other peripheral/remote settings ovemtbgd?” Furthermore, | am interested in
the relevance of the Holocaust for the construcaba Jewish identity in Alaska: “Is the
Holocaust a unifying element contributing to theimtenance of a collective Jewish
identity?”

1.3. Overview

This thesis is comprised of ten chapters, the éinrg being an introduction to this research,
my motives and my research questions. In the secbagter, | present the theoretical
framework, which should be seen as a basis formpirgcal findings as it is an examination
of the basic terms that are important for this idi@slentity, ethnicity and remoteness. In
chapter three, the methodological approaches usekis research project are presented.
Chapter four is to be seen as a preface to theemason of my empirical case study: it

consists of a historical overview of Jewish lifeAlaska in order to provide the reader with

3



some vital background information as well as withoaerview of the collected data of my
research. Chapter five is the first of five chaptirat describe the findings of my empirical
research alongside some theories on the respeagtjpect presented. It focuses on Jewish
identity and religiosity in Alaska whilst examiningxisting academic literature on the
religious, ethnic and cultural dimensions of Jev@kapter six deals with the ‘social sphere’,
that is the social relations between Jewish andJewavish Alaskans, as well as with the social
relations among the Jewish communities themsel@s.chapter also contains a subchapter
on my informants’ experiences of anti-Semitism. Tdgic of chapter seven is remoteness
and its influence on the make-up of Jewish iden@iyapter eight examines the role of the
Holocaust for Jewish identity in Alaska, and chapi@e the topic of the Jewish diaspora
and connection of the Alaskan Jewish communitieth wsrael. The conclusion finally
includes a short comparison of the Alaskan Jeweshnaunity with the world’s southernmost
Jewish community in New Zealand, summarizing thenniemdings and answering my

research questions while linking the empirical fing$ with the theoretical framework.



2. Theoretical Framework

This chapter comprises two subchapters, each dealth the general concepts of terms that
are crucial for the examination of my empiricaldimgs. The first one presents the concepts
of identity and ethnicity as well as Baumann’s idéthe ‘multicultural triangle’. The second

subchapter outlines different definitions of renmass.

2.1.ldentity and Ethnicity

In order to answer my research question, | needuraber of theoretical concepts to
contextualize my empirical findings. Therefore, illwmow undertake a short discussion on
theoretical concepts on identity and ethnicity frdifferent theoretical perspectives. The
basis for any paper on a specific kind of idenstihe exploration of the meaning of the term
‘identity’ as a whole. According to Schildberg (ZD#9ff.), identity can be brought down to
personal identity (on an individual level) and eative identity meaning the identity of a
certain group. When dealing with identity, it isicial to underline that it is to be understood

as a continuous process, as Stuart Hall notes:

Perhaps instead of thinking of identity as anaalyeaccomplished fact, which the new cultural

practices then represent, we should think, instefidentity as a 'production’, which is never
complete, always in process, and always constitwttn, not outside, representation. (Hall
1990:222)

Identity is constructed through the process of-astfription and of ascription by others
(Barth 1969, Eriksen 2002). It depends on the @smeagent to decide how much relevance
to give to a specific part of their identity. Sirtarieously, the ascription applied to us by
others is also an important factor in determinimg importance of this specific part of our
identity. Identification is closely related to idéwy, built on the recognition of a common
origin or shared characteristics with another pei@ogroup. Like identity, identification is
a process never completed, and it can always kaised or abandoned (Hall 1996: 2).
Gingrich (2004: 4) takes the concept of these tawdrs, self-ascription and ascription,
further and describes them as ‘othering’ and betagigwhich according to him “are mutual
constitutive components of identity.” Othering Ietact of differentiating between oneself
and other people/another group while belongingaisedd on the identification with other



people, focusing instead on the sameness one sWites certain group. Identity thus
consists simultaneously of these two elements,ngglg and othering, both of which
“include evaluative and emotional characteristizsyf which the individual derives self-
esteem, or a sense of knowing or belonging” (il8Jl.:

Having assessed the concept of identity | will mow to ethnicity, a part of identity (Sen
2006), which Frederik Barth also discusses in @é&mowned publication ‘Ethnic groups and
boundaries’ (1969). Here he states that, whileniethmay often be used to refer to groups
with “a shared identity, a common history, and aditional cultural heritage (...), these
features may not in themselves provide the bests barsanalyzing and understanding ethnic
phenomena” (ibid.: 5). Instead, Barth proposesipleasize on

1. ethnicity as a form of social organization

2. ethnic identity as “a matter of self-ascription astription by others in interaction”

(ibid.: 6)

3. “the cultural features of greatest import are baugetonnected” (ibid.)
Above all, Barth urges to focus the investigation“the ethnic boundary that defines the
group, not the cultural stuff that it encloses”idibl5). Andreas Wimmer (2013: 3) deals
with Barth’s concept of the boundary metaphor is book ‘Ethnic Boundary Making'.
According to Wimmer, social and symbolic boundameserge “when actors distinguish
between different ethnic categories and when thegttmembers of such categories
differently” (ibid.). To illustrate this, Wimmerl§id.) uses the example of a person identifying
as Swiss, thereby already creating a boundary =cidding the non-Swiss. Any helpful act
towards another Swiss person because of their ®mgs then implies discrimination
towards all those belonging to other ethnicitiekbongside Barth himself and other authors
(Juteau-Lee 1979; Lamont/Mdlnar 2002), Wimmer (ibdd calls for a reassessment of these

boundaries: to show how they emerge in the fiatg@land

how and why they might be redrawn to include neaugs of people or exclude hitherto
accepted ones, how they might become blurred, fuazgt porous and perhaps eventually
dissolve altogether, or, to the contrary, remaablst and persist over time.

Equal to identity, ethnicity is not static but dyma. According to Thomas Hylland Eriksen
(1993: 32) it is fluid, dependent on its agents @andl to a certain degree, even be manipulated
and formed by them. Its relevance varies in difiesocial situations and “it is often up to
the agents themselves to decide upon its signdesin(ibid.).



2.1.1. The Multicultural Triangle

To conclude this chapter on identity and ethniditgpw want to elaborate on Baumann’s
thoughts expressed in his idea of the ‘multiculttniangle’. According to Baumann (1999:
18ff.), the multicultural triangle is made up ofrée corners, one being the state or
nationhood; the second being the idea that etlyriithe same as cultural identity; and the
third being religion. The first addresses how madsates act as executors who have the
power to declare who belongs, as in who is a nigj@amd who is a minority, and due to
which difference this categorization is justifidy instance religion or ethnicity. When
writing about the second corner of the triangleyann explains that “the idea of ethnicity
has one great advantage over that of ‘the statedne needs abstract thinking to know what
itis. Itis roots —where | come from, what makeswho | am, in one phrase, natural identity.
Or so it seems” (ibid.: 19). Baumann goes on tq aly then we cannot take the concept of
ethnicity to determine one’s sole identity, in &salutist manner? Ethnicity primarily means
ancestry: it expresses a connection to ancestmrssometimes thousands of years ago, “(...)
descent, that is, the tracing of persons from docgsis an act of present-day memory
looking back, as opposed to an authentic act okgegical bookkeeping” (ibid.: 20).
Baumann also ensures to state clearly that, evkarié were a true descent for most members
of an ethnic group to certain ancestors, ethnisityasically a copied version of the concept
of ‘race’ in the 26 century, and that “if human behavior was determhing genetics, which

it is not, the genetic differences among humandareoo small to account for the cultural

differences we know” (ibid.). To conclude this discse on ethnicity he states:

Ethnic identities are thus nothing more than atetlmic identification that are frozen in time.
As the social climate gets colder, they can godaep-freeze and harden; as the social climate
gets warmer, they can unfreeze and melt into nemdo(...) ethnicity is not an identity given
by nature, but an identification created througtiaaaction. (ibid: 21)

Finally, as the third corner of the multiculturalahgle, Baumann presents religion. One
reason he gives for this is that “religion can sbabsolute, that is, it can be made to sound
as if it determines objective and unchangeabledfices between people” (ibid.). Especially
the last two, ethnicity and religion, need to bewed as cultural identities and have a crucial
relation, for they often coincide. There are severamples where this is the case, one of
which being African Americans in the United Statesnging their own religious beliefs

with them. This of course also applies to Jewistppe who in the Third Reich were “forced,



by the Nazi regime to view their religious diffeoenas an ‘ethnic’ or ‘racial’ difference”
(ibid.: 54). Having pinpointed the three cornergto$ multicultural triangle, Baumann then
goes on to show what is in the center of the ti=nge ‘magnet of culture’, surrounded by
the nation state, ethnicity and religion. Wherdasé of essentialist beliefs tend to base their
arguments on the corners of the triangle, Baumaioaates for a transformation of these
elements into more discursive ones. Although it nb@y more practical under certain
circumstances to simply speak of ‘Germans’, ‘Asiai@hristians’ or ‘Muslims’, following
Baumann’s conclusion it is more fruitful to defioglture as being made by people. “It only
exists in the act of being performed, and it camenestand still or repeat itself without
changing its meaning” (ibid.: 26). This ‘procedswa&w of culture, as Baumann refers to
it, focuses entirely on culture coming to life, social interactions between people, and is

thus much closer to reality.

2.2.Remoteness

“Remoteness is not so much
a place as a way of being.”
(Harms/Hussain 2014: 362)

In the subchapter at hand | will now turn to theessial topic behind the findings of my
research: remoteness. It is what | suggest makeg bewish in Alaska different from being
Jewish anywhere else, especially in less remotsaiut to answer questions with regard
to identity in remote areas, one first needs tdaeghe term ‘remoteness’ itself and attempt

to define what it entails.

Remoteness has been an important subject in awtbgpal theoretical discussion since the
very beginning, as initially it was common practioalo research primarily in distant, more
remote regions. As Edwin Ardener stated: “Therelearly something in the idea that
distance lends enhancement, if not enchantmerthet@anthropological vision” (Ardener
2012: 519). The reason behind this motive of frstl foremost studying those who live in
remote places was because ‘remote’ was set eqtlafisolated’, meaning “a discrete and
bounded society which could be viewed at a distgheace constructed as remote) and



described in its entirety and clarity” (Harms/Hussa014: 364). Although this focus on
doing fieldwork mainly in regions far away and ditflt to reach has subsided and although
the geographical distance itself has experienadeteease in importance, remoteness is still

a crucial topic in anthropology today. (ibid.: 362)

Bringing together the different attempts at defitniemoteness by several anthropologists, it
does not necessarily become easier to clearly ele¢fia term ‘remoteness’. The result is
instead a rather dynamic concept of what remoteneskl mean, allowing for a more
flexible use of the term and application of its cept to situations which initially were not
thought to have any relations to remoteness. Asadir quoted in the beginning of this
subchapter: “Remoteness is not so much a placavag af being” (ibid.), which also entails
that, while originally places were remote and,atight out, one had to go to very distant
locations, remoteness is actually not limited tocegain region but much rather a specific
way of being — and this could be found in anyong @mything. It is dynamic, relational, and

transformable. Harms and Hussain sum this up &sifsl

Its meaning is neither fixed nor determined by aggaphical metric, but emerges out of
sociocultural processes which are themselves sduaithin structural conditions, including
but not limited to: the economics of land, the sewiltural production of space, the geopolitics
of national borders, the politics of ethnicity agitizenship, struggles for social services and
inclusion, or conversely, state evasion.

(ibid.: 363)

Often, what is remote can be found in a placeaselgeographical proximity, and hence, in
addition to being understood as a spatial condegdso has to be regarded as a state of mind
and a mode of social practice. Remoteness is atit sbut always made, unmade, and
transformed. (ibid.: 362ff.) In relation to remogéss as a state of mind, Ardener (2012: 523)
even states that a long period spent in a remateloes not make the place less remote but
instead thgersonwho has come to the place more and more remotendgdand Hussain
(2014: 365) attribute a certain relational stramgsnto remoteness while clarifying that
conceptions of remoteness “typically emerge fronthimi structures of familiarity”, the
remote thus being often defined in contrast to famspaces. Furthermore, the authors (ibid.:
364) associate a certain ‘edgy feeling’ with beimg remote place, “where the relations of
inside and outside, near and far, proximate andterare always contested”. They argue
that looking at edges and remote areas can bepveductive, as does Anna Tsing (1994:

279) by using the term ‘margins’ “to indicate arabtic placement that makes evident both



the constraining, oppressive quality of culturaclagion and the creative potential of
rearticulating, enlivening, and rearranging theyvsocial categories that peripheralize a
group's existence.” According to her (ibid.), masgiare “sites from which to see the
instability of social categories (...), the zonésuppredictability at the edges of discursive
stability, where contradictory discourses overlapwhere discrepant kinds of meaning-
making converge (...).” Certain things thus onlgdrae apparent on the margin, and we as
anthropologists have to focus our attention oretihges, the margins, the remote, in order to
be able to see something familiar and supposedllyunderstood take an unfamiliar form

and to attempt more thorough conclusions.

A more practical approach to the definition of reemess can be observed when looking at
an article by Huskey and Morehouse (1992: 129), e done research mainly in Alaska,
Canada, and Northern Scandinavia, but also AuatsaNorthern territory and Micronesia.
The regions they investigated in the course ofdésgarch were remote in the geographical,
the economical, and the political sense as wdditaated in the First World: they examined
regions that were “relatively simple parts of Ilagrgemplex nation states that have elaborate
constitutional-legal systems, rich economies, anerarching, dominant cultures” (ibid.).
Interesting is also another of Huskey’s articlesemhhe states (2006: 148): “Remoteness
will depend on the question asked”, which is a vasignant statement on remoteness and
perhaps the best definition | have encounteredyinesearch on this topic because it manages
to illustrate the complexity of remoteness in véeyw words. Considering these many
different perspectives on the definition of remetes | find it important to also include
Halfacree’s (1993: 34) proposal to carefully digtirsh between remoteness (referred to by
him as ‘rural’) as a locality and as a social repregation as the two are not always the same.
Before proceeding with the characteristics, thentifigng elements of remoteness that
Huskey lists in his article, | would like to condki this first part of the subchapter on the
definition of remoteness with a quote by Harms, ddirsand Shneiderman (2014: 378): “The
ambivalence associated with remote places sugtestshe making of remoteness as an
idea, (...), is never complete, as there is nowsargneaning that we can attach to it.” This
guote presents a good summary of the content sfstiiibchapter defining remoteness as a

very open and incomplete concept rather than ésaa and definite one.
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Writing about the WRSA annual meetféluskey (2006: 148) reports that close to 70% of
all papers presented at the meeting were focusetlaska or Canada, regions “of highly
developed, liberal democratic nations”. In the msinfithe participants in a session on remote
regions during this WRSA annual meeting, “theredmething special about these regions
that make them unique in their home countriest(ibl48f.). About the North Huskey says
that it “suffers extremes of climate and relatigelation. Remoteness can be partly defined
by the physical character of the region” (ibid.9)140ther identifying factors for remote
regions have been identified by the same authat.)ias the importance of an indigenous
population in these regions as well as the preseheevironmental extremes, being situated
on an economic frontier and isolated from urbarcgda Huskey’s collection of identifying
factors of remoteness seems very simple and dtetire texts by Ardener and by Harms and
Hussain the formulation of the characteristicsavhoteness is more complex and cautious.
According to the latter, an important factor inetetining a place’s remoteness is to examine
the degree of its connectivity to surrounding regidNVhile two locations may have the same
distance to a third location, their connectedneghis third location may not be the same.
Harms and Hussain (2014: 364) state this differetihie “sense of apartness” to surrounding
regions, as a condition for remoteness, which ralsi take into consideration issues of

power, as remoteness “is a process situated innaigrfeelds of power” (ibid.).

| was particularly fascinated by Ardener’s appro&hl2: 523) implying that remoteness
can be described as crossing an invisible one-wageln, which, however, can only be felt
when crossing it. Once inside, this border seemgtosh and instead one is left feeling
vulnerable with “an almost exaggerated contraryseesf the absence of any barrier to the
world” (ibid.). To outline what constitutes remoé=ms he lists and discusses several
paradoxes, the first of which deals with strang@rslener (ibid.: 527ff.) states that people
living in remote areas share a wide definitiontodusgers so that they will always appear to
be numerous, regardless of the actual number ahgdrs. Additionally, strangers remain
marked as strange for a long time, which leadsnt@@umulation of strangeness. These
strangers, or incomers, according to Ardener almlegys become entrepreneurs. Secondly,
a high number of innovators can be found in renaweas, the paradox being that remote
areas are always subject to a high degree of cheamdyentervention. Due to this high level
of innovation, there is usually also a high levefaled innovations, of ruins of the past.

4 The annual meeting of the Western Regional Sciésseciation.
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Another paradox that Ardener lists is a constamtat with the world and a focus on the
scarce possibilities of reaching other parts ofwioeld: the one road or the one ferry that
leads away from this specific region. Most impottemArdener’s (ibid.: 531f.) theoretical
considerations on remoteness, however, seem tashaassification of ‘event-dense’ and
‘event-rich’. To undertake this kind of classifiwat it is necessary to look at what counts as
an event. According to Ardener not every happeriognts as an event, but only those
happenings with a particular significance. Surpgly, it is the central areas that he
categorizes as being event-poor as the happemrthese areas are much more regular and
essentially automatisms with only rare instances ahajor singularity, which he calls
‘prophetic situations’ (Ardener 2007). In contrasgmote areas are event-rich, with

continuous singularities.

Event-richness is the result of the weakening ofprebably the continuous threat to, the
maintenance of a self-generating set of overridingial definitions (...), thus rendering
possible the ‘disenchainment’ of individuals, ahdttoverdetermination of individuality (...)

(ibid.: 531)

Event-richness can thus occur in any social spaoe, all individuals are potential
singularities in their respective social spacent8iremote areas are singularities in the total
or wider space, all singularities there are reicddt (ibid.: 532). The lesson of remote areas
is that they are not simply a periphery but a gestyg not properly linked to the dominant

zone. Furthermore, they are perceptions from timeigiant zone.

The feature of a ‘remote area’ (in our technicalsgeof a singularity of a particular type) is
that those so defined are intermittently conscafuke defining processes of others that might
absorb them. That is why they are the very crusibfethe creation of identity, why they are
of great theoretical interest, and why the socrgh@pologist ‘at home’ may be very far
indeed. (ibid.)

In these very last sentences of his article, Ardesnemarizes the essence of remoteness: its
singularity and how this singularity and this beuhgfined by others ultimately makes of
remoteness a space for the very creation of ideitibw exactly remoteness and the creation

of identity are tied together in the particular exde subject to this research will be discussed

in more detail in chapter seven.
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2.3. Conclusion of Theory

In this theoretical review | have reassessed theergd signification of the concepts of
identity and, closely related to it, ethnicity. Batoncepts ought to be seen as dynamic, fluid
processes, subject to changes and their agentgectm a certain degree. At the base of
identity are self-ascription and ascription by eshéBarth 1969, Eriksen 2002), which
Gingrich (2004) takes further and ultimately desesi as ‘belonging’ and ‘othering’, the first
being acquired through identification, the lattemough differentiating between oneself and
others. Similar to identity, ethnicity also depewndsself-ascription and ascription by others.
It is a form of social organization and one shautomately focus on the symbolic boundaries
that are a by-product of ethnic identities, encgumg people to help some and not help
others, depending on their ethnicity. (Barth 1988nmer 2013) Baumann (1999) developed
his concept of ‘the multicultural triangle’ to iBtrate different agents’ roles in constituting
the meaning of culture. As agents (and cornerdhefttiangle) he lists the nation state,
ethnicity and religion, culture being in the cerdéthe triangle. He argues for a less ancestry-
focused definition of ethnicity as ancestry anchatity are too often just an act situated in
the present of looking back. Instead he points that ethnicity is in reality ethnic
identification, which can easily harden or meltpeeding on the social climate of the
surroundings. (ibid.: 17ff.)

To present these notions of identity, ethnicity ahd multicultural triangle has been
important in order to lay the groundwork for thegentation of my empirical findingand

the more detailed theories | will be linking theassults to, focusing not on identity and
ethnicity in general but more specifically Jewiskentity and its complex position at the

intersection of ethnicity, culture, and religion.

5> See chapters 5-9 of this thesis.
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3. Methods

In the following chapter | want to further elab@an the chosen methods for conducting my
research in Alaska. For the field practice at harainly qualitative research methods were
used, with ‘qualitative’ referring to any data aedaluation techniques that focus on the
content analysis of complex information rather tbarquantity. (Beer 2003: 11) Beer (ibid.:
12) continues by stating that it is in fact not theda itself that are either quantitative or
gualitative but merely the technique of evaluatiwat is applied. Considering this statement,
data that were collected by using the method digpant observation can be evaluated in a
gualitative or quantitative manner — or even baththe same time. Beer introduces an
example to underline this statement: when analyamunterview, one could look at the way
a certain topic is addressed but also count hoandadtcertain word appears. The counting of
a specific word can, on the other hand, also beb#is® for a more qualitative evaluation
approach aimed at exploring the reason why a centard is reiterated during the interview.
This example illustrates that a clear distinctietween qualitative and quantitative methods

is not always entirely possible.

For this research | decided to use a combinatiamufiple research methods and selected
these methods based on my previous experiencedatéhcollection within the past years. |
therefore applied a triangulation of methods usmmgtiple methods and methodological
perspectives within one research project. (Flick2012) The traditional method of
ethnographic fieldwork — participant observationseemed most fitting for general
observations and informal conversations during &vand casual meetings or interactions
with people in Alaska, and in particularly suitabde my visits to the congregations and my
participation in religious events while there. tidd@ion to participant observation | chose to
conduct interviews in order to deepen my understanaf certain aspects that appeared and
to gain more extensive knowledge of what motivdifferent Jewish people to live and stay

in Alaska and to reflect freely on how their beileyish interacts with Alaska as a place.
Overall, the methods | chose worked very well s tparticular research. Especially the

combination of ethnographic fieldwork and semi-stuwed interviews was suitable as they
allowed for the most flexible approach, when it eato data collection, providing the
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researcher with both a guideline but also with ity for a quick re-adaptation of the

further steps within the research process.

3.1. Constructing the Field

With my general research topic being Jewish idgmtitAlaska, my field of study consisted
of different locations in Alaska where Jewish peofive and where there are such
congregations. This gave me the opportunity to@epseveral locations and collect a very
diverse set of data located at different placesallsend big, from Reform and Orthodox
communities, from different age groups and gendeosy academics and non-academics,

which | felt was a good base for writing this tlsesi

About 5,000 (and 81%) of Alaska’s Jewish populatie@in Anchorage (Sheskin/Dashefsky
2014: 20), the most populous city in Alaska. Failtsa Juneau and the region of the Kenai
Peninsula each have Jewish communities of a fewlredrpeople. (ibid.: 59) There are five
synagogues in Alaska: four of them are Reform ameél is Orthodox. The four Reform
synagogues are Beth Sholom in Anchorage, OrHatzafoRairbanks, Briat Elohim in
Sterling (located in the Kenai Peninsula south nEiorage) and Sukkat Shalom in Juneau.
The Orthodox synagogue Shomrei Ohr, which is ruthbyChabad Lubavitch movement, is
situated in Anchorage and also runs the state'y éelvish museum which was opened in
2014.

Due to prior communication with the congregationsgsited entering the field was not a
difficult task. From March 2015 onwards | had spehdt of time finding potential interview
partners and opportunities for participant obseovawhile in Alaska. Shortly before leaving
| had already had somewhat fixed appointments ditferent women from the Reform
congregations in Anchorage and Fairbanks as wahasurator of the Jewish Museum in
Anchorage and two acquaintances of my thesis sigoerrof. Dr. Schweitzer from the

University of Fairbanks.

During my research in Alaska, of the five congremget | visited the three biggest (Beth
Sholom and Shomrei Ohr in Anchorage, OrHatzafofairbanks) and talked to some of
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their members as well as the two rabbis (Fairbamkgthout a permanent rabbi) and other
leading figures within these congregations whorasponsible for administrative tasks. |
also visited the Jewish museum in Anchorage andtsge entire afternoon talking to its
curator, who also showed me around the Orthodoagygue and community center right
next to the museum. In Valdez | coincidentally rved Jewish people who had come to
Alaska for the summer, and they called one ofgusandful of other Jewish people living in
Valdez, whom | then had the opportunity to intemidlost of my research was done within
the Reform congregation Beth Sholom, which is a¢amska’s largest and oldest Jewish
congregation. In addition | did some spontaneossarh when randomly meeting Jewish
people, like in Valdez, and when talking to non-imwAlaskans about their knowledge on

and awareness of the Jewish communities.

3.2. Ethnographic Fieldwork: Participant Observation

Although my research was not a typical example tbhegraphic fieldwork, | certainly
implemented elements from it wherever | could. Sdjle | did not live within the
communities into which 1 wanted to gain insighgirasped every opportunity that presented
itself in order to deepen my understanding of tkklfand participate in as many events or
group gatherings as possible. One of my two maseaeh methods was participant
observation because it allowed me to undertakemtigh and multidimensional research
approach to gatherings with several people. Anyugrgathering of members of a
congregation turned out to be of a complex natuitl, factors such as group dynamics and
multiple perspectives on the same issue heaviljyuenting the atmosphere and
communication in general. Participant observatisnthe only method that allows the
researcher to simply visit certain places and gigdie in events and to do research at the
same time. Only by using this method can spontanetuaraction within the group become
part of the collected data without the researchesolming the center of attention and
disturbing (and thus altering) the natural processeinteraction. One can simultaneously
observe body language and non-verbal reaction$d i said. Taking body language into
consideration can help understand the emotionfiisstaf a person and thus understand
processes that might only be going on in the bamkgt — and this allows for a deeper
analysis of the situation to take place. Particigdnservation can therefore be adapted to any
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situation that might arise during field researchl @oes not require a specific structure or
order. It allows for maximum independence and féity while doing research as well as
for the observance of any important factors thaghniarise and for the researcher’s

engagement in interaction by informal conversatimnsemarks, if required.

Hauser-Schaublin (2003: 34) states that generafigt@ unobtrusive role should be assumed
when practicing participant observation. It canp@teproduced and entirely depends on the
place and the people participating and how thegraut with each other. Participant
observation requires a high degree of awarenessallisenses in order to be able to perceive
things that might not be perceived otherwise (iki#d). Moreover, this method enables the
researcher to truly arrive in the field, gain firstpressions on the composition of the
respective group and develop more concrete asgetshould be addressed in the course
of the research. (ibid.: 44) In contrast to othesearch methods participant observation
enables the researcher to do research spontangaugiput previous preparations. The
researcher can thus quickly change into the rola pérticipant observer when a relevant
situation arises. During the field research, | wdoaften assume this role when hearing
remarks that were relevant for my research. Afteméormal conversation | would quickly
jot down the most significant points of the conatien or record myself repeating them.
Participant observation allows for the simultanefythe roles of the researcher and the
private individual. One disadvantage of participatiservation, however, is that one
certainly needs to be able to remember many diifeaspects until there is time to write
them all down into the field diary. Often a sitweatithat is relevant for research arises without
prior expectation, and it is already too late to&kether one might record this or take notes.
Some people may have problems with being recordedrder to quickly repeat the many
aspects that | deemed relevant for my researchadtain informal conversations | used my
mobile phone and recorded myself directly afterdspective conversation to save the most
striking points that were made and my thoughtsdtar, when | would have the time to write
them down in more detail. This proved to be a \edficient method as it is certainly easier
to quickly repeat things that were just heard nesutefore using one’s own voice rather
than writing them down — in particular when the ipdrate surroundings do not provide

suitable conditions for this.
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3.3. Semi-Structured Interview

As a second method for this research | chose thesteuctured interview. This is a form of
interview which is partially structured and is esp#ly useful when the researcher aims to
do multiple interviews which should be comparabledata evaluation. The base of the semi-
structured interview is a written guideline contaq all the aspects and most crucial
guestions that should be addressed during theviater The researcher can then return to
this guideline during the interview to keep an ew@v. A big advantage of the semi-
structured interview is the flexibility it allow®f the researcher to change the order of the
guestions at any point during the interview ancasé additional questions or leave out
guestions if required. As it is only a semi-struetlinterview, the interviewer or interviewee
have the option of introducing new aspects by tledves. Simultaneously it still provides
security in case the interviewer has lost the thiead needs to reaffirm the next questions
to be asked, which is especially helpful when titerviewing person does not yet have any
profound experience in the conducting of intervie(@&chlehe 2003: 79) Mayring sums up

the advantages of this type of interview as follows

The interviewee can answer freely, without havilng arient him-/herself by already-
formulated answers. The interviewer can therebglchénether the interviewee has correctly
understood the question asked. Furthermore, thervietvee is free to express his/her
perspectives and interpretations openly, as wetbadraw conclusions on the connections
between different aspects and phenomena. This dirmbmmunication process in a semi-
structured interview also enhances a relation o$ttibetween the interviewee and the
interviewer. (Mayring 2002: 68f.)

| chose this as my second main research methodder ¢0o deepen my knowledge about
aspects that were only introduced in relativelyrsbosuperficial manner. | wanted to ensure
that my interviews would give the interviewees egtospace for a free narrative and at the
same time enable me to keep an overview of the orastal points | wanted to be covered

during the interview. Additionally, the interviewsconducted needed to be somewhat
comparable for the evaluation of my data, sometthiagjcannot be achieved as easily when
only conducting narrative interviews. All the inteaws | conducted were recorded with the

help of my mobile phone.
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3.4.Data Analysis

Since | took notes in my field diary during all iasces of field research (participant
observation, as well as informal conversations iatetviews), | had many pages of field
notes at the end of the fieldwork, as well as svandio files containing the interviews |
conducted when a recording was allowed for. Agyeated by Lotte Hoek (2014: 107) in
her chapter on sorting data after a research péascended, | read through my field notes
again and again with time spans in between in amatlow myself to gain distance from
the material and then observe which persons, evantss etcetera kept on reappearing
during my notes. | also listened to all the intews and transcribed them using the software
‘Express Scribe’, then did the same as with mydfigbtes: assess which subjects keep on
reappearing. This left me with a list of specifgpacts that seemed crucial to several of the
people | encountered in the field and was a gersmsdssment of my data enabling me to
properly evaluate my data by summarizing and géizarg the text into codes. In a further
step towards the organization and analysis of mg tased the concept of ‘open coding’
associated with grounded theory research and gtredit content analysis according to
Mayring. To choose the grounded theory approacmedditting because it “does not require
the researcher to use a particular theoreticaltfesigh which to read this evidence” (Willig
2014: 145) but instead is based on an empathimappr Participants are therefore “treated
as witnesses whose accounts provide useful infeomatbout social and psychological
processes” (ibid.). To do this | developed induettodes for the overall analysis of my data
by immersing myself in the data and studying myesatlosely in order to see what the
material itself tells me, rather than approachingfield notes with a certain hypothesis pre-
formulated in mind and thus using deductive cod(Bgrnard 2011: 430)

The data | collected were thus step-by-step asdigmehe different codes that presented
themselves to me through those data, each codenrega collection of similar quotes and
themes drawn from my body of data. This was theskfas the presentation of the data in
this thesis enabling me to compare and connectifferent topics that arose during my
participant observation and interviews as | usexldame codes for every interview and
instance of field work as well as for the structofethis thesis. (Mayring 2002: 114ff)

Developing these codes was not as easy and stfaigbdrd a task as it was in previous
researches | have conducted because many of theesheam interested in are closely

interrelated and it is hard to draw a clear linesMeen them. Before | began to write this
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master thesis | decided to listen to all the intamg again and check whether the codes | had
initially come up with still made sense. Detectitngit they were perhaps too basic and
general | made them more detailed and added neasa@slwell, thus re-assessing the whole
material in order to ensure an in-depth evaluabiotime data.
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4. Empirical Case Study

Figure 1: Woman blowing &hofar(Photo taken by Justas Pipinis, Anchorage, May201
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Despite there being no apparent connection betwéseska and Judaism, Jewish symbols or
objects and Hebrew terms continuously kept on apueeduring my fieldwork proving that
there was in fact a connection - and a strong ndedd. An example would be a visit to a
local and popular coffee shop with a glass casavaflable foods in which | immediately
spotted a sign sayindgcosherdogs’. Another example is our accommodation irrbraaiks
that had colorful windows in the ceiling of its mearice hall featuring a Star of David and a
depiction of two stones with the Ten Commandment$abrew on them - despite the owners
of this guest house not being Jewish. In yet amdtivee instances other members of our
group came excitedly to me and told me of what tha&y seen: one saw a woman walking
down the street with 8hofarin her hand; another a man with a sign sayingighiee, I'm
Jewish”; and the third had taken a picture of atedvard with a menorétdrawn on it.
Moreover, | found out just recently that there veapopular TV show in the early 1990s
called ‘Northern Exposure’ on a Jewish man from Néwk City who is sent to practice as
a doctor in Alaska, partly focusing on the diffarproblems that arise with being Jewish in
the far North. These anecdotes and pictures aretmteashow that there is a strong
connection between Judaism and Alaska where hardlgne thinks there is one. Contrary

to my expectations | didn’t have to go and looktfas connection; it rather came to find me.

Alaska is generally considered to be the placednaways, free spirits, those who want to
escape — and Jewish people are no exception to/eig few of the Jewish people currently
living in Alaska were actually born there, most estm Alaska from other parts of the United
States and the world, in many cases to escape laom@) some of those cases also to escape
the Jewish community at home. One of the firstghihheard about being Jewish in Alaska
was “People come to Alaska not be Jewish” (Mitchell, Interview 3), and while 1 i@lly
thought that this might just have been his opinibis, sentence, or similar versions of it, kept
on reappearing during interviews. Milton, whomfteirviewed in Fairbanks, told me that any
‘real’ Orthodox Jew will ask a Jewish person in gda: “Why do you live in Alaska?”
(Milton, Interview 6), referring to the difficultee that come with trying to observe the

holidays or even just the most basic traditionduafaism in Alaska.

5 A seven-branched candelabrum used in the Temple.
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Figure 3: Ten Commandments (Photo taken by the author, &alid) May 2015)
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Almost any tradition involves some rule bendingAtaska, the most basic being the
observance dbhabbat, which usually starts at sunset. However, it @imvenient for most
people to go to &habbatservice at 11:30 pm during the summer and thezatas mostly
celebrated at Seattle time, which would be aroumin9at that time of year. Some of my
interviewees, especially those who were not membkeny congregation, felt that, while
they had been brought up as Jewish and being Jewasta part of their lives, their Jewish
identity did not go much further than observing soofi the major holidays and passing a
certain sense of Jewry on to their children. Th&y ot keepkosherand go to the
congregation, and they generally did not considienportant or necessary for themselves to
be a part of a wider Jewish community and be smded by other Jewish people. Very few
of the people | spoke to were actually born intewish family in Alaska and most of them
were teenagers, so the Jewish community in Alaskaery young. Most members of
congregations were from other parts of the US anaeswere also converts. This was one of
the most surprising aspects | encountered duringaswarch: that a considerable number of
people came to Alaska and only then found theinection to the Jewish community and
converted to Judaism. Some of those converts Badish father and were thus not officially
considered Jewish and therefore decided to coaftert getting to know the Reform Jewish
communities of Fairbanks and Anchorage, becaugewlee so welcoming. So while some
came to Alaska tmot be Jewish, a few others came to be just that: bewisd all of the
converts | spoke to were extremely active and olisgrmembers of their respective
community often also helping out with the orgarimatof different events, like @oratf-

study class. One young man who is a convert alwagss hikippal?.

Having presented the groundwork of my research, iththe methods and the theoretical
framework for my project, | will now proceed by penting a brief history of Jewish Alaska
and then continue with the actual results of mytameéthodological research in Alaska in
May 2015. | will present these results in accoréamdth the codes | developed when
analyzing my data material through the method eflitative content analysis after Mayring

7 Shabbat is the weekly Jewish resting day starthmgtly before sunset on Friday evening and lastint
Saturday night. It is celebrated by lighting casdleciting a blessing and having a specific m&aumber of
activities are prohibited on Shabbat like workingighting a fire.

8 A scroll containing the first five books of theld; it is the basis for Jewish teaching in general

9 A small round cap made of cloth worn by Jewish miering services in the temple. Some choose to Wear
at all times.
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(see chapter 3.4). The developed codes cover arangge of topics, from what Jewish people
in Alaska associate with their Jewish identitythe extent of their religiously motivated
practices and the relations to other Jewish peaplegregations, and non-Jewish Alaskans.
Other important themes are the significance ofHbkcaust for Jewish identity in Alaska,
as well as its position within the Jewish globagfiora and its relation to Israel. Each chapter
will deal with one of these aspects, the chaptenetsareferring to the different dimensions
of Jewish identity. The chapter names were insgigeAndrew Buckser, who used a similar
technique for his book ‘Life after the rescue — id&widentity and community in
contemporary Denmark’ (2003), in which he write®atb'The Religious World" or ‘“The

Social World’ of Jewry in Denmark.

Figure 4: Drawing of Menorah (Photo taken by Nora Steinb&elirtbanks, May 2015)
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4.1. A Brief History of Jewish Alaska

The perhaps best-known incident of Jewish Alasksioty was the plan to turn it into a last
refuge for Jewish refugees from WWII Europe but hiretory of Jewish people in Alaska
goes back much further than that. Jewish peoplgegla big role in the development of
Alaska as it is today — much of its infrastructgoes back to the first Jewish settlers, who
were among the earliest settlers of “the Last legh(Rosen 2012). As quoted by journalist

Yereth Rosen, Patti Moss (a historian living in&am) says:

It's because of the Jewish presence that Alaskadesasloped when it was. (...) The first
banks: Jewish people. Railroads: Jewish financirite first college: East Coast Jewish
money. The entire infrastructure of Alaska was thioyl Jewish people, Jewish money and
Jewish knowledge. (ibid.)

According to Rosen (ibid.) it is believed that thexy first Jewish people actually came to
Alaska with Vitus Bering on his expedition in th&h century working as traders. From the
1850s onwards many Jews from San Francisco whofweteders worked closely with the
Russian-American Company, and Bernard Postal (1B&0: suggests that it was mainly due
to the potential these Jewish people saw in Alds&bthe sale of Alaska to the United States
in 1867 took place thus significantly shaping Alskhistory. After the sale Jewish traders,
miners, fur dealers et cetera came to the far Nooth San Francisco, two of which founded
the ‘Alaska Commercial Company’ in 1868, which dimced some of Alaska’s first mining
ventures” (Jewish Virtual Library 2016). It wasthé same time that the first services were
held: Sitka had become a proper town with a smalitfxiving Jewish community and one
Friday night traveler Emil Teichmann heard unuss@linds, which he described in his
published diary ‘A Journey to Alaska in the Yea6&8

| had never heard a sound there in the eveninggrbtinat night my curiosity was aroused by
the murmur of several voices in the adjoining rdom Looking through a crevice | saw quite
an assembly of some twenty men all of the Jewissuasion, who were holding their Sabbath
services and reading their prayers under the Ishgenf the oldest man present. It was a
memorable thing to see this religious gatheringdrstrange a setting and it said a great deal
for the persistence with which the Jews everywhewen in the most remote countries,
practice their emotional exercises. (Teichmann 1369)

Among the first Jewish families to settle down itagka was the Gottstein family, who
eventually founded a warehouse business in Ancleothgt later merged with ‘Carr’'s

grocery’ to form ‘Carr-Gottstein’ and is still agbgrocery store chain in Alaska to this day.
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In the late 1890s, “Jews began coming to Alasksizable numbers during the Gold Rush”
(Jewish Virtual Library 2016), and some of thenystheven after the Gold Rush subsided.
In the early 1900s there was another gold rush,titme in Nome on the far Western side of
Alaska. There a Jewish congregation was initiated about sixty Jews attendé&bsh
Hashanak? services; in 1901 they even founded the states$ fiewish organization: The
Hebrew Benevolent Society. This community ceaseexist after World War I. In 1906
there was already the first proposition to turnskiainto a refuge for Jewish people from
Russia who sought to escape persecution and poghmmst was rejected by the US

Congress. (Jewish Virtual Library 2016)

The second time that it was proposed that Jewisplpeshould take refuge in Alaska was in
1938, when a few German-Jewish families wrote iigtte the American Department of
Interior asking for permission to settle down iragka and writing that they are ready to do
any kind of work. Secretary of Interior Harold Iskand a few others liked the idea and
proposed to establish a “haven for Jewish refuffees Germany and other areas in Europe
where the Jews are subjected to oppressive ressti{Rosen 2012). President Roosevelt's
plan was to resettle 10,000 people to Alaska eyeay for five years but only 10 percent of
them would be Jewish so as to diminish criticismkes used economic rather than
humanitarian arguments in support of his plan diagnhat the arrival of Jewish people in
Alaska would open up opportunities in the industiad professional fields that were closed
to them in Germany. Very few were in favor of thian; an editorial even declared: “Alaska
wants no misfits and none who are unprepared tcertredr way without becoming a burden
upon the territory” (ibid.). One of the plan’s bagj opponents was one of the most influential
Jews living in Alaska at that time: Ernest GrueniAdaska’'s longest-serving territorial
governor, who declared it would be political sueitb support such a plan and instead
focused on his plan to make Alaska the United Stat@th state. The turning down of this
plan is still present today, and in 2007 writer Mael Chabon even published a fictitious
novel called ‘The Yiddish Policeman’s Union’, imagig what Alaska would be like had the
plan gone through. (ibid.) As already stated inimigoduction, in 1971 the number of Jewish
people living in Alaska was still quite low with @it 300 of them until 2014 it had risen to
6,175, which is an increase by 1,958.3%. (Sheslasiigfsky 2014: 20)

10The Jewish New Year celebration.
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One of very few, if not the only, study of Alaskdews at present comes from Bernard and
Joel Reisman and was published in 1995 called “bifeéhe Frontier: The Jews of Alaska.”
Contrary to what they expected, namely, to find r@dpminantly male, politically
conservative Jewish population, less educated aré alienated from Judaism than their
counterparts nationally, he found that Alaskan Jagtsally tend to be more educated than
their national counterparts and that they are weglfesented in public life and politics. A
fifth of Alaska’s judges were Jewish at the timehas study including the state Supreme
Court Justice.

4.2.The Present

In 1995 the Reismans wrote in their study: “I bedi¢hese Jews are a prototype of the next
generation of American Jews” (Reisman/Reisman 12R5At the beginning of their paper,
the Reismans (ibid.: 7) express interest in muetsme questions that drove me while doing
my research in Alaska. They ask themselves “whppéas to Jews when they live in a
‘frontier society’, such as Alaska” (ibid.), witkeder other Jewish people around and little,
if any, Jewish infrastructure. Despite a 2009 sybsethe Pew Forum on Religion and Public
Life (Lipka/Wormald 2016) finding Alaskans to be ang those who least identify with a
religion, the Reismans found that Jewish Alaskarengly identified with their religion,
suggesting that they pose an exception from Pemdafgs. Even a high rate of intermarriage
often results in the children being raised as Jevsit since the Reismans have undertaken
their research and published their results in 188%h time has passed, and it is my goal in
this thesis to look at this main question that taeg | share in the light of my more recent
research, more than twenty years after theirs. &\thiere may have been very little Jewish
infrastructure when the Reismans did their reseancllaska in the early 1990s, the
circumstances have certainly changed and themeoaveas already mentioned in chapter 3.1
‘Constructing the Field’, five synagogues and tveorpanent rabbis, as well asnékvalt?, a
Jewish museum (since 2014) and Jewish communityereithat belong to the bigger

synagogues in Anchorage with incorporated pre-dshoo other educative programs for

11 A ritual bath for specific purposes, such as i@ after the menstruation or to complete the ecsiun
process.
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Jewish kids, teenagers and adults, such as surmangsscand Hebrew courses. There are
lectures and presentations, purchasable T-Shids fthe Jewish museum and the
congregation OrHatzafon in Fairbanks (which thely iseorder to raise money for their
permanent rabbi fund) as well as a Jewish filmifak{the world’s most Northern) that has

been going on for 18 years now and thus begarmjtest years after the Reismans’ research.

Figure 5: Frozen Chosen T-Shirt (Photo taken by the auMienna, August 2016)
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4.3. Data Overview

At the base of the results contained in this clrapte the data | collected using several
methods between May 12 and May 30, 2015, when erfidhd trip to Alaska under the
guidance of Prof. Dr. Peter Schweitzer and Mag.aBuoa Gartler together with 17 other
students. During this three-week timeframe | pcadiparticipant observation on multiple
occasions and had countless informal conversatitis Jewish and non-Jewish people
living or temporarily residing in Alaska and thieteinterviews in total, each lasting between
45 and 120 minutes, with the exception of two grimti@rviews that lasted about 20 minutes.
Of these interviews eight were with individuals divé were group interviews — two of these
groups consisting of four people and three comgjstf two people. In the case of my
interview with the rabbi of the congregation Betio®m in Anchorage it started out as an
individual interview but we were later joined bylf®eeca, who also works at the congregation
and who helped me organize several interviews wmigmbers of Beth Sholom. All of the
interviews were semi-structured. The locationshef interviews were very diverse ranging
from the workplaces of my interviewees (which wlas tase for six of the interviews) to
their homes (2), to restaurants or cafés (2) asd @ a park (1). Including those who
participated in the group interviews | interviewaetbtal of six men and ten women. The two
youngest interviewees were Dylan, aged 17, andhdattaged 27. The others were between
32 and 85 years old with the majority of them (12 of 16) in their forties to sixties. All
interviews except one were recorded using my mobiilene and later transcribed. All
accounts of participant observation and informaivarsations were documented in the form
of field notes during or after each of these act®um order to ensure my informants’
anonymity all the names appearing in this thesigehbeen changed. Other essential

information, such as age or profession, has beesepred.
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4.3.1. Research Locations
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Figure 6: Map of Research Locations (screenshot taken bgutteor, June 2016, URL: goo.gl/S3sVhy)

The main area of my research were cities in aivelgtsmall area of Alaska that is densely
populated (in comparison to the rest of the staid) my main focus being on the Jewish
communities of Anchorage, the only place in Alasktn two synagogues andnaikvah |
also did research in Fairbanks, Alaska’s secongdsgcity, which is just below the Arctic
Circle and is home to the world’s northernmost gytaue. Finally, by coincidence, | found

one of just a handful of Jewish people living indéz whom | interviewed.
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5. Jewish Dimension: Identity and Religion

In this first chapter on my empirical findings, ilMdiscuss and analyze in-depth the topic of
Jewish identity and link it with the results of rigld work to illustrate what Jewish people
in Alaska associate with Jewry. This will includeartrayal of what being Jewish means to
them, as well as an examination of their individc@ahstruction of Jewish identity and how
the expression of religion plays into this partasutonstruction. | would like to begin this
chapter with the following quote from one of myantiewees, who described the different

variations that Jewish identity can take:

There are some different orientations, there am@gespeople who maybe practice the religion
but don't know that much about the culture or tiseohy, I'm very interested in the culture and
the history and not so big on the religion. Somepte maybe like the food (laughs), and I'm
also interested in the languages. There are aéttéferent aspects (...). (Lloyd, Interview 7)

As becomes evident, when reading this quote, g dsess Jewish identity is not an easy
task. The form that one’s Jewish identity can tskadividual and unique; its definition is
not static and clear-cut but rather multi-dimenaipaynamic and complex. This complex
nature of Jewish identity is also addressed byigPkexler (2012: 74), who summarized:
“To examine the meaning of Jewish collective idigmivould require nothing less than a
history of civilization”. This is also due to thact that Judaism is the oldest of the three
monotheistic religions and the one that is probablyst known for its diaspora, with
members of the religion being spread all acrossdgibbe due to their long history of
persecution and displacement. Wexler also underlite important characteristic of
contemporary times, that is, the state of limbo yna@ople find themselves in — caught in
somewhat of an identity crisis between “collectarel individualistic poles” (ibid.: 75). He
claims that after individualism experienced itskpescial membership and collectivism are
on the rise again and states that, in particulanndne speaks of Jewish collective identity,

one also has to consider a potential defensiveactarbehind this collective identity.

Relating to the different facets of Jewish identty pointed out by my informant Lloyd,
Herbert Gans developed the concept of ‘symbolinieity’ to address specifically the
changes in Jewish identity for the grandchildremnahigrants. In his article, Gans (1979)

12 This will be further discussed in chapter 8.
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describes the differences between the first andnekgenerations of Jewish people (from
Europe and Russia) in the United States and tiné g/@neration, the grandchildren of said
former immigrants. Gans’ hypothesis is that witthis third generation people are generally
less interested in their ethnic cultures and ogtions (both sacred and secular) and instead
more interested in maintaining their ethnic idgntitthe feeling of being Jewish and finding
ways of doing so in easy and suitable ways. Acogrdd Gans there are several ways to do
so: identity can be expressed through actionsedinigs likewise. Exact ways to do so are to
join certain organizations by being a synagogue bemby raising awareness about a
specific topic, or simply by identifying with Jewisiberal politics or, as Lloyd stated, simply
by choosing the aspect one finds the most intaxgstbout Jewry — be it Hebrew or Yiddish,
or even the food. While the grandparents and psuarthis third generation had specifically
assigned roles to fulfil and an anchored ethnitktig third generation did not and thus could
no longer take their identity for granted. Mosttbé members of this third generation,
depending on the degree of their assimilation, Kldor easy and intermittent ways of
expressing their identity, for ways that do not fiohwith other ways of life” (ibid.: 8),
leading them to refrain from any practice thategmed too time consuming or committing
(like a required active membership at an orgaropadir synagogue). And since these people
are interested in maintaining their identity rattiean in particular group cultural practices,
they are often developing individualized ways opmssing their Jewish identity. Any way
of expressing one’s identity is legitimate — asgl@s it fulfills the task of enhancing one’s
experience of identity. This kind of individual amighly diverse expression of Jewish
identity within the third generation is expressitaher than fulfilling an instrumental
function, with less impact on people’s familiessarning money and more relevance in their
leisure time. For this new form of seeking, expirggsnd maintaining identity, Gans uses
the term ‘symbolic ethnicity’, as it is often supfexl by the use of symbols that are taken

from the traditional culture but then abstracted ased in new ways. (ibid.: 7ff.)

Primarily, Gans suggests, is symbolic ethnicitydi@dcterized by a nostalgic allegiance to
the culture of the immigrant generation, or thathaf old country; a love for and a pride in a
tradition that can be felt without having to bedanmorated in everyday behavior” (ibid.: 9).

The symbols used must be clear in meaning to ther ohembers of this third generation as
well as “easily expressed and felt, without requgrundue interference in other aspects of

life” (ibid.). Two important examples of such synlibaites de passage that were abstracted
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from the traditional religion and given greater wn@ance arebar/bat mitzvak’ and
Hanukkal* Hanukkahis actually one of the minor Jewish holidays theag taken on whole
new levels of popularity in the United States, lydvecause it impresses children. Rites de
passage as well as holidays are ceremonial anefthhersymbolic per se — they also do not
take much time, do not interfere with one’s evegydaitine and they serve well for bringing
together the whole family every once in a whileidi: 9f.)

In order to further discuss and analyze the spefifims of Jewish identity also requires a
discussion of the terms used in this context apcttiallenge of positioning Jewish identity
on the spectrum of ethnicity/culture and religianich will be handled in the following two

subchapters.

5.1.Jewishness, Jewry, Judaism

More than with other religions Judaism/Jewry hasagk been subject to the debate of
whether it is a religion or rather an ethnic idgntVivian Klaff, without much ado, simply
writes: “In Jewish history it has been generallgegated that Judaism, the religion, and being
Jewish in ethnic or cultural terms have been impemdent” (Klaff 2006: 416). With this
Klaff states clearly that to make a distinctionvibetn the two represents a challenge. To
identify oneself as being Jewish via the commitnterthe religious Jewish practice “is the
most durable core of Jewish tribal identity” (iDichowever one needs to ask what happens
when Jewish people are in a different environmadtthereby suddenly free to practice their
religion (in case it was oppressed in their forraevironment) and to choose whether to
practice their religion at all. (ibid.) Nathan Gésaddresses this complex topic by using two
distinct terms for different kinds of Jewish idewytiJewishness’ (or Jewry) and Judaism. In
1957 he wrote that the Jewish community’s “focusildanot be religion but something we
may call ‘Jewishness’, which would be the commaement in a variety of activities —
religious, political, cultural, intellectual, phrghropic, all of them legitimately Jewish”
(Glazer 1957: 91). In an article he wrote in 199@ited “American Jewry or American

Judaism?”, Glazer brings yet another term into diseourse: ‘Jewry’. He uses the term

13 Bar andbat mitzvahare Jewish coming-of-age rituals for boys agedri®girls aged 12.
14 Hanukkahis a yearly holiday in winter lasting eight dalts.purpose is to commemorate the rededication of
the Temple in Jerusalem.
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‘Jewry’ to refer to “the total body of American Jewand everything they do and stand for”
(Glazer 1990: 14). By ‘Judaism’, however, Glazeamse the religion of the Jews, not just
any religion that Jews, defined by descent, pradbiat a historical complex, one that has
evolved and become different things at differemiets and that is still evolving (...)” (ibid.).

According to Glazer, ‘Jewishness’, as opposed éwry’, “suggests (...) some connection
with a distinctive Jewish past, a culture, som@iwement in activities with a specific Jewish

component, social, cultural, political, or religegdyibid.).

This differentiation of the terms Jewishness, Jewrnyl Judaism already includes an
introduction to the question of whether Jewish idgns to be categorized as a religious or
a cultural/ethnic identity. In order to attemptstpiositioning of Jewish identity in the case of
the Alaskan Jewish communities, it is essentialmaoerline the distinctiveness of this
example, as Alaska is not only a remote place lzat the world’s largest semi-enclave —
namely a semi-enclave of the United States of Ataeihese two factors combined create
a very specific condition for the Jewish commumsitieving there as Alaska is to be
understood as a part of the United States, almiée being geographically far away from
the rest of the states belonging to the UnitedeStat America. Nonetheless, Alaskan Jewry

can and must in part be seen through the term ‘faedewry’.

5.2. American Jewry

“They always point at me and say: this is the examp
this is the new Jewish, this is the American Jewish
(Matthew, Interview 13)

My interviewee Matthew told me this in referencét®many (and quite large) tattoos, which
are well visible in spite of any clothes he mayasaring, adding that he does not like it, but
he laughs it off nevertheless. This quote showgequiell that some people associate
‘American Jewish’ with assimilation to mainstreamtare and the breaking of religious
rules or traditions, perhaps even an ignoranceud&idm as a religion. What is especially
interesting regarding this association is that Mait is one of the most religious Jews | have
talked to during my time in Alaska, if not the mosligious. He wears higppahwherever
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he goes, every day of the week, kekpsherin some regards and prays regularly. Yet, his
body is almost completely covered in tattoos anthdsea septum piercing. In my eyes this
is simply a unique expression of an individual'derstanding of religion and of life in
general and not per se a negation of religion ak.dti merely shows that there are many
Jewish identities in the United States and the dyarldividualized forms of religious and

cultural practice.

According to Friedlander et al. (2010: 346), Amancludaism is to be regarded as a “civil
religion, which is primarily secular and ethnic’s/aid in their psychological study on

American Jewish identity:

Contemporary North American Jews have a uniquetiigemoth religious and cultural. To
describe Jews as simply a religious minority omitsat, for most individuals, is the more
relevant aspect of their identity: a feeling ofdraing to a specific ethnic group that crosses
national borders and is instead tied to histoggitron, and ancestry. (ibid.: 345)

Furthermore, they add that Jewish people in theéddribtates are not a visible minority with
most of them being white and that they “have ndfesed educational or economic
disadvantage”. (ibid.) This, however, | do not fitadbe entirely true, as some have distinct
surnames that might be assumed to be ‘Jewish’iBretind, as one of my interviewees told
me, many changed their surnames upon emigratitigetd&Jnited States so that they could
blend in more easily. Friedlander et al. go onlawify, that “despite assimilation and lack of
political oppression, many American Jews do natidgthemselves publicly, feel alienated
from mainstream culture, and have internalized-&atnitism” (ibid.). According to them, it
is “widely acknowledged that most American Jews$-isigntify as Jewish culturally but not
religiously (...)" (ibid.). Vivian Klaff summarizethis by saying “The classical ‘religious’
connotation of what it means to ‘be Jewish’ has dwee developed into a discussion about
the distinction between religion and ethnicity” &l 2006: 416). Several factors are crucial
for the strengthening of American Jewish identi/for example the Holocaust, the founding
of the state of Israel and the persistent thred@stsurvival — which makes “the experience
of being Jewish (...) complex, highly personal, #indl over a lifetime” (Friedlander et al
2010: 346).
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This aspect of contemporary Jews in America leanmage towards identifying culturally
but not religiously with Judaism is defined slighdifferently by Shaul Magid (2015: 104),
who describes it as follows:

Many American Jews have rediscovered Judaism natragirn to an old-style ethnocentric
religion (...) but more in line with a globalizedranitarian ethos. (...) Judaism is not solely
the glue that solidifies one’s ethnic identity bigo, and perhaps most prominently, a resource
for contributing to global issues that concern Jand that they wish to address as Jews.

He adds that these Jews do not seek a return t@webonal, traditional Judaism, but rather
“an adaptation of Judaism to construct meaninggoramunity whose ethnic parameters are
being revised” (ibid.), they no longer need beiagi3h as “a source of solidarity in a hostile
environment” (ibid.), at least not in the way tllagir parents or grandparents did. Magid
states that, in fact, being Jewish in America issmdifferent from belonging to any other

minority in America:

For many minority cultures in contemporary Ameritte individual can think and act globally

yet remain part of a particular collective. The@gsion of collective identity no longer serves

exclusively, or even primarily, as a way of presggvgroup distinctiveness, as much as it

serves one's own spiritual journey and, increagingdntributes to the greater universal good.

(ibid.)
Another important factor to take into consideratidren writing specifically about American
Jewry is a growing multi-ethnicity. As Magid (ibidL05) writes, an increasing number of
Jewish people in America are marrying partners areaot Jewish, and thus many American
Jewish families now have multiple narratives argtdries contributing to their identity. In
what he calls the ‘disassimilating phase’ the Jewigrtner in such intermarried couples no
longer necessarily feels the need to abandon feiish identity but instead returns to
Judaism together with the non-Jewish partner, whodreasingly integrated into the Jewish
congregation. Also, a growing number of convertvehdecome active members in
congregations, which also adds to the diversityragrtbe congregation’s members and asks
for a change in the way Jewish identity is addrésse

In accordance with the views presented in thisdabthapter, in particular those of Glazer
(1957; 1990) and Gans (1979), it became very atesimost all of the interviews | conducted
that Jewish Alaskans first and foremost experighe& being Jewish as cultural and not

necessarily as religious. Even Rabbi Mitchell aisdcolleague Rebecca of the congregation
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Beth Sholom in Anchorage agreed that they “opefikie a community center first”

(Rebecca, Interview 2). This to me is a cruciatesteent as it shows that even within the
distinctly religious institutions there is an aimgrimarily address the cultural component of
the congregants’ identities and to focus on Judasna culture, not as a religion. This
statement by the two persons responsible for Alasb@gest Jewish congregation is in
concert with the majority of my interviewees as haslwith the findings of numerous studies
on this subject, as already shown in the chap@&mbere | presented recent findings that
Judaism has undergone a transformation from beingaply a religion to being primarily

an ethnicity and culture. (Friedlander et al 2010)

As already introduced before, one of the most ialigly Jewish people | interviewed was a
congregant from Beth Sholom in Anchorage calledtMat, who is 27 years old and a
convert, because only his father was JeWisfven Matthew, for whom Judaism has become
a thoroughly religious practice and expressioni®identity, underlined this aspect of Jewry
being primarily a culture when telling me aboutig to Israel during which he met other
Jewish people from the United States and who werend his age: “(...) but what makes
sense to me now after this trip and after meetihip@se wonderful people from around the
US that are my age and are Jewish and seeing lemlittes are, where they're from, ... and
how we're all still the same because we shard#asitiful culture” (Matthew, Interview 13).
The main element for him, despite his strong sefseligiosity, is that Jewry is a culture
and as such a unifying, connecting element betvd®nand other people with a similar
background. His cultural background is very divetse father’s family being Moroccan,
Ethiopian and Brazilian, and his mother’s familyingeHungarian and French-Canadian.
This diversity within his family and his inabilitto answer the question “Where are you
from?” has led him to believe that he should bélilga more unique lifestyle rather than

the ‘normal American one’;

So I'm all these different cultures that one wathishk "Wow he must have had a very diverse
upbringing' but it was a pretty normal American apging and lifestyle. But I've always
wanted more because of how unique | was, | alwagsght of myself as this unique person,
you know.. (...) | thought like ‘I'm different, sghy am | living the same lifestyle?’. (Matthew,
Interview 13)

15 As Judaism is a matrilineal religion, one needsawee a Jewish mother in order to be consideredsew
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The sensation of being different is also a soufadistomfort and anxiety for Matthew, as
will be presented in chapter 6.1. He decided toredrto Judaism partly because it offered a
meaningful way of defining this sensation of bedifferent and transforming his experience
of being different (with a negative connotationptang special (with a positive connotation).
Experiencing being Jewish as unifying and conngctmith people having similar
backgrounds can simultaneously mean that it leadsertain process of disconnecting from
people who are not Jewish. This was described tist &ary who is based in Anchorage,
she was originally from Switzerland and convertedudaism many decades ago. For her, it
is mainly about being different: “I like the philgshy of it. | like the bringing up children in

a different way. So there is a big cultural diffeze” (Mary, Interview 12). Earlier in the
interview Mary said that people sometimes tell blee is not really Jewish because she
converted, to which she replies that Hitler woutd have cared about that, she would still
have been classified and persecuted as a Jew.e¥tremely loyal: if something would
happen... | also know that | feel very comfortablth Jewish people, very comfortable. I'm
different, | let my hair down. | have certain thingpp common. There is a base somehow.
(...)” (Mary, Interview 12). For her, being Jewisas become a way of expressing that she is
different from others but also that she has finédlynd a group of people she feels she
belongs to, and this to an extent that she wansnbain loyal to the Jewish community and
be a part of the group, even if something wereajgplen. Significant for this example is that
even Jewish converts can develop an identity wimngies that Jewish is primarily cultural,
even in cases like the one where the convertecbpdras had no prior familial ties with
Judaism (such as through her father, for examphehoth of these examples becoming
Jewish offered an escape from mainstream cultutdif@style and enabled these individuals
to express something they felt was unique or difieabout them. As such, Jewish identity
could also be described as an outlet, a form ofesgion of individuality. Regarding these
examples, something that needs to be considetédtishis might only be the case in areas
with a lower Jewish population, as only then wiing Jewish also mean being different
from the majority of others.

As many of the more religiously practicing peopietérviewed were converts, it can be said
that many who feel a natural connection to Jewryaoiofeel that it is necessary to express
their Jewish identity in the religious sense ay th@not need the religious aspect to identify
as Jewish. Lloyd described this phenomenon as#slly...) And the ones who convert then

they have to practice the religion, because thait eaactly convert to a new ethnic group.”
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What Lloyd underlines here is that those decidimdgpe¢come Jewish can only do so by
committing to Judaism as the religious practiceit & impossible to convert to an ethnic
group. Even when fully committed to the religiowagdices that Judaism entails converts are
not always accepted as ‘fully Jewish’. The numlfezamverts | encountered in Alaska and
their stories, however, suggest that Alaska is nageepting of different forms of (Jewish)

identity, which could be attributed to the high degof diversity among Alaskans.

Lloyd and Milton, both linguistics professors, feed on a different aspect as “Jewish”: on
dealing with minorities and endangered languagds.ihterest has always been in minority
and endangered languages and | guess that's aatevalnsense of the importance of
language and the identity on one hand and minasgyes on the other hand, so it's a
somewhat natural thing (...)” (Milton, Interview.@i) this statement he is subtly expressing
that Jewish people per se know what it is to beirornty and to speak an endangered
languagé® and due to this fact Jewish people supposedly Aaatural understanding of the
importance of protecting minorities and endangdeedjuages. Lloyd, who worked with
Milton, said something similar: “Yeah, and of caaiggu could say that it relates to Jewish
culture working with minorities' peoples and opgiea and so forth. That's been said before
(...)” (Lloyd, Interview 7). It is striking how irboth of these statements it is regarded as
something initial to Jewish culture to be concerradmbut minorities, oppression and
persecution as well as the effects of these, texé@nt that leads me to assume that this is
what Milton and Lloyd primarily associate with Jigta: a people that was persecuted, that
was a minority and that experienced the loss dficeiland of language due to that — and that
therefore unquestionably not only understands skaes other minorities face but is also
more interested in them than perhaps other people @0 not know the experience of
belonging to an endangered minority. And Lloyd’'ssigoript “that’'s been said before”
suggests that he is aware that many other people shis perspective. This represents an
example of Gans’ approach to Jewish identity, asgmted at the beginning of this chapter:
for Milton and Lloyd, dealing with endangered laages and protecting minorities becomes
an “easy and intermittent” (Gans 1979: 8) way gressing their Jewish identities without
having to alter their daily lives too much. Focysion an issue that is important to them

personally, and choosing to express their Jewishtity through this specific issue enables

18 Yiddish was spoken by an estimated 10-12 milliengle before the Holocaust, in 1987 an estimated 2
million people still spoke it (Davis 1987: 159) aindrecent decades the number has declined further.
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them to incorporate their Jewish identity into tHeies while avoiding conflicts with their

general routines.

Now | will turn to a certain connection to othemdgh people that was described to me by
some of my informants. As Lloyd stated later in H#ane interview, he is familiar with a
connection that arises just from being Jewish aach fknowing someone else who is also

Jewish:

It's a sort of connection. When people ask abaitt thsay well we are connected. It doesn't
mean you like the other people, it may mean yolikdisthem (laughs) (...) most people, if you
have that identity you feel some connection, tieseime common element, whether you like
them or want to be with them is a whole other isg§lieyd, Interview 7)

In this quote Lloyd expresses very clearly thigidet kind of connection that many Jewish
people | spoke to have also expressed in similarswi chapter 2.1 | elaborated on the
views of Stuart Hall and the importance he plagethe recognition of a “common origin or
shared characteristics with another person or grédpll 1996: 2) for the process of
identifying. Lloyd addresses an important point ehenamely that the existence and
awareness of such a connection do not necessagdy that this connection leads to entirely
positive interactions and experiences — in mantaimes the opposite might be the case —
but the existence of a particular connection ammegple who are Jewish is undoubted and

perhaps also unprecedented.

Another interesting aspect in this regard is thasihpeople | interviewed stated that it was
of no importance to them when moving to Alaska tww there would be a Jewish
community here, and yet many ended up searchingtfer people who are Jewish and
members of the local congregations, at least foresbme. A Jewish man from California
who spends his summers working in Valdez in a skaig, “It's not important to know there
is a synagogue wherever | go, but | like knowingewthere's Jews there, makes me happy,
makes me feel good” (Eleanor, Interview 9). Thigcmles with many of my interviewees’
points of view; while they did not necessarily mdeeAlaska under the precondition that
there would be other Jewish people, most of théhfedt happy, when they found out there
was a congregation to go to or at least some d#wish people to share holidays with. Also,
because the Jewish congregations of Alaska af&dyl young, for many of my interviewees
there were no actual Jewish congregations to coroedt least only relatively small ones as

most of them only started to grow and develop withe past two decades. In contrast to the
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majority of my interviewees, there was also one wonrwho originally came from Miami,
Florida and told me the following: “I got into towan a Friday, August'4 1980, | drove
into town and hadn’t seen my husband for a monghjd 'hello, give me a phone book' and
the first thing | did was to go and find the syngge for Shabbatservices...” (Sharon,
Interview 8). This is one of the very few examphdzere finding a Jewish congregation in
Alaska was the main priority upon moving there. Tgority of my interviewees were not
concerned with whether there would be other Jewesiple there or not but many of them

still were content to eventually find there werbes to share certain activities with.

After this first introduction into the different miensions that being Jewish can have | will
now go further into depth of the more specific aspef being Jewish. At the base of any in-
depth analysis of Jewry is Judaism as a religiomy first subchapter of the empirical part

| will therefore present the results concerningdbgree of religiosity of my informants.

5.3. Religiosity

In the following subchapter I will present the fings concerning my informants’ religious
practices and examine the relation of religiosityl dewish identity in areas with a low
Jewish population. The main topic of my masterith&snot Jewish identity in general, or
even American Jewish identity — both of which hheen addressed in numerous examples
of academic literature (Alper/Olson 2011; Brink-2an2008; Bronner 2008; Cohen 2010;
Kaplan 2009; Sarna 2004; Saxe 2014; Sheskin 20X +h fact a very small number of
people who self-identify as Jewish and live in régnareas, foremost in the United States’
north-west corner, the world’s largest semi-encl@taska. There is very little literature on
Jewish identity in remote areas or, to be moreipeethe effects that remoteness might have
on one’s experience of Jewish identity and how ihaintained. One article that deals with
the interplay of remoteness and Jewish identityugfn focused on religiosity, is “Religious
Population Share and Religious Identity Saliensdelwish Identity More Important to Jews
in Less Jewish Areas?”. One of the authors hadllimean area with many other Jewish
people and Jewish institutions and she had takeddwesh identity for granted; when she
moved to an area with a much smaller Jewish papulathe suddenly found “that her Jewish

identity has taken on a new level of personal mearand importance in her life”
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(Alper/Olson 2013: 82). This personal experiences ti@ foundation of the article, the goal

of the article to try and understand the deepemingeaof this experience. (ibid.)

Several studies (e.g. Olson 2008; Stark/Finke 2@dfrk 1998) have been undertaken in
order to find out the correlation between religioocemmitment and the population
concentration of this specific religious group,wilhe general finding that, contrary to some
peoples’ expectations, religious commitment temdeed to be higher when the population
concentration of a certain religious group is lowehnich means that for example the rates
of attendance at the synagogue are higher in sudsa However, interestingly enough,
Alper and Olson suggest the contrary, namely tbaish people tend to be more committed
to their religious practice, when surrounded by ynatler Jewish people. It is important to
note, however, that these opposing conclusionsotioepresent a contradiction per se. The
author did not become more religiously active afte@wving to a “less-Jewish” area, but she
did place more importance and significance on karish identity while still remaining a
rather secular Jewish person. Therefore, while @btial carrying-out of religiously
motivated acts (such as attending a service ayhagogue) can sometimes decrease when
surrounded by less Jews, the religious identityesaé tends to increase under such
circumstances. (ibid.: 83) Religious identity satie is described by Hoge and de Zulueta
“as the self-described importance of religion taradividual” (Hoge/ de Zulueta 1984: 23),

which refers more to the overall religious identtyd not only the practiced religion.

These different theories on the effects of aredah wilower Jewish population show that
living in remote areas can enhance a person’s akegpressing their Jewish identity. Not
just religious identity salience seems to be highes to the environment being less-Jewish,
but to a certain extent also religious practiceraleData on the homepage of Alaska’s
biggest and oldest Jewish congregation ‘Beth Shokuggests that the percentages of
Jewish people belonging to a synagogue, lightirgg Shabbatcandles and observing
Hanukkahare higher in Alaska than in the rest of the Uhiftates. (Frozen Chosen)
However, while living in a remote area may leadgledo reflect more on their Jewish
identity and the way they want to (or even camspich areas) express it, it does not necessarily
mean that people also ‘become more Jewish’ in iat,steligious sense, following the
mitzvot’. Concerning the example of Alaska, this issue tbabe addressed considering

17 The 613 commandments contained inTheah
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Alaska’s particular geographic location and climate many of thenitzvotcould not even

be followed even if people had the wish and wiltdtoso.

5.3.1. Attendance

Mitchell, rabbi of Alaska’s biggest congregatiomated that they get most attendants for
services on Friday nights and Saturday mornings, dithese services belonging3babbat

— on Friday nights there are usually about twentyhirty people, on Saturday mornings
usually about ten — claiming that this “is prettgngarable to other congregations
percentage-wise..” (Mitchell, Interview 3). Mostteatdants come for important events
regarding the life-cycle, lik®ar or Bat Mitzvahsand wedding ceremonies as well as the
higher holidays such @esachor Passovéf, where almost two hundred attendants came to

the synagogue in 2015.

Brenda, the administrator of Fairbank’s synagogdeHatzafon’, told me that even in the
tri-cities are&® the attendance rate is not higher$trabbaservices than in Fairbanks. “Look
at our community... it's changed. It's changingaér the place, not just us. Down in the tri-
cities it's a pretty big place, they didn't get angre people than we do on a Friday night.
You'd think it's population-based. It's not!” Whanalyzing the attendance rates in relation
to the entire population of that respective citystate, they come out even higher in Alaska
than in most other US States, which also concutis the data | presented in the beginning
of this chapter on Alaskan Jews being more relgjypactive than Jews in other American
States with higher rates of celebrattignukkah being a congregation member and lighting
the Shabbatandles.

18 pesachor Passover is a celebration in spring to commatadhe Jews’ escape from slavery in Egypt.
19 An area consisting of three neighboring citiethim southeastern part of the US state of Washington
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5.3.2. Keeping kosher

Adjusting one’s dietary plan to fit the rules ofefeng kosheris nearly impossible when
living in Alaska. Rebecca, from the congregatiortrB8holom, estimated the number of
families keepindgosherin the entire state at twenty, and this is justféonilies considering
themselves as keepikgsher which does not even mean that they truly areisiicto the
rules of keepindcosher There is nkosherbutcher in Alaska and only fairly recently have
big grocery store chains incorporatetshershelves sometimes offering a small selection of
koshermmeat in their stores in Alaska. While theréagal meat for the Muslim communities,
there is ndkoshemeat for the Jewish communities becak@sshermeat is subject to a much
higher number of rules concerning the processsgbribduction. Furthermore, raising cattle
in Alaska with the aim of producingposhermeat would not be economical, according to
Rebecca. As most of Jewish Alaskans are not Orthadany people usually just switch to
vegetarian food for the higher holidays and doa&pkosherthe rest of the time. Only within
the Orthodox congregation by the Chabad movemeanhhecessary to have@shermeat, at
least sometimes, so the rabbi kashemmeat flown in from the ‘lower 48’. One woman even
goes to Seattle herself on a regular basis in dadéake back suitcases filled with frozen
koshemeat. The majority of my informants at least trkéepkosherfor the higher holidays,
such aPesachor Rosh Hashanahk to the extent that this is possible in Alaskar. Fost,
this means to at least refrain from eating medtifhaotkosher and therefore, as pointed out

above, most switch to vegetarian food for theseifipalays.

An important point when writing abokbsherrules is thakosheris by no means a fixed
definition of what can and what cannot be eaterko&her lifestyle is subject to each
individual's interpretation of the words in thieorah and the differences between these
interpretations are vast. The sentence “do not eokikl in its mother’s milk” (Torah 2016)
has generally be translated as not to mix dairyragdt products. For some, this has taken
to mean that, after having had meat, one should atdeast six hours before consuming
dairy products (and vice versa). For others, ifgyrmeans not to consume the two categories
of food within one dish — like in Spaghetti Carban#or example. And for others, and this
is probably true for the majority of Jewish peoighe world right now, it means to only
follow this rule on important holidays. One sucHiindual interpretation of keepinkpsher
was explained to me by Harriet, one of very fewidbvwpeople in Valdez, Alaska. She told

me:
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I know I'm Jewish, that's good enough. And | thirdm my mother, | respected her, | don't
eat pork. If there was like a... a sHdround here, | would go. But there isn't. Thifiss But
in my own way, that's how | do it. | don't eat pofkat's good enough. (Harriet, Interview 10)

Another example is that of Matthew, who was perhhpsstrictest individual | met, when it
comes to keepingosher “I don't eat pork, | don't eat shellfish. | domitx beef and dairy. |
do mix chicken and dairy. | only ekbsherbeef, but with chicken | don't care whether it's
kosheror not. That's where I'm at with that” (Matthewtdrview 13). In this quote, Matthew
also refers to the rules d&doshermeat in general, meaning that it was raised aed th
slaughtered in a specific way that is consideékedherand that was also supervised by
someone with the right training kosherslaughter. For him, it is important to stick teth
general rule that pork is not considekasherat any time and neither is shellfish. For other
types of meat that come from generdbsheranimals, it is only important to him in some
regards that the animal was also raised and slateghin &oshemway. The most memorable
individualized form of keepingoshercame from Reform Rabbi Mitchell, who told me that
since there’s n&osherbutcher around, he prefers to go hunting himsstalise then he can
ensure that the animal is treated respectfullydbkes not hunt often, but when he does, the
meat will suffice for a long period of time becailmedoes not eat much meat. Practices such
as hunting or fishing have a long tradition in Alasand are common practice among a
diverse and wide range of people. They fall unterdategory of self-subsistence and are
legitimate ways of obtaining food, especially besmthere is a large number of wild animals
living close to the Alaskan people — this way ofadbing food is therefore easily accessible
to anyone. While a rabbi carrying out such prastimay be perceived as irregular by people
(especially those who are Jewish) in most otheoregof the world, in Alaska this is to be
understood as ordinary. This is an example of &indisAlaskan Jewish identity where
elements from both influences have formed certain habits that then help maintain both,
the Alaskan and the Jewish identity.

20 The Yiddish expression for ‘synagogue’.
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Figure 7: KosherHot Dogs (Photo taken by the author, Fairbanksy RL5)
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5.3.3. Mikvah

Themikvahis a ritual bath for Jewish people, and obserdamntish women are expected to
immerse themselves in this ritual bath every maftér their period to cleanse themselves.
There used to be mikvahin Anchorage at Elmendorf Air Force Base, whichsviailt in
1974 for the wife of an Orthodox Air Force chapldinremained open for a long time but
was in a horrible condition by the early 1990s, whbke Jewish population of Alaska
continued to expand. About a handful of Alaskan warwere observant enough to fly to
Seattle monthly for the use of a propeikvahin good shape. Although natural waters like
rivers, oceans and lakes can also serveilgahs these women went to Seattle every month
after having had several encounters with moosargath these lakes at the same time. By
the end of the 1990s the Air Fontekvahwas due for demolition, and the Greenberg family
managed to lead a successful fundraising campaigrder to finally build their owmikvah
which is now located close to the Jewish museuntlaadhabad synagogue in Anchorage.
(Fishkoff 2003: 139ff.) Brenda, who converted tddigm after having moved to Alaska, had
to use amikvahin order to complete her conversion process aludne that they just used

a pool filled with river water, because there ism&vahin Fairbanks.

5.3.4. Shabbat and other Holidays

For most of my informants it was important to olbsethe major holidays of a Jewish year,
even when they did not really consider themsehaxyg religious. To these generally count
Pesach, Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kighuand Hanukkah Surprisingly, | encountered many
Jewish people who even try to obseBleabbabn a regular basis, if only by attending either
Friday night or Saturday morning services at tharest synagogue. For two of my
intervieweesShabbatholds a special meaning. One of them is recerit badpool graduate
Dylan, who was one of the teenagers from FairbaoKsin the group trip to Poland and
Israel shortly before my arrival, along with otiAdaskan Jewish teenagers. He told me about
his search for a college and how one aspect helgrig at is the proximity of a synagogue

to the campus:

21 The Day of Atonement; the holiest day in the yiealudaism. It is ten days aftRosh Hashanalthe
Jewish New Year Celebration.
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Actually I'm looking into that when I'm looking ablleges, | don't want to go to a college that
doesn' (...) have (...) a Reform synagogue thahlride my bike to every week. | don't know
what I'd do without my weekly service... just strés gone after services. (Dylan, Interview
8)

For Dylan,Shabbatervice has become a means to take his mindradf tiiings and to relax,
it has become a weekly ritual that is an importantine in his life, to an extent that he is
planning his future around it because it providssusty for him.

Similarly, for Matthew observinghabbaits one of the things that he loves the most about
being Jewish. For him, however, this does not natendingShabbatservices but rather
“to sit with like-minded people and have a meahwiliem and reflect” (Matthew, Interview
13). AlthoughShabbausually takes about 24 hours, it is not alwayy éasncorporate that
into one’s work-schedule and daily routine, but tfetv tries to “have at least a 12-hour
frame in between that 24-hour frame” where he ‘foans on Judaism” (Matthew, Interview
13). For him, it is also proven to be challengioglefend his wish of observirfghabbat
claiming that “Alaskans or Americans or just youkigs don't understand that concept.
Especially Friday night is a party night. They as& 'Where were you on Friday night?' |
have a bunch of friends who aren't Jewish, they &esking me 'let's go out Friday, do this,
do that' and | said 'I'm sorry guys, | can't'.neéver understood.” This concurs with the theory
of the ‘odd man out’-effect by Alper & OlsdA.It involves a behavior that is unfamiliar to
non-Jews and causes Jewish people to stand outaaedto explain their behavior, which
non-Jews often find odd. (Alper/Olson 2013: 86)

This phenomenon of seeming odd to others due tts wakgious practices is a source of
frustration for Matthew, who even wrote a poem idey to make himself understood and

vent his feelings:

Matthew, what can be so important that you sperdyekriday

of your young adult life at home?

22 See chapter 6.2f@r a detailed description of the ‘odd man out’eeft

49



Let me explain this to you because when | say ataizmight
after work I'm going home, I'm truly going home.
I'm stepping through the gateways under a mosa&cJdrusalem skyline
and | whisper to myself 'next year in Jerusalem’
as | touch the mezuzah and | kiss my hand.
My favorite time of the week, the chance to sikbaowind,
to forget about time, myself and my own problems.
To focus on this community as a whole,
you see it's a brief chance to escape and be padmething bigger,
but usually there'll be no more than 15 peoplehm $ynagogue
but they're all familiar faces who now recognizefage in return.
The same weekly routine always seems to surprisomehow,
| know the order of our beautiful melodies we'réengao pray,
the same prayers that my grandparents' grandpareraged
and hearing these melodies so beautifully slippest gosher lips
is enough to take my breath away.
So now you tell me who wouldn't want to leave home
on a Friday night like this, a heart overflown wilihss,
and a mind ready for any court balls thrown at meéhe week to come.
So every Friday night, I'll be under this mosaicdefusalem,
maybe, just maybe next year in Jerusalem ...
b'ezrat haschem, next year in Jerusalem.

(Matthew, Interview 13)

In this poem, Matthew also addresses this relaxsifigct of Shabbat that it offers the
opportunity to sit back, unwind and to forget abotlter things occupying his mind, just as

it does for Dylan. In these two very similar exaggbf the meaning @habbatfor young
Jewish men, it becomes clear that, altho8blabbatdoes not have an extremely religious
meaning for them, it has become a routine thatsgseeurity and provides them with what
they need in order to unwind. In a way, religionhiase two cases is more a means to achieve
something else rather than that which needs tacbeweed. It simply provides the frame in
which the thinking of other things becomes less drtgnt and instead relaxation and
reflection are actively enhanced, also throughpiresence of other Jewish people during

Shabbadinners or services.
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This frame that religion provides in certain instes could also be observed concerning other
Jewish holidays considering that many of my intamees stated that observing the higher
holidays mainly serves as a way of bringing the levliamily together and enjoy a meal with
them. A young woman from Philadelphia who comegdtilez every summer to work there
for a few months said she only misses being awam fa Jewish community during the
holidays: “I only miss it slightly when I'm somewtgeand | know that my family is all
together havingsedef?, then a little bit. But besides that | don’t rgathiss it” (Eleanor,
Interview 9). As becomes clear in this quote, itas the community or the holiday itself that
she misses but the being around her family andorasieag Pesachtogether with them.
Similarly, to these examples, Lloyd stated thanef@ne sometimes attends a congregation
(Reform in this case), it is not necessarily inesrth be religious:

For people who aren't Jewish it's hard for themrtderstand how in Reform Judaism you can
be part of that and yet not really be very religidtis a very strange thing. Catholicism, if you
go to church you are very involved in it and thactangs of Catholicism. But for the Jews...

you can do it for identity. (Lloyd, Interview 7)

Like with Shabbatand other specific holidays, even the simple &etttending a service at
a congregation does not require a religious matwdiut might simply provide the necessary
space for maintaining one’s cultural identity. Agaieligion is just the means of obtaining
something else. This also leads to the next aspattould very well be observed during my
research, namely that for many constructing andhtaming their Jewish identity is primarily

of importance when they have a family.

5.3.5. Family and Children

One aspect that kept on reappearing during thevietes | conducted, was the aspect of
having children and how this affects someone’s tstdading and also need for maintaining
a Jewish identity. The awareness that one’s chilevidd only acquire a Jewish identity of

their own, when it is actively enhanced and thugwtaaed by their Jewish parent(s), was a

23 Sederis the term used to describe the first two evesiofjthePesachcelebration, usually marked by a
family dinner following a specific order of diffamerituals.
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crucial aspect in the maintaining of one’s own 3wdentity for many of my interviewees.

There were several cases in which my interviewesre wot congregation members anymore
but in fact had only been members of their respecynagogue in the time period when
they had children to raise. One such example igollilwho, when asked whether he

followed the religious rules at all, said:

I very much did, before there was a synagogue dweas observant, as | said, while | had
young children, and | saw to it that all of the sévadbar mitzvahsand | had to train them for
that, which is more than what most parents carfMifton, Interview 6)

He repeated several times throughout the interiew it was crucial to him to ensure that
his children construct their own Jewish identityhisl importance of being observant and
passing it on to his children subsided once theldrawn up. Also Lloyd, who is not an
active congregation member anymore and does ndaidemhimself a religious person,
describes how his daughter had bat mitzvahand how her devotion to this also made him
very content: “My older daughter had &t mitzvahand she found it very, very interesting.
She really worked hard at it, which | don't knowth&t made her religious. But | was very
happy because | want her to have an understandlihgdaism” (Lloyd, Interview 7). These
examples imply that the main aim in the raisinglufdren is then to pass on a certain sense
of Jewish identity and of the according traditioinstead of relaying Judaism as a religious
belief.

This phenomenon of people only being active memabktiseir respective congregations as
long as they have children to raise is also a soafdiscontent for those who remain active
within their congregation even after their childeee grown up: “What's happened with a lot
of them is that their children grow up.. when theyittle they want their children to have a
Jewish home and then when they grow up..” (Brehdarview 8). This issue was especially
present during the group interview with some of tomgregants of the synagogue in
Fairbanks, who expressed pride that they contitoediay active in the congregation even

after their children had become adults.
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6. Social Dimension: Jewish and non-Jewish people in
Alaska

In this chapter | will deal with the interplay oéwry and Alaska, or more explicitly the
relations between Jewish and non-Jewish peoplagliun Alaska, the diversity among

Alaskan people and also anti-Semitism that Jewesiple in Alaska have experienced.

6.1. Diversity

“When | asked people what they associated
with Alaska, no one said diversity,
and that’'s one of the things we have
here that we're not known for.”

(Matthew, Interview 13)

This aspect of diversity, unlike Alaska’s naturbmate and space, is something that few
non-Alaskans seem to know or associate with theepl®atthew informed me that East
Anchorage High School is the most diverse schodhm entire United States. Prior to
Matthew’s first visit to the Beth Sholom congregatin Anchorage, he experienced fear of

going in because all his life he had felt like ansider:

(...) with me not knowing anything about the comityinp here other than my few Jewish
friends | was just afraid they were gonna see nsoa®e weirdo outsider.. | don't really look
like them.. going in and seeing that it's even idigén our congregation! You know you have
me who is Moroccan-Ethiopian, some Sephardic peopdbkenasis, Mali whose dad is
Yemenite, you have all these different things. (katv, Interview 13)

Matthew generally described Alaska as very, vemmolpecause there are so many cultures.
Lewis told me of a black man who had come up teskdain the army and has stayed ever
since because he feels so much safer than in hig lstate Louisiana. This aspect was also
addressed within the first few minutes of my firgerview. Rebecca told me that “it's very

diverse, there are ninety different languages Hénat helps” (Rebecca, Interview 1). With
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this, she refers to the existing diversity beingimportant factor in making it easier for
minorities because the sense of being part of @miynis something that many others will
share and can thus relate to. Louise, the curdtineaJewish Museum in Anchorage, is also
active in an organization called ‘BridgeBuildesshich brings together the different cultures
present in Alaska, encouraging them to celebrasetitultures and share them with others,
through performances for example. These examplew shat Alaska is experienced as a
safe and diverse environment, in which there tisigpace for everyone — regardless of their
identity. The high degree of diversity seems t@tzean atmosphere where it is common to
feel different and this ultimately encourages tremmers of different minorities to support
one another and work together for initiatives theamote mutual understand like in the

example of ‘BridgeBuilders’.

6.2.Jews and Others

In the following two subchapters | will elaborata the results concerning the relations
between Jewish Alaskans and their fellow non-Jewsighbors. First, | want to give a
general impression of these relations and how Jepasple living in Alaska perceive these
relations. In a second step, | will then elabonat more in-depth manner on the experiences
of my interviewees that they deemed worthy of ngllwhen asked about anti-Semitism in
Alaska. These both aspects are closely relatedfach anti-Semitism is yet another
subcategory of the general relations between Jeamdmon-Jewish people in Alaska. Before
commencing on this topic it should be noted that & difficult task to speak of non-Jewish
Alaskans in general, due to Alaska’s extremely ldghree of diversity. So while there are
many people in Alaska who are not Jewish, this bymeans says that these can all be

analyzed in the same manner as they belong todréeyent groups.

During my interviews | heard many remarks that gelve on the sense of community and
to what extent the Jewish community was embeddedAlaskan society as a whole. When
| conducted the group interview with five women tbe Beth Sholom congregation in

Anchorage, most of the interview revolved around dommunity aspect. They told me that
the synagogue is quite public, and all of them edjthat they generally feel safe, that they
have the feeling that people watch out for thenegethe FBI and the CIA). This issue was
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the first one that was brought up at the beginoiinpe interview, and it became evident that
all of these women had very strong feelings abaist tn the course of this timeframe, many
strong and poignant statements were made. Theyead of the opinion that “there’s hate
against natives, while as a Jewish person youesirbjend right in” (Martha, Interview 1)
and that “they’re much rather Jewish than bladkis country” (Wanda, Interview 1). When
telling me about an attack where teens drew thebsymf the swastika on the wall of the
synagogue in the early 1990s, they said that manyJewish people showed up for the next
Shabbatservice to show support. Although all of them wlad to generally feel safe in
Anchorage they also kept on giving statements ithditated that maybe they were just
feeling safe because the situation was way wonsetfeer minorities. The impression that
the Jewish community might be the most acceptedmtynin Alaska or perhaps also in the
United States does not change the fact that tilissninority and often treated as such.

In spite of this awareness of a certain differeruddyelonging to a religious minority and
sometimes being reminded of that, there were alsoenous examples of indeed very good
relationships and mutual interest between diffegeatips. Due to high intermarriage-rafes
the congregations themselves are becoming moresgia®ad mixed and thus also more open.
Rabbi Mitchell seeks to enhance these spaces erfaction and open dialogue and is glad
whenever non-Jewish people attend events at hegegue. One such example would be the
PesachSederthey hosted shortly before my time in Alaska inriR@015 where they had
almost two hundred attendants, most of them nonsbevAnother example is the yearly
mitzvahmall, a social event they host every Decemberisge& encourage people to donate
to nonprofit organizations with different causestidg the planning of this event they are in
close contact with numerous nonprofit organizatideslicated to a range of issues and
organized by people from all kinds of backgrourMatthew also told me about this during

his interview:

The thing here is that they do a lot of events geidheir name out there but at the same time
it's not that present. They're helping out at adbtevents and stuff. But it's about the
community as a whole, it's not to say 'Hey we'neisle, we're here, we want you to know
about us' but more like 'We're Alaskans, we catht. (Matthew, Interview 13)

24 In this case, the term means the rate of marriagageen Jewish and non-Jewish people. The terrbean
used to describe any kind of mixed marriage.
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This quote expresses Matthew’s interpretation efdbngregation’s actions as being more
oriented towards the whole community and helpingheather, rather than calling for

attention and using it as a means to bring attertboJudaism — which also coincides with
my interpretation of the congregation’s aims. Irdlébe main goal in these planned events

seemed to be to bring people together, regardfaseio faith or origin.

6.2.1. “They’re basically the same” - Jewish-Muslim relatons in Alaska

This diversity also has an especially crucial dffec Jewish-Muslim relations in Alaska,
both of them sharing this minority status. One epl@mvas told to me by Matthew: he and
some Israeli friends of his get together every VWsday night to play soccer with some
Palestinians, focusing on their similar role aslggious minority in Alaska and their similar
region of origin, rather than their differenceseylall play in one team against people from
other regions, like Latin America, and refer tortfselves as the Middle-Easterners. Many
of them speak both Arabic and Hebrew and also teach other parts of these languages. In
this example the presence of all these differemtoniies has encouraged some to forget
tensions many others feel, tensions that are onéts on an almost daily basis, and instead

focus on what they have in common: the same areagif and a passion for soccer.

In a similar manner Rabbi Mitchell also activelyntidbutes to a strong relationship between
the Jewish and the Muslim community in Anchorageicv he describes as ‘nice’. He holds
frequent forums at the congregations in which pedpbm the Jewish and the Muslim

community come together. The format he describdsliasvs:

Nothing about Jewish traditions and Muslim tradisdut talks about what it's like to be a
minority in the United States. Cause that’s the w@m ground and that's what we share. We
can't do anything from Anchorage to solve the Mal#last problems. But we can make
Anchorage a healthy viable community. And the amyy we can do that is to share and share
our experiences ‘cause we find out ‘Hey, they'reitaly the same’ and that's what.... it was
nice to see that. (Mitchell, Interview 3)

He added later that the Muslim community also editim to the opening ceremony of
Alaska’s first mosque. This quote makes cleartinditchell it is important to underline the
fact that both the Jewish and the Muslim commus#ie minorities and this common ground
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of knowing what it’s like to be a member of a réhgs minority in the United States is more
important to him than the difference between tiheligion and their political views on the
Middle-East. This implies that he is well awarebeing a member of a minority and that
there is in fact a common ground to be sharedoargt of experiences that he assumes other
members of minorities might also have had — ancheoessarily positive. Furthermore, this
statement also shows clearly that he prioritizie, Matthew and his friends, focusing on
this similar status as being members of a religiousority in the United States rather than
talking about each group’s respective traditiond perhaps differences. In this, he sees
importance in order to contribute to the statearhmunity in Anchorage and he expresses
this as if he feels it is partly his task to makeoatribution to this, to ensure that there are

good ties among members of the different minorifiiesa harmonious community overall.

6.2.2. Anti-Semitism

The topic of this subchapter is anti-Semitism amavhat extent the experiences of Jewish
people living in Alaska are shaped by it. Before depiction of specific examples, | want to
point out how living in areas with a low Jewish ptgiion density can present a particular
form of challenge or even threat to Jewish identkycording to Alper and Olson, there are
several dimensions to living in a very Jewish ak&hile high levels of Jewish religious
practice and cultural involvement are not only gassbut also encouraged simply by the
presence of other Jewish people who carry outiceigypractices, the other side to this is that
highly Jewish areas may create more space for Agveisple who want to be less Jewish.
(Alper/Olson 2013: 85) In fact Glazer underlinessttast aspect in his book ‘American
Judaism’ and describes that: “It was in these alnoaally Jewish areas, paradoxically, that
Jews could live lives almost completely unaffedigdewish religion and that the proportion
of synagogue members was always lowest” (Glazer:1Bb7). And Jewish people living in
such ‘highly-Jewish’ areas are also in less neeéxpiaining or defending their Jewish

identity, as suggested by Alper and Olson:

Unlike Jews in less Jewish areas, their Jewishtityemay seldom be challenged or brought
up as a relevant issue in their daily activitiesey less often have to explain themselves to
Jews or even non-Jews (who are themselves accustimnencountering Jews on a regular
basis). In short, they may less often have to tlab&ut their Jewish identity. (Alper/Olson
2013: 85)
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Some general works address the issue of transfgrfram being a member of a majority
religion to a member of a minority religion (DudarR007; Hashmi 2000; Herberg 1955),
which often deal with the experiences of MuslimedglP2005; Ammerman 2003) who have
emigrated to the Europe or the United States aacetbre also suddenly find themselves
with a minority status. Having such a status for@e®rson to account for their identity and
this, in turn, increases the importance of saidtithein this person’s life. (Alper/Olson 2013:

85)

In addition, in less Jewish areas, and generafly fmpulated/more remote areas, contact
between different groups of people might increds=ople are somewhat forced to have
contact with people who are not members of théinietor religious group because there are
not many people overall. This, in turn, may alsta@ce understanding but just as well
misunderstanding, as people find themselves in wéexkplaining or justifying a certain
behavior, such as the stickingkosherdietary restrictions or keepirg@habbatAnd in more
remote areas, the general awareness and famihaitityother religious practices might not

be as high as in more populated areas.

To the extent that they dress or act in ways treatestinctively Jewish and not familiar to the
non-Jews living nearby, they may be subject to wieatall the “odd man out” effect. That is,
Jews in areas of low Jewish population share amedbto think about their identity more
because they believe that others find them oddtoially treat them differently (ibid.: 86).

This is also taken up by the report “Geographiddd@nces among American Jews”: “While
maintaining Jewish identity and Jewish life presemtllenges for the Jewish communal
system in all regions of the country, these chaksnappear to be heightened outside the
areas of traditional Jewish settlement, most ngtdi# West and in small cities, towns and
rural areas” (Sheskin 2004: 28f.). But it may bes#hchallenges that Jews in more remote or
less-Jewish areas are faced with that encourage tbeplace more importance on their

Jewish identity, rather than forgetting about iaotively trying to assimilate.

After giving this brief overview of the specific alhenges that come with living in areas with
a low Jewish population density, | will now proceeith more precise statements on anti-
Semitism in Alaska. This is to be seen as a suboageof the code ‘community’ and it is

generally hard to separate those two, but | stlhted to try and elaborate in more detail on
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some statements that were made that refer to soateamiti-Semitic behavior or could be
interpreted as being motivated by a certain kinsh@énsitivity or even anti-Semitism. When
asked to describe anti-Semitism in Alaska, Wanddartae very poignant statement that
“it’'s more like putting out fires, rather than figihg a growing cancer” (Wanda, Interview 1)
suggesting that, while there are incidents evesy and then, there is no institutionalized
form of anti-Semitism that is increasing. Rabbi dhgll made an attempt at describing the

situation for the Jewish community as a whole, sgyhe following:

The Jewish communities tend to stay quiet, dontitvtea make waves and if you stay quiet,
then you sort of get accepted as “We have a lalelyish community” in town. If you make

waves then you have an uppity Jewish communitywntthat is always complaining and
that's what Jews do. It's a quick jump to the &eimitic stereotypes that exist. (Mitchell,
Interview 3)

This quote includes a poignant point about theticela between Jewish and non-Jewish
people living in Alaska. While generally it may seéke everything is at peace and that the
different groups forming the overall community havgood relationship with each other,
with this quote Mitchell shows that this does n@cessarily mean that anti-Semitic
sentiments are not there, are not lingering irbekground just waiting for a trigger to come
out. Mitchell seems to be convinced that people@udhave such opinions about the Jewish
people in town but usually do not see any sens&pmnessing them unless they suddenly see

reason to.

While investigating the nature of anti-Semitism esienced by Jewish people in Alaska it
became evident that many of my interviewees wduetant to categorize something as anti-
Semitic and instead often used words such as ‘agrtbor ‘insensitive’ to describe what they
had experienced. Although undoubtedly, they are &blive a good life in Alaska and feel
like part of the community there are certain tensithat arise every now and then, and the
fact that each and every one of my intervieweesatadeast one such story of an ‘ignorant’
person to tell changes the narrative, and thidypaggates my interviewees’ perspective,
which could be interpreted as being protective lafska. Noteworthy was also the process
to my informants sharing negative experiences wieéhduring the interviews. When asked
about negative experiences, most of my informaetgmb by saying that they had not had
any. In the course of the interview, however, evang of them recalled an incident, and
often a second or more experiences of negativeriexypes followed after the first. This also

concurs with my interpretation of this protectives®f Alaska. To conclude: while it is true
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that most of the incidents | was told of could hetstraightforwardly classified as an anti-
Semitic hate crime it is still striking that a @érnt kind of ignorance or usage of hurtful
expressions targeted at Jewish people seems to foegsient that everyone can contribute

an example to the discussion.

| encountered this kind of relativizing from thesfiday onwards, in fact in the first sentence
in the first interview | conducted: “There’s no a8emitism here, there’s just no
understanding” (Wanda, Interview 1). This can bensas an extension of everything
addressed in the last subchapter on the overakesagrcommunity. While there might not be
a very present and dangerous threat of anti-Setmi@vior in Alaska this still does not
mean that Jewish people in Alaska feel exclusivedyl-treated, respected and understood.
Many people certainly have good ties with non-Jawisople and their religion generally
does not trigger a certain kind of mean behavisatads them but each and every one of the
people | spoke with could tell me at least a feariss that might have been motivated by
anti-Semitic sentiments or that at least were oe Horder to being classified as
discrimination. Every congregation had experieratddast one ‘attack’ — be it the smearing

of unambiguous symbols on their walls or odd pheadés.

Some of the incidents took place in high schoalshsas the one experienced by Wanda’s
daughter. She was the only Jewish kid in her hafflos| class and was feeling ignored when
all the children were making Christmas stockingsahool for the holidays. Upon asking her
teacher what she should do in the meantime, tlebéeadold her that she should just make a
Christmas stocking in white, blue and gold — arat thas that. A similar experience of lack
of understanding within school was told to me bylddy a participant in the group of
Alaskans teens who went to Poland and Israel shioeflore my arrival. When his class read
the novel ‘Night’ by Elie Wiesel, he brought therahto class because he thought it would
be interesting for the others to look at but higlish teacher told him he could not bring
outside information. And then, at the point in ek where they’'re saying the mourner’'s
kaddisi#®, Dylan explained to everyone how important thatisd the teacher responded by
saying: “Well | don't know what that is, so | dotiiink it's important”. When asking him
what he thought was behind these statements, tientelhe thinks that she was just being
ignorant. The narratives of such incidents dispdayvide variety with regard to their

25 A specific prayer traditionally recited after agen’s death.
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seriousness and harmfulness, and many, if not nmogiht certainly be accurately
categorized as simply ignorant rather than hat&ut. the question whether an ignorant,
rather than a hateful remark, does not also claasifliscriminative, or even as anti-Semitic,
remains. The intention behind a certain remarkftsnounclear, but even if the nature of a
certain action or remark remains unknown and isnaltely deemed as ‘merely ignorant’, it
will most definitely contribute to a Jewish pergerling uncomfortable, in the best case, and

in the worst case hurt and insecure, unsure almuttbest respond as a result of the remark.

Another striking story, and perhaps the best exampihe kind of discrimination that Jewish
people sometimes face living in Alaska, was toldn® by Matthew, who, as | described in
the beginning of this subchapter, followed thisgedure of only step-by-step allowing for
negative experiences to come up during the interigde started by saying he had never

had bad experiences, then conceded he had expatigrance:

I've only experienced anti-Semitism here one titneas very brief and | don't even know if

it was meant to be anti-Semitism or if it was joet being a jerk, | was walking into a store
and | had myarmulké® on, | didn't have a hat on that day and she vkasdriving, | think
she was just waiting for me to walk by... so sheneout the window and she goes 'that's a
stupid fucking hat'. I don't know if | would eveategorize that as anti-Semitism, but it's still
a hurtful thing like... | was like 'what was theagefor that? You're in that much of a hurry that
me and my stupid hat... so | think that's the dinhe | experienced anti-Semitism. (Matthew,
Interview 13)

This story is a good example of Alper’'s and Olsqi2813) theory of the ‘odd man out’-
effect described at the beginning of the chaptéere a specifically Jewish way to dress is
perceived as unfamiliar or at least uncommon bgraJewish person, resulting in the Jewish
person to be pointed out as odd. Shortly afteingglne this story, Matthew recalled another
instance that left him feeling uncomfortable:

There was one other time where... | was at the wailing in line to get food and there was
this young kid, high school, he's on the phone wWithfriend who is in the mall somewhere
else and he said 'Hey man, about to get my foad oyee me that money don't try to jew me
out of it', he looked back at me and could telk thaas Jewish, and said ‘Hey man, just get
up here’. (Matthew, Interview 13)

In both of these examples, it was unclear to Mattkeéhether these remarks were anti-

Semitically motivated, but regardless of the intmtbehind these examples, in both cases

26 yarmulkeis a different term forkippah'.
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he ended up feeling hurt and confused. While tis éixample might just have been a result
of a lack of knowledge about the kind of ‘hat’ Matv was wearing and what it means, the
second is a more difficult case because it refeectly to Jews. A very similar story was
told to me by Lewis, a professor at the Universitfrairbanks who addressed this difficulty
of adequately categorizing some remarks. In thénbetg of the interview he stated that he
finds Alaska to be an exceptionally accepting platdeast socially, and that he has almost
never encountered anti-Semitism in the many dechddsas spent living there. He also
added that there “certainly is no institutionalizedi-Semitism” in Alaska, also telling me
about his parents’ generation who still felt thépwd change their names to a name not
ending with ‘-sky’, which would lead others to makesumptions about their Jewish faith
and Eastern European origin. Interestingly enourgiine course of the interview his narrative
changed slightly and he ended up telling me thah&e in fact made some negative

experiences, although he would not classify themngisSemitic.

| can't say that I've had bad experiences becduaptieSemitism. Not really. I've had bad
experiences... cultural miscommunication experienadich can be mistaken for anti-
Semitism. | think some Jewish people use the atiomsaf anti-Semitism a little too easily
and | think that's a bad thing. I've been in a t®wp situations | can remember where there
was an offense or something was said that wasgfferfor example I'm sitting with someone
from University discussing budgets, someone whuyisuperior, and we were talking about
a budget and she said '‘Maybe when you talk to #ieoot the price you can try to jew them
down". So | was at a crossroads, | really liked gperson... you know, what to do in that
moment.. | just sort of flushed but then I thouttis is a teaching moment, not an offensive
moment and | told her 'Here's why that is offensawel she was very... she said 'l didn’t mean
that, it was just an expression’ and | said ye&hplv it's just an expression, but here's what
it means and | think she’ll probably never usegiia. That's kind of a choice that you have
in the moment, whether to be offended or use &raspportunity to teach. (Lewis, Interview
5)

In the beginning of this quote Lewis explains th@thinks not everything interpreted as anti-
Semitism is in fact meant in such a way and thatynese the label ‘anti-Semitic’ too easily
while he thinks many of those situations might alljube more accurately described as
‘cultural miscommunications’. The story he therdtoie is ambiguous in that regard because
it involved a superior co-worker of his who he ubueeally likes. It seemed authentic that
Lewis really does not believe that this persontention was to be anti-Semitic or that she
even realized what she said could be interpretetthah way. This example is especially
complex because the phrase used by said co-waskteradly refers to Jews and furthermore
to one of the oldest anti-Semitic stereotypes: Jleats have good ways of handling money
and usually know how to gain as much as possibleoba situation. Nevertheless, Lewis
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trusted his instinct and proved that sometimeditiecbetween intentional anti-Semitism and
unintentional miscommunication can be very fine Hrat the best way to handle a situation
as complex as this is often to communicate opdiis also applies to Matthew’s story and
the remark ‘don’t try to jew me out of it’. Eventihiese people did not mean to repeat and
reproduce anti-Semitic ideas, they unintentionditlyso, and this shows that even in Alaska,
some of these ideas are floating around and aeateg without them being given much
thought — until they are said in front of someorfevieels affected by them. In contrast to
these personal stories about negative experieticag, were a few signs of more organized
forms of anti-Semitism. Something | had not beeraranof but which was mentioned
frequently during interviews is the existence of EUmeaning ‘Christians United For
Israel’. While this name gives the impression ttiegt organization might support Jewish
people it is in fact a Christian Zionist movememittclaims that Jewish people will face
eternal hell unless they renounce their religiadoron 2015) This organization has
apparently become more and more present in thetlBitates and is perceived as somewhat
threatening or at least annoying by many in theisleasommunities. According to Mitchell
there has been a general increase in the percasfthgelamentalist Christians, and therefore
the main source of anti-Semitic sentiments, whietvish people in Alaska are currently

experiencing, is actually religiously motivatedersiming from Christianity.

CUFI was one of the few indicators of an organizestjtutionalized anti-Semitic movement
| encountered, along with incidents at two of tlengregations | visited. One was the
aforementioned smearing of swastikas on the wallcafigregation Beth Sholom in
Anchorage in the early 1990s which prompted widesgrsupport from non-Jewish
Alaskans. This incident was, while shocking andseain particular before they found out
who was behind the smearing —, not a serious thoeidie congregation but rather another
example of the use of distinct words/symbols imtieh to Jewry, be it intentional or not,
and in light of the perpetrators turning out tadenagers it was probably simply provocation.
More serious were some incidents described by soargregants of OrHatzafon in
Fairbanks explaining to me why the synagogue iallsinconspicuous building that easily
goes unnoticed. As a result many people in Fairbaoknot even know there is a synagogue

or do not know where it is. According to Brendastis a deliberate choice:

Years ago we had issues with anti-Jews to the pdiete there were swastikas put up and for
a really long time we chose to keep low-profilet titmt many years ago we've had people
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come in threatening us in the synagogue. During higidays because of what was going on
in Israel we had police knowing that.. so over gaae have in some respect deliberately kept
a low profile and kept a place that would blendvhere we wouldn't stick out of fear of some

of the issues that happened in the past. (Brentryvliew 8)

Louise, curator of the Jewish museum in Anchoragen wants to obtain a device which
she can put around her neck with a button to tilerpolice. She has had multiple experiences
while working in the museum — she is the only peraorking directly in the museum and
is therefore the only person usually there withuiséors — that have left her feeling insecure
and unsafe, and it has led her to realize thayldlsmmething happen, she might not be able
to run to her office in the back of the museum dd the police from the telephone there.
Among these incidents were a visitor screaming tthow the Jews killed the Christ and

another visitor who was carrying a visible gun amwith him.

Looking at all the different stories the bits anéges that people associated with anti-
Semitism when | asked them about their experierwescan indeed say that perhaps Alaska
is one of the safest places to be Jewish. Jewbl@éhere feel connected to other Alaskans;
they have good ties with different groups and eveatcelebrate these ties, encouraging
mutual interest and understanding. But | cannofioorwhat many of my interviewees told
me as their very first response to the questioantifSemitism, namely that there is none at
all. The fact that each and every one had expeztemeoments of being excluded, of not
being taken seriously, of not being given a vortéigh school due to being of the Jewish
faith, or of having to listen to other people usthg word ‘Jew’ in a hurtful and demeaning
way indicates that there is some form of anti-Semitin Alaska, probably in the same way
as this exists everywhere, even if in Alaska itaigninor phenomenon. Many of my
interviewees had spent years, sometimes decadesgy somewhere else as many of them
had not been born in Alaska, and they thereforatligcompare living in Alaska to living
somewhere else as a Jewish person and out ofaimparison, they come to the — probably
always correct — conclusion that there is virtualbyanti-Semitism in Alaska because it had

been so much worse and more widespread in eveey pltace they had lived at.
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6.3. Community Within

During my research, there was one aspect thatreanisly presented itself to me through
the interviews | conducted and that therefore néed® addressed with its own subchapter.
While I initially had placed more importance on tleéationship between Jewish and non-
Jewish Alaskans, in the field | soon realized thate was a much greater number of tensions
amongJewish Alaskans than between them and their narslieneighbors. This proved to
be challenging at times because as a researckegstad in as holistic a picture as possible,
| was in contact with as many different people assble: of different congregations, but
also non-congregation members, secular and reBgiold and young. The tensions |
witnessed through comments made during the int@sviean be illustrated by two main
examples:

« Tensions between the two congregations in Anchordmge Reform congregation

Beth Sholom and the Chabad Orthodox congregatiom&ki Ohr
- Tensions between members of the congregation Oaftatan Fairbanks and non-

congregants/former members of this congregatidrairbanks

| will begin with the first example, as this wasalthe first example that | encountered during
my research. The very first people | got to knowAlaska were all congregants of the Beth
Sholom congregation, and | had already had profaamdact with their executive director
Rebecca prior to my arrival, when planning intensseand events. In a way, Rebecca was
my most important gatekeeper because it was thrbagthat | was able to meet most of the
people | ended up having conversations or evenvietgs with, and it was also through her
that | was able to practice participant observatiloming big events in the synagogue.
Consequently, since the very beginning | was conéo with remarks about ‘the other
congregation’ and questions about whether | woldth #alk to them — something that
accompanied me from different sides throughout niyefieldwork and led me to speak of
‘Jewish communies of Alaska’ rather than just ‘the Jewish commundl Alaska’.
Interestingly enough it became evident that thegoegation Beth Sholom had better
connections with other minorities than with thel@dox Jewish congregation in Anchorage,
due to several difficulties in the past. This tensbetween the Orthodox and the Reform
synagogue was an important issue raised by Rahtich®ll during my interview with him.
When | asked him about Holocaust commemorationtsinvihe community, he told me there

had not been a single community-wide commemoraince he has arrived in Alaska nine
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years ago because “there’s no cooperation betweetwb congregations” and “the ability
to get the two congregations to cooperate on thatdtty small” (Mitchell, Interview 3). For
six years he was the one to give a speech andléissimg at the days of remembrance
ceremony at the air force base, when last yearbjefire the ceremony he was told that
Louise, curator of the Jewish museum in Anchoragsyld now give the speech and the
Orthodox rabbi will be responsible for the beneaditt This only aggravated an already tense

situation.

Similarly, when | visited the Orthodox congregatiomimy last week of fieldwork, their rabbi

wanted to know who exactly | had been talking tthatother congregation and why | had
not come to them sooner, only calming down wheoid him | had also talked to a very
respected Jewish man living in Anchorage, who heehla community member for several

decades.

Unexpectedly, there were numerous members who ethito be loosely part of both

congregations, to either be good friends with mesibéthe respective other congregation
or to attend events at both congregations. Cons#iguaevhile some experience these
tensions as immense and angering, others do ritfatifficult to be in between the two.

This conflict between the two congregations wasrgortant issue raised by Mary, an artist
and gallery owner in Anchorage, who was origin&dlom Switzerland but has spent many
decades living in Israel and has converted to 3nda long time ago. She is a member of
the Orthodox congregation and good friends withrtrebbi and his wife, despite her not

being officially Jewish as she only converted dngstnot being recognized by the Orthodox
congregation. Upon asking her whether it was ingodrfor her to know there is a Jewish

community here before she moved here, she answered:

Yes, it was important. We came from Israel. At tivae. And there was another congregation
what is now also Beth Sholom and they weren't sofedable for us because they are the
American Jewish people. Where we are going (enetfare a lot of Israelis. And there's a big
difference between Israeli Jews and American JéwsThe whole atmosphere is different.
They usually don't speak Hebrew at the other caagien, they play guitar, what we are not
used to. They are not Orthodox. And they're veeyy\iberal, what is nice, though. But we
weren't used to.. in Israel.. it's very complicatddcause in Israel | could never meet people
like the rabbi. They wouldn't talk to us. (Marytdrview 12)

Despite her comfort in knowing that in Israel a B4 rabbi would not even talk to her and

yet this rabbi does, she also has her own pergtiffadulties with the strictness of the
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Orthodox congregation. Since she spent many yeamg in Israel and raised her daughters

as Jewish, her family is generally religious. Tatkabout her eldest daughter, she told me:

(...) if something happens to her, she will nobbeed by the rabbi. | will not be buried by the
rabbi. Because we are not considered Jewish. | gpemot-Jewish. And | converted... but in
New York with a liberal Jewish rabbi (...). | haaegirlfriend, her mother was Jewish, she is
Jewish. She married a Catholic, she became Cathktdicchildren are Catholic... have no clue
of Jewishness and the rabbi says they are JewigllaMghter is not. That pisses me off. (...)
So | think if the rabbi and his wife wouldn't halkecome such good friends it would be
different. But they did and they're... we do ndk &bout it. | know that if | die | will not be
buried by them, but by the other. (Mary, Intervig®)

This issue raised by Mary was also an importanteiger many of the other Jewish people
in town. With there being a Reform and an Orthodorgregation, many who actually feel
they would belong to the Orthodox one regardingr timéndset, political views or degree of
religiosity, have switched to congregation BethI8hobecause they were not considered as
Jewish by the Orthodox congregation. Martha, aiv@acbember of the Reform congregation
is one such person: “They don’t consider me Jewidhwant nothing to do with them”
(Martha, Interview 1). Matters become especialhstewhen, as in Mary’s case, a congregant
is still part of the Orthodox congregation, in spiff the fact that he/she will be buried by the
Reform congregation. Martha of the congregationhB&holom gave me a tour around
Anchorage’s Memorial Park cemetery, which has tewigh sections: one Orthodox and
one Reform. The two sections are separated byca fand Martha told me there are frequent
guarrels between the two congregations to determinmewill get buried in which of the two

sections.

Similarly noticeable were the tensions between oegants and non-congregants/former
congregants of the OrHatzafon congregation in kakb. There | was also subject to
numerous questions about who else | would interdgawny research and why. This became
an issue when | had lunch with four of the mosivactongregants in Fairbanks and told
them | was also interviewing Lloyd and Milton. Thieyew both of them well as they had
been former members but they expressed discorggarding them ceasing to be active
congregants once their children had grown up. Aflaliscussion evolved, and | was asked
what my reasons were for interviewing them. | tibldm that | was trying to talk to as many
different people as possible without limiting mymwesearch in advance and that | was not

only looking to interview active congregants buyame who defines themselves as Jewish.
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While accepting this answer one of them, Sharolh feit the need to clarify that she does

not consider them as the ‘right’ people to talk to:

How can | say that politically correct... that is entity within itself. So you have this core
group, you've got these people (...) | could gand on, you've got this intellect group but
when you come down to the people, the movers andhbkers, (...) the actual members! The
ones that are proud to make the synagogue availbhhla an educated woman, | have degrees,
| have a profession. But you know what? | also fimak | am amongst the people and you've
got your cliques (...) So if you're talking to tegzeople who have this perspective you have
to take into consideration what is the group | atkimg to, and that group is not representable
of our Jewish community. Those people don't combesynagogue anymore, Joan makes a
wonderfulchallar?” But you know what, when we need ttigallahwhere is she now? She's
not there. (Sharon, Interview 8)

Sharon seemed quite emotional, when she expressedidws on who belongs to the
community and who does not, sounding almost petlyohart that some people have
stopped coming to the synagogue — leading her t@ e statement that the others | would
talk to are not representative of the Jewish comiywf Fairbanks. It is true that some of
them stopped being active members of the congmyaiti part because their children had
grown up but many of them also expressed discomvdtt the political views of the
congregation. Lewis ended his membership when tbiessed to hold a wedding ceremony
for a lesbian couple many years ago and althougheirmeantime they have had an openly

gay summer rabbi and lost some more conservativeb®es due to that, he did not go back.

Concluding this subchapter it requires pointing thét the tensions within the different
groups of the Jewish community presented an idsaelthad not expected prior to my
research. It is one of the main aspects that preddtself to me in a very noticeable manner
through the research that | was doing and that tousd not be ignored. The way these
conflicts were frequently made a subject of dismrswithout my influence reminded me of
the importance of serendipity in the course ofseaech project; the need to properly observe
the happenings in a research context and to atbowrhe to readjust one’s research focus if
necessary. Serendipity can significantly influettoe results of fieldwork as it works as an
enhancement for the anthropologist to see whahbaelses not expect. (Rivoal/Salazar 2013:
178ff)

27 A special braided bread baked for the celebraifd®habbat and other Jewish holidays.
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7. Geographical Dimension: Influence of Place

“If you would know what kind of Jew a man is,
ask him where he lives; for no simple factor
indicates as much about the character
of the Jew as the area in which he lives.
It is an index not only to his economic status,
his occupation, his religion,
but to his politics and his outlook on life(...).”
(Wirth 1927: 68)

This quote by Wirth is very accurate when it corteethe example of Alaskan Jewry as it
underlines the importance of a place for Jewishtitle Where one chooses to live expresses
something about this person’s identity and theeetbeir Jewish identity. As Wirth says, it
not only tells something about this person’s staiing religion, but their general mindset,
their way of living. This interplay of place anckiatity, especially in a remote area such as
Alaska, is the topic | will explore further in tlolapter at hand. My initial interest is the
construction and maintenance of Jewish identityeatite extreme conditions that come with
remoteness — as is the case in the state of Aldskarder to do so | carefully separated
general statements on Alaska and statements maslgfisqlly about the place, the

geography, the nature that is Alaska.

The state of Alaska, also referred to as ‘the fiamttier’, is the largest state of the United
States of America. As presented in chapter 2.2 kejusand Morehouse’s (1992: 129)
depiction of remote areas says that they are fvelgtsimple parts of large, complex nation
states that have elaborate constitutional-legaesys, rich economies, and overarching,
dominant cultures”, which is true for Alaska, asit part of the United States of America.
Bernard and Joel Reisman (1995: 7f.), authors @f1905 study on Jewish life in Alaska,
describe Alaska as “a classic frontier societyhat tits population density is quite low —
dramatically so for Jews who are less than 1% efgéneral population” (ibid.: 7) and that
the vast majority of Alaskans only came there ia fibrties and Jewish people only in the
seventies. Furthermore, it is underdeveloped instese that it is a rugged place with its

natural environment and economic and employmeunttires and also very distant from the
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places and family networks of the people who hawaeto Alaska to settle down. Also,
most other Jewish people in the United Statesitivegban areas with Jewish infrastructures
such as Hebrew Schools and Synagogues. All this saldhe question what happens to
Jewish identity when people live away from themiiges, with fewer other Jewish people
around and with little, if any, Jewish infrastrueuat their new chosen destination.
Additionally, Alaska may prove to be an even moeagtipular place when it comes to
remoteness, due to its “isolation and extreme vegatbnditions” (ibid.: 8). This aspect of
frontier societies is also taken up by Juan Zhab@l4: 376), who points out that
“borderlands and frontiers have always been thé&edypal ‘remote place’ in popular
imagination” and that the remote “becomes a playgdowhere one gambles and takes
chances, where one’s guts and wits are put teetttelt promises the very real possibility of
turning individuals into reform pioneers (...)" ighx 376f.). The aspects Zhang addresses in

these two quotes shall be mirrored in the quotesmpynterviewees in this chapter.

Most striking were statements referring to Alaskaige and state of being largely
uninhabited. It is the largest of all the statethm US and at the same time the one with the
lowest population density of 1.3 people per squaite, which equals 0.46 people per kmz2,
(Worldatlas 2016). If Alaska were counted as a tguit would be the third least populated
country on earth with only Greenland and the Faltlislands being less populated. (Porter
2016). This aspect reflects heavily in many of mteiviewees’ views on Alaska and the
reasons they had for coming to this place. It carsdid that all of my interviewees agreed
on the notion that “Alaska offers space to getloéf grid” (Martha, Interview 1). This shared
notion that Alaska offers space ‘to get off thelyis also reflected in Sasha Newell's (2014:
367) article on remoteness, in which he writes:8@eople (...) seek out remote places to

profit from invisibility (...)". Rabbi Mitchell sal something similar:

Even before congregation Beth Sholom was heree tivere Jews here. Alaska is kind of a
funny place, a lot of people will move here jusgtt away. The Jews included. There have
probably been Jews here for longer than that, Jefas came during the gold rush or as
explorers. They didn't wanna be found, just leagirtown independent life. (Mitchell,
Interview 3)

This quote already addresses a vital point thatis:ée be taken into consideration when
writing about Alaska as a place: the mindset ofggeeple who come to live there or who
know little else because they have spent most eir thives living there. During the

interviews, there appeared several interesting resr@n people’s ideas of Alaska and what
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it meant to live there. First of all, Alaska is s&nd experienced as a place with a libertarian
view a la ‘live and let live’. Martha and Rebeccddtme that, even though many people
would be considered conservative, the state rgceniflo legalized marijuana and gay
marriage — which does not seem to go togetherdiutly makes sense if one considers the
extent to which Alaskans believe in this notioriliee and let live’. Rabbi Mitchell agreed
with this and told me that in his eyes Alaska dependent, libertarian and conservative and
that there’s a “very specific mindset of what yaitg do. There’s a certain awareness that
the place could kill you, it's a rugged place” (bhell, Interview 3). He went on to tell me
that Alaska is seen as somewhat separate or différan the rest of the United States, that
when people talk about it, they always say “Uni&tdtes and Alaska” and “the lower 48”.
This shows that in the mindset of many Alaskansstia¢e is somewhat independent and
certainly different than the rest of the United t&a resembling the way many of my
informants felt they were different as Jews andefoge came to Alaska. Living in Alaska
requires more of a person, more endurance, maegitr perhaps. As Mitchell said, it's a
rugged place and the awareness of this is whatialspeople together, according to Brenda
of the congregation OrHatzafon in Fairbanks: “WeAtaskan, this is who we are. We're a
small community, we make it through long, cold whst We're tied together” (Brenda,
Interview 4). This common ground of experiencing thughness of the place first-hand for
many months every year seems to be a factor #mpsople together and encourages them
to help each other out, to be there for one anotheéhe course of my interview with Brenda
she mentioned the high rate of alcoholism, the tiaat in winter one hardly ever sees the
sunlight and how under such conditions the mostontamt thing is to be together: “Our
community is very small, very home-grown, you knawg, not very fancy but at least we're
together” (Brenda, Interview 4). To her the mospartant feature of being a part of the
Jewish community is to be together, rather thand#ancy'. In this regard, not just Jewish
collective identity but also remoteness acts asifying factor for the Jewish communities

in Alaska.

When listening to my interviewees talk about theveoof the place, the fact that it could
easily kill you if you are not cautious, | coulchse a certain pride in their voice. They seemed
proud to be a part of this community, to be living place like this, to be able to cope with
it. Being Jewish has thus become an additionabfaaftidentity but it also became very clear
that all these people were, in addition to beingiste, proud to be Alaskan and identified as

Alaskan and as a part of Alaskan society as a wiMjyeinformant Matthew even designed
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a specific tattoo that he had done on his thigbrder to express to which extent Alaska has

played a role in the construction of his Jewishtdg:

The brilliant stars in the northern sky. The "Bé#éng "Dipper,” and shining high the great
North Star with its steady light. Those are lyfizsn the Alaska State song describing the Big
Dipper and Polaris which make up the state flag pitedecessor of GPS, Polaris, has always
been very important for travelers who are tryindinol their way. In a sense Polaris brought
me north to find my way back home. You see | was o Michigan and spent most of my
youth bouncing between Michigan and Ontario, CANidin't grow up particularly Jewish. |
had a few Jewish friends that | would celebrate libiidays with but that was really it.
Someone once told me that the beauty of religioAlaska is that | could be as Jewish as |
wanted without feeling condemned by my peers. $tatement is very true never once was |
stared at by my tribesman for being the tattoo mxe-rench Canadian-Moroccan boy

wearing Tzitzit and a Kippah. (Matthew, Intervie®)1

*

* *

*

Figure 8: Matthew's Tattoo Design (lllustration by Matthdvansing, April 2016)
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This text was written by Matthew after | asked hiondescribe to me what the meaning
behind his tattoo is. Although having had connedido Judaism all his life, he only

discovered this part of his identity after havimmgre to Alaska and coming in touch with the
Jewish communities there. It shows that certaimosundings and meeting people with a
specific mindset can enhance one’s individual esgion of oneself and the development of
certain parts of one’s identity. In part, this ¢attalso brings to mind Gans’ concept of
‘symbolic ethnicity’, as Matthew uses a traditiosginbol — the Star of David — but abstracts
it and uses it in a new way for the expressioni®tinique Jewish identity. (Gans 1979: 7ff.)

In Alaska the strategies for working around thégreuis rules are numerous, and these are
practiced even by the rabbis themselves (see adha@d ‘Religiosity’). Being Jewish in
Alaska in that way is not different froemy other place in the world but fromostplaces, |
would say. It is probably similar to being Jewislother relatively cold, Northern and rather
desolate places, but considering that Fairbankiggagation OrHatzafon (which means
‘light of the North’) is the northernmost Synagodgnehe world, there probably are not very
many regions worldwide where there is a reasonsibd Jewish community this far north.
Even Rabbi Mitchell concluded that “the basic nataf this place is what makes the Jews
here a little different” (Mitchell, Interview 3).ar'be Jewish in Alaska, first and foremost in
a religious sense, means that you really have td Wwabe Jewish and observe every aspect
of Jewish life despite any difficulty and at thergatime it will mean that you probably can’t
be as strictly Jewish as you might like. Lewis toid: “If we really wanted to be a part of
that life then we would have stayed where we cawm’f (Lewis, Interview 5), suggesting
that those Jews whHmavemoved to Alaska want something different, want dngps unique
form of Jewish identity that is not based on thietstollowing of religious rules but on being
capable of living in a remote place: somewhat tealabut free. They are the ones seeking
to live an independent life, to leave behind knostructures and to find space for an
individual identity that can be anything you wanta be. Lloyd reflected on his choice of
moving to Alaska by concluding:

| don't believe | would have had as good a lifeveimgre else, if I'd stayed where | was it
wouldn’t have been so interesting. There are nmlimmore people in California, you just get
lost in the crowd. And here everyone is an indiaidand you know them. If | go to Anchorage
or Juneau (...) they know me. It gives you a feptimat you count for something. (Lloyd,
Interview 7)
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8. Historical Dimension: Significance of the Holocaust

In this chapter, | want to address the topic thatrobably the first association with Judaism
overall for many people all over the world. This@gation leads to people going to a ‘Jewish
museum’ and being surprised that it is not a ‘Halst museum’ (something that happens
regularly at the Jewish museum | work for). Wheask the teenagers | guide through the
museum what is the first thing that comes to theird when | say ‘Jewish’, they say ‘Hitler’.
With the Holocaust being such an enormity it tet@l®vershadow that Judaism is much
more than the years 1938-1945, that there is ahsistry of Judaism of over 4,000 years,
and also that there was anti-Semitism long befatlerd

The specific focus of this subchapter is the megtimat the Holocaust has acquired for
specifically American Jews within the last few d#es, in particular since the 1970s, when
it has become “a lens to view developments in Jewdsntity in America” (Magid 2015:
102). Shaul Magid has written an essay on the Hualsicand Jewish identity in America,
examining its uniqueness and its impact on Jevdshtity in the United States suggesting
that this sense of uniqueness could be passeddswish people in general as well: “(...) if
the Holocaust as genocide against the Jews is @igd thus an exceptional case in human
history, perhaps the Jews after the Holocaustdan) justifiably inherit that exceptional
status” (ibid.). Addressing the now increasing timethnicity of American Jewry, Magid
suggests that the Holocaust will change in meathirgughout the years as it takes its place
next to other tragedies that the members of inarggsmulti-ethnic families feel much
closer to. This is not to mean that the Holocaulitbe forgotten by any means but rather

that it has to share its status with other tragedre traumas.

While Magid’'s views are certainly worth consideringnd he certainly has a point
acknowledging the relatively new extent to whichltirethnicity is spread among Jewish
families and the impact this has on the narrativékin these families, |1 have reason to
believe that this is not entirely realistic dueth® fact that | have witnessed that, even
geographically very far from the location of theléftaust and among many people who have
no familial history in that regard, it is still gy commemorated actively and certainly has a
heavy impact within those Jewish congregationsriecto visit.
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Herbert Gans suggests that the Holocaust wasliyitieore ignored than commemorated,
perhaps because it was immediately after the waustlhtoo traumatic. Moreover, most of
the literature and films about it had not been mgetelnstead, Jewish people who had just
arrived in the United States were occupied witndaog their new lives, and so the two
“greatest events of modern Jewish history, the eruod six million Jews by Hitler and the
creation of a Jewish state in Palestine had hadnlaahly slight effects on the inner life of
American Jewry up until the mid-fifties” (Glazer3R 114f.). Considering the fact that the
Holocaust has gained enormous importance in theseai the last few decades Gans writes:
“As a result, the Holocaust may now be serving a®wa symbol for the threat of group
destruction” (Gans 1979: 11); by ‘group destructidre means the rising rates of
intermarriage, the continuing decrease of parttedpan Jewish religion and finally that the
anti-Semitism which first and second generationsJewthe United States had to endure is
no longer a serious threat in the sense of grosputgion, implying that a serious threat in
that sense is ‘useful’ to the Jewish communityt @smtributes to maintaining their common

identity.

Another very important aspect that was introduaed cegular basis by my interviewees was
the role of the Holocaust for Jewish identity. Digrimy research in Alaska | was surprised
by the fact that so many people within the Jew@hmunities knew about Austria. Usually
when going to another continent Austrians find Wty few people know exactly where
Austria is or know anything else about it but witilaska’s Jewish communities there exists
a surprisingly wide knowledge about it, and manyge had already been to Austria visiting
friends and family. Upon my arrival in Alaska | thght that the Holocaust would not have
much significance for the Jewish communities inskkabecause of its geographical distance
and also due to the fact that Alaska did not enblegeming a main refuge area for persecuted
Jews of the Nazi regime. However, most of the aonce®f people | met were originally
from Europe. Many of them had emigrated to the W&aady before the Nazi era and only
few had victims or survivors of the Holocaust irittfamily but there was still a connection
to this issue, and much to my surprise the Holdcamsed out to be very present within the
Jewish communities. Even for those who converteldittaism it seemed to be a fundamental
part of Jewish identity to deal with the Holocausl, their children about it and visit former
concentration camps in Europe. The role the Holsicplays in the constitution of Jewish
identity was very much felt during ttf&habbatservice on May 15 in the congregation Beth

Sholom in Anchorage. | gave a speech about Austii/olvement in the Holocaust and its
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way of dealing with the past and about the curdawish community of Vienna. Many
people asked questions and were extremely moveer Afy speech approximately ten
teenagers from Anchorage and Fairbanks who paat®ipin the March of the Living in
Auschwitz this April gave a presentation about itleiperience going to Auschwitz, other
former concentration camps and then Israel. Thigirtd the former death camps in Poland
and to Israel two weeks prior to my arrival waspmauch talked of and considered extremely
important. One could sense that taking part in suttip had an immense significance for
the members of the Jewish community; people faltigrthat these Alaskan teenagers had
been given the opportunity to take part in somettso meaningful. This type of trips are
also the chosen topic of research for Jack Kugednmakis article “Missions to the Past”, in

which he writes:

Disconnected from the Old World irrevocably now dge of the Holocaust, and unable to
maintain an architecture of memory domesticallyamse of an almost uncanny degree of
economic success and mobility, North American Jeswge an apparent need to reestablish
sites of memory and that need has taken on comilgenrgency in recent years. (Kugelmass
1996: 200)

Kugelmass addresses a very crucial topic here.oggto him, ethnic groups are uniquely
committed to memory but one has to consider thi¢aovze memory is neither intact and
permanent nor something that keeps on being pass&@m generation to generation, but
rather a “continual process of engagement and g@agment, of remembering and
forgetting (...)” (ibid.). In the last few decadas increasing numb&rof Jewish people has
started to visit the former death camps in Poldiney typically go on group trips organized
by synagogues or youth movements usually sold weelk packages. And while some of
them may actually come to Poland in order to sedochtheir roots, to commemorate
ancestors, to learn more about their parents’ bbdd in a small Polish village, “by far the
largest number had no such experience themseli®d’)(but instead are North American
and Israeli Jews in every age group. Kugelmasssynthe matter by writing: “for Jews,
visiting the death camps of Poland has become atblig, as if there were no other way to
really know the recent past” (ibid.) and that tHdg so to participate in a secular ritual, one
that confirms who they are as Jews, and perhapsreeee so as North American or Israel
Jews” (ibid.). This corresponds with my perceptafrihe teenagers’ narrative of their own

trip, as well as the reactions they received froithiww the community during and after their

28 Kugelmass states “tens of thousands” (ibid.: 2843 this was just in 1996.
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presentation. In their presentation the teenaggeed that, while they had already learned
about the Holocaust in school, it was an entirefiedent and life-changing experience to
actually see the size of the camps. Several alsaned how proud they now felt to be
Jewish and to for the first time really feel likpart of this worldwide Jewish community, to

which many of the audience members visibly agreetrendded.

All the congregations | visited had had eyewitneggee talks, theatre productions that were
Holocaust-related or authors speak about their ¢talst-related books. People had read
“The Diary of Anne Frank”, and in the Beth Sholoongregation they even hadaimud?®
that was rescued by a man during the November pogrd/ienna in 1938.

Figure 9: Talmudfrom Vienna (Photo taken by the author, Anchoragay 2015)

2 TheTalmudis a collection of writings that offer explanatan the meaning of tiorahand the
application of its laws.
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During the interview with Brenda of the OrHatzafmmgregation in Fairbanks, she told me
that a group of Alaskan children had performed dpera ‘Brundibar in the opera of
Fairbanks. Brundibar was an opera that childrefeirezin had to perform. In the production
in Fairbanks, Ela Stein Weissberger, the authdiTbé Cat with the Yellow Star” and the
only surviving member of the original cast in Tdrgzalso gave a talk as part of the
performance. After telling me about this, Brendal:sarhe slogan of the Jews is ‘Never
again’... to anyone. Not just to the Jews, but gath®an itself... has got to be eliminated
from our being. It can never happen again” (Brendi@rview 4). In his subchapter on the
making of a new diasporic Jewish identity, Ezrasthtes that “as time goes by, most Jews
in the Diaspora will not have personal memorieslisblacement and immigration as the
foundation of their identities. Nor will they belalo relate to the Holocaust and the founding
of the State of Israel as concrete and personalanesi (Ezrachi 2012: 213f.). While this
is certainly true it is yet another example of hélaska might be a little different from other
places. The vast majority of people | met there iagersonal memories of being displaced
or persecuted, and yet a general sense of it seenigdjer in the air, a general awareness
that people shared and commemorated, although ofostem had not experienced it

themselves.

As Milton, one of the oldest Jewish people livinglaska, said about the Holocaust: “I can't
imagine that it's anything but central in all Jéwiglentity” (Milton, Interview 6). The
personal tales of one’s feelings towards the Halstdiffered widely from one another, yet
everyone seemed to have their own story linketiedHolocaust. A notable example of such
a narrative was given by Harriet, owner of an allegy in Valdez, whom | met by
coincidence during our weekend there. She is or{atahost) five Jewish people living in
Valdez and came to the United States as a yourigwaittu her parents fleeing from Romania
where anti-Semitism was part of the daily routiDaring the interview she told me that her
parents had been Holocaust survivors, both had ibesncentration camps, and almost her
entire family was killed in concentration camps. &idhasked whether she thinks the
Holocaust should be remembered, she immediatedy Sa&s! Very much so. But you have
to have people that are interested” (Harriet, ingsv 10). She remembers being a child and
listening to her mother talk about her experiengils her friends, who were all Holocaust
survivors themselves and was never told ‘to neei's For her own son she chose a very
different approach only telling him about the Haast, when he asked her, but never out of

her own initiative. When | asked her whether hem &oew that his grandparents were
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survivors, she said she did not know. Although ingention for not telling him remains
unknown, | assume it is partly because of her awwenise confrontation with the Holocaust
as a child, leading her to only talk to her sonwliiowhen he explicitly asked. Many others
said that whether the Holocaust is relevant foridevdentity in Alaska is very personal and
individual. Many of my informants said they grewfepling a normal degree of compassion,
when hearing about it, but did not have any pendamawith it other than reading books or
watching films about it until they experienced sdmgg that made them connect with it in
a deeper manner. For one this was a visit to tHeddast museum in Los Angeles stating
that it is “more personal now” (Sharon, Intervieyv Blatthew had always felt difficulties
expressing compassion when he was confronted witlething related to the Holocaust until
he visited Yad Vashem with two very good friendshid, brothers, and he saw their last
name on numerous plaques for victims. The knowletige “someone that potentially is
from their family had to suffer through this (created this connection for me”. In the end

he thanked them because he now felt a connection.

For many of the teenagers | spoke to this changiament was their trip to Poland where
they participated, as | mentioned before, in therdlaof the Living at the Auschwitz
concentration camp, which took place one month reefay arrival in Alaska. Their
experiences from this trip were still very presehen | talked to them. One of them, Dylan,
told me that they were accompanied by a woman wé&® avsurvivor and how this was an

intense experience for him:

We had Trudy Album, a Holocaust survivor, with usthis trip and she was just the most
amazing woman | had ever met. Like we walked ouhefcrematorium and everyone’s just
breaking down in tears and she's over in the cdgellarg jokes because you have to live and
she's just the whole time positive outlook on &fed just focusing on what you can affect...
she was amazing and so it definitely gave me amdifit perspective on the people who made
it through. (...) | feel like | understand it monew. And | know more... | feel more... it's
interesting because we're the last generatiorsthatina get to talk to Holocaust survivors and
S0 it's our responsibility to pass it on. (Dylamigrview 8)

For Dylan it was striking to meet an actual surviamd see which strategies she has
developed in order to survive psychologically. Hewware of the fact that he is part of the
last generation who has the privilege of meetingisars, and for him this entails the
responsibility to pass it on to the next generajomho will not be able to meet survivors.
While many experience it as life changing and dmnnig to develop a more personal
connection to the Holocaust, others underline tigortance of keeping the Holocaust and
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Jewry separate to a certain degree. Lloyd said hliatvatches every movie about the
Holocaust and feels an “almost morbid attractiont"toyet, when asked to what degree he
feels the Holocaust is relevant for Jewish identigycomplained that often Jewry is set equal
to the Holocaust:

Well, regrettably it is. And some people regret thecause they don't want their identity to be
about that and of course many people think thatlews think of that all the time. | remember
I was telling my friend “Oh it's a Jewish holidaghd she said “Oh you know, | was just
listening to something about the Holocaust on #ia”. So | say 'Jewish' and she hears
'Holocaust'. And I'm like that's not what | waskiagy about. (Lloyd, Interview 7)

Another important point to be considered is howyeand to what degree parents should tell
their children about the Holocaust. Lloyd has fotimd to be a difficult decision in the course
of raising his own children: “And then there's ay@ahe question how much do you talk
about the Holocaust. | do not want to make therhliiee victims and | don't want them to

associate Judaism with something... you know, if glouthis you're gonna die somehow”

(Lloyd, Interview 7).

In conclusion, a strong connection to the Holoc@iabt something fundamental to Jewish
identity but something that still comes to influerthe lives of many Jewish people regardless
of whether there is a pre-existing connection toritnot. This made it evident that the
common remembrance of something that has shapedJatiaism means truly contributes
and constitutes Jewish identity, even when yourilfamas not directly persecuted by the
Nazis. Each person seemed to know someone whoerssquted or whose parents or other
relatives were once persecuted by the Nazis, amélrtbwledge that there are people in the
community who were persecuted is enough to makeltthecaust very present, even though
Alaska is geographically very distant to Europeoluld like to end this subchapter with a

guote from Lewis, who brought it to the point:

So for Jewish people who live in Alaska | thinkrde no kind of community... since the
Holocaust doesn't play a role in the community oiviwe relate to each other. But | think
you'll find in many individuals the Holocaust isnsewhere in their own history. And maybe
it's like the stone thrown in the water, their fggpgo out. And | think with this, the ripples go
out to the next generation. Because of the wayihatfected that family and how it influenced
the way | was brought up. It keeps going on. (LeWwiterview 5)
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9. Global Dimension: The Jewish Diaspora

In this final chapter | will discuss the global aspof Jewish identity and define the term
‘Jewish diaspora’ in order to examine whether teish communities in Alaska share the
characteristics of an archetypal Jewish diaspofaEléMeing linked to the Jewish diaspora,
belonging to a worldwide community based on commedigion and culture is something

that all Jewish communities worldwide share to idate extent. | would dare say that there
are certain aspects within the Alaskan Jewish eayajrons that are different when compared
to those in other parts of the world. To be JewrisAlaska in a religious sense means that
you really have to want to be Jewish and obseregyeaspect of Jewish life despite any
difficulty and at the same time it will mean thatuyprobably cannot be as strictly Jewish as

you might like.

Before coming to the conclusions concerning thaltef this thesis, | find it crucial to
address the global dimension of Jewish identitgugh its existence in the Jewish diaspora.
The two aspects | will examine in this chapter thiee meaning of ‘diaspora’ and the link
between the formation and maintenance of Jewishtiigledue to its existence within the
diaspora. James Clifford defines the main featwfea diaspora as follows: “history of
dispersal, myths/memories of the homeland, andatien in the host (bad host?) country,
desire for eventual return, ongoing support of bweneland, and a collective identity
importantly defined by this relationship” (Cliffort®94: 305). William Safran uses a similar
approach but extends the definition of diasporantgrants: at the base of a diaspora are
migrants, who have left their homelands and haveeni®o a different country. This applies

to immigrants in general,

but diasporas comprise special kinds of immigréetsause they have retained a memory of,
a cultural connection with, and a general orieatatioward their homelands; they have

institutions reflecting something of a homelandtu and/or religion; they relate in some

(symbolic or practical) way to their homeland; therbor doubts about the full acceptance
by their host land; they are committed to theiviaal as a distinct community; and many of

them have retained a myth of return. (Safran 2Q0%:

Safran goes on to state that in fact the Jewisspdia was one of the first, if ntite first
dispersed community and therefore the Jewish diaspemains archetypal in several
respects. In his article “Diasporas in Modern Soese Myths of Homeland and Return” he

even states that while there are certainly othpegyof diasporas, such as the Armenian,
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Turkish or Greek diaspora, “none of them fully comfis to the ‘ideal type’ of Jewish
diaspora” (Safran 1991: 84). One reason for theiskediaspora being the archetype of
diasporas, and a very crucial one, is the “absefae physical homeland for nearly two
millennia and the widespread doubts in the inteonat community in general and its
intellectual elite in particular, whether such artedand should exist at all” (Safran 2004
10). In fact, Safran also lists several other reador which the Jewish diaspora could be
considered the archetypal one: that Jewish peaplstdl not fully accepted by their host
societies and are confronted with anti-Semitic isggnts, even in countries that have
officially taken stance in favor of the Jewish plation (like Germany after World War I,
for example). That even in their homeland Israel/thre surrounded by enemies, much like
in the diaspora, and diasporic characteristics suelransferred even on the homeland. That
the connection between Jews and the diaspora leasdo@sidered normal and a given for
thousands of years, to an extent that it has beetured in countless poems, songs, and

legends with the example of ‘the wandering Jevrid()

Interestingly Vijay Agnew opposes this view andgoses a more open and perhaps modern
notion, namely that an ‘ideal diaspora’ does nasteand that it does not have to be
“characterized by its orientation to roots nor dssire for a permanent return to the
homeland” (Agnew 2005: 4) but that it is ratherfided by its ability to recreate a culture
in diverse locations” (ibid.). Diaspora has indéetome a widespread term and therefore
has undergone transformation; it is no longer usedfer exclusively to the Jewish diaspora
— much like the word ‘holocaust’ has become usedlickinds of mass murder despite the
fact that originally it was used to describe thessnmurder of millions of Jews during the
Nazi era. Safran states that ‘diaspora’ can be teseefer to a diaspora in the ethnic as well
as the religious sense. Attempting to sum up thaning of a diaspora identity he claims
that:

Diaspora membership is a matter both of status idedtity, and identity is relational,
contextual, and time-bound. In many cases, moreardividual notions of diaspora and
homeland are figurative. (...) Being in a diasgorplies a tension between being in one place
physically — the place where one lives and worksd-thinking regularly of another place far
away. (Safran 2004: 12)

| think it is an important point that Safran makegh this statement: the everlasting
importance and presence of another country thahtmig far away and its ongoing
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contribution to one’s own identity. Here it is ingsting, though, that this other country that
is of such high relevance for a person might beatheestral homeland but it might just as
well be an actual prior homeland where one wa®daia country that was initially a host

land and thus part of the diaspora as well. Forywanerican Jews this would be a European
country or Russia, for example. During the intemsd conducted Israel was generally quite
present: many of my interviewees had lived thergarelled there several times, and they
had often experienced it as a changing experighige.could certainly say that Israel was on
their minds. | do, however, concur with Agnew’s maypen view that focuses on the

recreation of culture in different locatioffs.

A question that is raised by Safran is whetherphes is necessarily a per-se good or bad
thing. Many diasporas came into being due to cistanmces of persecution and exile for a
certain group of people. The members of these gralps experience victimization and
oppression prior to finding themselves part of asgdora but these negative and sometimes
traumatizing circumstances that create a diaspoganat “necessarily perpetuated in
diaspora” (ibid.: 15). Often members of a diasptperience prosperity and success in their
host countries, especially Jewish people who engdri the United States. Safran asks what
happens when a “community’s orientation toward twne country (...) has been so
weakened that there is little left except a vagemiory (...)?” (ibid.). According to him,
Jewish people in the United States are increasingly

(...) ‘de-diasporizing’ as their identities are dwally merged with the majority of the host

societies of the United States and Western Eurammng whom they live, especially as the

markers of their uniqueness — language, religidestyle, and even collective memory —

weaken. Yet there are periodic ‘triggering’ eveeither in the homeland or the host land, that
tend to revive the diasporic identities of ethnicreligious groups, such as systematic
persecution, religious intolerance, genocides abunal disasters. (ibid.)

Boyarin and Boyarin take the thought of an in ftgiédbal Jewish identity further and link it
to the diaspora saying that “diasporic identity disaggregated identity. Jewishness disrupts
the very categories of identity because it is ragtamal, not genealogical, not religious, but
all of these in dialectical tension with one anctliBoyarin/Boyarin 1993: 721). This global
aspect of Jewish identity is also addressed by dmdBuckser, an anthropologist who has

done research over a period of five years withan iawish community of Copenhagen. In

30 This will be further addressed in the followingsbapter.
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his chapter on the connections of the Danish Jewostmunities with the global world he

makes the following statement:

Jewishness has been an identity that transcenasalaborders; Jews have been dispersed
among a variety of countries, and their links teoetigionists in distant places have often had
more social significance than their relationshifth\wocal neighbors. Jewish history is almost
uniquely international, involving repeated displaest to almost every corner of the globe
over a period of two thousand years. As a redudt impossible to describe Jewishness in any
particular spot without reference to the worldwidaole, the international network of kinship
and cultural links through which all Jews must,ledst in part, understand themselves.
(Buckser 2003: 156)

As Buckser mentions in this quote, many Jewish |gelbave relatives who live somewhere
else and they also came from somewhere else asla.Wthis is especially true for Alaska’s
Jewish communities, of which only 6% of the membeese born in Alaska and the others
having moved there from many different places actbhs United States and even the world.
It is no exception to meet members of a Jewish i@gagion and find out about their relatives
from New York, Austria or even Yemen. When everymhelse in the world people are
having trouble knowing where Austria is locatedthivi Jewish congregations there is a
broad knowledge of many countries because they hheady visited their relatives who
live there. Not to mention the fact that many Jéwpsople spend some time in their lives
living in Israel and thus experience a very différeetting within the world. In addition,
many Jewish people also go on trips — to formecentration camps in European countries
and to Israel for their birthright trigraglit’ 32,

9.1. Alaska and the Diaspora

In this subchapter | want to briefly discuss whethe Jewish communities of Alaska share
the characteristics of a ‘typical diaspora’, asspreed in chapter 9. In the most classical
sense one could argue that it is not a representatithe typical Jewish diaspora, as virtually
no Jews living in Alaska have themselves facedegoeitson and have as a result come to
Alaska nor do all, or even most, of them sharemarnon country of origin. Neither have any
of my informants expressed the wish to live in ésrgéheir life goal was not in any way to

31 Taglitis a free ten-day trip to Israel for young adwitso are Jewish, funded by the not-for-profit
organization ‘Taglit — Birthright Israel’. (Birthght)
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return to this far-away ‘homeland’. Quite the opposvas true; many of my informants

expressed explicitly that living in Alaska was rigbr them and that they continue to make
a conscious choice to live there because they waatitlave a better life anywhere else. They
identified, along with being Jewish, as primarillagkan, even if they were not born or raised

there.

However, when looking at it more closely, the Jéwgemmunities of Alaska certainly do
fulfill certain requirements in order to be consetkas part of this typical diaspora. Although
there is no apparent desire to live in Israel nfaaye shared with me their desire to go there
again, be it on a vacation or for other purposasehtail a stay there, be it for a few weeks,
months or even years. Also, many said to have epsrd a kind of transformation after
having been to Israel, especially young adults whot there in the course of their birthright
trip, such as Lloyd’s daughter: “She had a verydybme. | think it changed her view (...)
yeah, it must have” (Lloyd, Interview 7). Matthevg@went travelling by himself to Israel
and said that this trip really meant a lot to himd ¢hat he learned a lot of things while there.
In another one of his tattoos he has two linesebrdw saying: “Morocco may be my blood,

but my heart beats for Israel” (Matthew, Intervig@).

Additionally, certain parts of Israeli culture amecreated in various forms, be it through
Israeli cuisine or Hebrew courses or the way sesvare held in the synagogue — as Mary
explained (see chapter 6.3) that she attends ttie@rx congregation because it is where
the Israelis go, the services are held in Hebrewthere is no guitar music. As a result,
hybrid forms of culture develop and are shared BpynJewish people living in Alaska. And
although most of them did not endure persecuti@mtelves, past generations in their
families have, even if this was more than a hungremts ago. They all share a family’s
history shaped by an origin from somewhere elsd, Iseael, another country in the Middle
East or Europe, in most, if not all, cases duestggrution. And this story of persecution was
passed down from generation to generation, andtthtise current one. This means that,
while they did not experience persecution themsgltheeir family’s history is marked by it

and so is their own life story.

Listed as one of the characteristics of a diaspochapter 9 is “thinking regularly of another
place far away” (Agnew 2005: 12), a characterigtiat is certainly visible in the Jewish

communities in Alaska: Israel is present in theiergday lives, through media, through
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friends and family who are currently there; the MalEast conflict is talked about. CUFI

was described as one of the main forms of instit#iized anti-Semitism that can currently
be found in Alaska and the United States in genarad many feel the need to solidarize
with Israel. Lewis described this in the followinganner:

So | think one of the other things that is a veoyvprful force for young Jewish people today

is the... especially the ones from liberal familigscular families... is the politics of Israel and

the Middle East. Because there are many of the faredewish organizations that have kind

of drawn a line that said that you either love ési@nd that's what it means to be Jewish) or
you're an anti-Semitic Jew. A self-hating Jew estiberm. (Lewis, Interview 5)

Consequently, for many young Jewish people it tsancoption to not feel solidarity towards
Israel and to form an opinion on the matter, and ih turn enhances the link between

Alaska’s Jewish communities and Israel.

As presented in chapter 9 Safran (2004: 15) de=cthmt under extreme conditions a revival
of diasporic identities of a religious or ethniogp can be triggered. He exemplifies this by
listing traumatic events, such as genocides oraktiisasters. | would, however, count the
persistently difficult — even if to a much lowertent difficult than traumatic events — living
conditions in remote areas such as Alaska as anfmgte triggering factor in the
enhancement of the diasporic identity within th&idh communities there. While the Jewish
communities of Alaska may not be the most typiegresentation of the Jewish diaspora, as
portrayed in chapter 9, they certainly are infllesh¢o a great extent by Israel and Israeli
culture. Any example of Jewry outside of Israetdsbe considered as part of the Jewish
diaspora in whichever unique form it takes. As Agr{2005: 4) notes, an ideal diaspora does
not exist and is mainly defined by the recreatiba gulture in diverse locations, as | have
found to be the case within the Jewish commundfeslaska.
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10. Conclusion

This thesis’ aim was to explore in detail the tapidewish identity and how it is constructed
and maintained under the extreme conditions of teness while using the example of my
case study in Alaska’s Jewish communities in Ma¥320rhis aim was pursued by, on the
one hand, analyzing the theoretical concepts derdifit forms of Jewish identity and the
embedding of such Jewish identities within the jploa and, on the other hand, by analyzing
the actual practices and views on related theméseodewish communities currently living

in Alaska.

The theoretical part in the beginning of this tkesivestigated the general concepts of
identity, ethnicity and remoteness, thereby comistig) the groundwork of the themes of this
thesis. After a short history of Jewish Alaska, tesults of my field study in Alaska were

presented entailing an analytical description & Warious aspects that together form the
construction and maintenance of Jewish identitys €mpirical part of my thesis started with

a more detailed examination of the theoretical epix of religious identity and Jewish

identity as well as the different aspects playmig ithe construction of this identity such as
ethnicity, religion and place. This theoretical nfigwvork was presented alongside my
informants’ views on Jewry and, more specificallydaism as a religion and the extent to
which it was practiced. The next chapter elaboratethe relations between Jewish and non-
Jewish people living in Alaska. Furthermore, thiéuence of Alaska as a place on Jewish
identity was explored as well as the position cdgka’'s Jewish communities in the global
Jewish diaspora and in how far the Holocaust isisag@nt for Jewish identity under

conditions of remoteness. This empirical chaptexcgdl the personal experiences and
perceptions of Jewish Alaskans in the center, samebusly providing the necessary

theoretical framework to allow for a contextualimatof these personal views.
By employing a multiple method approach groundedtton use of different qualitative
research methods — like the semi-structured irg@ryparticipant observation and qualitative

content analysis — an in-depth analysis of thigtinetly unique phenomenon was enabled.

Before proceeding by answering my research quedtiwould like to draw attention to the

anthropological study of Hal Levine and compare reisults with mine to underline the
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distinctiveness of Alaska when investigating idignin remote areas. Levine has done
research in the Jewish community of New Zealandjchvhin contrast to Alaska’s
northernmost synagogue is home to the world’s swathost synagogue, located in
Dunedin. According to the New Zealand Census 20&8tare 6,867 Jewish people living
in New Zealand, which make up 0.15% of the New &mralpopulation. Most of them live
in Auckland and Wellington, and each of these sitmve an Orthodox and a Reform
synagogue, as well as Sunday schools, youth gretgpsera. There are also synagogues in
Christchurch and Dunedin. (Levine 1997: 79)

Levine discusses some of his findings in the boGkristructing Collective Identity — A
Comparative Analysis of New Zealand Jews, Maord &htban Papua New Guineans”,
which was published in 1997. Prior to presentirggrasults and conclusions of his research,
he draws the reader’s attention to some theoregippfoaches that should be considered
when thinking about Jewish identity or identityganeral for that matter. In the beginning
of his chapter, Levine asks whether the idiosymcideas of individuals mean anything to
Jewish people as a group and adds that the “pamsistof certain ethnic groups, previously
shapers of identity, now depends on the affiliatbdthose who choose to identify” (ibid.:
74). It is at this point that he introduces Garmsiaept of ‘symbolic ethnicity?, a voluntary
form of identity in which one can choose betweevesa ways of identifying as a Jewish
person: being a member of a congregation, belongirgcertain group or studying history,

which can help to express identity without havioglter one’s everyday life too much.

For his study, Levine (ibid.: 80f.) gathered datarf 93 semi-structured interviews with Jews
from New Zealand (40 of which had moved to Austtalinterviewees were asked about
their family’s origin, their upbringing, their paipation in Jewish traditions, their feelings
about the Holocaust, Israel and anti-Semitism, large extent the same aspects | asked my
own informants about. An important result of higdst is the invisibility of New Zealand
Jews. Few of them proclaim themselves as Jewigh tleey feel like there is no general
awareness of Judaism. Many of Levine’s interviewfeesnstance had been asked several
times by non-Jewish people whether they were aeBtait Jew or a Catholic Jew. A result
of the non-Jewish New Zealanders’ lack of awarenétte Jewish community/religion is
that there is also little anti-Semitism. (ibid.:fBB

32 See chapter 5 for a more precise portrayal of lsylin ethnicity’.
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Although in comparison to the Alaskan Jewish comities) especially the biggest one in
Anchorage, there was certainly more awarenessodéwish community by the non-Jewish
public while this aspect of little anti-Semitismedto a certain invisibility was also the case.
Wanda for example told me that it is very easylemth in and therefore easier to live in
Alaska as a Jewish person than as a black permoaxdmple. Levine (ibid.: 97) claims that
there is nothing that “positively relates Jewislsntesbeing a citizen of New Zealand” and
therefore “Jewish identity can easily become reaksgdjdo a part-time, voluntary, symbolic
ethnicity”. As a result, young and highly committdews who want to live a Jewish life

emigrate.

The differences between Levine’s findings and mynhdwmdings are striking. While for
Alaskan Jews it is also mainly an individual chdiacavhat extent they want to express their
Jewish identity and therefore part of the aforenoaed ‘symbolic ethnicity’, | have found
that there seem to be more positive relations Etwewry and Alaska than between Jewry
and New Zealand. Most of my informants were protideang Alaskan, living in Alaska,
and identified heavily with a ‘specific Alaskan rdset’ and way of life. They were proud to
live in a place so remote and therefore challengiingy were also proud to be Jewish and
to have found their individual ways of expressihg tJewish identity, of combining being
Alaskan and being Jewish, and being American. Aumiform of identity that combines all
three rather than feeling like one excludes or dishies the other could be observed. An
important point to be drawn from this brief compan is that, despite the numerous
characteristics that remote places share, thefaafeom being all alike. While Alaska and
New Zealand might share a low population densityg (aus a low Jewish population), a lack
of an extensive Jewish infrastructure (suck@shergrocery stores, and rabbis amikvahs
for every community) and a sense of separatioméorést of the world, being Jewish in
Alaska appears by no means to be the same as Jmingh in New Zealand. As examined
in chapter 2.2, a place’s remoteness also depenids connectivity to surrounding regions,
its environmental extremes, its physical chara@#arms/Hussain 2014; Huskey 2006). In
comparison to New Zealand, Alaska has a much mxireree climate with a very wide
temperature range and long winters. It additiondiffers from New Zealand in one crucial
point: Alaska is a semi-enclave of the United Stated, although located relatively far from
the other US states, Alaska is still a part of theom by the same government and

predominantly influenced by American culture, whicshwhy my informants not only
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perceived themselves as ‘Alaskan Jewish’ but algart as ‘American Jewish’, despite their
emphasis on Alaska being different from the oth& dfates. This interplay of Alaska’s
remoteness (with all the conditions this entaiig]) @&s belonging to the United States creates
a very specific case for the examination of Jewdsintity.

There the question poses itself: how is Jewishtiyenonstructed and maintained under
conditions of remoteness? | will begin by addreggime construction of Jewish identity.
During my research | encountered several peoplelvaldocome to Alaska to let go of their
Jewish identity or who were not even Jewish whay tmoved there. People from both of
these groups ended up being a highly active meofteedewish community in Alaska, both
in a religious sense or otherwise. In this case téhm ‘reconstruction’ is more appropriate
than ‘construction’, as these people had alreadyah#ewish identity in the previous location
they had lived at and then reconstructed this foraentity to a new form of identity once
they came to Alaska. Especially interesting in tegard is the example of Lewis, who, when
asked if he had been a part of a Jewish commurmgnvwgrowing up, said the following: “In
New York | was surrounded by that world and realnted to get away from that world, far
away from that world. Because | saw it as very $inadl very, very narrow and | got very
far away from it” (Lewis, Interview 5). In the lapart of this quote he refers to Alaska and
just how remote a place it is, perhaps implying thare are few places in the world where
one can feel this far away from everything elsed Atill, Lewis, in spite of his aim to get
away from this Jewish world he had grown up innthecame the co-founder of the farthest
North Jewish film festival worldwide in Fairbank&laska, which has now been running for
18 years (he himself worked on it for 15 years).Tdesons he states for his part in the film
festival are as follows: “Well, | thought that ydemow since I'm not involved in the
synagogue and | don't really participate in anyaaiged events, that this is one contribution
| can make, a cultural contribution” (Lewis, Inteaw 5). This example underlines well
Lewis’s underlying need of still being a part ofetdewish communitysomehow,of
contributing at least to the Jewish culture, if tia religion.

Likewise, many people who had had no prior afiitias with Jewry or who had only had a
Jewish father and thus had not been regarded ashiéy others came to Alaska and
constructed a completely new Jewish identity dfeafing established contact with the Jewish
communities there. Matthew always knew that hisdatvas Jewish but he never knew him

personally and was not raised in any religious nearfarowing up he had friends from many
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different religions, among which were a group ofvi3é friends who often invited him to
Jewish festivities. The beginning of his interestJudaism as a religion was also the
beginning of his time in Alaska: “I moved here tgbuand | think it might have been a
mixture of things, whether it be disconnected from Jewish friends back home or the
opportunity to reinvent myself... maybe a mixturetioé two, when | got here, | wanted
something different” (Matthew, Interview 13). Twmportant aspects are addressed in this
guote, one being the disconnection from his Jedishds: the sudden need to strengthen
something that used to be an initial part of hisrggay life and that did not need to be
manually enhanced or given attention, but thatweas gone and therefore needed to actively
searched for and reincorporated in his life. Thepaspect Matthew addresses in this quote
is that being in a place such as Alaska offerecthortunity to reinvent himself implying
that being in this place enabled him to rethinkitentity in a way it might not have been
possible elsewhere. After taking an introductoryrse into Judaism and experiencing that
suddenly “everything makes sense” (Matthew, Inawil3), he also started going to the
Reform congregation Beth Sholom, which was an exg¢fg positive experience for him:
“It's been the nicest people | ever met in my erilifie. It's just like so welcoming, (...) At
that point was when | said 'Ok this makes sensethese are my people' ” (Matthew,
Interview 13). He properly converted to Judaismhviite help of Rabbi Mitchell, who also
supported him in his choice to show his tattoopiedeing Jewish and in keeping his
parents’ name in the new Hebrew name he receivadglhis conversion process. Brenda
of the congregation OrHatzafon in Fairbanks hadlamexperiences describing that the
community is so open that it was easy for her toved, although completing the actual
conversion process was much more difficult due aolfanks’ remoteness and lack of a
permanent rabbi, and it eventually was necessarpdo to put in more effort than other
people who convert. Brenda had tried many differeligions and was initially Catholic, but
when she started doing research on Judaism, fdirghéime she felt that this was right for
her because “there are so many aspects to beinghjetig about who you are, in the face of
the rest of humanity. (...) It's always an evolvistte of being” (Brenda, Interview 4).
Brenda also informed me that there is a very langaber of converts, or ‘Jews by choice’
as she referred to them, in the Jewish communityaibanks. Many of the converts | had
conversations with stated that their decision toveot to Judaism was mainly driven by their
desire to be different, to lead a different liféstyn contrast to mainstream culture, to be
unique. A condition for this to be true, howeverta live in areas with few other Jewish

people, as only then will being Jewish be equlkiog different from the majority of people.
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Therefore, this aspect presents another part ofatissver as to how Jewish identity is

constructed under conditions of remoteness.

The challenges to be or even become Jewish areroumm remote areas, mostly due to an
absence of ‘Jewish infrastructure’, including anpanent rabbi andraikvahto complete the
conversion process, for instance. Extreme weattrattitons and differences in temperature
present an additional burden to the execution wiesaditional Jewish rituals. In this regard
Fairbanks offers the most extreme example in Alaskéle being home to a relatively large
Jewish community of about five hundred Jewish pedipére is no permanent rabbi, and it
is difficult to get together the necessary ten &didr aminyanfor Shabbatservices. There

is also nanikvah and Fairbanks has one of the most extreme weetinelitions in the world
with temperatures in the summer as high as 339edad in winter as low as -50° Celsius
(Fairbanks 2016). In addition to such challenged tome with remote places in extreme
climate zones, there are the social difficultiebeihg part of a religious minority and finding
oneself in need of justifying certain behavior,cas be seen in the example of Matthew’s
poem, in which he explains to non-Jews why he i&navailable on Friday nights (see
chapter 5.3.4). As already presented in chapte2 @l Jewish people living in remote areas
have tathink about their Jewish identity, simply becausgytare continuously challenged to
think about it (Alper/Olson 2013: 85). And whileighs certainly true for those who were
born and raised as Jewish, it is also true for aeyamming to a remote place: when there are
few people and little that is known surroundingselé one is challenged to reconstruct one’s
identity, which can sometimes lead to dramatic fiigrchanges. A forgotten or abolished
part of one’s identity might be rediscovered angregsed in new, individual ways, such as
in the case of Lewis. And others may find partd tegonate with their identity they had
never found before, simply because they are met Wglcoming group, offering structure

and mutual support, such as in the cases of Mat#mel\Brenda.

The answer as to how Jewish identity is constructeémote areas is largely found in the
fact that there is simply not much else on offesuich areas. For those who have always
taken their Jewish identity for granted it may takea newly found meaning and importance
— though not necessarily in the religious senses-was also described by Alper and Olson
(2013: 82). For those who have had other identitiesn provide them with a new frame for
their lives, with new meaning, and this is enhanlogdhe congregations that provide that

very frame, which is experienced as welcoming gmehoBeing part of a group and having
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such a frame can prove to be much more cruciahaodssary in areas marked by, first and
foremost, space and little else, in areas whengfeer people live and where being encircled
by like-minded people becomes something that iseastly achieved. This even applies to
the non-Jewish people in Alaska as they are tles tmat make up the majority of visitors to
the Jewish film festival in Fairbanks each yearerBhare not many events, so when there is
somethingit is made use of, and this also concurs with Aedlsn(2012: 531f.) concept of
the ‘event-richness’ in remote places meaning ¢laty event represents a singularity and
thus holds a particular significance. That therkttie on offer also concurs with the desire
to be different, which for many was a constructfagtor in the creation of their Jewish
identity. As stated above, this is only the casargas with few other Jewish people and the

absence of a thorough Jewish infrastructure. Grén will it be extraordinary to be Jewish.

Next, | will address the second part of my reseguastion dedicated to how Jewish identity
is then maintained in remote areas. Importantifembaintenance of Jewish identity in such
areas as Alaska is the space it offers for indiadided forms of Jewish identity and ‘symbolic
ethnicity’, a voluntary form of identity which enlas individuals to decide for themselves in
what way they choose to identify as a Jewish per&ans 1979: 7ff.) The options for this
are numerous. For some this may mean being areaonber of a congregation, following
most of the religious commandments and atten8imgpbatervices, while for others it may
mean taking a Hebrew course, organizing a Jewishféstival or getting a line from the
Torah as a tattoo. Jewish identity can thus be expressedhys that still allow for the
individual to live their everyday life the way thiélge. According to Gans (ibid.) any way of
expressing one’s identity is legitimate as longtanhances one’s experience of identity.
Crucial for individualized forms of identity areelsurroundings that allow for dynamic
identity forms. As argued in chapter 6.1, the dsitgramong Alaska’s population, as well as
the space it offers, are vital factors in promotihgse individual forms of identity as there
are fewer structures determining what is commorwtm® than for example in New York
City where one is surrounded by countless otherskepeople who shape one’s idea of what

it means to be Jewish.

The second crucial aspect as to how Jewish idesditybe maintained, in the religious sense,
is by the process of altering the commandments.|aMhis is a general, worldwide
phenomenon, resulting in the complexity of soméhese commandments and the various

existing interpretations, | would say this is ewveare so the case in areas such as Alaska.
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Three factors are relevant for this aspect, allloich can be regarded separately. One is the
general remoteness: an area’s state of beingwel\aisolated and perceived as ‘far away’
(to use Lewis’ words) from most else. This oftdmugh not always, also comprises the
second factor: a relatively low population densitie third factor are an extreme climate
and weather conditions, which make living in suaa difficult, not just physically but also
psychologically, for instance the lack of light ohg the long winter periods. By itself, each
of these three factors already presents a challéarga well working (religious) Jewish
infrastructure as each of them can heavily infl@etihe possibility of observing tHerah’s
commandments. To give examples for this, remotengsans thakosher products, in
particular meat, would have to be imported, whicis bften not as most of the time this is
not economically viable and lucrative to providencge areas with such products. A low
population density, entailing a small Jewish popofg can make it difficult or even
impossible to have the mandatamynyanfor services in the synagogue, which is supposed
to be comprised of ten adult men. The extreme vegathd climate conditions — in particular
in the far North where the presence and absengghtfire extreme depending on the season
— are especially important for the observance wisleholidays such as the weel@fiabbat

In Judaism the starting times as well as the dumadf holidays depends on sunrise and sunset
in the respective region. In the case of Alaska émtails irregularly long or shashabbats

for long periods of time, were they observed cdlye@s mentioned often in the course of
this thesis, Alaska in a way is a unique exampl@t teast one of very few, as there all three
of these factors occur simultaneously, and thupeshaeligious Jewish life there to an
excessive extent. To take on the aforementionethpbkeskoshermeat is either flown in by
individuals (from the stricter Orthodox congrega)i@r hunted (as done by Reform Rabbi
Mitchell) although the hunting dfosheranimals, such as the moose, cannot be considered a
kosherpractice. For meat to b@sher not just the animal needs to kasherbut it also has

to be slaughtered in accordance vitisherrituals. In Fairbanks the congregation has already
altered the commandment of ttienyanfrom ten men to ten adults, and it is still diéficfor
them to fulfill this task. And the beginning andrdtion of Shabbatis determined by using
Seattle time, not the actual time of each respedgiiace. When referring to the maintenance
of a partly religious Jewish identity, this altegiof the commandments is thus the most
essential mechanism because without it a religlewgsh identity could not be maintained.
To repeat what Milton said: “A truly Orthodox Jewowd say 'Sorry, why do you live in
Alaska?' “, implying that any Jewish person whiusy Orthodox and religiously motivated,

cannot live in Alaska without altering and eventcavening the commandments.
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A third factor contributing to and enabling the nmtahance of Jewish identity is a common
symbol of group destruction. Gans (1979: 11) suggidmst the Holocaust has become this
new symbol of group destruction, which now acta asifying element for collective Jewish
identity worldwide, and | concur with Gans’ findmthat the Holocaust does present a strong
contributing factor to the maintenance of Jewignidy in general, which can be seen in the
findings presented in chapter 5.7. However, itasiral argument of mine that a key element
for the maintenance of Jewish identity undg&tremeconditions is the threat that exactly
these conditions pose. The three factors aforemesdi — remoteness, low population
(density) and extreme climate and weather conditienmake Alaska one of the most
challenging places worldwide to be Jewish. AccaydmGans the common fear of potential
group destruction is needed in order to maintaiollective Jewish identity and continuously
strengthen it. This also coincides with both S&t@nd Wexler's notions presented in
chapter 2.1.2 that a certain defensiveness (irtiogaio a threat) is vital for the maintenance
of Jewish identity although they illustrated th&ng an example of anti-Semitism. (Wexler
2012: 75) (Sartre 1948) | propose that living iregia poses a similar threat to Jewish
identity and group existence and can thereforetegpreted as a potential element of group
destruction. This results in the extreme condititthresnselves, as the potentially destroying
and threatening element, becoming that what agtledlps maintain Jewish identity in
Alaska and ultimately strengthens it. The Reism@mse to a similar conclusion in their

1995 study on being Jewish in Alaska:

Perhaps the most surprising and significant findimdnighlight from the Study of
Alaskan Jews is the importance they attach to béeawjish. This, in part, may be
attributed to their living on the frontier, wheteet difficult environment presents a
greater adaptive challenge, in psychological ammitsal terms no less than physically.
The suggested implication is that the process pfngpwith such challenges raised
their Jewish consciousness. Instinctively, theysedrnthat in connecting with other
Jews and with the wisdom inherent in their religi@ultural heritage, they could cope
more effectively with their environment. (Reismaeai$tnan 1995: 95)

This threat that the difficult living conditions @extreme climate and environment pose to
Jewish identity in Alaska thus not only enhancgsrzeral heightened consciousness of being
Jewish, but in fact encourages Jewish people tatheie Jewish identity, theicollective
Jewish identity, as a coping mechanism for livinghis environment. In accordance with

the Reismans’ conclusion this aspect can also berided as the most significant finding of
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my research as it represents a particularity, soimgthat is only true for few places. Finally,
a relevant factor contributing to both the condinrcand the maintenance of Jewish identity
in Alaska | have found to be the starting of a fgnffor many of my informants the raising
of children has led them to construct a new, ofteme religiously motivated form of Jewish
identity that they could pass on to their childreinich was then maintained by being an
active congregation member or ensuring that certaials were followed. This resulted in
many of my informants suddenly becoming active ceggtion members and encouraging
and supporting their children in the process opparation for theiBar or Bat Mitzvah An

elaboration of this phenomenon is contained in trep3.5.

Alaska’s Jewish communities may only exist duehe &ltering of commandments, the
individualization of Jewish identity and the exteerntiving conditions, but they have
simultaneously succeeded in creating a diverseuaiglie example of what it can mean to
be Jewish. After having my found research topioften seen myself confronted with
immense surprise regarding the fact that there exea Jewish communities in such remote
and rather isolated areas as Alaska. This lackoikedge, or rather awareness, was equally
present amongst both my Jewish and non-Jewishd&iand colleagues, and it reminded me
of my own reaction after having randomly found that there was not only a small Jewish
community in Alaska but in fact several with di#et convictions and practices. This
surprise initial to most of the reactions | encanatl, when speaking to people about my
research topic, often entailed a certain curicaitgut how it is in fact possible to be Jewish,
and not just Jewish but also practicing, in an atezh as Alaska. This curiosity is what has
driven me to do this research and what has led pinaple to continually ask me questions
about my findings and invite me to present thesdirfigs, like for example at the annual
Limmud conference — a conference dedicated tordifteJewry-related issues — which took
place in Vienna in November 2015. And in turn, gemple | contacted and then met and
interviewed, were open from the very beginning antljust that, but indeed grateful and
enthusiastic about a researcher being interestédteinlives in the far North. While others
faced difficulties in making prior appointmentsehersons | contacted went out of their way
to make appointments with numerous other pefigplene so that, when | actually arrived in
the different research locations, most of the appwents were already fixed. The curiosity
in those unfamiliar with the topic and the grateughd excitement in those who are part of
the Jewish communities in Alaska have confirmed ithia important to pay attention to and

closely explore the issue of Jewish identity unsiech conditions, thus shedding light on
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what has remained to a large part in the darkrsarfd giving a voice to those who are rarely

heard, and then of course also share these regtiita wider audience.
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11.1. List of Interviews

ID Name Date Place

1 Cynthia, Martha, Rebecca, Wanda May 13, 2015 Aradier
2 Mitchell, Rebecca May 14, 2015 Anchorage
3 Mitchell May 14, 2015 Anchorage
4 Brenda May 20, 2015 Fairbanks
5 Lewis May 20, 2015 Fairbanks
6 Milton May 21, 2015 Fairbanks

7 Lloyd May 22, 2015 Fairbanks

8 Brenda, Dylan, Jane, Sharon May 22, 2015 Fairbanks
9 Eleanor, Douglas May 24, 2015 Valdez
10 Harriet May 24, 2015 Valdez

11 Louise May 26, 2015 Anchorage
12 Louise, Mary May 28, 2015 Anchorage
13 Matthew May 29, 2015 Anchorage
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12. Appendix
12.1. Abstract (English)

The aim of this thesis is to explore Jewish idgntihder the conditions of remoteness.
Focusing on the question of how Jewish identitgasstructed and maintained under such
conditions, this thesis presents findings regardiregexample of the approximately 6,000
Jewish people living in different locations in Atas approximately 81% of them in the
biggest town of Anchorage. How is Jewish identibnstructed in a place as remote as
Alaska? How is it then maintained despite the clifties that come with life in a remote

area? And does the Holocaust play a role in its\teaance?

These were the main questions guiding this thdéidimaed on my research of three weeks at
different locations in Alaska in May 2015. Sinceri is not much literature to be found on

this specific topic the presented findings of tlesec study in Alaska were essential for
developing answers to my research questions. Timdiags are regarded in the light of

theories on (collective) identity, (symbolic) etbity, Jewish identity, diasporas, remoteness,
and the influence of the Holocaust on Jewish idgniihe case study contains a portrayal
and analysis of a diverse set of aspects that awseg my research exploring the current

practices and mindsets of the Jewish communitiédasfka.

Key words: Jewish identity, remoteness, Alaskaytidlg collective identity, Jewry, Judaism,
Shoah, Holocaust, diaspora, religion
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12.2. Abstract (Deutsch)

Das Ziel dieser Masterarbeit ist es, das Zusamnigrspischen judischer Identitat und den
extremen Konditionen von geographisch abgeschied@webieten zu untersuchen. Dabei
werden auch andere Faktoren miteinbezogen, weldhgemgraphischer Abgeschiedenheit
zusammenhangen. Der Fokus dieser Arbeit liegt aufdage, wie und inwiefern judische
Identitdt unter solchen Umstanden konstruiert umdaleen wird. Diese Frage wird
beantwortet anhand des Beispiels der judischen (Belere Alaskas, welche insgesamt aus
ca. 6.000 Menschen bestehen. 81% dieser 6.000 lel?daskas grofdter Stadt Anchorage.
Wie wird judische Identitat also konstruiert anesmso abgeschiedenen Ort wie Alaska?
Wie wird sie erhalten, trotz der Schwierigkeitere thit einem Leben in abgeschiedenen
Regionen einhergehen? Und spielt der Holocaust Rimlée im Erhalt dieser judischen

Identitat?

Das sind die Hauptfragen die dieser Masterarbajtunde liegen, basierend auf meiner
dreiwdchigen Forschung, welche im Mai 2015 an Jeestenen Orten Alaskas stattfand.
Nachdem es nur wenig Literatur zu diesem spez#éisdfhema gibt, war eine Feldforschung
unerlasslich, um eine Beantwortung dieser Fragardlgdeisten zu kénnen. Die Ergebnisse
dieser Forschung werden in der vorliegenden Maktetaanhand einer Vielfalt von
Theorien beleuchtet. Die Theorien stammen aus dereighen (kollektive) Identitat,
(symbolische) Ethnizitat, judische Identitat, Diaspound Holocaust. Weiters sind Theorien
enthalten, welche sich mit dem Einfluss vom Lelmestigeschiedenen Regionen auf judische
Identitdt beschaftigen. Die in der Arbeit enthadtdrallstudie prasentiert und analysiert
diverse Aspekte, welche wahrend meiner Forschufigiaen und die aktuellen Praxen und

Denkweisen der judischen Gemeinden Alaskas belencht

Schlagworter: Identitat, Abgelegenheit, Isolierth@ilaska, kollektive Identitat, Judentum,

Shoah, Holocaust, Religion, Diaspora
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12.3. Interview Guideline for Semi-Structured Interviews

General questions:

What is it like being Jewish in Alaska?

Is your family/Are you originally from Alaska? Ifot: For how long have you been
here? Why did you come here? Was it important @ar o know there is a Jewish
community here before moving here?

Are you a member of a congregation? Is it importanyou to be a member of a
congregation?

Do you practice Judaism as a religion? Do you ales8habbabr other holidays?
How often do you participate in events of the Jeveismmunity? To what extent are
you a part of the community?

Did you ever feel threatened or unsafe becausag®lewish?

Have you ever experienced anti-Semitism in Alaska?

Are there certain aspects that you think are difiein being Jewish in Alaska than
elsewhere?

Do you think non-Jewish Alaskans are aware of #veish communities here?

Do you think that the Holocaust is relevant for emwAlaska?

Detailed questions:

Did you go to a Jewish school?

Have you ever visited the Jewish museum in Anchestalyhat did you think?
Which aspects of Jewish history are taught in siéhoo

Which parts of Jewish history are actively remeralddsy the community?

Are there any happenings of Jewish history that amamemorated within the
community or even the respective city?

Are there projects/events to commemorate certgapérangs that are linked to the
Jewish community?

Is the Holocaust present in everyday narratiorAlaska? In what way?

What were the key elements you learned about thecddost in school?

Is the commemoration of the Holocaust something pleays a big part within the

Jewish community of Alaska and Alaska in general?
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