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My paper will attempt to critically analyze the representation of history and identity in 
Ruby Daniel’s memoir, Ruby of Cochin: An Indian Jewish Woman Remembers, published in 
2002. It is a landmark work since it being the first memoir “written by a Jewish woman from 
the Indian community of Cochin” (Irene Eber). Situated within the context of Cochin Jews, 
Daniel attempts to interlink a series of personal lived histories with the larger national 
histories. Using the case study of Cochin Jews, the writer examines the hitherto socio-cultural 
historical representations and their underlying political agenda. Through her memoir Daniel 
critically addresses questions like, who benefits from claiming authentic representations of 
Jewish community in Kerala? What does authentic Jewish identity means? The writer tries to 
answer these questions by focussing upon Cochin Jewish history and the issue of identity.  

 Despite the fact that there were some early and contemporary literary endeavours on 
the Jewish community in Kerala, Daniel does not completely places her trust on them. She 
warns the readers that, “Most of the stories written by modern writers are the stories told by 
the so-called white Jews, the ones who brought this “slavery” craze and felt themselves to be 
superior to other Jews in Cochin” (Daniel 11). In her introduction to this work, Brabara 
Johnson elucidates on how the writer in her memoir contest the established notion of “freed 
slaves” or “meshuhrarim”1 in the Jewish community of Kerala and declares that the book 
“provides a particularly important corrective to the historical record” (Daniel xxiii). The 
Jewish community in India comprises of the Cochin Jews, the Bene Israel and the Baghdadis. 
Being the smallest community, Cochin Jews is known for their division into separate sub-
communities, namely, Paradesis (“white Jews”) and meshuhrarim (“black Jews”). Although 
the writer mentions the socio-cultural relations and caste issues that were predominant in 
Malabar at that point of time, her main focus is on the Paradesi community and their racial 
discourses and political ideologies.  

 One of the most immediately enthralling aspects of Ruby of Cochin: An Indian Jewish 
Woman Remembers is how the writer traces the evolutionary history of Cochin Jews and 
proves how the former shares a common ancestry with the so called “white Jews” or the 
Paradesis. She does this by examining the life history of the woman named Kadoori, “the 
great-great-great grandmother” (Daniel 11) of her grandmother Docho. She even produces a 
pictorial representation of her family tree, to convince the readers about her argument 
regarding the common ancestry. Thus in the first chapter, under the subtitle “Some 
Distortions Corrected”, the writer strongly firms her ground to confront the hitherto 
established histories of the Cochin Jews. Johnson makes a similar statement about the 
author’s intention when she says, “Part of Ruby’s motivation in writing this book is the desire 
to set the record straight about her family’s origins and about all the controversies over their 
status” (Daniel xxiii).  

                                                             
1 “freed slaves” (Daniel 10) 
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 Prominent within Ruby Daniel’s explorations has been a reconfiguring of established 
conceptions of history and identity. At this current juncture it is important to address the 
question of “authenticity”. Daniel’s whole critical project is to confront the Paradesi 
community’s soi-disant authentic historical representations of Cochin Jews as the “freed 
slaves” and their self proclaimed higher social status in the Jewish community of Kerala. It is 
important here to scrutinize the propositions upon which such assumptions are established. 
Among the intellectual circle there are varied speculations pertaining to the questions like, 
“Why has the term “authentic” become such an important qualifier of Jewish identity, 
tradition, culture, and religion? In what sense is it possible to describe a Jewish person, place, 
practice, or ideological position as valid, real, or authentic?” (Charme 134). It is interesting to 
see how when the Paradesis demean Cochin Jews as impure and “converts and slaves” 
(Daniel 10), critics like Bryan Cheyette, in his article “On Being a Jewish Critic”, attributes 
the same cultural impurity to the whole community of Jews elsewhere. In this article 
Cheyette examines the uncertainties of defining the Jewish culture and tradition, and the 
“indefinable definitions of Jewish literature” (Cheyette 34).  
 Recognising these difficulties, it is also important to see how the issue of 
“authenticity” plays a significant role in constructing the identity. Here we should try to look 
at “authenticity”, not as a determining factor which substitute one category over the other, but 
as a contributing factor in the understanding of the Jewish identity. In this regard critics like 
Stuart Z. Charme ascribe a different meaning to “authenticity”. He states, the “politics of 
authenticity merge with the politics of identity. For marginalized groups like blacks, women, 
and colonized peoples, as well as for Jews, authenticity involves claiming the voice of a 
group identity for which the dominant social and political groups function as a negative foil” 
(Charme 140). This is precisely what underlies the objective of Daniel’s memoir, where she 
tries to redeem the charge raised against her community as “converts” and “freed slaves” 
(Daniel 10). There are many instances in the book where she staunchly reaffirms her 
community’s status quo in the Jewish community of Kerala. At one instance, she declares 
that “We were never slaves, so we should not be called freed slaves” (Daniel xxiv). Daniel’s 
grandfather, Eliyahu Japheth strong protest against the Paradesi’s intention to make the 
“black Jews” to sign a petition entitled “I am meshuhrar2” (Daniel 21) is also a similar case. 
He warns, “They [Paradesis] want us to bring it in the record that we accept this status [as 
“freed slaves”], to make this record ourselves” (Daniel 22). 
 Much of the discourse around Jewish authenticity tries to perceive it in the spiritual 
and religious terms. The critic Charme affirms that, “. . . it is this sense of authority that is the 
greatest appeal of traditional forms of authenticity. Thus, authentic Jewish life is anchored by 
the authority of God, sacred texts, religious elites, and/or communal religious traditions of the 
past” (Charme 138). Such definitions of Jewish authenticity appear to be less problematic and 
more appealing since other definitions provoke alienations in terms of race and culture. While 
trying to universalise the Jewish authenticity in religious and spiritual terms, Charme is also 
aware of the specific historical and cultural implications underlying the Jewish communities. 
He tries to move beyond the definition of authenticity as an “entity or substance” and 
attempts to perceive it as a “project situated in time and space” (Charme 143). Therefore he 
asserts that,  

People are therefore not passive products of their cultures but active agents who 
express their culture in ways that contribute to the further development of their 
cultures and identities. It is misleading to speak of a singular, uncomplicated thing 
called Jewish history or culture rather than the many ways of living one’s Jewishness 
in a variety of different situations (Charme 143) 

                                                             
2  Means ‘I am a slave’.  
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Evidently, the Jewish identity is a result of the specific historical and cultural practices. There 
cannot be a universal Jewish identity since “Jewish existence precedes Jewish essence” 
(Charme 141). Ruby Daniel’s memoir provides us ample possibilities to diagnose the 
historical and cultural representation of the Cochin Jews.  
 Moving on to the issue of identity, it is important to see how the critic Paula E. 
Hyman in the article “Gender and the Shaping of Modern Jewish Identities” focuses on the 
plurality of Jewish identities resulting from different cultural implications. The critic says, 
“Living in many different political, class, and cultural contexts and functioning as individuals 
as well as members of a selfdefined and other-defined group, Jews constructed a variety of 
identities in the modern period” (Hyman 153). Therefore, we should try to see the prolific 
exploration of the writer’s part in Cochin Jewish culture as a device and strategy, consciously 
employed by the writer to ascertain the community’s identity. The writer tries to embrace the 
specific cultural identity of Cochin Jews through different paradigms. Ruby Daniel attempts 
to portray the cultural identity of the Cochin Jews in their traditional religious customs, 
ceremonies, historic legends, Jewish folk songs, ghost stories, their notion of home and 
spirituality. In the following section I will be analyzing each of these cultural identity 
markers and how they are strategically employed by the writer in order to create an 
alternative public space.  
 It is interesting to note that a significant part of the memoir is devoted to the 
enumeration of Cochin Jews religious customs and practices. Daniel’s portrayal of the 
Cochin Jews seems to conform to Michael Lerner’s definitions of authentic Jewish identity, 
“more spiritual; moral; God-centered; politically committed to social justice; pluralistic; 
democratic; nonsexist; joyful; full of intellectual ferment; and open to dissent” (Charme 134). 
The wrier illustrates a plethora of Jewish religious ceremonies and how the community whole 
heartedly participate in it. Accordingly she writes, “Religious observance for us was a daily 
affair like cooking. We all learned from the Grandparents to keep the Shabbat3, to keep 
kashrut4. Even now if I do a mistake, I know I am doing a mistake, and if I have to do it, still 
I feel guilty” (Daniel 25). Chapter eleven of the book is wholly devoted to illustrate the 
diverse Jewish festivals namely, Hanukkah5, Purim, Passover, the Feast of Pentecost, the Fast 
of the Ninth of AB, Rosh Hashanah6, Yom Kippur7 and the Feast of Sukkot and Simhat Torah. 
Again, talking about the Feast of Simhat Torah, the writer asserts that “no other part of the 
world is this Feast celebrated so grandly as in Cochin” (Daniel 173).  It is also significant to 
note how they “offered a wide range of leadership on everything from religious matters to 
family affairs” (Nissimi 85). For instance, the writer talks about her grandfather who “was the 
shohet, who slaughtered chicken and animals for all of the Jew Town, according to the 
Jewish law. He even had the right to give shehitah (authority to be a shohet) to others, which 
he got from one of the hakhamim who came from Egypt or Palestine” (Daniel 28). 
 It is crucial to understand how the community of the Cochin Jews maintained 
religious harmony with the gentile groups throughout their life in the Jew Town until the 
“large wave of immigration in1954” (Daniel 96). The writer remembers how the “Jews got 
on well with Hindus, Muslims, and Christians, one helping the other in case of emergency. 
One never interfered with the religious practice of the other. The women lent to one another 
jewel[le]ry for weddings and Feasts” (Daniel 145). In this regard, the critic Joan Roland 
states how the community actualised a particular social group “. . . that reflected Indian caste 

                                                             
3 “Sabbath” (Daniel 199) 
4 “Jewish law regarding the preparation of food” (Daniel 196)  
5 “Eighth day of Jewish Festival of Lights” (Daniel 196) 
6 “Jewish New Year” (Daniel 198) 
7 “Day of Atonement” (Daniel 200) 
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values, partly through ritual enactments of purity and a show of royal status which did not 
contradict . . .  Jewish law” (Roland 182). For instance, the community appropriated the 
Hindu and Christian custom of wearing tali as a “symbol of marriage” (Daniel 181).  
Accordingly, the author says “Jews adopted this custom to quietly show their neighbo[u]rs 
that they are really married” (Daniel 181) and apparently the tali is tied to the bride’s neck by 
her mother or sister. Even when Ruby Daniel immigrated to Israel in 1951 she strongly 
adhered to the traditional religious values and customs of the Cochin Jews. This is explicitly 
understood when the writer critically ridicules the general notion regarding the predicament 
of Cochin Jews. Consequently she says,  

They don’t realize that a root from that tree is shooting up in Israel and starting to 
blossom. As long as we keep up some of our traditions, I hope that this community 
will never die (Daniel 120).  

Tradition as such is understood by the writer as “a process or a project of dialectical 
interchange of past and present” (Charme 139). A similar view is shared by the critic Nissimi, 
according to whom each religious observance of customs and practices is a “double act of 
memory” (Nissimi 84). He says, 

One significance of the act, common to all Jews, was found in the commemoration of 
the events of their sacred history, confirming their Judaism. Customs . . . are 
considered [as] an important component of common consciousness, providing a bond 
between the present and the past generations (Nissimi 84) 

 Again, another significant source of cultural identity of the Cochin Jews comes from 
their wide collection of communal folksongs and stories. In fact, those Cochin Jews who 
created such communal folklores and songs were the first to identify the “new communal 
identity that was born in the process” (Nissimi 87). The writer enumerates a series of 
communal stories that often perpetuates the past histories of the community. Even the 
folksongs can be perceived as ‘historical’ because of their “truthful account of the past” 
(Nissimi 87). With regard to the folksong entitled “Song about Palur”, the writer declares that 
“This song is a precious record of past history which I have not found in any of the notebooks 
of old songs copied by the women of our community. My mother was the only one who knew 
it” (Daniel 125). In addition, there were communal folksongs about Israel, even way before 
the formation of State. Daniel illustrates one such communal folksong written by Issac Moseh 
Roby entitled “Lokam Irubhagangalil”. It is interesting here to note few lines in the song 
which anticipates the birth of Israel, 
 The City of Jerusalem 
 Will be rejuvenated like the nesher8 
 And remain in splendour and renown (Daniel 92) 
Again, the song “Paduka Paduka” written by Eliyahu Meyer celebrates the birth of the Israel 
state. The writer states that some of the communal folksongs are more than three hundred 
years old and written in Malayalam “. . . with some Hebrew words and even some words 
from Portuguese and Tamil to keep the rhythm and to make the language rich” (Daniel 174). 
Thus every folksong of the Cochin Jews reverberate the history of that community and which 
is paramount in the transmission of communal memory from generations to generations. 
Memory therefore can be perceived as a boundary that develops a specific cultural context 
shared by a particular community and not by others. Therefore as a continuation of my initial 
argument, these folksongs and stories can be certainly seen as cultural identity markers of the 
Cochin Jews.  
 Similarly, the close association of Cochin Jews with spirituality also attributes to their 
cultural identity. Cochin Jews perceives spirituality as strength and power in their daily 

                                                             
8  A Jewish mythical immortal bird 
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family affairs and also as a communicating link with their ancestor souls. In the text the 
writer enumerates on a series of ghost stories, kapiris9, dreams and mysticism which 
exemplifies the community’s spiritual beliefs. There is one instance in the text where the 
writer delineates her spiritual experience. She writes, 

When each of my three baby brothers died, my mother would see a shadow near the 
child’s bed. Sometimes somebody would have a dream before the child died. Once 
when I was very young I had a dream in which I saw a small tomb nicely built. My 
mother was standing near and crying, “My son, my son!” Within six months of that 
dream, my baby brother died, and when I visited the grave after some time I saw the 
same pattern of the built-up grave I had seen in my dream (Daniel 33). 

There are many such references in the text which illustrate occurrences where the dead spirits 
of the relatives come as messengers and warn the people. The point to emphasise is that, 
spirituality offers a further dimension to understand the identity of the community. This view 
also gets reflected in Partha Chatterjee’s definition of “the spiritual . . . [as] an ‘inner’ domain 
bearing the ‘essential’ marks of cultural identity” (Chatterjee 6). 

According to the critic Amir Eshel, while “discussing Jews as cosmopolitans, the 
question of Jewish culture’s conception of human existence and space thus seems inevitable” 
(Eshel 121). Such an argument enables us with new possibility of critically examining ‘space’ 
as a new identity marker. In the essay “Al ha-makom”10, the authors Zali Gurevitch and 
Gideon Aran assert that the Jewish identity rest on their sacred belief of the symbolic ‘place’ 
and “significantly places God not in the material dwelling, in the tabernacle, but among the 
living, among the Israelites” (Eshel 122). It is important to see how such perceptions imply 
the reduction of “Jewish history to the question of a single national culture” (Cheyette 35). 
The established Jewish identity concerning the notion of the ideal ‘space’ and the symbolic 
emphasis of Israel as the makom11 gets overturned while analyzing the Cochin Jews notion of 
their home. Admitting the fact that there was indeed a certain amount of sacred inclination 
towards the Israel Land, the writer also reflects on other political and economical factors 
which underlie the historical immigration of the community in 1954. The author writes, 

. . . for them, Israel was kadosh (holy); that was the first reason. Then for some, there 
was the chance to improve their situation. Some were living in poverty without work. 
Some wouldn’t work for non-Jews, because they didn’t want to work on Shabbat and 
Festivals. . . Many were afraid to send their children outside for education, especially 
the girls, for fear they might go away from the caste and get converted or something . 
. . in some families the sons wanted to go, or the brothers or the fathers wanted to go. 
Then they saw all their relations were going, and they knew they had no future there 
(Daniel 95) 

Except for all these reasons, the community internalised the Jew Town of Cochin as an 
embodied subject of their existence. For them, the “Jew Town has a definite attraction. The 
Jews who lived there for seven or eight hundred years did not want to get out . . . The ghosts 
and spirits of the dead also were not willing to leave entirely” (Daniel 36). For Ruby Daniel, 
the reason for immigration to Israel was completely different and anew. She writes, “I was 
torn between two worlds. All the time the idea to leave the house lurked in me” (Daniel 90). 
Her dissatisfaction with the white Jews and their demeaning attitude towards her community 
was the underlying reason for Daniel’s displacement. The writer remembers when one of her 
close relative, Balfour married a white Jewish woman, Seema Koder, there was tremendous 
tension among the white Jews, and they brutally insulted Daniel and her family. 
                                                             
9 “A small, mischievous supernatural being” (Daniel 196) 
10 “On the Place” 
11 “literally ‘place’” (Eshe 121) 
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Subsequently, she writes, in “the past we depended on the white Jews for everything. But 
from that time I said, ‘I will not say in this country’” (Daniel 91). As in time, Daniel felt the 
same racial discrimination in Israel which she falsely thought of leaving behind in Cochin 
Jew Town.  
 Finally, I will examine how identity is created in the process in which the community 
or the individual makes their choices and constructs their social roles. For this I will look at 
Giddens definition of self identity, where he brings in the idea of ‘reflexivity’ as a 
contributing factor in the construction of identity. He writes, “Self-identity . . . is not 
something that is just given . . . but something that has to be routinely created and sustained 
in the reflexive activities of the individual” (Giddens 52). In the light of these ideas I would 
like to examine how the racial discrimination, that Daniel and her community had to face, 
also ultimately becomes a constitutive factor of their identities. Therefore, when the writer 
strongly protests that,  

Nowhere is it written that the colo[u]r of the original Jews was white. Was Sippora 
the wife of Moses white? The colo[u]r of Queen Esther also was not white (Daniel 
10). 

it should be perceived as her assertion of the community’s identity as not as freed slaves. In 
another instance when the Daniel writes about her mother’s experience,  

The fact that people saw her as ‘just an old woman from the Orient’ wounded her, and 
she always wanted to go back to Cochin, as she said, ‘to my castle’(Daniel 110) 

we realise how Leah Daniel develops her identity in the embodied relationship with the 
Cochin Jew Town. Similarly, when Daniel says, “We the pampered Jews from India could 
not understand the behaviour of those who had suffered so much in their homeland” again 
reinstate the community’s identity, how it got internalised with the Jew Town.      
 In this sense, “Cultural identity . . . is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being’. It 
belongs to the future as much as to the past. It is not something which already exists, 
transcending place, time, history and culture” (Hall 435). Thus we understand, how being in a 
specific Jewish group historically and culturally determines the identity of a person.  
 When Ruby Daniel incarnate her revisionist history of the Cochin Jews through her 
memoir, it is crucial to recognise the underlying politics of her critical project. She does not 
write in vacuum, but definitely have some political purpose and strategies in her mind. 
Nevertheless, as the critic Alcoff says, “To whom one is accountable is a political/ 
epistemological choice. . .” (Park-Fuller 28). It is also crucial here to understand that as a 
reader we can respond in several ways to Daniel’s representation of the history of the Cochin 
Jews. Even when Barbara Johnson states how the methodology used in this memoir differs 
from other traditional oral histories, “for it is grounded in Ruby’s written memoirs, with 
supplementary material from interviews” (Daniel xxi), still we can question the authenticity 
of the evidences presented in the text. Keeping in mind all these pitfalls and also the rhetoric 
employed in the text as a device by the author, still I determined to believe in the claims 
made by the writer. This is mainly because I strongly believe in the necessity of promoting 
the socio-cultural and political significance of such narratives and their underlying objective 
of “personal and community healing” (Watson 151). 
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