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Praise For Polarized

With penetrating insights, profound understanding, sensitivity, and courage, Roberta Kwall has tackled what has arguably become the most divisive issue facing American Jews today—Zionism and support for the Jewish State. In Polarized, Kwall not only explores the origins and growth of this schism but proposes creative and unique ways of bridging it. Her book is essential reading for all who grapple with the challenges of Jewish identity today and care passionately about our people’s bonds with Israel.

—MICHAEL OREN, historian and former Israeli ambassador to the United States

Roberta Kwall has written a powerful call for reinvigorating the mainstream center of Jewish life. At a time of growing dissension among Jews, even as antisemitism is spreading across the political spectrum, American Jewry desperately needs wise voices to help it navigate through this terrifying moment. This book is an essential contribution to that conversation.

—YOSSI KLEIN HALEVI, author of New York Times bestseller Letters to My Palestinian Neighbor, senior fellow, Shalom Hartman Institute

Kwall offers an incisive and wide-ranging diagnosis of the many challenges facing the American Jewish community, along with thoughtful and practical proposals to move forward. Her work will reward both communal leaders and lay readers.

—RABBI DAVID WOLPE, Scholar in Residence, Maimonides Fund; Max Webb Emeritus Rabbi of Sinai Temple

As American Jews navigate internal divisions and external pressures, Roberta Kwall is the kind of guide we need: humane, knowledgeable, and deeply committed to Jewish community. Anyone who wants to understand the present and feel more hopeful for the future should read Polarized.

—ADAM KIRSCH, Senior Editor, The Atlantic, author of On Settler Colonialism: Ideology, Violence, and Justice

Amid the clamor of polarization in American Jewish life, Roberta Kwall offers a timely intervention. She shows how it is possible to discern multiple sides of controversial issues, talk with those with whom one disagrees, contextualize and document claims, preserve productive discourse amid principled disagreement, and press for a middle way. Valuable both as a record of our times and as a sound prescription for how to move forward.

—JONATHAN D. SARNA, University Professor and Joseph H. & Belle R. Braun Professor of American Jewish History (emeritus) and author of American Judaism: A History

If you care about the Jewish world and the Jewish future, it’s important to read what Kwall has to say about the challenges facing our community. Whether or not you agree with her solutions, Polarized is an important contribution to a centuries-old debate about—Jewish debate.

—DAN SENOR, co-author of the New York Times bestseller The Genius of Israel: The Surprising Resilience of a Divided Nation in a Turbulent World; host of the podcast Call Me Back

Roberta Kwall effectively maps the polarization of the American Jewish community and provides a blueprint for a more productive way forward. Her vision is an important contribution to the effort to tackle the aftermath of October 7 and ensure a strong, resilient American Judaism that takes its identity seriously while maintaining its deep connection to Israel.

—MICHAEL KOPLOW, Chief Policy Officer, Israel Policy Forum

In this incisive book, Roberta Kwall offers both diagnosis and direction, tracing how antisemitism has resurfaced across the media and academia. More than critique, this is a roadmap for resilience and renewal, speaking to Jews of every background, belief, and level of observance. Whether Jewish identity is lived religiously, culturally, or ethnically, readers will come away with a deeper understanding of this moment—and a clearer sense of how to meet it.

—SARAH ISGUR, ABC This Week with George Stephanopoulos, author of New York Times bestseller Last Branch Standing: A Potentially Surprising, Occasionally Witty Journey Inside Today’s Supreme Court

Professor Kwall has written a magnificent book that is stunning in its originality and its insights. At a time when the United States is more politically polarized than at any time since Reconstruction, she focuses on the reality of polarization among Jewish people. With meticulous research and beautiful prose, Kwall both explains why this is a serious problem and offers a wise path forward.

—ERWIN CHEMERINSKY, Dean and Professor, University of California, Berkeley School of Law

Polarized is meant to be widely read, and it will find a grateful audience of readers who have been waiting for precisely what this book so winningly offers.

—THANE ROSENBAUM, author of Beyond Proportionality: Israel’s Just War in Gaza, Distinguished University Professor, Touro Law School

Kwall puts the finger on one of the key issues facing the Jewish community: not disagreement itself, but the loss of the capacity to disagree while remaining a people. It is possible—and necessary—to have strong convictions about issues affecting the Jewish world, while preserving the fabric of communal. It is also necessary to discuss the parameters of belonging and how internal dissent needs to be managed. This is an intriguing book that explores the changing realities of the Jewish community and opens an important conversation: how to give voice to the silent (and exhausted) majority.

—ANDRÉS SPOKOINY, President and CEO of the Jewish Funders Network




To Rabbi Vernon H. Kurtz, my teacher, mentor, and dear friend.
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Introduction

On November 14, 2023, nearly 300,000 Jews and their allies gathered at the National Mall in Washington, D.C., to support Israel, condemn Hamas, and demand the release of the hostages captured during the October 7 massacre. Known as The March for Israel, this event drew participants and support from a broad swath of Jewish Americans spanning the political and religious spectrums. Although these diverse groups of Jews were still in tremendous pain, they were able to stand together and draw comfort from one another’s presence.

This moment in time reflected the American Jewish community at its best. But despite this showing of unity, during the long months of the ensuing war the divisions among American Jews resurfaced, and intensified, especially on issues relating to Israel. Although American Jewish polarization is not a new phenomenon, its severity has clearly intensified, reflecting the nation’s overall trend. This escalation of polarization grew even stronger as this book was going to press given the 2026 Iran war. Plus, exploding antisemitism and anti-Zionism worldwide, including in the United States, have made the present a time like no other for American Jews.

In 2000, Samuel G. Freedman published his award-winning account of American Jewish polarization, Jew vs. Jew. The book featured a series of true stories from the second half of the twentieth century covering a range of topics including intermarriage, religious practice, and of course, Israel.1 Seventeen years later, the Forward surveyed seventeen rabbis in the United States about what they felt is the greatest threat facing the Jewish people.2 Many of the responses mentioned polarization. It is not inconceivable that this polarization might well destroy the American Jewish community’s spiritual and religious character, its organizational strength, and its national influence. A polarized American Jewish community will also have disastrous consequences globally, especially for Israel.

Studies show that the majority of American Jews still care deeply about a Jewish future here as well as a future for Israel as a Jewish, democratic state. But both of these goals will be strongly jeopardized unless we can find a way of coalescing around our areas of agreement through meaningful conversations. We are in desperate need of a new playbook.

On a national level, I am deeply concerned about the widespread disinterest in learning how to dialogue with people with whom we disagree on all types of complex and emotionally charged issues. There is plenty of blame to go around on both the left and the right when it comes to this lack of civility. But as a law school professor, I have more experience with environments that are politically liberal. Toward the latter part of the 2010s, I began to notice the development of a more censorious culture in academia. Around this time, I found myself having numerous off-the-record conversations with other law professors across the country, most of whom self-identify as politically liberal. Many expressed concerns about how this environment was hampering our ability to teach students the importance of carefully examining both sides of the issues we were discussing.3

I call this dynamic the silencing phenomenon and it results in a lack of ideological diversity in way too many professional, and also personal, environments. This dynamic eliminates the possibility of genuine dialogue, let alone friendship, among people of good faith who may have different views of what is best for our country, and for the world. To be clear, the silencing goes in both directions depending on the setting.4 But regardless of which direction the silencing phenomenon runs in any given environment, it spurs resentment and anger, and especially significant, escalates polarization by fostering even more extreme views on both sides.

The result is that throughout the country, the middle continues to shrink. In the news, social media, professional, and even our most personal spaces, we see repeated examples of festering anger that erupts, causing irreparable damage to careers, friendships, and families. We have all seen and heard of careers that have been ruined and families that have been splintered. Hope for a better future seems to be in short supply everywhere we look.

Like all Americans, Jews are both perpetrators and victims of this imbalance. American Jews, who represent just over 2 percent of the country’s population, grapple not only with the same type of polarization facing Americans generally, but also with a dysfunctional internal polarization that is unique to Jewish people in this country. As the following chapters illustrate, American Jews mirror the larger society in that they are divided politically, although in a more
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