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Background 

 

Separation as a force in society has manifold expressions, on political, legal, personal 

and aesthetical levels: two siblings draw a line in a shared room, not to be crossed 

under penalty of screaming; public lavatories separate men and women to ensure 

privacy; sick or disabled people are separated from society, officially (quarantine) or 

implicitly (inaccessibility); a couple separates as a step before divorce; two nations 

fighting over the same piece of land are advised to divide the land and separate. 

 

The ambivalence of separation is enfolded in the distance between two cities: not 

much more than a decade after the fall of the Berlin Wall, an icon of separation and 

the grim personal consequences of politics, a division of the city of Jerusalem into 

two capitals was proposed by President Clinton as a solution to the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict. 

Other forms of separation include separation of men and women in prayer-houses and 

in schools, Jim Crow laws in the US, and the Apartheid rule in South Africa. 

 

This seminar seeks to explore the ambivalent nature of separation as one that is both 

counter-intuitive to the intertwined mode of any given society by definition, and at the 

same time reflective of societal organizations through cliques, classes social 

structures, etc. 

 

 

 

 



Guidelines 

 

Papers should include concrete examples of textual or visual representations of 

separation, in any genre of literature (prose, poetry, drama, nonfiction, etc.) or visual 

culture (photography, film, art, performance, etc.). Discussions should include 

reference to relevant theories to the aspects or separation represented, such as race 

(Fanon, Bhabha, Said), gender (Butler, de Beuavoir), conflict resolution and 

international relations (Kressel, Huntington), or political and anthropological or 

psychological aspects (Foucault, Agamben). [the names suggested are only examples 

– not required]. 

 

This panel will be conducted as a seminar: papers accepted will be distributed 

beforehand, and discussed during the conference in the context of other papers (rather 

than the standard 20 minute paper, 10 minute Q&A). While this is a more demanding 

format, I hope it will be more fruitful for participants as an interdisciplinary platform 

for people working on separation in various fields. 

 

Please send abstracts of 500 words on literary or visual representations and 

readings of separation to Aryeh Amihay (aamihay@princeton.edu). 

 

Deadline for abstracts: September 30, 2010. 

Presenters will be notified by October 15, 2010. Deadline to submit full paper (prior 

to conference): March 1st, 2011. 

 

About NeMLA 

 

The 42nd Annual Convention will feature approximately 360 sessions, as well as 

dynamic speakers and cultural events.  Details and the complete Call for Papers for 

the 2011 Convention will be posted in June: www.nemla.org.   

 

Interested participants may submit abstracts to more than one NeMLA session; 

however panelists can only present one paper (panel or seminar).  Convention 

participants may present a paper at a panel and also present at a creative session or 

participate in a roundtable.  Do not accept a slot if you may cancel to present on 

another session. 
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TOWARDS A THEORY OF SEPARATION 

 
   

My own interest in separation began as a political interest. I found it curious, to 

put it mildly, that less than two decades after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the idea of 

dividing my own home-town, Jerusalem, was gaining a growing acceptance as the best 

path towards a resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Of course, leaving this 

juxtaposition between Berlin and Jerusalem at that will be an act of superficial demagogy. 

After all, East and West Berliners were one and the same people, and their division was 

an artificial act of power and politics produced by an ideology gone wrong. The partition 

of Jerusalem, on the other hand, is proposed in order to separate between two ethnic 

groups which have done everything in their power to convince the world that they cannot 

get along or live in coexistence. 

Thus, my own journey in the exploration of separation as an idea and as a reality, 

involved a transition from being a staunch opponent to any notion of separation, and 

viewing it as an evil – or, at best, futile – idea, to a more nuanced critique, and coming to 

terms with the fact that I do accept the usefulness of separation in some contexts. I 

definitely think that it is helpful to have psychopathic murderers and sadistic sex 

offenders kept in seclusion from society for a general sense of higher security of the 

public; it is perhaps advisable to have restraints on the movement of some people with 

contagious diseases, according to the best judgment of doctors and experts in the field; I 

do support the separation of men and women in public restrooms, in order to furnish a 

greater sense of privacy and safety. 

So how do I justify a support for gender separation in public restrooms, while still 

opposing gender separation in public transportation, for example, a practice which is 

slowly becoming more common in Israel? Simple: the former involves genitals, body and 



privacy, while the latter does not. But the question continues: so where do I stand on 

segregated beaches? Naturally, I would tend to oppose it, but the characteristics become 

more blurry, and are challenging my own values and call me to examine my own biases. 

Separation is a fascinating concept, because it envelops the meeting point 

between two sets of categories. On one level, it involves the meeting point of space and 

society. Several of the papers we read for today, addressed a physical separation, that 

involved a political production of space, that reflected, but also intended to model, social 

constructs. On another level, separation is the meeting point of the natural and the 

artificial. Gender, race and ethnicity are inherent characters: we are born with genetical, 

biological differences, visible and apparent to every eye. Qualitative, ethical and moral 

values that are attached to these inherent features of our identity, are a different question 

of course, and even more so, the practices of forming separation based on these features. 

In other words, the fact that people are different, need not necessarily mean that they need 

to be separated, and one needs to think, when, how and for what purpose is this separation 

being produced and constructed. Again, the difference between people can be an order of 

nature, with no choice: men and women, black and white, Jews and Arabs, Jews and 

Poles; but can also be one of choice: soldiers and conscientious objectors, religious and 

secular, East and West Germans. 

Harvard Law professor Martha Minow opens her book, Making All the 

Difference, with two examples of separation, explaining what she calls the Dilemma of 

Difference: in 1974 the US Supreme court decided that Chinese-speaking students in San 

Francisco public schools were receiving less benefits than the English-speaking majority, 

because their special needs in acquiring language skills were not being addressed, leaving 

the Chinese speaking students behind their peers. Separate classes for Chinese-speaking 

students were then administered. During the same era of the 1970s parents of children 

with mental and physical disabilities were battling in courts in order to have their children 



included in regular schools and classes, as a step towards integrating disabled children in 

the general society. Opposite solutions were therefore offered to problems of separation 

and equality, where in the former case separation seemed as the right path to advance 

equality, and in the other, separation was actually viewed as infringing upon American 

equality. Minow concludes: “Difference, after all, is a comparative term. It implies a 

reference: different from whom? I am no more different from you than you are from me. 

A short person is different only in relation to a tall one; a Spanish-speaking student is 

different in relation to an English-speaking one. But the point of comparison is xoften 

unstated. Women are compared with the unstated norm of men, “minority” races with 

whites, handicapped with able-bodied, and “minority” religions and ethnicities with 

majorities. If we identify the unstated points of comparison necessary to the idea of a 

difference, we will then examine the relationships between people who have and people 

who lack the power to assign the label of difference…. perceptions of difference can 

become clues to broader problems of social policy and human responsibility. This switch 

in focus of attention from “different person” to the social and legal construction of 

difference challenges long-established modes of reasoning about reality and about law.” 

(Making all the Difference, 22-23). 

And with this inspiring quotation, I’d like to conclude by thanking all of you for 

taking interest in the seminar, and wish us a very fruitful discussion. 

 


