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Dedicated to the uprooted people of the villages of Ik’rit and Bir’am, in the Northern Galilee, Israel. 

ABSTRACT The exilic mode of being, a living on boundary-lines, produces a constant 
relativization of one’s home, one’s culture, one’s language, and one’s self, through the 
acknowledgement of otherness. It is a homesickness without nostalgia, without the desire to 
return to the same, to be identical to oneself. The encounter with the other which produces 
a ‘transvaluation’ of one’s own culture is also the ultimately ethical experience of reading 
oneself in quotation marks. Yeshurun’s work – fragmented, broken – is exilic in its 
bifurcation, or multifurcation of consciousness, the superimposition of the language of 
‘there’ over the language of ‘here’. His descriptions of Tel-Aviv, the white, modern, 
energetic emblem of the thrust to ‘make it new’ are oddly and imperfectly plastered over by 
images of dilapidated buildings, uprooted trees and rusty, dripping faucets. It is as though the 
poverty of a diasporic, displaced existence has crept in and coloured over the façade of the 
new which, torn from within, is already showing its fault-lines and cracks. Avot Yeshurun’s 
longing for home does not yield to the consolations of kitsch or the retrospective colourings 
of an idealized ‘before’, and the anguish of guilt is its motor force. Yeshurun’s hybrid poetry 
with its bricolage of linguistic fragments and shards finds its materials in the debris of a dead 
culture. Enacting the return of the culturally repressed, the ghostly return of the sacrificed 
mame-loshn with all the pain, the love, and perhaps the inevitability of the repression, it 
does not seek to go back, to offer a remedy, or mend the rift (more bottomless than the 
eponymous Syrian-African geological one) with the exilic home-language. Rather more 
modest and infinitely more difficult, it is the labour of mourning that it undertakes. 

An essay on writing and exile should, I believe, be prefaced by a double apology. First, for the 
inevitable exclusivity of a perspective which shuts out the pain of millions of voiceless exiles, those 
described by Joseph Brodsky in a talk on ‘The Condition We Call Exile’: Turkish Gastarbeiters, 
Vietnamese boat people, Mexican wetbacks, Ethiopian refugees – those millions of uncountable 
and silent migrants, whose suffering, Brodsky says, makes it ‘very difficult to talk about the plight 
of the writer in exile with a straight face’ (Brodsky, 1995, pp. 22-23). Taking our clue from this 
honest admission, we should say at the outset that writing about literature, identity, and exile 
requires a great deal of humility in the face of the real, concrete condition of deprivation, 
homelessness and longing. We must not idealize exile. 

The second part of my apologetic preface concerns the all-too-trendy equation of Modernism 
with Exile. The conception of writing in general and modernist writing in particular in terms of 
exile, ‘extraterritoriality’, to use Steiner’s term, has, I feel, been overused and to some extend 
abused (Steiner, 1972). The exilic connection is undoubtedly there, as in the cases of Conrad, Joyce, 
Beckett, Nabokov, and others. But this connection is in danger of being generalized to a point of 
triviality. If we are all in exile, there is no such thing as home. If we are all homeless, no one is an 
exile. One should, then, resist the seduction of pat generalizations and attend to the concrete and 
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specific, allowing for a distinction to be made between various modes of exile in relation to 
literature: between writers who were exiled or had to flee and those who could have stayed home 
but chose to exile themselves; And, more importantly, between writers who continued writing in 
their native tongue even at a distance, like Joyce, and those who – like Conrad – chose to write in 
another language, for another culture. 

These caveats notwithstanding, I believe that the relationship of writing and exile may still offer 
some valuable insights into the nature of language and identity. The more illuminated and 
illuminating side of exile has found expression in the work of Tzvetan Todorov, who left his 
homeland Bulgaria, then under an oppressive regime, and chose to live in the West. Having dealt 
with Todorov’s exilic sensibility elsewhere (Erdinast-Vulcan 2004), I would settle for a brief 
reference to the sense of ‘double exteriority’, the experience of the uprooted, de-territorialized 
subject (l’homme depaysee), which, Todorov argues, is a paradigmatic ethical experience of 
navigation between the relative and the absolute. The exilic mode of being, a living on boundary-
lines, produces a constant relativization of one’s home, one’s culture, one’s language, and one’s 
self, through the acknowledgement of otherness. It is a homesickness without nostalgia, without 
the desire to return to the same, to be identical to oneself. The encounter with the other which 
produces a ‘transvaluation’ of one’s own culture (Todorov, 1995), is also the ultimately ethical 
experience of reading oneself in quotation marks (Todorov, 1996). 

But this exilic capacity is dearly bought, and it is the dark side of exile which I would like to 
address here. To understand some of the losses incurred acquiring this ‘double exteriority’, let us 
begin with the story of Eva Hoffman, who had emigrated as a young girl with her family from 
Poland and became an intellectual celebrity in America. Hoffman’s case is obviously a success 
story, but her memoir, written at the very height of her professional accomplishment, is all about 
the losses incurred in the process of assimilation in a new culture, which she describes as a labour 
of self-translation. Reconstructing the experience of the immigrant child, she writes: 

Every day I learn new words, new expressions. ... The problem is that the signifier has 
become severed from the signifiers. The words I learn now don’t stand for things in the 
same unquestioned way they did in my native tongue. ‘River’ in Polish was a vital sound, 
energized with the essence of riverhood, of my rivers, of my being immersed in rivers. 
‘River’ in English is cold – a word without an aura. It has no accumulating associations for 
me, and it does not give off the radiating haze of connotation. It does not evoke. 
      The process, alas, works in reverse as well. When I see a river now, it is not shaped, 
assimilated by the word that accommodates it to the psyche – a word that makes a body of 
water a river rather than an uncontained element. The river before me remains a thing, 
absolutely other, absolutely unbending to the grasp of my mind. (Hoffman, 1991, p. 106) 

This radical disjoining between word and thing becomes, for the exiled child, a ‘desiccating 
alchemy, draining the world not only of significance but of its colors, striations, nuances – its very 
existence. It is the loss of a living connection’ (Hoffman, 1991, p. 107). It leads to the loss of interior 
language, the very sense of one’s subjective existence (Hoffman, 1991, p. 108). 

The same sense of loss, the linguistic exile described by Hoffman, is experienced, albeit 
unconsciously and to a much lesser extent, by anyone learning a foreign language. When we learn 
our mother tongue there is no sense of mediation: it seems that the words are identical to their 
referents and express the world directly. When we learn a foreign language, we know that words 
are only representations, or – to use the Saussurean term – that signifiers are arbitrary, and their 
relation to their signifiers is purely a matter of linguistic convention. This experience, though 
common enough to become invisible, should cast some doubt on the currently fashionable 
Lacanian view of language itself as the form of estrangement. The acquisition of language, for 
Lacan and his followers, marks the child’s banishment from the seamless plenitude of the 
Imaginary Order and dyadic relations with the mother, and the entry into the Symbolic Order 
governed by the Name-of-the-Father. I would suggest, however, that Lacan, who seldom lets 
ordinary facts stand in the way of his theorizing, ignores the psychic reality of the mother-tongue 
experience. A good illustration of my point would be the joke of the English nanny who holds up a 
piece of cutlery for her little pupils to see: ‘in German’, she says, ‘they call this “ein Messer”, in 
French, they call this “un couteau”; and in English, we call it “a knife”, because that’s what it is’. 
The nanny has apparently not read Lacan, but untutored, and naïvely chauvinistic as she may be, 
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there is more than a grain of truth in her confident claim. It is only our first language which offers 
this apparently unmediated correlation with reality. The mother-tongue experience is ontologically 
different. 

Going back to Hoffman, we can see that the meaning of exile in her case is precisely the loss of 
that formative contact with the first language, a loss which is total and irremediable. Even when 
one attains a level of proficiency in the foreign language, the translated self remains incomplete. It 
is the selfhood of someone who will never feel at home in her own skin. 

What is true for any exilic mode of being is infinitely more complex and fraught in the case of a 
people who, with a profound instinct for communal survival, has – perversely, absurdly, 
ingeniously – turned its prolonged diasporic existence into a home away from home through the 
vehicle of diasporic language itself. The phenomenon of Yiddish, which emerged in central Europe 
about a thousand years ago, is a cultural paradox: it is, on the one hand, a language of fusion, 
structurally open to its various linguistic environments, ever-ready to absorb foreign elements, and 
endlessly adaptable to various European settings. But it is at the same time ‘the cement of an 
extraterritorial enclosure which kept the separate social and religious network of the [European] 
Jews within its own possible world’ (Harshav, 1990, p. xiii). It is, then, precisely that built-in 
hybridity of Yiddish which has turned it both into bridge of communication with the surrounding, 
often hostile Christian world, and into the Jewish lingua franca, an enclosure of communal 
subjectivity, ‘a junction, a noisy marketplace where “internal” and “external” languages and 
cultures met and interacted. It was the coherent floor of a schizophrenic existence’ (Harshav, 1990, 
pp. 21-22). 

While we may take issue with Harshav’s designation of Jewish linguistic existence as 
‘schizophrenic’ with its denotation of pathology, the evident complexity of this phenomenon is 
compounded by the relationship of Yiddish – the language of ‘education, debate, preaching, 
community meetings, legal advice, court procedures, trade, storytelling, family life, and all other 
forms of oral communication’ (Harshav, 1990, pp. 21-22) – and Hebrew, the ‘holy tongue’, the 
language of serious writing, of rituals and ceremonies, of learning and spiritual authority. Far from 
a mere handmaid to Hebrew, Yiddish was the language of life, affectionately nicknamed mame-
loshn, the ‘mama-language’ (not to be identified with ‘mother-tongue’), ‘a typical Yiddish 
compound of Slavic and Hebrew roots, connoting the warmth of the Jewish family, as symbolized 
by mama and her language, embracing and counteracting the father’s awesome, learned Holy 
Tongue’ (Harshav, 1990, pp. 3-4). 

It was not Hebrew – the language of sacred heritage – but Yiddish, the debased language of 
everyday, which became the imaginary homeland, the purely verbal un-real-estate of an 
extraterritorial people: 

The semiotics of Yiddish communication has a stable core captured in the ‘mythology’ of 
Yiddish folklore and placed in that particular imaginary world of the shtetl which was 
projected in fiction by the founders of its modern literature and then reabsorbed into the 
communal consciousness. (Harshav, 1990, p. 94) 

Rather than the real background of all Yiddish speakers, the shtetl was their 

proverbial, mythological ‘space’, a collective locus of a network of social and ideological 
relationships wrought in the phraseology of Yiddish folklore and literature. Most modern 
trends of Jewish life, literature, and consciousness pushed away from the shtetl, abandoned it, 
despised it, or at least saw it in an ironic or nostalgic light. But Yiddish classical literature 
used the iconography of the shtetl, its mythological behavior and language, as a microcosm 
of Jewish nature. ... This collective imaginary space ... (Harshav, 1990, p. 94) 

Tragically and perhaps inevitably, this unique cultural phenomenon has become nearly extinct at a 
time when the diasporic existence is no longer the only one open to the Jewish people. Of the 
extinction of the very core of Yiddish culture during the Holocaust, the great black hole of Jewish 
history, there is very little to add. But this is not the whole story. Beginning with the Jewish 
Enlightenment, the Haskala, which generated both an assimilative and a nationalistic movement, 
and going on into the establishment of a homeland for the Jewish people in Israel, Yiddish, the very 
instrument of communal survival, became the ‘externalized object of Jewish self-hatred’ due to the 
internalization of anti-Semitic stereotypes: 
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there was an extreme emotional hatred of Yiddish – the ‘potato tongue’ of the poor, 
embodying all the weak traits of the subservient and parasitic ‘Diaspora mentality’ – 
reinforced by the guilt feelings of a society created by young people who had abandoned 
their parents and the world of their parents in Eastern Europe to rebuild their own lives, the 
image of the Jews, and human society itself (Harshav, 1990, p. 85) 

To the emerging Israeli nation with its passionate commitment to the recovery of strength, 
sovereignty, and dignity after millennia of exile, Yiddish was ‘a dead weight, the language of 
persecution and fear’, which it was determined to leave behind (Weinstein, 2001, p. 230). 

A benign articulation of this process is possible, of course. ‘Even in dying’, Weinstein lovingly 
writes, ‘this most practical of languages has a job to do: it allows Hebrew, the ancient, holy pre-
Yiddish tongue, to be reborn. Yiddish gives up its life for its parent/child. What could be more 
Jewish-motherish, more harstik, caring, than that?’ (Weinstein, 2001, p. 5). But it could not have 
been an easy metamorphosis, and – like all birth-giving – had to be paid for in pain. Being a second-
generation Israeli, the daughter and the granddaughter of the generation which has disowned its 
mame-loshn, I can vividly recall the distaste for the very sound of Yiddish, the derision of diasporic 
notes in discourse or behaviour, the determined denial and the ruthless excision of the despised 
umbilical cord. 

It is at this point that we should pause. Metaphors, one should remember, tend to solidify into 
truisms. And the metaphor of rebirth is no exception. Perhaps, then, it was not the severance of the 
umbilical cord which was at stake in the discarding of Yiddish, but a more crippling act of 
communal self-mutilation. Two millennia of homelessness have turned the Yiddish language into a 
home, a mame-loshn, a bond of diasporic intimacy (to use Svetlana Boym’s term in a slightly skewed 
manner) for a people who had no real foothold anywhere. It was, as Harshav astutely calls it, an 
‘un-real-estate’ which Jews could carry with them in their wanderings (Harshav, 1990, p. 21). 
Paradoxically and tragically, it was the homecoming, the return to Israel, the collective Zionist 
project of restoration (which was to a large extent inspired by the need to recreate a national 
identity radically different from that of the exilic prototype), which turned the speakers of Yiddish 
into internal exiles. 

The Hebrew poet Yechiel Perlmutter (1903-92) had named himself Avot Yeshurun (literally 
translated as ‘Fathers will see’), breaking seven years of silence (1942-49) after the Holocaust, 
during which his mother, his father, his brothers and his sister were all murdered, to write the most 
poignant poetic testimony of this self-mutilation: 

How does a man become Avot Yeshurun? The answer is – from the breakings. I broke my 
mother and my father, I broke their home for them. I broke their good-nights. I broke their 
holidays, their shabbat days. I broke their self-worth. I broke their chance to speak. I broke 
their language. I despised their Yiddish, and their holy tongue I took for everyday use. I 
made them despise their life. I left the partnership. And when the dead-end moment 
descended upon them, I left them inside the dead-end. So I am here. In the land. I began to 
hear a voice coming out of me, being alone in the hut, on my iron bed, a voice calling me in 
my home-name, and the voice from me to me. My voice coming out of the brain and 
spreading all over the body, and the flesh shivers, a long while longer, then I began looking 
for a way to escape and to change the name and the last name. In time I succeeded in 
Hebraicizing the names. It had the value of defense. In the presence of the voice, I awoke. I 
was afraid to fall asleep. (Lachman, 2000, p. 78) 

Avot Yeshurun’s poetry is, as Lilach Lachman perceptively writes, an attempt to undo the break 
through its re-enactment. His renaming of himself, which ostensibly alludes to the Father is, in fact, 
an echo of the mother’s crooning tatelakh (little fathers), used as a term of endearment (Lachman, 
2000, p. 76). Avot Yeshurun’s poetic Hebrew, brutally broken up, fragmented, deformed and 
mangled by Yiddish words, phrases, and syntax is, then, an attempted reversal of the initial break: 
‘only by repeatedly breaking Hebrew can he compensate for his transgression [the denial of 
Yiddish, the mama-tongue] and address the other voices who come back to us as peculiar speech. 
By extending the limits of the new language to include the old one, he strives to redeem the initial 
breakage’ (Lachman, 2000, p. 83), but ‘by emancipating the Yiddish that “sold hot doughnuts in 
Warsaw’s streets” and spoke to him in the voice of Shekhinta de Galuta (divine presence in exile), he 
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declares war on the new “father’s” idiom. Reenacting the initial transgression, he in fact reverses 
the denial of his mother tongue’ (Lachman, 2000, p. 84). 

But there is more to be said about this break. What we hear in Avot Yeshurun’s poetics is very 
far from that sticky fiddler-on-the-roof nostalgic invocation, or fabrication of shtetl life, the 
imaginary space about which we often like to get glibly sentimental. It is certainly not a longing for 
return. Nostalgia – the longing for home – is, in the case of Avot Yeshurun, reversed and coiled in 
upon itself. 

Yeshurun’s work – fragmented, broken – is exilic in its bifurcation, or multifurcation of 
consciousness, the superimposition of the language of ‘there’ over the language of ‘here’. His 
descriptions of Tel-Aviv, the white, modern, energetic emblem of the thrust to ‘make it new’, are 
oddly and imperfectly plastered over by images of dilapidated buildings, uprooted trees and rusty, 
dripping faucets. It is as though the poverty of a diasporic, displaced existence has crept in and 
coloured over the façade of the new which, torn from within, is already showing its fault-lines and 
cracks. If ‘“nostalgia is essentially history without guilt”’, to cite Kammen as quoted by Boym 
(Boym, 2002, p. xiv), Avot Yeshorun’s project is anything but that. Its longing for home does not 
yield to the consolations of kitsch or the retrospective colourings of an idealized ‘before’, and the 
anguish of guilt is its motor force. But if there is a tradition of critical reflection which probes the 
relationship between subjective, private memory of longing and the collective memory of 
belonging, it may indeed offer a context for the reading of this complex work. This kind of 
‘reflective’ nostalgia, as Boym calls it, ‘explores ways of inhabiting many places at once and 
imagining different time zones’, and ‘loves details, not symbols’ (Boym, 2002, p. xviii). Yeshurun’s 
hybrid poetry with its bricolage of linguistic fragments and shards finds its materials in the debris of 
a dead culture. Enacting the return of the culturally repressed, the ghostly return of the sacrificed 
mame-loshn with all the pain, the love, and perhaps the inevitability of the repression, it does not 
seek to go back, to offer a remedy, or mend the rift (more bottomless than the eponymous Syrian-
African geological one) with the exilic home-language. Rather more modest and infinitely more 
difficult, it is the labour of mourning that it undertakes. 

Yeshurun’s transgressive poetics begins with his mother’s letters from Yiddish into Hebrew, but 
what he does with these letters in Thirty Pages of Avot Yeshurun (1964) is a peculiar sort of 
translation: if the aim of the translator is to smooth out the differences, to make the translated text 
sound as though it were written in the target language, Yeshurun does the very opposite of that, 
transposing the Yiddish syntax and idiomaticity onto the Hebrew text, foregrounding its 
foreignness. The same strategy is deployed in a later collection of poems, The Syrian African Rift 
(Yeshurun, 1980), and Chapel of Voices (Yeshurun, 1977), where Yiddish words, phrases and word 
order disrupt and unsettle the Hebrew text. The poignancy of his work, I would suggest, emerges 
from the failure of the act of substitution: not an ‘eye-for-an-eye’ but an ‘I-for-an-I’, in his case, a 
fragile construct whose homecoming is so precariously built on an exilic undercurrent. It is, in 
other words, the very Jewish-diasporic conception of the impossibility of wholeness. Even if two 
wrongs don’t make a right, as the saying goes, one can, perhaps, hope that two breaks can make a 
whole. But, in the words of that tragic Hassidic sage, Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk, it is, at 
the very most, the perfect wholeness of a broken heart. 
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