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Dedication

For my parents, who raised me to be so proud to be Jewish, and for Neil, who is not Jewish but with whom I am so proud to build a Jewish home, and in loving memory of my grandparents, Alvin and Jacqueline Tamkin. I know you would have disagreed with so much in this book. I hope it would have made you proud, too.




Epigraphs


There is no other people like the Jewish people, that talks about itself so much, but knows itself so little.

—S. ANSKY

Everyone will sit under their own vine and under their own fig tree, and no one will make them afraid.

—THE BOOK OF MICAH

DAPHNA: Melody, I can’t get a tattoo. I’m Jewish? It’s against Jewish law.

MELODY: I know a Jewish person with tattoos.

DAPHNA: Well they’re wrong.

—JOSHUA HARMON, BAD JEWS
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Introduction

WHAT DOES IT MEAN to be a Bad Jew?

The question is not a new one. Many Jews—at least many Jews I have known and loved or known and not loved—throw the term at and against one another. You can be called a Bad Jew if you don’t keep kosher; if you don’t go to temple often enough; if you don’t go to or send your children to Hebrew school; if you enjoy Christmas music; if you date or marry a non-Jewish person; if you don’t call your mother often enough. The list goes on.

In the course of writing this book, when I asked American Jews “what comes to mind when you hear ‘Bad Jew’?” I got answers varying from someone who casts Jewishness aside and sees it as having no value to someone who rejects the connection between Jewishness and Zionism. I heard that a Bad Jew is someone who fails to hold Jews and Judaism to a high moral standard. Stephen Miller, for example, the former Trump official who crafted and pushed for the implementation of much of the administration’s far-right immigration policy, was considered a Bad Jew by many who felt he wasn’t living up to Jewish values. Others said a Bad Jew is someone whose conception of Judaism doesn’t have applications to the wider world; someone who clings to outdated notions of how to talk about other Jews. Rebecca King, a Los Angeles–based chef who runs The Bad Jew, a restaurant that sells “pork-strami,” said that the phrase makes her think of Jewish kids running around who just want to eat bacon.1 The most common answer I got was, “When I think of a ‘Bad Jew,’ I think of myself.”

For years, if asked this question, I, too, would have given that answer: that it was me, that I was what I thought of as a Bad Jew.

The issue of what it means, or doesn’t, to be a Good Jew or a Bad Jew is particularly fraught at this moment in US history. American Jewish institutions are saying one thing; American Jews at large say another. The demographics of American Jews are changing as are American Jewish politics.

And so there is, at the time of writing, a debate over who gets to speak for American Jews and who gets to claim American Jewishness. Is there a single American Jewish community? Or many American Jewish communities with competing values? What does it actually mean to be an American Jew? And if we don’t know, why does the label bring with it so many unspoken assumptions about how a person is and should be?

The concept of “American Jewishness” is one of identity (“I am an American Jew”) and belonging (“I am accepted as an American Jew by other American Jews”). These two concepts can run into each other. What happens when one, or many, identify as American Jews but in a way that is unfamiliar or even unacceptable to others who also identify as American Jews? There are several million people who identify as American Jews. But that doesn’t mean they all identify with one another. And it doesn’t mean they all accept one another. There may be people who will read this book and decide that I am not really an American Jew. What do I do with that? What do they?

The conflict between American Jews was salient in the years that I was thinking of, and finally actually writing, this book. As with much in the United States today, this was at least in part because of Donald Trump.

Over the course of his administration, President Donald Trump worked closely with Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu, stopping aid to Palestinians and moving the US embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.2 He also described his opponent in the US 2020 presidential election, Joe Biden, as a “servant of the globalists,”3 a term the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) has described as being “used as an ethnic smear and long-running conspiracy theory about Jewish populations not being loyal to the countries they live in and cooperating through secret international alliances.”4 Right-wing Jews and their allies, including certain Evangelical Christians, who were some of Trump’s most ardent supporters, argued that Trump was a great friend to Israel and the Jewish people.5 Partisan conservative Jewish organizations, like the Republican Jewish Coalition, dismissed accusations of antisemitism against Trump6 and other Republican politicians who dabbled in antisemitic tropes—an accusation that a Jewish billionaire was buying an election, or a digital ad altered to make a Jewish candidate’s nose look larger, to name two.7 But mainstream, ostensibly nonpartisan Jewish organizations also drew criticism for pulling punches, celebrating the Trump administration’s Israel policy. Some progressives argued that these groups were at least as loudly repudiating the Left as they were censuring Trump, the most powerful person in the country.8

Meanwhile, liberal Jews—the majority of American Jewish voters—noted that American Jews have a range of opinions on Israel, and argued that Trump was enabling antisemitism at home, which was decidedly bad for Jews.9

Some leftist Jews, for their part, argued that the term “antisemitism” had been weaponized by the political Right and warped beyond recognition,10 and pressed politicians not on their support for Israel, but for Palestinian rights.11

The conversation of what role Israel should play in American Jewish politics, and what role American Jews should play in Israeli politics, was also changing. Some Jewish groups present themselves as though they are speaking on behalf of all Jews, or at least in favor of what is best for and in the interest of American Jews. But who, here, is the Bad Jew? Is it the American Jew who speaks against Israeli policy? The American Jew who remains muted on antisemitism because of Israel? The American Jew who purports to know what is best for other American Jews?

The shift both seems sudden and is years in the making. A decade ago, in 2011, Ben Shapiro, a conservative political commentator, wrote a tweet that read, “The Jewish people has always been plagued by Bad Jews, who undermine it from within. In America, those Bad Jews largely vote Democrat.”12 That same year, he penned an article decrying JINOs, or Jews in Name Only. Seventy-eight percent of American Jews may have voted for Obama in 2008,13 but, to Shapiro, “the Jews who vote for Obama are, by and large, Jews In Name Only (JINOs). They eat bagels and lox; they watch ‘Schindler’s List’; they visit temple on Yom Kippur—sometimes. But they do not care about Israel. Or if they do, they care about it less than abortion, gay marriage and global warming.”14

Shapiro was taking the trope of the Bad Jew and mapping it onto the American political spectrum. In this telling, the right kind of Jew regularly attends temple and cares first and foremost about Israel. Since the vast majority of American Jews vote for Democrats and have for decades, he was denouncing the vast majority of American Jews as Bad Jews. The Trump years only made this paradox more pronounced—most American Jews did not support him for president, but some of the loudest and most prominent voices were claiming he was good for the Jews.

Over the past several years, the idea of what role American Jews could play as politicians and political actors has changed, too. Two Jewish men—Michael Bloomberg, the billionaire ex-mayor of New York City, and Bernie Sanders, the Brooklyn-born Socialist—ran for president, two different paradigms of American Jewish identity, the financial powerhouse and the rabble-rouser, standing on the primary debate stage.15 Each performed American Jewishness differently. And it wasn’t only the candidates who were changing American Jews’ position in political discourse. Even outside of issues relating to Israel, some American Jews protested Trump, citing tikkun olam, the Jewish concept that means taking responsibility for repairing the world, in doing so16 (though actually the concept comes from a prayer about removing non-Jewish idols from Earth).17 Other American Jews went so far as to work in the Trump administration: the aforementioned Stephen Miller was the architect of some of the administration’s harshest, most discriminatory policies.18 Some American Jews argued that Jews should work with other minorities and oppressed people for universal justice; others, that Jews specifically are overlooked as a minority group, or even that certain approaches toward racial justice, or academic framings like Critical Race Theory, hurt Jews.19

I would argue that the fact that we are in a time of change and conflict and challenge has thrown many American Jews off-balance. Things are not as they were. But that, in turn, means there is an opportunity to think about what things could be.

American Jews debate what it means to be Jewish in the United States. But we also disagree on what constitutes a threat to American Jews.

Antisemitism, sometimes called the oldest hatred, is defined as the hatred of or prejudice against Jewish people. I personally believe, looking historically and presently at antisemitic conspiracies, be they that Jews caused the Black Plague or Jews control the world’s economy or Jews are orchestrating protests on the streets of the United States, that it would perhaps be more accurate to say that antisemitism is the conviction that Jews are forever foreign or alien to whatever population they happen to be in, and often have designs on corrupting that population.

The term itself goes back to the nineteenth century,20 but hatred of Jews as a people dates back hundreds of years.21 Many of the tropes that we, today, think of as antisemitic—that Jews have outsize influence over society or even control the world, or that Jews are greedy and obsessed with money and run financial systems, or that Jews are trying to bring about the downfall of a country or nation or (before the advent of nations) communities—go back hundreds of years, too. Take, for example, the Spanish Inquisition, which began in the fifteenth century and resulted in the expulsion of Jews. And though the intensity of antisemitism has ebbed and flowed at different times and in different places, it has never fully abated. And indeed, Jewish immigration to the United States peaked as a result of antisemitism in Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Jews didn’t escape antisemitism by coming to the United States, however. Immigration was capped because of antisemitism, which intensified and reached a fever pitch during World War II. Then, in the postwar period, antisemitism in the United States, or at least expressions of it, decreased.22

In recent years, however, antisemitism is once again perceived not as latent but explicit.

“You’re seeing it happen here,” my father told me when I interviewed him for this book. He grew up in a heavily Jewish community, but nevertheless can recount antisemitic incidents from his childhood. But it is only recently, he said, that he’s observed “large segments of the American population are starting to blame Jews for their problems.”23

“When I was in college in the 1980s and went to law school, it looked like virulent antisemitism was a thing of the past in America,” Representative Jamie Raskin, a congressman from Maryland, told me when I interviewed him for a piece on antisemitism in 2020. “It was not a constant in people’s political lives. And now suddenly antisemitism—and racism—are a matter of daily conflict and contest.”24

My father and Congressman Raskin are not alone in thinking so. The ADL found that antisemitic incidents hit an all-time high in 2019 (it began tracking in 1979).25 In its 2020 survey of American Jews, the American Jewish Committee found that, while most American Jews had not experienced antisemitism directed at themselves personally, 88 percent of American Jews felt antisemitism was “a problem.” Eighty-two percent felt it had increased over the past five years.26

But here, too, there is little consensus. While the same American Jewish Committee survey found that 69 percent of American Jews believed Republicans held a lot or some antisemitic beliefs, compared to just 37 percent of American Jews who believed the same about Democrats, there are, nevertheless, some who insist that the more insidious antisemitism comes from the political, and in particular the anti-Zionist, left.27 Whether anti-Zionism should count as antisemitism is itself a matter of debate.

Relatedly, after Joe Biden’s election to the presidency in 2020, American Jewish institutions debated whether to adopt and encourage as policy a definition of antisemitism that was published in 2016 by the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance. Some worried, given the explanatory examples provided along with the definition, whether it could easily be interpreted to silence criticism of Israel by conflating the country with the Jewish people.28 Some, like historian David Engel, argue that the term “antisemitism” is altogether flawed and arbitrary.29

American Jews are not the only ones who have tried to define antisemitism in recent years. In his last weeks as secretary of state, Mike Pompeo declared that anti-Zionism is antisemitism. In his 2021 confirmation hearing, Attorney General Merrick Garland, whose family came to this country to escape antisemitism, was asked by Senator Mike Lee of Utah, who is not Jewish, about comments Garland’s future deputies had made about Israel. “Senator,” Garland replied, “I’m a pretty good judge of what an antisemite is.”30

There is, then, little consensus on what it means to be Jewish not only in the active sense—what a person who is Jewish should do and say and support—but also in the sense of what American Jews should be fearful of. We are a minority in this country, which can bring with it risk and fear. But we don’t agree on what we should be afraid of.

As specific as this moment is, though, it is also but the latest in a series of such moments in American Jewish history, which is full of discussions and debates and hand-wringing over who is Jewish, and how to be Jewish, and what it means to be Jewish.

There have been times in US history when American Jews have had harm done to them, and there have been times in US history when American Jews have done harm to others. There have been times in US history when some American Jews have harmed other American Jews. And there have been times—including right now—when American Jews have disagreed on which American Jews are the victims and which the villains. This complex and complicated history is one that I hope to unpack, and in which I will aim to situate present debates.

Why bother with the history? Why would someone like me—a journalist of present-day society and politics—wade into it?

The first reason is that the contemporary insistence that there was and is a true way to be Jewish has consequences. The insistence that intermarried Jews are less serious about Judaism and somehow not fully capable of passing Jewish values on to their children, for example, affects how their children are welcomed, or not, into Jewish spaces. The conflation of Jewish with a certain physical appearance leads Jews of color to be treated as outsiders in their own synagogues. The argument that real Jews only have certain politics threatens to push out Jews who think, speak, and act differently. We should try to both name and understand what is happening and to put today’s debates on Jewishness in their appropriate historical context.

And the second reason is that being Jewish—like being anything—can mean many things. I hope that this book will be useful for American Jews, or indeed anyone interested in thinking about any kind of identity, to consider the strengths and weaknesses of labels. How limiting they can be. And, at the same time, how much room there is in them, how much elasticity to stretch and shape them into what you want them to be.

In a 2020 interview with Dr. Josh Perelman, chief curator at the National Museum of American Jewish History, I said that Jews were neither victims nor villains of American history. He gently corrected me.

It isn’t that American Jews were neither victims nor villains, but that they—we—have been both victims and villains. The challenge, he said, is to accept that truth, explore its meanings, and unpack it.31

Bad Jews is a roughly hundred-year history of Jewish American politics, culture, identities, and arguments.

This book begins as mass Jewish immigration to the United States ends. There have been Jews in the United States for as long as there has been a United States. My reason for choosing the legal cutoff of mass Jewish migration as a starting point is that, from the 1920s on, with the stream of Jewish immigrants reduced to a trickle, the Jewish population in the United States became less of an immigrant population. It also became more of a population that was left to grapple with, and disagree about, what it meant to be in and of America.

The book then moves both historically and thematically to deal with evolving and conflicting Jewish positions on assimilation; race; Zionism and Israel; affluence, philanthropy, finance, and poverty; politics; and social justice. It will, in the process, attempt to tackle Jewish stereotypes, examining how they came to be and what makes them so dangerous, not only to American Jews, but to America. But more than that, it will try to go beyond the stereotypes and grapple with the various ways in which American Jews have tried to figure out how to position themselves on these issues and in the United States.

While reporting this book, I interviewed roughly 150 people, the vast majority of whom are Jewish. The book was written during the global coronavirus pandemic, and so was mostly reported out by phone or over WhatsApp or Zoom from my home in Washington, DC, as I sat at my counter or on the couch and apologized for the sound of my dog shaking her collar while I asked people what being Jewish meant to them. Parts were also reported in New York City, Tel Aviv, and Jerusalem (indeed, part of it was written while quarantining for seven days in a Tel Aviv hotel). Though Israel-Palestine looms large in the American Jewish imagination and consciousness, and so features in this book, the bulk of it is set in the United States and is about American Jews. For this, I spoke not only to historians and academics and journalists and policy makers and politicians and significant figures in the Jewish American community, but also, mostly, to American Jews who are not any of those things. American Jewish history is a living history, I said when I put out the call, and so I wanted to speak with living American Jews.

One woman, Ruth Boehl, emailed me ahead of our interview. She wanted to be sure, before I took the time to speak to her, that she was the right kind of Jew. I assured her that she was. It became clear, over the course of our interview, that the question came from a lifetime of being treated like she was not.

The reason she filled out my little form for potential interviewees, she told me, was because of the book’s title.

“I think of this all the time,” she said. “I think of the inverse. What is a Good Jew?” she asked, half kidding. “Will someone explain to me what a Good Jew is? Someone, please tell me.”32

This book does not contain an answer to that question. Rather, this book will try to use American Jewish history to demonstrate that the concept of “Bad Jew”—much like that of “Good Jew”—is, like almost everything else in American Jewish history, more contested than defined, and that there are more meaningful conversations about American Jewishness to be had instead.

I hesitated, at first, to write this book. I wondered whether I had the right to write a book on American Jewish history. My mother’s family is not Jewish; she converted before I was born. I went to a Jewish preschool, but that was the end of my formal Jewish education. My family moved back to the United States from Canada when I was eight to an overwhelmingly non-Jewish town on Long Island. My father, who grew up in a predominantly Jewish town in Massachusetts, did not want us to think that the world was all Jewish. New in a town that turned out to be almost cartoonishly antisemitic, I would have had to go to extra Hebrew school classes to catch up in time for my bat mitzvah, and my parents decided against that, which is a long way of saying that I did not go to Hebrew school, did not learn the language, and never had a bat mitzvah. We grew up celebrating the Jewish holidays, but mine was not a religious upbringing. I studied Russia and Eastern Europe, not Jewish or Middle Eastern Studies, in college and graduate school. I did not actually go to Israel until I started working on this book. I eat shellfish. While conducting interviews for this book, a Jewish person referred to me as “an outskirts Jew.”

I only ever dated one Jewish person; after we broke up, he messaged me on Instagram on the fifth night of Chanukah to let me know that I had lit my candles backward. My husband is not Jewish, and though we did have a Jewish wedding ceremony, it was held not only on Shabbat, but on Simchat Torah; finding a time and a day that we could have our immediate families safely present during a pandemic was more important to us than respecting the Jewish calendar (happily, the rabbi who performed the ceremony agreed). During the pandemic, I started learning Yiddish. We joined a Reform synagogue, a community and, one day, hopefully, a place where our future children can learn about being Jewish. I felt like a person playing at being Jewish while filling out the membership forms, just as I sometimes do when we light our Shabbat candles every Friday night.

I worried, in other words, that I was not Jewish enough, or not the right kind of Jewish, to write a book on American Jewish history.

What I realized, though, was that I was not only holding myself to a different standard than that to which I would hold anyone else, but a standard that I would actively argue against if I heard it applied to anyone other than myself. And I realized this, too: No one person is an authority on being an American Jew. We can and should try to acknowledge and include the many ways of being Jewish in America. I, for example, have tried to include the histories and perspectives of traditional Orthodox, Sephardic, and Mizrahi Jews, as well as those of Jews of color and Jews who converted, though I am none of those things. But as I am none of those things, this book is, inevitably, different than it would be if it were written by someone who is not Ashkenazi, or who grew up in the Conservative Jewish tradition, or who themselves converted to Judaism. So often in writing this book, I realized that a given section could have been its own tome, or that I could have included a completely separate set of examples, incidents, and anecdotes and still filled a whole book. Like any work on identity, this one is imperfect and incomplete.

Still, it is my best attempt to wrestle with what I believe to be the one truth of American Jewish identity: it can never be pinned down. There are, at any given time, dominating narratives about what it means to be Jewish in America, but they are just that: narratives, and counternarratives, and counternarratives to the counternarratives. Stories we tell ourselves.




Chapter 1

Foreign Jews

IN 1912, SOLOMON CAME to the United States. His family settled in Boston, Massachusetts, one of the primary sites for Jewish immigrants, though not the main one, a distinction held by New York City. He worked a variety of odd jobs and then made his way to selling ice. “Everybody bought ice,” he later bragged to his grandchildren in a recorded conversation between bites of corned beef, chicken, and bread rolls. He made money. But it was “too much hard work” to do it by himself, so he turned it into a business. In time, he started selling coal, too.

He soon brought his parents, Benjamin and Ida, over to the United States, though not his brother and sister, who died back in Korets (Koritz, in Solomon’s native Yiddish), which was then part of the Russian Empire and is now in Ukraine. Years later, when his children asked him about the place he was born, Solomon replied, “If it had been any good, we would not have left.” He would eventually marry Fannie Chasin, whom he met in a grocery store, trying to sell her coal. Fannie was also originally from the Russian Empire. She was a stocky woman (“like a tomato,” Solomon recalled) and a natural-born neighborhood busybody.1 They had left the intense and violent antisemitism of the Russian Empire and could now—would now—make a life for themselves in America just like thousands of Jews had before them.

Solomon Tamkin was my father’s grandfather. What he could not possibly have known when he arrived as a teenager was that he was entering at the end of an era. My great-grandfather came to this country toward the end of a half century that saw a dramatic increase in Jewish immigration to the United States. It was a half century that changed both the composition of American Jewry and other Americans’ reactions and responses to it.

The first Jews to come to the United States, back in the country’s earliest days, were majority Sephardic, originally from the Iberian Peninsula but from there traveled to southeastern Europe, the Levant, and North Africa, among other places. (It should be noted, though, that some consider Sephardim based on not ethnolinguistic categories but an approach to Torah informed by Spanish scholars and the Spanish liturgy.) Sephardic settlers came to New Amsterdam from Brazil in 1654. But Sephardim were shortly thereafter joined by Ashkenazic Jews, who originated in the Germanic lands; many then moved to eastern Europe and what was then the Russian Empire. By 1730, there were more Ashkenazic than Sephardic Jews in what would be the United States, though early synagogues still followed Sephardic rituals and customs.2 Jewish congregations older than this country are still alive and at work today: In the late summer of 2021, while visiting Savannah, Georgia, I stopped by the synagogue of Congregation Mickve Israel. The congregation dates back to 1733, and its first synagogue was built in 1820. When I was there, I was greeted by a sign on the door instructing bat mitzvah guests to use a side entrance. Conversely, a Reform synagogue in Charleston, South Carolina, first built for a congregation in 1840, now has in front of it a plaque that acknowledges that its construction was overseen by a Jewish builder who used slave labor.

Under the Naturalization Act of 1790, only free white persons could become citizens of the United States.3 Rights and privileges—including the privilege to have one’s political place in the country fully recognized—were tied to whiteness. In the beginning of this country’s history, Jews were a relatively small number of people who lived among white, Christian America—who could own enslaved people, and were not themselves at risk of being enslaved, to put it in the pre–Civil War context—and just happened to worship differently. In fact, Judah P. Benjamin, who was born to Sephardic Jewish parents in Saint Croix and raised in South Carolina, became a rich slave owner, a senator from Louisiana, and eventually the Confederacy’s attorney general and secretary of state, making him the first Jewish person to rise to a cabinet position in North America.4 The first Jewish person to hold a cabinet position on this continent, in other words, had his position among those who wanted to keep slavery, not among those trying to end it. (It should be noted, though, given the persistent myth that Jews controlled the slave trade, that Jews, who made up a small portion of the population, also made up a small portion of slave owners: according to historian David Brion Davis, in the American South in 1830, of the 45,000 slaveholders who owned 20 or more enslaved people, 120 were Jewish; of the 12,000 who owned 50 or more enslaved people, 20 were Jewish.)5

But the population did not stay sufficiently small or similar in character for this perception of Jews in the United States to persist. In 1820, there were some 4,000 Jewish people in the United States. In 1880, there were 250,000, a quarter of whom were in New York City.6

Beginning in the 1860s, early industrialization and urbanization forced Jews from their traditional positions in eastern Europe. Jobs like traders and peddlers and artisans disappeared, and there weren’t enough factory positions to make up for jobs lost. What’s more, after 1881, violence against Jews was both systematic and encouraged by governments, particularly in Russia.7 The empire had long taken an exclusionary, oppressive attitude toward Jews, but it was then, following the assassination of Tsar Alexander II, that pogroms began.

My great-grandfather Herman’s father—my father’s mother’s grandfather—was killed in a pogrom. His mother then took the children to the United States. It was discovered on their arrival that she had tuberculosis, and so while the children went to live with a relative, she was sent back. Herman, years later, went back to try to find her. She and everyone else he knew in his youth were gone.8

Herman’s mother was one of thousands killed in pogroms. There was the Kishinev pogrom in 19039 and a subsequent wave of pogroms that lasted until 1906, the year that Jewish leaders admitted there had been too many pogroms to count. Eight hundred Jews died in Odessa alone. Violence against Jews tended to be particularly bad after Russia experienced a defeat, as was the case in 1906 after the Russo-Japanese War.10

Due to economic degradation and fear for their own lives, roughly a third of all eastern European Jews who came to the United States came between 1880 and 1924. Between 1881 and 1892, some 20,000 arrived each year. Between 1892 and 1903, that number shot up to 37,000. And 76,000 arrived between 1903 and World War I.11

This changed the composition of American Jewry—not only were there now far more Ashkenazim than Sephardim, but those Ashkenazim were largely from eastern Europe, as opposed to the mid-nineteenth-century immigrants who had come from Germany and central Europe. The latter group were wealthier and eager to acculturate quickly, to worship privately, and otherwise blend in with their new countrymen. And they set up groups to try to help the new Jewish immigrants do the same. For example, in 1893, Jewish philanthropists set up Educational Alliance on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. The alliance worked to provide religious education, skills with which people could get jobs, preparation for civil service exams, and English classes.12 The story of older, wealthier immigrants feeling shame over their counterparts who came over later with less money, less status, and perhaps less eagerness to immediately assimilate is hardly unique to Jews, but it is indeed part of the American Jewish story, too. Already, there was a push and pull over who got to dictate the right way to be Jewish in America.

Part of the problem for more acculturated Jews was that, as more Jews from more markedly different cultures came to America, Americans generally would have more difficulty seeing the Jewish population as these more established Jews wanted to be perceived: Americans who just happened to have a different religion. But it should be said that, even if Jews were simply to present as people who happened to pray differently, Jews in America were still not a monolith.

Some Jews, faced with this overwhelmingly non-Jewish environment, converted. For example, in the obituary of Irving Rosenthal, born in 1863 in New York, the stated reason for his conversion to Catholicism was that he was beaten up by Irish Catholics in his youth and so thought that it was a religion to which it might be worth converting. He took the last name Bacon, after his favorite doctor of the church. He even spoke with a Vatican representative on their visit to the United States, though this was less because of his religion and more because he spoke fluent Latin. (Granted, Irving is an atypical example of a convert, as, before his death, he converted back to Judaism, meaning that he died that rarest of things: a Jewish Bacon.)13

Some Jews felt that the conditions were not right in America for one to be a Good Jew. There were rabbis in eastern Europe who actually warned people not to go to America out of fear that being there would cause them to lose their faith.14 One man I interviewed for this book, a forty-nine-year-old named Max Winter, shared that his great-grandmother had been the only one in her family to leave what she would only refer to as “the old country,” so afraid were her family members that they would not be able to keep kosher in America. They were killed in the pogroms.15

And some also felt that they needed more structure and rigor and rules in order to worship properly. A number of Orthodox congregations tried to achieve this by bringing in an authority figure. In 1888, some decided to bring over Rabbi Jacob Joseph from Lithuania. He was supposed to be the chief rabbi for New York’s Jews, a sort of Grand Rabbi, leading a rabbinical court and overseeing Jewish education. He was also supposed to take charge of kosher supervision. This project, however, did not go as intended; even Orthodox Jews in America, who ostensibly would have been the most open to greater structure imposed on worship, refused to accept that this imported rabbi was suddenly in charge. The Jews of New York, even back in the late nineteenth century, were too diverse and spirited to universally accept the rabbi. The congregations stopped paying him after several years, proposing that the butchers he was meant to supervise do so instead. Rival rabbis emerged. Joseph died defeated, though thousands came to his funeral in New York in 1902 (they were harassed, and the police officers who arrived sided with the attackers, not the mourners).16

This was a more significant moment for American Jews than those who rejected Rabbi Jacob Joseph could have known, and arguably changed the entire course of American Jewish history. There are still, of course, preeminent rabbis in particular communities in the United States, but there is no one person who can come anywhere close to saying with any legitimacy that they speak for America’s—or even New York’s—Jews.

But rejection of one figure and one source of authority didn’t mean that Jews were rejecting Jewish religious structures. In places with high concentrations of Jews—namely, in New York—some tried to create a sense of Jewishness even outside of synagogues. Kosher butcher shops and bakeries popped up in Jewish neighborhoods. Communities constructed mikvaot, or Jewish ritual baths, and opened schools modeled on cheder, which taught Hebrew and religious knowledge.17

Still others evolved within the religion, or rather forced it to evolve for them. Many Orthodox Jews were firmly against adapting to the United States or to more modern times. The rabbis of the Agudath ha-Rabbanim, or Union of Orthodox Rabbis, founded in 1902, argued against English-language sermons and in favor of Yiddish-language instruction in Jewish schools.18 But elsewhere, things were “Americanizing” rapidly. For example, the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York City was founded in 1886 as an Orthodox institution, but over the 1910s and ’20s it became a bastion of Conservative Judaism, which stresses that Jewish people should both study tradition and history and engage with the here and now.19

Arguably no sect, however, put as strong an emphasis on the evolution of the religion as the Reform movement. Reform Judaism began in nineteenth-century Germany and the general principle, as the name suggests, is that Judaism is constantly changing and shaping and being shaped to fit the lives of its adherents. A major moment for the Reform movement came not in Germany but in the United States, and specifically in Pittsburgh.

The Pittsburgh Platform of 1885 called for Jews to accept a modern approach toward their faith. The platform sought to emphasize ethics, not ritual, and included a recognition of God but also said, “We hold that all such Mosaic and rabbinical laws as regulate diet, priestly purity, and dress originated in ages and under the influence of ideas entirely foreign to our present mental and spiritual state. They fail to impress the modern Jew with a spirit of priestly holiness; their observance in our days is apt rather to obstruct than to further modern spiritual elevation.”

The Pittsburgh Platform’s authors deemed it “our duty to participate in the great task of modern times, to solve, on the basis of justice and righteousness, the problems presented by the contrasts and evils of the present organization of society.”

The Pittsburgh Platform also explicitly said that Jews were not a nation but a religious community, “and therefore expect neither a return to Palestine, nor a sacrificial worship under the sons of Aaron, nor the restoration of any of the laws concerning the Jewish state.”20 This speaks to the lack of following that Zionism—the movement to establish a Jewish homeland in Palestine—had in late nineteenth-century America, but so, too, does it speak to the reality that Jews in the United States at this time conceived of themselves as Americans of a different faith, and that was all.

But the Pittsburgh Platform was a turning point before a turning point. It was penned in 1885, at the very beginning of the increase in Jewish immigration. Its authors could not have imagined how the next forty years would change the way in which the country perceived Jews, and how increased immigration would challenge the conception of Jews and Jewishness they had just outlined.

In chapter two, we will examine the reasons that Jews in the United States were ambivalent toward whiteness culturally, but what must be understood in the context of immigration is that Jews from Europe or of European descent in the United States who were in positions of leadership or power were not ambivalent about being considered white legally. Whiteness meant that one could come to America, claim a spot, put down roots. To be white meant that one could become a citizen; to be anything else threw that, and one’s legal place in the United States, into doubt.

Jewish leaders knew this especially well, and so were cognizant of downplaying Jewish distinctiveness when speaking to or with non-Jews. Well-known attorney Simon Wolf generally referred to “American citizens of Jewish faith,” though in Jewish publications he sometimes referred to the Jewish race.21 If Jews wanted to grapple with whiteness or think of themselves as a people privately, fine, but what Wolf did not want was for Jews to be considered special or different or apart from the white, Christian, American mainstream at large. Race is mutable, and race is a construct, but here, in the United States, race was the difference between having the right to immigrate and become a citizen and claim space and not having any of that certainty or status.

More established and acculturated Jews tried to convince the Jewish masses—many of whom did see themselves as distinct—that they needed to present themselves to the non-Jewish public as more white than ethnic, more all-American than other, dissuading them from forming “Hebrew” political and workingmen’s clubs.22

Even those who felt Jews to be distinctive were, in some cases, wary of straying too far from whiteness. While Zionists were typically among the first to point out Jewish racial distinction, Louis Brandeis, who led the US Zionist movement from 1914 to 1921, and who then became the first Jewish Supreme Court justice, said Jews were held together as much by “conscious community of sentiments, common experiences, and common qualities” as by race. Max Margolis, a Hebrew Union College professor in the Zionist movement, pointed out that while there were particularities in Jewish hair, for example, “if the color of skin be had in view, we belong to the whites.”23

Of course, stressing these particularities as Jewish conveniently overlooked that Jews whose families come from Portugal—or Greece, or Turkey, or the Ottoman Empire—may have different hair than those from central and eastern Europe. The argument about Jews and whiteness being put forth assumed that the paradigmatic Jews were Ashkenazic Jews.

Not all Jews who were not Ashkenazic wanted to walk the same path as Ashkenazic Jews. Syrian Jews, for example, who also came over in the early 1900s, actively maintained an insular community.24

Even though Sephardic Jews were the first Jews in America, some found that their very Jewishness was questioned by many of their new Ashkenazic neighbors. They looked different; their prayers were pronounced differently; they didn’t speak Yiddish.

Aviva Ben-Ur’s Sephardic Jews in America: A Diasporic History opens with the story of Albert Amateau, who came to New York from Milas, a city on the Aegean. When he arrived in the United States at the age of twenty-one and sought out boardinghouse proprietors, Ashkenazic landlords turned him away. One even demanded to see whether Amateau was circumcised, and, when he showed that he was, dismissed the young man as a probable Muslim.25 He had to find a hostel run by Sephardic Jews.26 In the pre–World War I period, Ashkenazic Jews on the Lower East Side petitioned Mayor William Jay Gaynor to “remove these Turks in our midst.”27

Just as American ideas of whiteness and race and who got to lay full claim to being American were internalized by Ashkenazic Jews, the idea that Ashkenazic Jews were the real Jews was internalized by some Sephardic Jews. In early-twentieth-century histories, Sephardic Jews referred to themselves as “Sepharadim” and Ashkenazic Jews as “Jews.”28

This distinction was also reflected in treatment of non-Ashkenazic Jews by the state. When, in 1899, the Bureau of Immigration started recording Jews as “Hebrew,” many Jewish immigrants from the Levant were not being processed as Jews. And in 1910, when the US census started including mother tongue for “foreign white stock,” it used “Yiddish and Hebrew” for Jews, but not Ladino, or what was once known as Judeo-Spanish, or other non-Ashkenazic Jewish languages.29

One might imagine that Ashkenazic Jews, in this period of thinking through what Jewishness was, could have expanded the definition to include non–central and eastern European Jews. Evidently, many chose not to. Perhaps this was because they felt that doing so would have threatened them. Rights and privileges and one’s status as an American citizen, after all, were tied to whiteness. And so Jews felt they needed to be able to prove theirs. This was a process that would have been complicated by allowing that Sephardic Jews were really Jewish. Sephardic—and Mizrahi—Jews from the Muslim world would have been a liability. Perhaps by introducing other, less acceptably white Jews to white, Christian America, all Jews might be considered inferior.

This would have been a reason. But it would not have been an excuse. I thought, learning of these stories, about my great-grandparents. I thought about how hard it must have been for them to make a life for themselves in this new country. I thought about how they crammed together in apartments, and somehow made their way, and fought to be able to provide a life for their children. I thought of how important their Jewishness was to them throughout that process. They kept their Yiddish, their food (even if it was boiled chicken and schnapps), their prayers. I wondered how much harder life would have been if all of that—their identity—had been taken away at the hands of other Jews. And I thought about how Ashkenazic Jews grappled over their self-identification, and whether they were a race or a religion or an ethnicity or a people, and how they decided how they wanted to represent themselves to America, and how they then took that from other Jews. If America failed to understand and so attempted to flatten Jewish identity, then, it must be admitted, some Ashkenazic Jews failed and flatted other Jewish identities, too.

The American Jewish Committee was established in 1906 to combat antisemitic attitudes and behaviors. It was not the only group in this time period to do this—the Anti-Defamation League was started in 1913 for similar reasons30—but the members of the AJC were considered, and indeed considered themselves, the Jewish elite (or, as historian Jonathan Sarna put it, “patrician-dominated”).31 And one of these elite Jews, Cyrus Adler, wrote to his colleague Mayer Sulzberger with a warning. Once Syrians and Japanese people were considered non-white, he said, “it will not be a very far step to declare the Jews Asiatic.” The American Jewish Committee pressed both Congress and the Census Bureau to remove European immigrant “races,” including Jews, from the census, and in 1910 Jewish leaders picked up the fight to ensure the continued eligibility of Jews for naturalization.

A sympathetic Jewish congressman from New York, Henry Goldfogle, pushed a bill through the House that proposed “Asiatics who are Armenians, Syrians, or Jews” not be barred from naturalization. Louis Marshall with the American Jewish Committee was appalled. Jews weren’t supposed to be Asian but nevertheless eligible for naturalization; they were supposed to be white. Marshall scuttled the bill, which never made it to the Senate floor.32

On the other end of the spectrum, there was the reaction to Simon Wolf. In 1909, Wolf, a Washington attorney representing the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, testified before Congress’s US Immigration Commission that “Jewish” should not be a racial classification. He denied all racial distinctions. But as a result, he seemed inconsistent—Wolf tripped up on a line of questioning about Benjamin Disraeli, the late British prime minister who was born Jewish and then was baptized. Wolf said that, religiously, he ceased to be Jewish. Senator Henry Cabot Lodge seized on the fact that if someone ceased to be Jewish religiously, then there was necessarily another way in which they could continue to be Jewish. The committee left unimpressed with, and unconvinced by, Wolf.33 The tide was already turning. Jews were seen as not quite white, not quite wholly American, not quite able to assimilate.

Part of the idea of Jewish separateness was that one of the ways in which American Jews at the time retained a distinctively Jewish identity was through their insistence that Jews only marry other Jews. Between 1908 and 1912 in New York City, only 1.17 percent of Jews intermarried. Only Black Americans in New York City had a lower rate of intermarriage.34 (Syrian Jews took a particularly strong stance against intermarriage; in the 1930s, they adopted an edict saying that converts could not be considered Jews.)35

In 1908, British Jewish playwright Israel Zangwill came out with his play, The Melting Pot, which was about the union of a Jewish and a non-Jewish immigrant, both of whom came to America from Kishinev. The play was popular. Theodore Roosevelt, for one, loved it. Some American Jewish leaders felt the need to respond to the suggestion that, as Eric Goldstein, author of The Price of Whiteness, puts it, “racial amalgamation was a prerequisite to becoming true Americans.”36 For some, that meant that they came out and said that intermarriage was fine. As a character in one of the stories by Anzia Yezierska, herself a Jewish immigrant to the United States, wrote, “America is a lover’s land.”37 To marry for love, not religion, was all-American.

But others tried to come up with justifications for denying the validity of intermarriage. Rabbi Mendel Silber argued that Jewish women were meant to be “priestesses of home,” and they simply couldn’t be replaced by non-Jewish women. Even those in the ostensibly forward-looking Reform movement were against intermarriage, trying to argue that opposition to intermarriage was based only on religious, and not racial, grounds. Still, the 1909 Central Conference of American Rabbis could not manage to muster support to pass a resolution prohibiting rabbis from performing intermarriages. Instead, they came up with a statement that said that, according to Jewish tradition, such unions were looked on more negatively.38

That negativity was felt by those who entered such unions. Mary Antin, author of the autobiographical Jewish immigrant memoir The Promised Land, married a German Lutheran. Antin wrote to Zangwill himself, “I . . . hope that none of my old friends will think that I can spare them now. I want them all as much as ever, particularly since I have lost many to whom my marriage was displeasing on religious grounds. They might find these reasons unfounded if they could realize that I have not changed my faith.”39

This resistance to intermarriage, coupled with race science and xenophobia, would be taken by some Americans as a refusal to assimilate, a perception that would contribute to a very real threat to the legal status of Jews in the United States.

In 1914, the empires of Europe went to war. In 1917, the United States joined in, fighting on the side of its French and British allies. For young Jewish men, as for many young people of newer immigrant groups, the war was an opportunity. Surely, they thought, by serving their country, they could become more quickly accepted into the American mainstream.

“The ideal for which we are fighting is to suppress the great bully and outlaw among the nations—the German government,” said Mordecai Kaplan, the father of Reconstructionist Judaism and rabbinical scholar, adding, “as Jews . . . we owe it to America to stand by her in her hour of trial.”40

But America would soon decide it did not want to stand by the Jews.

In 1918, Kaplan wrote in his diary that though the Great War had come to an end, “Now we shall have a war of classes.” He added, “Social revolution is in the air these days.”41

Jews (or at least many Jews) had already been worried about being seen as insufficiently American. Now the air of social revolution brought a whole new subset of problems. Jews, who were perceived as being overrepresented in the ranks of Socialists and Communists, were worried that they would also be cast as subversive. They had good reason to worry. Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer wrote in a letter to the aforementioned Simon Wolf, “It is impossible to state whether or not these persons still adhere to the Jewish faith, for previous investigations by the [Justice] Department have shown that many . . . members of the Jewish faith, have renounced that faith and are at the present time in no way connected with any religion.”42 Perception of Jews was changing. Some in power now saw them not as a set of people who adhered to certain religious beliefs but rather as a group of potential radicals and revolutionaries, which in turn attracted negative government attention.

At the same time, Jews’ own relationship to worship was changing. Jewish observance was in a transitional period. According to the 1926 US Census of Religious Bodies, there was one synagogue for every 1,309 Jews (compared to one church for every 220 Christians) and the average Jewish child received Jewish education for just two years.43 There was new music, new style, and, as Jerome Mintz wrote in Hasidic People, “acceptable ways for men to pass time in the evening and on [Shabbos] other than at Torah study.”44 While the subsequent decade—from 1925 to 1935—was considered a time of “religious depression”45 in the United States generally, and not only for Jews, statistics from the time suggest it was more pronounced for Jews than it was for Christians.

This isn’t to say that Jews felt themselves as less Jewish. There was still an intensely “Jewish” feel to life in at least some cities. “The dominating characteristic of the streets on which I grew was Jewishness in all its rich variety,” Vivian Gornick wrote. “We did not have to be ‘observing’ Jews to know that we were Jews.” But Jews as a group or people were less comprehensible to other Americans than Jews as religious practitioners.46

This version of Jewish life came out of a very particular time and place. The late nineteenth century saw the emergence of the General Jewish Labor Bund in Lithuania, Poland, and Russia. The Bund was a secular Jewish Socialist party, a response to the antisemitism that was so tied up with the capitalist system within the Russian Empire and to the repressive political conditions of the day.47 Bundists and those sympathetic to their cause who immigrated to the United States came to a very different political system and situation but brought those values with them. “Yiddishkeit,” a term that attempts to capture the notion of Jewish life or way of being Jewish, thus took on a Socialist streak for many in the United States.

This was a political project, but it also had a cultural and linguistic component. That streak appeared in almost every element of Jewish life. There was the language, for one. But Yiddish also brought with it a culture and way of life. There was the Yiddish press, which, at its height, was a force in American media. The most famous publication was Der Forverts, or Forward, which was founded in 1897 by Abraham Cahan, an immigrant from Russia. In 1915, it sold 150,000 copies a day in New York.48 By the 1920s, circulation of the Yiddish Forward was greater than that
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