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Laura and Miriam:

THE SHUTTLE

On Friendship and Writing

by Sloan Seale

Laura Levitt's recent publication party
was about more than celebrating her new
book, American Jewish Loss After the
Holocaust—though of course publishing
a book is plenty to celebrate. It was also a
celebration of family and friendship, and
among the honored guests was Lauras
decades-long friend, colleague, and sup-
porter, Miriam Peskowitz. As many of you
may know, Miriam herself is the best-sell-
ing co-author, along with Andrea
Buchanan, of The Daring Book for Girls.
(Currently #2 on The New York Times
bestseller list). What an opportunity that
afternoon was, then, to reflect on life and
work, and the intertwining paths that
these two close friends have followed to
Mt. Airy. While Laura teaches and writes
at Temple, and describes herself as “com-
fortable” with working and writing within
an academic context, Miriam’s writing ca-
reer has morphed and evolved into some-
thing very different.

In the beginning, they were both aca-
demics. Laura was finishing up her disser-
tation for Emory University while starting
out teaching at Temple, and Miriam was a
Fellow at the Annenberg Center, also com-
pleting her dissertation, for Duke Univer-
sity. They met at a conference in Lehigh
where, as Miriam recalls, she was first at-
tracted to Laura’s decidedly non-serious
academic attitude. “She was already sitting
with a friend of hers, and invited me to
join them. They sat in the back of the au-
ditorium, and as [ recall the day, Laura lis-

tened with one ear—listened avidly—all
the while chitchatting with me and pro-
viding a running commentary on the
presentation! We even got in trouble, with
people in the rows ahead turning back to
shush us. [ knew from that moment on
that we would become fast friends, and we
did.” Laura's writing at that time con-
cerned contemporary American Jewish
identity and feminist theory. Miriam was
writing her dissertation on the subject of
the construction of gender and labor in
early rabbinic material. “Through the
writing of our individual first books, we
talked each day (this being slightly before
e-mail became the rule) about the twists
and turns of each chapter. | couldn’t have
written that book without her eye, her in-
telligence, and her unwavering enthusi-
asm. She was sure [ was brilliant, as | was
sure that she was writing the most impor-
tant book ever,” says Miriam. In 1997, af-
ter they had both finished their disserta-
tions, their edited book, Judaism Since
Gender was published by Routledge.

This book, an attempt to look at the
field of Jewish studies as it intersected
with work on gender and in feminist theo-
ry, is a greatly expanded version of their
dissertations, in which they were able to
develop further their thinking about Ju-
daism, gender, family, and work in Miri-
am’s case, and issues of American Jewish
identity in Laura’s. Judaism Since Gender
was a stepping stone for both Laura and
Miriam, into fields which they would con-
tinue to explore in the future.
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After Miriam’s fellowship ended, she
took a teaching position at the University
of Florida, in Gainesville. While they were
living states apart, Miriam and Laura con-
tinued to collaborate by phone and in fre-
quent rendezvous at the beach in Florida
or in Delaware. In 1998, while she was in
the midst of the tenure process, Miriam
began to realize that she wanted tobe a
writer more than a professor.” I wanted to
write books that asked bigger and broader
questions about society and life, and I
wanted to write books that people would
love.” Once she had secured tenure and
her daughter was born, Miriam made the
decision—radical in the eyes of many—to
leave behind academia on a fulltime basis.
Qut of her experiences as a mother, on the
playground, in public, and in private,
came her 2005 book, The Truth Behind
the Mommy Wars. The “mommy wars” is
a phrase that denotes the current debate—
drawn in simple terms as the square-off
between moms staying at home and those
working outside the home—that storms
the pages of popular magazines. As the ti-
tle implies, Miriam wants to move beyond
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the superficialities of this cultural argu-
ment, to build from the ground up an al-
ternative way to think about and confront
the complexities of parenting for both
mother and father. Laura is a presence in
The Truth Behind the Mommy Wars, as
one of Miriam’s interview subjects. In her
interview, Laura speaks eloquently of the
choice not to have children: “1 live in a
culture that makes it impossible to do all
the things [ want to do with my life—my
teaching, my writing, my contributions—
if I were to have children.”

Laura, meanwhile, had also achieved
tenure, at Temple, and was continuing to
write and publish in her areas of special
interest, Judaism and feminism, and the
intersection between Judaism, family loss,
and the manifestation of loss in public art
such as film and photography. Before The
Truth Behind the Mommy Wars was pub-
lished, Miriam moved back to Philadel-
phia, and happily Laura and Miriam were
able to resume their friendship and collab-
oration in person. They worked together
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