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Preface

Rowan Williams

A few years ago, a group of mostly Cambridge-based academics organ-
ised a conference under the title “Migrant Knowledge”. It was designed 
not only to share conventional academic papers on the art and litera-
ture around migrant experience, but to give some space to the voices 
and agency of actual migrants—in live music, drama, memoir, even 
cookery. The book that developed from this conference (Din-Kariuki 
et al., 2024) includes a section with photographic images of objects that 
migrants had brought with them to embody the memory of homes they 
had left or been forced to leave. The title of the conference was meant to 
suggest that the displaced person knows things that others do not—but 
it also hinted that there is something about human knowledge itself that 
is mobile or unsettled. Things go dangerously wrong in human cultures 
when locally rooted identities become the sole criteria for truth; when 
being here and being right (or virtuous or innocent) are inseparably 
bound together.

Because it is that fusion of being here and being right that gener-
ates the persecution of the stranger; when ethnic, religious, linguistic, 
historical forms of belonging are weaponised against those inside and 
outside the frontier so as to justify exclusion and, at worst, attempted 
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extermination. Ultimately it is a fusion of being here and being human 
that comes into play, licensing a rhetoric that treats the stranger as less 
than human.

Ever since there has been a Jewish literature and a Jewish collective 
identity, the Jewish people have represented a deeply strange and para-
doxical phenomenon: an identity constantly connected with the experi-
ence of displacement. From Abraham’s journey away from Babylonia 
to the Asian seaboard of the Mediterranean, to the repeated narratives 
of exile and return in Hebrew scripture, to the millennia of life in dias-
pora, Jews have characteristically found the heart of their identity in a 
consistent sense of presence, pressure, calling, that is more than mere 
local belonging. The role of the land, Eretz Yisrael, in Jewish reflection 
is not that of a simple guarantor of unshakeable continuity in race and 
culture, but something more like the haunting promise of a home in the 
light of which all immediately available forms of human location and 
belonging are put into new and critical perspective.

Hence the millennia-long availability of Jews as scapegoats in 
societies obsessed with defending their identity against any such 
relativising perspectives; hence the poisonous mythology of Jews as 
enemies within, agents of sinister subversion against the unquestion-
able authority of being here and being right, a “cosmopolitan” presence 
whose loyalty to the rightness of being here can never be taken for 
granted. From one point of view, the goal of the Shoah was to eradicate 
once and for all the possibility of any kind of belonging that stepped 
aside from the absolute right and righteousness of being here, the self-
evident goodness and blessedness of belonging to a race and a cultural 
history and a historic territory. The deep mystical and mythical sense of 
being grounded in a place beyond language and argument, negotiation 
and challenge, the passionate urge to root oneself in a place beyond all 
challenge, is the exact opposite of the way in which Jewish identity has 
been imagined. Those who simply credit Jewish “exceptionalism” with 
giving birth to modern nationalistic ideologies have not read the texts 
which embody that Jewish imagination. Those who (from mediaeval 
to modern times, from Bede’s Anglo-Saxons to Putin’s Russians) have 
borrowed the language of a chosen people with a unique vocation in 
the world have not registered precisely how the Jewish imagining of 
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“chosenness” involves a valuation of “migrant knowledge”, a wisdom 
only available to those who have lived through displacement.

Even to express it in terms like this, though, is excruciatingly 
inadequate to the specific experience of violent displacement that this 
book sets out. It is all too tempting, especially for an outsider, to moralise 
and generalise a history whose extreme atrocity refuses to be contained 
in any tidy moral or spiritual framework. Perhaps the most that can 
be said is that it is just this extremity that speaks most powerfully to 
question our “non-migrant” forms of knowledge, the myths of self-
evidently right and righteous identities—ethnic, religious, cultural—to 
which we still turn compulsively in our ever more tribalised world (with 
the ultimate irony of a section of the Israeli right adopting some of the 
dehumanising rhetoric of anti-Jewish nationalisms). These narratives of 
radical displacement arising from the most naked and lethal expres-
sion in European history of racial mythology and totalising political 
authority carry a very different kind of authority, encouraging us to ask 
the hard questions about how we understand our “belonging”, and how 
ready we are to reimagine our systems of knowledge as linked to the 
crossing of boundaries and the letting-go of the passion to be right/
righteous. Knowing the truth that will set us free—in the resonant 
phrase of Christian scripture—means the willingness to find our roots 
and our security in a depth of reality beyond the exclusively individual 
and local; to discover how the migrant experience enlarges how and 
what we know. At the most intense and unconsoled level, testimony 
to the unhealable loss narrated in the terrible story of mid-twentieth-
century Europe warns us never to ignore what is known by the abused, 
excluded, and displaced—even where that knowledge goes on defying 
and resisting system, explanation, and mental peace, and can only be 
shown in countless acts of telling, the acts that fill these pages.
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Prologue

Halina Brunning and Olya Khaleelee

The idea behind this book was to explore with colleagues the relation-
ship between their choice of profession and their connection to being 
Jewish. The lives of minorities are a subject of discussion in a wider 
societal context, such as in the Black Lives Matter movement related 
to racism, but seldom, if ever, are the lives of Jewish people discussed 
within this framework.

Yet being Jewish gives rise to religious, geographic, ethnic, and gen-
erational sources of pain and even more so in the light of rising anti-
Semitism in the world today. Life has never been straightforward in 
terms of being Jewish, emigration is always on the cards. Cultures vary 
in how free Jewish people feel about discussing their ethnicity, especially 
currently, some more so, some less so, the latter mainly due to fear of 
persecution by fellow citizens.

Assimilation is often erroneously seen as the way to protect one’s 
Jewish identity. Jewish identity is therefore often hidden behind national 
identities, yet even this does not guarantee one’s safety. This raises the 
question of where safety is located, if anywhere. Therefore, the suitcase 
was and is always in our minds.
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These were the themes we wanted to explore, yet events initiated 
through the attack by Hamas on the kibbutzim in southern Israel on 
October 7, 2023 and the resulting war in Gaza, made these explora-
tions more complicated, urgent, and even dangerous. Most of the book 
had already been created when the war broke out, but nevertheless it 
inevitably affected the content and the contributors.

To create this book, we invited sixteen colleagues, known to us per-
sonally as psychologists, psychotherapists, psychoanalysts, and organ-
isational consultants, to share how they managed their Jewish identities 
in relation to their professional development, while living with the 
impact of their personal and familial stories of persecution, carrying 
the burden of second-generation trauma. How did being Jewish uncon-
sciously impact on their personal and professional choices and devel-
opment? We asked them to think about what their forebears escaped 
from, or what they themselves escaped from. How had they integrated 
the different aspects of themselves within the different countries and 
cultures in which they found themselves? And what would their legacy 
be? We, the editors, were and are part of this process and have contrib-
uted our own stories, making eighteen in all, thereby—as told to us later 
by one of our contributors—unconsciously choosing the number that in 
Hebrew represents life: Chai!

While planning the book we had a dilemma: should the book be 
called “Sitting on the suitcase”, or “Sitting on a suitcase”. The title we 
chose indicated the sorrowful realisation that one might be forced to sit 
on more than one suitcase during one’s lifetime, therefore, sitting on the 
suitcase would have been slightly too optimistic … We felt that “sitting 
on a suitcase” was, in effect, a permanent state of mind.

This book, beautifully illustrated by the image we chose for the book 
cover, that of a painting entitled Seated on a Suitcase by Edvard Munch, 
links all aspects into a meaningful tapestry.

As our contributors have engaged with the work and have discussed 
the inherent difficulties, we are now aware that none of the processes 
involved in the creation of the book, such as the development of the 
structure, the invitation sent to contributors, the processing of their 
chapters, and the overall commentary from the introduction and the 
conclusion by the “psychic container”, had been pain-free. Nothing was 
neutral, everything was meaningful.
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For example, even our invitation letter to contributors led to a 
discussion about whether we should write to them individually, or 
collectively with the same letter. One editor wanted an individual com-
munication “because I didn’t want to herd the contributors together 
into a camp” while the other did not feel strongly about this.

We had not realised, when inviting contributions to this book, how 
much trauma would be (re)created by filling a small suitcase of approxi-
mately 3,800 words. Several of our contributors contacted us to share 
feeling blocked, or even traumatised, when trying to release themselves 
from the pain of revisiting their pasts, so that they would be able to 
put pen to paper again. Towards the deadline, one contributor actu-
ally withdrew, unable to cope with the disturbance of dealing with the 
material at the same time as being recently bereaved. We, therefore, late 
in the process, invited an additional contributor, perhaps because we 
wanted to hold on to the agreed format of our book and maintain its 
lifespan and life force.

For those contributors who sent in their chapters well before the 
deadline, it was interesting just how many then wanted to alter or amend 
particular aspects, something that clearly had deep psychological mean-
ing for them. Each wanted to change, correct, and amend the smallest 
details in their chapter; this became a pattern, everything had to be 
absolutely right. What did this mean as a re-enactment, we wondered? 
We felt that it had to be of psychological significance since details about 
family members during WWII were of vital importance for survival and 
could save or end lives. Another association led us to consider the doing 
and the undoing of life, a multitude of interpretations were possible …

The book promises to be internally linked in various ways while the 
chapters differ a great deal in style, atmosphere, and affect. Some are 
crisply written with little emotion, others are powerfully emotional, 
and yet others are so penetrating they make for tearful and disturbing 
reading.

There were themes between the contributors, such as issues around 
having a voice, or finding a voice during formative years, or finding 
a family via a substitute group which would otherwise have been a 
friendship group; or a sense of not belonging because of the constant 
move between different countries, or a sense of finding a belonging 
through familial and non-familial relations.
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Even though the majority or our authors mention the suitcase, there 
are many different suitcases, stuffed with different things, most of them 
painful. The suitcase is therefore a miniaturised “containing object” 
which, when opened, holds many traumatic memories, or when ripped 
from you becomes a double trauma.

No wonder that so many of our authors became psychologists, 
therapists, psychoanalysts, and organisational consultants, all devoted 
to providing a containing “object” which plays such an important role 
in the process of repair of the “Other”. In this way we unconsciously 
tried to repair our transgenerationally traumatised selves.

Let us mention those writing the Introduction and Conclusions. 
Both are German, non-Jewish, female psychoanalysts providing a meta-
container that represents the capacity to understand the Jewish experi-
ence. We are deeply grateful to Professor Claudia Nagel and Dr Dorothee 
von Tippelskirch-Eissing for undertaking this difficult emotional task 
of reading, reflecting, and deeply understanding each suitcase owner, as 
well as the eighteen contributors as a group.

We wanted additionally to mention and thank the writers of the 
Preface and the Epilogue: the Rt. Revd. and Rt. Hon. Dr Rowan Williams 
and Rabbi Jonathan Wittenberg. They came to the book later in the 
process as a way of providing societal containment for the contents. 
We are extremely grateful to both for taking up this role.

Finally, this project resulted in a particular unexpected gift from 
and for the mostly elderly contributors, as it gave them an opportunity, 
by reflecting on the meaning of their Jewish heritage for their personal 
and professional development and taking the risk of writing it down, to 
leave a legacy for the next generation, including their own children and 
grandchildren.

We are grateful to all the contributors for their courage and capacity 
to put this impossible material into a readable story.

Our very special appreciation goes to our dear publisher, Kate Pearce 
of Karnac, who kept us safe, secure, and supported during the twelve-
month gestation.


