“Born a Fish, Raised a Fish, Now a Shrimp”*:
Reflections on “Kosher Shrimp” while Reading
Alan Dundes

Hagar Salamon

Alan Dundes’s extensive scholatly contribution is replete with distinctive research
intuitions. While his work stands out for demonstrating the ongoing relevance of
the psychoanalytic approach for the study of folklore, for me, the appeal of his
scholarly output lies already in the stimulating choice of research topics.

The inspiration for the present reading was sparked by Dundes’s book The
Shabbat Elevator and Other Sabbath Subterfuges: An Unorthodox Essay on Circumventing
Custom and Jewish Character (2002). Dundes opens with a personal recollection.
Staying at a hotel in Israel he was attracted by the sign “Shabbat elevator.”
Approaching the receptionist for an explanation, he was informed that it was “for
our Orthodox patrons. ... They are not allowed to push elevator buttons on the
Sabbath and so we always assign Orthodox visitors who are here over the Sabbath
to rooms on one of the first three floors because the Shabbat elevator is set to stop
automatically at each of these floors” (p. xi). The answer, which most likely was
communicated in a straightforward way, provoked in Dundes a fit of wild laughter,
which I interpret as a combination of parody and appreciation. The experience
inspired him to write an entire book, on the creativity by which halakhic (Jewish
religious law) authorities provide permissible circumventions to bypass command-
ments and prohibitions in a kosher manner. Such bypasses have accumulated within
halakha throughout the ages, and are constantly adjusted (Katz 1989).
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Coming from a secular background, it was only after moving to Jerusalem for
my academic studies that I encountered the gamut of these practices and their
elaborate folk creativity. While I have long grown accustomed to Shabbat elevators,
nothing I had previously seen could have prepared me to the bowl of shrimps—
known to be unkosher as defined by the Bible—served at a dinner reception hosted
by Jewish observant friends, along with the reassurance that all the dishes are 100%
kosher. That dinner reception was held in a private home in 1996, on the occasion
of a one-month stay in Jerusalem of anthropologist Mary Douglas, whose influential
work Purity and Danger (19606) is inspired by biblical food laws. Mary Douglas
participated in a seminar focusing on her structural approach to biblical food laws
organized by the Van Leer Institute in Jerusalem. The guests were anthropologists,
folklorists, and biblical scholars. The general atmosphere was informal and
welcoming, and became remarkably cheerful when a large glass bowl with elegantly
arranged and perfect-looking shrimps was brought to the table. That evening, as I
remember to this day, we all tasted and marveled about the “kosher shrimp”
creation, and the virtuosity it embodied. Everyone agreed that the kosher shrimp
perfectly matched the guest’s field of research.

The laws defining &osher and #reif (forbidden to eat) in Judaism are beyond the
scope of the present short reading. It is important to emphasize that the creature
known as shrimp is not only forbidden to eat (Leviticus 11:10), but has, in addition
to pork, become a symbol of the abhorrence to non-kosher food. Thus, the rabbinic
certification “kosher” on the shrimp guarantees it is molded to the shape of a
shrimp from kosher fish (and lately also lab-grown vegetarian shrimp) thus allowing
its consumption by observant Jews. This case demonstrates the tolerance to eating
an anomaly—in Douglas’s terms—as long as it is kosher. However, for others, as
we shall see, the sheer appearance of this kosher fish is considered a “danger.”

Kosher food involves a complex web of prohibitions and permissions
accompanied by argument and debate. Thus, it also appears as a central component
of folk creativity in both practice and rhetoric. The “kosher shrimp” is a “disguised”
culinary fantasy that gains increasing popularity (Dundes 2002, 77-78). The ironic
perspective by which Dundes confronted similar intricacies and creative
circumventions is particularly insightful. The following well-known joke is found in
numerous versions. Presented by Dundes in some detail, it is linked metaphorically
to the topic of kosher shrimp (Druyanow, vol. 2, no. 1418; Dundes 2002, 79-81).
Here is a prototypical version (Newberger-Goldstein 2006: 127)::

A Jew has undergone a conversion process, in the course of which the priest
has put his hands on the Jew’s head and repeated several times: “You were a Jew,
now you are a Christian, you were a Jew, now you are a Christian.” A few weeks
pass and the priest comes on a Friday to see how his converso is getting on. The priest
finds, to his shock and dismay, that the New Christian is not eating fish for his
Friday night dinner, as he ought to as a good Catholic, but rather a roaster chicken.
The Jew, ordered to account for himself, explains that he had simply put his hand
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on the chicken’s head and repeated several times, “You were a chicken, now you are
a fish! You were a chicken, now you are a fish! You are a fish!”
Other versions typically build on parallel speech acts:

The Jew agrees to convert. Three times the priest sprinkles holy water over
him, declaring: “Born a Jew, raised a Jew, now a Catholic.” ... The ex-Jew
walks over to the sink, wets his hands, approaches the table and sprinkles the
chicken three times, saying, “Born a chicken, raised a chicken, now a fish!”
(Eller)

Both the joke and the kosher shrimp rely upon inspiring paradoxes with “disguised
conversions” at their center. The joke, focusing on the conversion from Judaism to
Christianity, may be interpreted differently by various audiences. Told among Jews,
the joke caricatures the brevity and seeming superficiality of conversion to
Christianity. At the same time, it solidifies—through food traditions—the notion
that a Jew cannot become a Christian, and as Dundes suggests, “that once a Jew,
always a Jew. Despite the trappings of Catholicism, a Jew can no sooner become a
Catholic than a chicken can become a fish” (2002, 80). But perhaps most of all, the
joke brings to humorous absurdity the halakhic virtuosity, known in Hebrew as
pilpul. These pathways are simultancously articulated in the joke and stimulate
further reflections on the marvel of such creations as kosher shrimp.

Creating kosher shrimp may be perceived as a transformation mirroring the
conversion of chicken to fish. The joke is based on the parallel between the
conversion ritual to Christianity—sprinkling holy water accompanied by a specific
speech act—and the proclamation that the chicken is now a fish. With this logic in
mind, kosher shrimp can be seen as a counter direction transformation in that it
looks “Christian” but is actually “Jewish”.

In light of these intuitions, it is revealing to discover on the internet lively
discussions surrounding kosher shrimp. The internet is a rich sea to fish in for
further nuances of refractions of “kosher talk”. Here, only a small portion of the
catch can be presented.

In a Hebrew blog devoted to kosher food and visual impressions, the author,
an observant Jew, quotes his non-observant Jewish companion (Stanger). As the
two met for a joint meal at a kosher restaurant, the friend said he could not
understand how the rabbinate allows the sale of kosher shrimp, even providing
them with kosher certificate: “Listen ... they take a kind of fish ... process it and
bring into it the precise taste of shrimp. Believe me,” he reiterated, “the precise taste
of shrimp, since, unlike you, I have eaten and will eat many shrimps. ... and if this
is not enough, even a shape of a shrimp they created out of that fish. And if this is
not marit ayin of an actual shrimp, 1 don’t know what marit ayin is.” Marit ayin
(Appearance to the eye) is a halakhic concept, regarding specific actions that might
appear to be a violation of Jewish law, although they are perfectly permissible.
Consequently, certain practices are themselves avoided for that reason alone.
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Other forums express clear cut sentiments of disgust at the very appearance of
kosher shrimp. An article published in 2016 entitled “At last, a kosher prawn (after
3,500 years),” opens with the statement “Since God’s law was handed down to
Moses, religious Jews could only look with longing at a plateful of delicious prawns
or shrimp—forbidden as non-kosher according to their strict dietary laws.” A
London rabbi is then quoted saying that although technically it is kosher, there are
“some moral questions that need to be answered. Firstly, is it right to get around
the Jewish tradition in this way? Secondly, there is the problem of giving the wrong
impression. ... So it’s probably better not to eat fake shrimp. We’ve survived 3,000
years without it and I’m sure that we can continue to get by.” (Adams)

A Hebrew article (Nechtigel), based on the above opens the discussion
reassuring the reader that according to the manufacturers the product is “shrimp
for all purposes—but strictly kosher.” It also quoted rabbis who stress that “one
should consider the ‘appearance’ and the ‘feeling’ of eating something similar to
eating a sherets (a creeping creature; vermin) forbidden by the Torah.” Passionate
responses followed: “As if there is a lack of delicious and quality things that are
kosher. I will be paid and I will not taste this kosher shrimp, ugh, it seems repulsive;”
“Only the worthless will eat of it: Why the hell should a religious Jew eat a food that
looks like vermin? It testifies to the inwardness of the consumer: that he would have
been happy to unload every yoke and imitate the Gentiles in all their ways. ... Itis
clear without a shadow of a doubt that anyone who eats this abominable thing
(albeit kosher) is abominable in his own virtues and faith;” “If eating is forbidden
then what is the point of ‘cloning’ forbidden food? One might think that there is
nothing else in the world to eat ... so a few things are forbidden, nothing will
happen to anyone if he holds back and overcomes and does not eat. Not everything
should be imitated in trying to get as close to the Gentiles as possible, that is exactly
what sets us apart from them.

As indicated by these examples, most of these discussions circle around two
features—appearance and taste. For the present foray into these discussions let me
add two final voices, both of which acknowledge the craving for the forbidden:

In a sermon delivered by the organization Hidavrut, intended for the dissemina-
tion of religious oriented ideas broadcasted in their internet channel, the subject of
the sermon was unkosher, yet craved for foods (Cohen): “Every dish that the Torah
forbade—it gave in return the same dish in a kosher version. ... there is nothing
that God forbade eating and did not give a permissible version!” When relating
specifically to the matter of shrimps, the rabbi explained that instead of these
disgusting “sea insects” there is an authenticated kosher formula for exactly the
same taste, created by smearing peanut butter on a Salmon fish and roast it. Presto
“that fish has the exact taste of shrimp. ...So you can see: there is nothing that the
Blessed One forbade, and did not give it in permissible manner!”

While the above assertions are intended to separate taste from appearance, other
voices, such as that of a liberal orthodox rabbi contend with both the appearance
and the taste of non-kosher foods (Duvdevani). Relying upon previous rabbinical
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commentators he concludes, “we at the rabbinate who are dealing with kosher
issues, must provide as wide a range of kosher options as possible ... otherwise, if
there is no imitation there is a fear that the lust to taste will entice people to seek
out for the forbidden itself ... and in this way to increase the status of kosher
attractiveness.”

At this point one can say that the end meets the beginning in the exploratory
interpretive circle opened up by Dundes. The vivid discussions surrounding this
(and other) forms of prima facie "treif" foods in a rapidly developing food industry,
definitely relates to issues of identity, separating Orhtodox Jews from others, and
Jews in general from other ethnic categories in the US and beyond. In the discourse
around kosher shrimp, purity and danger emerge as an intricate web of negotiations
full of disguises and contradictions, jokes, tongue in cheek, and winks of the eye,
rather than a clear cut system of classification in a biblical severity. Reading Dundes
and listening to the multi-vocal discourses in the field of the internet have become
a productive amplification for Purity and Danger.
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