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Introduction


Contemporarily, for some Ashkenazi Jewish American women and non-binary LGBTQIA+ secular folks, assimilation is not yet a finished project. Further, it is possible that full assimilation may not be available for these Jewish Americans, and their supposed strangeness may not easily be remediated into unmarked status. This can be traced through novels emerging in the 1970s like Fat Emily by Susan Lukas and Sheila Levine Is Dead and Living In New York by Gail Parent (also a writer for The Golden Girls and The Mary Tyler Moore Show, both with ample Jewish themes) to writing emerging more contemporarily that includes popular culture created by LGBTQIA+ women and non-binary Ashkenazi secular Jewish Americans. Popular culture created by writers and artists, such as Ilana Glazer and Abbi Jacobson’s Comedy Central show Broad City, portrays Jewish American female and assigned female at birth (AFAB) non-binary protagonists who struggle to fit in by modifying their bodies, body language, and behavior in order to remediate their assumed strangeness. Contemporary women and non-binary Ashkenazi Jewish American LGBTQIA+ figures in literature and popular culture often tell a similar tale, although without the ethnic awareness and foundation that fueled the novels produced in the 1970s. The woes are the same, yet there is an eerie reassertion of Woody Allen-ish type narratives in which Jewish American women and non-binary characters symbolize the horrors and excesses of Jewish American assimilation alongside a complete masking of the process of ongoing assimilation ghosting their narratives.

Assimilating Jewish Americans, as I establish and illustrate, include those who appear as strangers and not necessarily as “outsiders,” as were their predecessors, who were racially understood as “Hebrew.” These strangers implement a variety of strategies in order to grapple with, as well as manage, their identities. Some are ultimately successful in ridding themselves of their strangeness through a regiment of behavioral reconditioning and body modification, others suffer in their strange state, and still others attempt to make a content home in their strange neighborhood, moving between the “inside” and the “outside” but never at home anywhere.

It is necessary to establish the ways in which Jewish women and AFAB folks assimilation is highly dependent on behavior and the body, despite ideas that Jewish American women and AFAB people became assimilated simply because Jewish cisgender-men did. It is also necessary to establish that despite the notion of completed Jewish American assimilation, and thus the negation of any behaviors and appearances particular to Jewish women, many Jewish American women’s and gender scholars write of the differentiation between white, assimilated American women and Jewish American women.

The question of where Jewish people fit in the American landscape has never completely receded despite media and popular culture images of Jewish Americans, almost always imagined to be Ashkenazi, and thus the focus here, as wealthy people incorporated into white, Christian upper-class worlds with only colorful ethnic markers remaining to entertain their counterparts, if that. Recently, these questions have reemerged after numerous anti-Semitic attacks on Jewish spaces in the United States. For instance, the New York Times has recently published articles asking questions about whether or not Jews in America are white, with white becoming a metonym for whether or not Jewish Americans have really achieved full and complete assimilation into unmarked status in totality. For the popular culture and literary characters I examine here, this question never faded into the background, and they have spent their fictional lives either attempting to augment themselves to try to assimilate or grappling with and trying to find meaning in the interstices of identity where they remain strangers. They do not inhabit assimilated identities nor do they live in outsider identities, but, rather, they exist in more liminal spaces and are relegated to the position of strangers when in insider or outsider spaces.

The matters of their strangerhood are not tied to their religious observances and how they differ from white Christian American religious practices, for they are secular. Rather, their strangeness is most often related to how they look, how they move and emote themselves, and how they often defy the parameters of ideas of acceptable white, American, feminine behavior and appearance. Because they are imagined to be assimilated, even hyper-assimilated, these excesses are not read as ethnic difference but as offensive too-much-ness that can be thought of as off-whiteness or a perpetual state of strangerhood (which should not be confused with the perpetual state of being an outsider, which is a different, more dangerous, thing indeed). Even when they attempt to speak themselves so that their strangeness is situated in cultural difference, epigenetic inherited traumas, and their own experiences of anti-Semitism, it becomes impossible to hear their narratives, or believe them, because of the ubiquitousness of the narrative of successful Jewish American assimilation in the United States perpetuated in popular culture.

Here I start with the audacious assumption that most stories told about the imagined LGBTQIA+ Jewish American woman and AFAB non-binary character’s that appear in cohesive, un-fragmented narratives are, if not false, at the very least incomplete. I set forth to explicate why one of the most famously assimilated ethnic groups in the United States may not be as completely incorporated as it seems, even as many people might consider this group so assimilated that they are not a group at all anymore but a monolith alongside hegemonic, privileged white Christian folks. That this belief in such a ubiquitous, seamless, and successful assimilation narrative, one that often consumes and tramples any other attempt at narrative, can exist simultaneously with contemporary terrorist attacks on Jewish American bodies and spaces is in itself already speaking of this stranger space.

However, I make the project even trickier, as I examine something far more slippery than the previous example, for here I take on invisible and yet highly visible LGBTQIA+ secular Ashkenazi Jewish American women and non-binary AFAB characters in popular culture and fiction who live lives that evidence Jewish American assimilation to be an ongoing project for them, a perpetual assimilating of sorts, with no particular end in sight. They exist in hovering spaces, off-white spaces, and liminal spaces in both Jewish and LGBTQIA+ spaces, unrecognizable and un-understandable while also imagined to be highly explicated—a tricky conundrum indeed.

Inside these pages there are characters whose experiences may grate against the general understanding of Jewish experience, may stretch past readers desire to listen to stories that have no discernible neat ending, and may test the limits of empathy to listen to some of the following characters who possess many aspects that may not be particularly palatable. I, too, struggle with the problem of “defending” characters, who I may not even like if they existed in my real world. Yet, as I began this work, I could not ignore the ways in which these characters, namely Jenny Schecter from Showtime Networks popular lesbian drama The L Word, were often abhorrent precisely because of their Jewish matters, and how this became invisible and even impossible to see when illuminated because of the relentlessness of the Jewish American assimilation success story. So, I begin in an unpopular place to contest a particularly beloved story by both Jewish and American communities, to trouble the waters with what, I think, should be really troubling. I, like the characters contained within these pages, kick up dirt where flowers have already been planted to hide the scars in the earth, and we all know what happens to the dirt kickers.

In these pages, I take up subjects who are there but not really there. I attempt to explicate matters that play out publicly, though usually not “visibly,” even though they happen in plain sight. I attempt to rail against, or at least complicate, a story so entrenched in the clothes of authenticity that these matters can be both explicit and also invisible. To do so is tricky business.

To illustrate, in Janet Burstein’s Telling the Little Secrets: American Jewish Writing Since the 1980s, she acknowledges in her preface that “for the most part, I have included in this study American writers who speak as Jews, whose work owns a Jewish past and looks forward to a Jewish future—a simple solution to a very complicated problem . . .”.1 Janet Burstein elects to focus solely on literature claimed as Jewish in a very explicit and focused manner to reduce the confusing morass one sifts through when texts created by secular Jewish writers roam somewhere less specific, a secular realm where Jewish culture appears to be visited but not focused on, existing somewhere in the periphery, an ever-present subtext.

Even more murky is that these characters, while mired in a myriad of strange feelings and experiences that do not fit into the picture of an assimilated person’s life trajectory, also, simultaneously, understand themselves through the lens of World War Ⅱ (WWⅡ), being the point of completed assimilation. For instance, in Sarah Schulman’s Shimmer, the main character, Sylvia Golubowsky, describes herself as a liminal figure, a refugee, and then in the next paragraph, she describes herself as a normative, unmarked, white, assimilated woman. This makes interrogating this cultural ephemera even more precarious as one picks apart the palimpsest of these competing self-understandings. It becomes necessary to look at all of those layers in simultaneity in order to see the ways in which a theory of ongoing assimilation, as opposed to completed assimilation, is being established. Further, it becomes necessary to look at materials not normally granted credence, such as the blog posts and personal webpages I look at when I examine popular reactions to the queer Jewish character Jennifer Schecter on Showtime’s The L Word, in order to amass a wider view on the state of Jewish American assimilation as elucidated by secular Ashkenazi Jewish women and non-binary LBTQIA+ writers. Documents that might not normally hold weight in an academic explication become important sites of inquiry as they illuminate how Schecter is understood by the consumers of the show who write critiques of the character that are almost always commentaries on Jewish American assimilation as a whole, no matter how veiled.

While early Jewish American women writers like Anzia Yezierska and Mary Antin could clearly attribute their estranged identities in the United States to their Jewish ethnic identities, their contemporary predecessors wrote of similar experiences and feelings of strangerhood but, living in the midst of the story of Jewish American assimilation, they struggled to find a way to understand and explicate their experiences. If Jews born in the United States after World War Ⅱ are largely understood to have inherited white, assimilated, middle-class identities, then the visual and written texts created by contemporary secular LGBTQIA+ Ashkenazi Jewish American women and AFAB non-binary writers examined here become un-understandable if approached through that theoretical lens. They create characters unable to rid themselves of the markers of their Jewishness, relegated to the status of perpetual stranger for their failures, and this challenges the notion that all secular Jewish Americans contemporarily are born into an assimilated status and are no longer estranged. The characters I will examine here are pushed towards the periphery of identities, toward the edge of assimilation, as symbols of dangerous strangers, as a warning to both those who are in the center and those relegated to other, as well as those in the murky in-between. This assimilating process, for possibly many secular LGBTQIA+ Jewish women and non-binary people, may be an ongoing project in need of vigilant reiteration, and this, too, must be interrogated alongside the more prevalent Jewish American assimilation narrative.

Although there was once a “threat” of Jewish Americans being categorized racially as Hebrew, today Jewish Americans are included in the racial category of “white” on the U.S. Census. While there have been a plethora of theoretical interventions to widen the lens with which we understand Jewish American assimilation, such as the interventions to widen our understanding of Jewish sects and cultures beyond Ashkenazi Jews, who are the largest Jewish population in the United States and the metonym for
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