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C H A P T E R I 

Introduction: Th e Ironie s o f 
American Jewish Histor y 

Robert M . Seltze r 

Jewish history is singular, no t least because of its incongruities. The 
migrations, invasions , defeats , an d myria d othe r crise s o f th e an -
cient Israelites , a  smal l peopl e tha t wa s amon g th e leas t o f th e 
kingdoms, becam e th e matri x o f th e cosmi c historiograph y tha t 
came to dominate Europe, North Africa, an d western Asia after lat e 
antiquity. No t exceptionall y distinguishe d i n art , technology , o r 
warfare, th e Jewis h impac t flowed  fro m a  handfu l o f survivin g 
oracles, hymns , lega l codes , an d tale s o f ancestor s an d fro m a n 
abiding driv e t o metaboliz e th e symboli c form s o f nearb y culture s 
according t o a n obsession  tha t onl y th e Go d o f Israe l wa s trul y 
divine. Few in number relativ e to the populations alongsid e who m 
they lived , th e Jews generated a  collective imag e tha t loome d pre -
ternaturally larg e throughou t th e medieva l an d earl y moder n cen -
turies i n th e mind s o f Christendo m an d Isla m and , o f course , i n 
the Jewish conceptio n o f the significanc e o f thei r grou p existence . 
Modern Jewry ha s sought i n various ways to reduce that incongru -
ous image to manageable proportions—to normalize and humaniz e 
it—with limite d succes s an d considerabl e failure . Becaus e o f th e 
powerful valenc e o f the image of the Jews, modern Jewish history , 
far fro m bein g one mor e chapte r appende d t o a  chronicle o f man y 
centuries, ha s becom e a n intellectua l worl d i n itself , a  comple x 
series of encounters and adjustment s i n which, ironically , th e Jews 
are both a  paradigm for many other small groups and a special case. 

i 
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2 ROBER T M . SELTZE R 

Jewry's record of reactions, initiatives , an d restructurings i n th e 
last tw o centurie s i s ofte n sai d t o b e prototypica l o f vulnerabl e 
religious, ethnic , an d socia l minoritie s respondin g t o acceleratin g 
and sometime s cataclysmi c change . Ye t i t i s a story like no other . 
In the mid-eighteenth century, the preponderance of a marginalized 
but prou d Jewis h people , define d b y loyalt y t o th e Tora h an d it s 
God, live d i n a  diaspor a stretchin g fro m Alsac e an d th e wester n 
German an d norther n Italia n state s t o th e easter n reache s o f Po -
land-Lithuania and , i n a  second swath, fro m Morocc o across North 
Africa an d th e souther n Balkan s t o th e Middl e East , Iran , an d 
beyond. Farther out, harbinger s of immense shifts abou t to be set in 
motion wer e th e newes t Jewis h communitie s o n th e Atlantic — 
Amsterdam, London,  Hamburg , Bordeaux , Curacao , Charleston , 
Philadelphia, Ne w York, Newport . Les s than two and one-half cen -
turies later , th e Jewis h peopl e ha d becom e transforme d int o a n 
incomparably mor e complex socia l groupin g living in a  handfu l o f 
economically advance d countries , marke d b y a n ideologica l an d 
behavioral diversit y virtuall y unparallele d i n Jewish histor y suc h 
that "wh o i s a  Jew" becam e a  questio n tha t concerne d eve n th e 
Jews themselves. 

Yet anothe r wa y Jews found themselve s t o b e prototypica l an d 
exceptional i s tha t the y underwent , befor e man y othe r minorit y 
groups, the possibilities and metamorphoses summoned b y the ram-
pant urbanization , mobility , an d secularizatio n tha t accompanie d 
modern education , economi c change , an d politica l upheaval . O n 
the on e hand , sector s o f th e Jewish peopl e confronte d earl y wha t 
wider element s o f th e populatio n experience d later , makin g Jew s 
pioneers in th e self-transformations force d o n minorities in the las t 
ten o r fifteen  decade s of modernity . O n th e othe r hand , th e desir e 
to avoi d tota l ruptur e wit h th e pas t an d t o maintai n continuit y 
evoked a  serie s o f creativ e response s b y Jewis h elites . Boun d to -
gether i n ne w arrangement s an d mode s o f self-awareness , moder n 
Jewry's exertion s t o maintai n orde r an d cohesio n constitut e a 
many-sided drama no t usually given its due in comparative history . 
Efforts to achieve conclusive liberation led to the prolonged struggle 
for Jewish emancipatio n i n the European diaspora , t o a  preoccupa -
tion wit h revolutionar y politic s i n som e countries , an d t o move -
ments for Jewish self-emancipation an d return to the ancient home-
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INTRODUCTION 3 

land. Catching up to a European Enlightenment that was embarked 
in new humanisti c an d universalisti c direction s le d to a  new con-
tinuum o f Jewish denominations an d theologies an d eventually t o 
the inclusio n i n i t o f secular ideologie s o f Jewishness. Th e Haska-
lah, Wissenschaft  desjudentums,  Neo-Orthodo x Judaism, Classica l 
Reform, Positive-Historica l Judaism , Bundism , Diaspor a National -
ism, Politica l Zionism , Spiritual Zionism, Labor Zionism, Revision-
ist Zionism, an d other programs of thought an d act were all symp-
toms of the power over Jews of calls for justice, equality, fraternity , 
and hope . Ye t non e o f th e program s o f re-formatio n ende d u p a s 
their initiator s intended.  The y an d th e othe r ideologie s o f Jewish 
regeneration turned out to have critical limits, leaving the Jews just 
as vulnerable a s they had always been to the deracinating lures of 
integration an d assimilation on the one hand and to campaigns of 
vilification an d extermination on the other hand. Whatever moder-
nity may turn out to be, it has never stood still. 

Locating thi s kaleidoscope o f reaction s an d counterreactions i n 
its proper context calls for a special academic field: the comparative 
study o f moder n Jewish diasporas . Jews i n mos t land s have foun d 
themselves o n th e edg e o f socia l an d intellectual chang e bu t con-
fronting differen t givens . A s a result o f the economic an d politica l 
development (an d revolutions) o f the nation-states i n which Jews 
live, eac h Jewry ha d t o respond t o it s own se t o f challenges i n it s 
own way. 

Four especiall y creativ e Jewrie s hav e contribute d mos t t o th e 
remaking o f th e Jewish people : thos e o f Germany , Russi a an d Po-
land, Israel , an d America . Fro m Germa n Jewry cam e a  tripartit e 
denominational structur e tha t ha s marke d modernize d Judais m 
since th e mid-nineteent h century , a s wel l a s mos t o f th e fecun d 
schools o f moder n Jewish philosophy , from  th e Enlightenmen t o f 
Moses Mendelssohn to the existentialism of Franz Rosenzweig. Rus-
sia an d Poland constituted a  greenhouse of secular Judaism—liter-
ary, nationalist , an d socialist—an d becam e th e hom e o f vibran t 
forms o f traditiona l religiou s Judaism , especiall y th e yeshiva h 
world an d late r Hasidism . Th e Yishu v an d th e Stat e o f Israe l ha s 
been the exemplary setting for social experimentation an d redemp-
tive ingathering, a s well as the means for Jews to take a new stance 
as a nation and find a voice in the international arena. 
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4 ROBER T M . SELTZE R 

It i s more difficult , however , t o delineate what America n Jewry 
has accomplished in relation to its special environment . 

Although th e Jewish populatio n o f th e Unite d State s ha s num -
bered in the millions since about World War I, the Jewish encounte r 
here with modernity i s actually one of the longest: in the year 2004 
it will have lasted three and one-half centuries. (Jew s have lived as 
long i n Nort h Americ a a s the y hav e i n postmedieva l Britai n an d 
France and only sixty years less than i n Amsterdam—and English , 
French, an d Dutc h Jewrie s ar e usuall y considere d th e principa l 
harbingers o f moder n Jewry. ) Th e tal e mos t ofte n tol d i s tha t o f 
immigrants arrivin g i n Americ a t o escape th e disabilitie s an d mis -
fortunes o f th e Ol d World : ho w they , thei r children , an d thei r 
grandchildren sun k root s in a  lan d tha t seeme d t o promise a n en d 
to the degradation s o f poverty an d exile . Anothe r well-establishe d 
story i s tha t o f th e creatio n b y America n Jewr y o f a  hos t o f ne w 
organizations, institutions , an d agencie s to cope with th e religiou s 
and politica l milie u o f the Unite d States . But there i s much more . 
In the last four decades American Jewish studies has become a full -
fledged branc h o f America n ethni c an d socia l history , explorin g 
such theme s a s the presenc e o f Jews in far-flung part s of the conti -
nent an d disparat e sector s o f th e economy , th e migratio n o f Jews 
from regio n t o region of North America , thei r impact on the polit y 
and popula r cultur e o f th e Unite d States , th e growt h o f Jewis h 
educational institutions , and the politics of American Zionism. The 
resulting pictur e indicate s ho w a n Americanize d Jewr y emerge d 
from a  meltin g po t o f Ol d Worl d Jewis h subculture s an d becam e 
internally divided along new fault lines , producing its own dialectic 
of vector s an d force s pointin g .  . .  where ? W e wil l retur n t o tha t 
question later . 

This book is a selection of recent work by some of the most accom -
plished scholars and researchers in a  burgeoning field. The commit-
tee that invited these essays was interested in the interplay betwee n 
Jews an d th e idea l o f America , tha t is , between dream s an d reali -
ties: between th e Jewish dreams of America an d what happened t o 
the Jews as they became part of the mainstream to a degree that did 
not occu r elsewhere . Fo r Jews , Americ a wa s a  lan d o f immens e 
opportunities and , for Judaism, immens e dangers. I t offered Jews as 
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INTRODUCTION 5 

individuals the opportunity to live free of the restrictions that ofte n 
persisted i n th e Ol d Worl d an d Jews a s a  group th e opportunity t o 
find a  saf e home . Bu t Americ a threatene d persona l disorientatio n 
and collectiv e disintegration , corrosio n o f famil y tie s an d th e de -
mise o f a  distinctiv e Jewish culture , wit h a  rapidit y muc h greate r 
than almos t anywhere else in the world. Rumors of the promise and 
risk o f Americ a arrive d o n th e othe r sid e o f th e Atlanti c no t lon g 
after th e initia l group s o f Sephardic Jews landed here . B y the lat e 
eighteenth century , Americ a a s a  brav e ne w lan d o f freedo m an d 
equality becam e a  ke y constituen t o f th e idea l o f a  plac e wher e 
Jews could liv e with complet e dignit y an d ne w self-respect . Hope s 
and perception s are , afte r all , autonomou s force s i n th e calculu s 
of intention s an d acts . First-generatio n German-speakin g Jewis h 
immigrants from Centra l Europe and first-generation  Yiddish-speak -
ing Jews from Easter n Europ e were lured by a  novus ordo  seclorum 
where revolutionary developments were creating a new nation. Not 
a fe w o f th e younger immigrant s too k advantag e o f th e plasticit y 
afforded b y immigratio n t o thro w of f th e shackle s of tradition an d 
recreate themselves as dejudaized Americans . Others saw the amor -
phousness o f Americ a a s summoning the m t o la y th e foundation s 
for form s o f Jewish associatio n an d identit y that , thoug h modifie d 
in the Depressio n an d th e wa r years, persisted i n th e golden ag e of 
American Jewry that lasted to the midsixties . 

The essay s i n thi s boo k illustrat e th e paradoxica l effec t o f th e 
Americanization o f th e Jews: Americ a undermine d an d energize d 
Jewish commitment . Muc h wa s discarde d an d muc h wa s saved . 
Acculturation (i n th e sociologica l us e o f th e ter m presuppose d i n 
these papers ) di d no t alway s lea d t o assimilation : sometime s th e 
most acculturate d wer e amon g th e mos t consciou s o f thei r Jewish 
identity and the most preoccupied with Jewish affairs. Despit e rapid 
and severe acculturation , Jewishness was honed a s an independen t 
variable i n th e motivation s o f mor e tha n a  fe w o f it s America n 
adherents—and ha s remained so , even thoug h Jewish institutions , 
ideologies, an d even Jewish value s have been reshaped b y Americ a 
to such a  degree that man y Jews of the past might not recognize as 
Jewish some of what constitutes American Jewishness. 

How th e America n environmen t differe d ha s bee n repeatedl y 
analyzed b y th e historian s o f America n Jewry . Jewish immigrant s 
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6 ROBER T M . SELTZE R 

came to a n Americ a populate d largel y b y Europeans who ha d cre -
ated a society with only traces of medievalism. Negative stereotypes 
of the Jews were offset b y a  Puritan identificatio n wit h th e histor y 
of biblica l Israe l s o that , i n America n Christianity , disdai n fo r a 
long-superseded Judais m wa s countere d b y estee m fo r th e livin g 
descendants o f th e peopl e o f th e Ol d Testament . Fro m th e begin -
ning, th e Jewis h situatio n wa s mor e propitiou s eve n tha n i n En -
gland (an d the legal status of the Jews there was more benign tha n 
for Jews i n mos t o f th e land s o f continenta l Europe) . I n colonia l 
British Americ a ther e were n o restrictions on Jewish economi c ac -
tivity an d religious life so that, i n the era of the American Revolu -
tion, ther e wer e n o ghetto s t o b e razed , n o limit s o n ho w man y 
Jews could b e married, n o Jewish taxe s t o b e abolished, n o Pale of 
Settlement t o b e demolished ; likewise , ther e were n o autonomou s 
batei din,  n o venerabl e yeshivot,  n o government-recognize d ge-
meinde o r landesrabbiner  t o sustai n a n establishe d community . 
Restrictions o n th e electio n o f Jews t o publi c offic e wer e rapidl y 
abolished b y most states ; in some localities Jews were not particu -
larly welcom e (Ne w Englan d unti l th e mid-nineteent h century) , 
but ther e wer e n o explici t limit s o n th e freedo m o f Jews t o liv e 
where the y chose , t o engag e i n an y busines s o r profession , an d t o 
consider themselve s citizen s o f a  countr y that , fo r al l it s burst s of 
nativism an d decade s o f rejectio n o f nonwhite s an d non-Nordics , 
was still more hospitable to immigrants than any other . 

History, o f course, offer s instance s of other frontier s wher e Jews 
have been welcomed becaus e of their mobilit y an d entrepreneuria l 
skills. In industrializing nineteenth-century America , Jewish immi-
grants came to be not only peddlers and shopkeepers but also work-
ers i n expandin g industries , suc h a s clothin g manufacture , tha t 
other Jews ha d largel y created . Th e growin g econom y o f th e ne w 
nation lure d Jew s a s i t di d othe r immigrants , bu t th e imag e o f 
America a s the lan d o f freedom wa s compelling: the Unite d State s 
promised libert y an d justice, th e chance t o be people of worth an d 
dignity, th e opportunity t o start life anew and rise to respectabilit y 
and even prominence. 

Arguably, th e mos t remarkabl e featur e o f th e Americ a polit y 
from th e Jewish perspectiv e i s the Enlightenmen t etho s of its foun -
dational documents . Th e universalis t rationalis m i n th e Declara -
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INTRODUCTION 7 

tion o f Independenc e appeale d t o th e right s o f huma n being s a s 
such, s o tha t thi s charte r o f th e America n socia l contrac t wa s 
rooted i n a  notio n o f natura l reaso n tha t b y implication include d 
non-Christians withou t caveat . Th e constitutiona l prohibitio n o f 
an established church provided for a sweeping separation of religion 
and stat e tha t mad e th e Unite d State s th e politica l orde r mos t 
neutral t o competin g o r friendl y denominations . Althoug h a s a 
religion an d a n ethni c grou p Jew s wer e legall y invisibl e o n th e 
federal level , Clermont-Tonnerre' s 178 9 dictu m tha t "th e Jew s 
should b e denied everythin g a s a nation, bu t granted everythin g a s 
individuals" was realized earlie r i n Americ a tha n i n revolutionar y 
France, wher e i t wa s enunciated . Ye t i n Americ a th e Jewish reli -
gion wa s abl e eventuall y t o attai n a  greate r degre e o f informa l 
legitimation a s one of a plurality of publicly recognized faith s tha n 
Judaism achieve d i n an y other diaspora ; given the relative paucit y 
of Jew s involved , i t i s al l th e mor e remarkabl e tha t th e Jewis h 
tradition manage d finall y t o gai n equa l statu s i n th e trinit y o f 
Protestantism-Catholicism-Judaism tha t ha s given a  special tone t o 
recent American life . 

In the first  phase of American Jewish histor y ther e was a n over -
arching Jewish communa l structur e i n eac h plac e wher e Jews set -
tled i n sufficien t numbers . Afte r th e America n Revolutio n i t be-
came clea r tha t Jewr y wa s free , withi n certai n parameters , t o 
reorganize itself the way it wanted. By the middle of the nineteent h 
century, America n Judaism wa s structured accordin g t o the mode l 
of denominationa l Protestantism : large r communitie s ha d a n in -
creasing number of independent congregations , each conducting it s 
affairs accordin g t o it s ow n bylaws , relyin g solel y o n due s an d 
contributions o f its members, an d selecting its officers an d spiritua l 
leader accordin g t o it s ow n standard s an d desires . Membershi p i n 
the Jewis h communit y wa s strippe d o f an y lega l sanction s i n 
America earlie r tha n elsewher e an d becam e even more a  matter of 
personal choic e a s each ne w generation mature d an d a s America n 
Jewry increased in number and geographical distribution. America n 
individualism ha s bee n commente d o n extensivel y fro m Alexi s d e 
Tocqueville's Democracy in  America t o Robert N. Bellah's Habits of 
the Heart:  th e radica l individualis m o f Americ a mean t tha t Jew s 
could choos e a s the y wishe d amon g th e Jewis h option s tha t ap -
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8 ROBER T M . SELTZE R 

peared in the nineteenth century , tha t the y could decide whethe r 
they would be Jewish in a strong way, or even be Jewish at all. 

Nineteenth-century America n Jewry graduall y create d a  broad 
range of new intercommunal institution s to supplement the multi-
ple congregations that had come into being on a local level : frater-
nal and charitable organizations, federations of philanthropies and 
synagogues, rabbinica l schools , newspaper s i n German , Yiddish , 
and English, settlement houses, labor unions, landsmanshaften.  By 
the earl y twentiet h centur y mos t o f th e presen t Jewis h defens e 
agencies ha d emerged , eac h imbue d b y a n idea l o f Americ a an d 
dedicated t o protecting th e Jews at hom e an d abroad. Th e forma-
tion of new national organizations confirmed th e fragmentation of 
the community , a s wel l a s th e minorit y statu s withi n America n 
Jewry o f traditiona l Ol d World Judaism. Onl y i n Americ a di d the 
vast majority of Jews identify themselve s with the various forms of 
liberal, non-Orthodo x Judaism . Neve r ha d a  Jewis h communit y 
been to such an extent voluntary and so divided. 

Meanwhile, b y th e en d o f th e nineteent h centur y a  restrictiv e 
definition o f America wa s beginning to crystallize in the antisemi-
tism o f th e Gilde d Ag e tha t eventuate d i n th e socia l exclusions , 
educational quotas , immigratio n allotments , an d publi c expres -
sions o f aversio n t o Jew s tha t becam e mor e conspicuou s i n th e 
twenties an d thirties . Thi s exclusivism wa s emphaticall y no t th e 
Jewish imag e o f America , an d Jewish leaders , organizations , an d 
voters gav e thei r suppor t t o thos e position s tha t represente d a n 
America tha t embrace d al l it s constituen t races , religions , ethni c 
groups, an d social classes . Accordin g to some historians, th e over-
lapping, competing , an d fractious Jewish organizationa l networ k 
may hav e contribute d t o th e difficultie s America n Jewry encoun -
tered in forging a coherent policy to deal with the upsurge of Ameri-
can antisemitism in the thirties and with the blatant threat of Nazi 
Germany. Th e sam e voluntaristi c pluralism , however , ma y hav e 
amplified th e vitality o f American Jewry afte r Worl d War II on a 
series of fronts. In a postwar era of renewed social mobility, reviva l 
of respec t fo r religion , an d eclips e o f anti-Jewis h prejudice , Jew s 
moved i n larg e numbers to the suburbs , where many joined syna-
gogues and reacquired a t leas t a  minimum of Jewish practice. Al l 
American Jewis h religiou s organization s wer e energize d i n som e 
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INTRODUCTION 9 

fashion, an d Jews were increasingly united by a surge of support for 
Israel as a symbol of determination to survive after th e Holocaust , 
as a necessary means of achieving Jewish autonomy independent of 
a hostil e majority , an d a s a  self-chosen Jewish wa y o f life . Whil e 
American culture became fascinated with the complex ethnic roots 
of it s heterogeneou s population , a  concomitant interes t i n Jewish 
roots arose. A Jewish community had probably never enjoyed such 
a positive image as that of American Jewry in the fifties and sixties, 
nor felt more accepted. 

In light of post-World War II developments, it has become possi-
ble to perceive yet anothe r way in which America stood out in the 
course of Jewish history : as Jews have become Americanized, the y 
had contribute d muc h t o th e libera l idea l o f Americanis m itself . 
American culture was remarkably absorbent of certain of the ethnic 
features o f th e groups that constitute d th e America n populace : in 
popular cultur e (foods , humor , music , slang ) an d i n politic s an d 
intellectual life (th e American labor movement, New Deal and Fair 
Deal liberalism , racia l desegregation , civi l liberties , avant-gard e 
arts, new directions in literary criticism), Jews were quite conspicu-
ous. Just as Jews had remade themselves an d their religion in light 
of thei r idea l o f America , s o the y projecte d int o th e America n 
dream Jewis h value s an d yearnings . I f America n cultura l form s 
were reshaping Jewishness, Jews helped shape America's conception 
of itself. 

In the lat e sixties , however , ther e bega n t o appea r signals tha t 
called into question whether or not Jewish continuity an d integra-
tion in Americ a ha d been truly stabilized. Mutin g of antisemitis m 
and enthusias m fo r Israe l wer e countere d b y fascinatio n wit h Is -
rael's purporte d failing s an d b y disparagement s that , t o sensitiv e 
ears (perhap s hypersensitive , perhap s prescient) , seeme d clos e t o 
antisemitism in new dress . Of broader impact on the Jewish situa-
tion were the changes becoming increasingly apparent as a result of 
Jewish acceptance , change s tha t wer e rapidl y an d dramaticall y 
remaking mos t o f America n Jewry i n th e absenc e o f a  continue d 
stream o f immigrant s fro m traditiona l Ol d Worl d Jewis h back -
grounds and upbringings . Th e decline o f social barrier s went han d 
in han d with a  weakening o f inhibitions agains t marriag e outsid e 
the faith. The Jewish birthrate declined and the divorce rate soared. 
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10 ROBER T M . SELTZE R 

Conversion t o Judaism increased , a s did disaffiliation . Wa s Ameri-
can Jewry heade d fo r drasti c shrinkage i n numbers , i f not outrigh t 
extinction? Th e establishe d denominationa l patter n seeme d abou t 
to fragment . Feminis m challenge d age-ol d Jewis h assumption s 
about gende r an d family . Changin g sexua l more s an d yearning s 
for persona l fulfillmen t threatene d t o disrupt th e indirect , alread y 
tenuous connection s o f much o f American Jewry t o venerable val -
ues. Th e impac t o f a  cohor t o f childre n raise d part-Jewis h an d 
part-Christian pose d dilemma s o f principl e an d tactic s fo r Jewis h 
institutions. Wa s th e Jewishnes s o f man y America n Jew s o n th e 
way to becoming a secondary or even a tertiary loyalty—a "postas -
similation" Jewishnes s tha t fade d i n an d ou t o f th e individual' s 
consciousness alon g wit h involvement s i n othe r categorie s no w 
considered cultura l identitie s of their own? Was cyclical Jewishness 
the next stage in a  new reality in the making? One group of Jewish 
sociologists has been labeled th e "transformationists " becaus e the y 
emphasize no t th e cumulativ e attenuatio n o f Jewishness from on e 
generation t o anothe r bu t th e protea n natur e o f America n Jew -
ishness a s unexpected form s o f Jewish self-expressio n appear . An -
other group, often calle d the "assimilationists," dismisses the trans-
formationalists a s misguided Pollyannas . 

American Jewis h studie s a s see n fro m th e nineties , therefore , i s 
faced wit h question s different fro m thos e that predominate d i n th e 
fifties, whe n America n Jewish histor y cam e int o it s ow n a s a  dis-
tinct are a o f scholarly researc h an d academi c analysis . I s America 
still t o b e hel d exceptiona l t o generalization s derive d fro m al l o f 
Jewish history ? Do recent development s indicate tha t broade r dias-
pora-wide processes governing acculturation , marginalization , an d 
decline ar e beginning t o take hold , s o that nineteenth-centur y Ol d 
World fear s o f America a s corrosive to the integrity o f Judaism ar e 
proving t o b e valid? I s the Jewish imag e o f America a s a  uniquel y 
benevolent hom e o f a n emancipated , normalize d Judaism fate d t o 
be drastically modifie d o r even abandoned , o r will American Jewry 
be show n capabl e o f generatin g it s ow n self-perpetuatio n i n ye t 
another era of Jewish history? 

Perhaps it is most helpful t o pursue American Jewish dreams and 
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realities a s the y relat e t o differen t glimpse s o f transformation s i n 
process. That is what we have tried to do in this book. 

The first group of articles deals with the Jewish imagination. The 
essays o f Steve n M . Lowenstei n an d Jacob Kabakof f examin e Ger -
man an d Eas t Europea n image s o f Americ a i n Jewis h literature , 
including th e literatur e produce d b y the Hebrew renascence o f th e 
turn o f th e century . Europea n anticipation s o f the challenge s tha t 
America woul d pos e for Jewish immigrant s wer e no t s o inaccurat e 
as one might think ; the New World was extolled as a land of liberty 
and equalit y bu t th e travail s o f departure an d arriva l wer e widel y 
recognized. America n Jewish literatur e frequentl y convey s th e ex -
perience o f uprooting an d settling , bu t wha t doe s the depictio n o f 
the grandchildren an d great-grandchildren o f those New Americans 
by American Jewish writers show of the character and incongruitie s 
of America n Jewis h life ? Rut h R . Wiss e point s ou t tha t Jew s hav e 
been gratefu l fo r th e benefit s o f America—the materia l well-bein g 
and th e freedo m possibl e here—an d tha t Americ a ha s become th e 
test cas e for moder n Jewish resistanc e t o dissolution (jus t a s Juda-
ism ha s bee n a  tes t cas e fo r America n tolerance) . Bu t America n 
Jewish writer s hav e ofte n foun d th e "hunted " (th e Europea n refu -
gees) fa r mor e interestin g tha n full y acculturate d Jews . I s postim-
migration America n Jewis h lif e s o blan d a s t o offe r nothin g o f 
interest t o creative Jews who shape American intellectua l an d cul -
tural history ? Stephe n J . Whitfiel d suggest s that , a s Americ a ha s 
overcome it s negativit y abou t th e Jewish people , a  poin t ha s bee n 
reached wher e th e Jews can barel y b e distinguished fro m th e non -
Jews. America n movie s captured dramaticall y th e ol d nervousnes s 
of American Jews with thei r Jewishness during the Depressio n an d 
war years just a s the y chronicl e th e declin e i n th e powe r o f anti -
Jewish image s t o intimidat e th e filmmaker  sinc e th e fifties.  I f th e 
old stereotype s ar e n o longe r potent , doe s this heral d th e oblitera -
tion of Jewish specialness? Indeed , th e fate o f American Jewry ma y 
be a n ultimat e tes t o f th e compatibilit y o f acculturatio n wit h th e 
preservation o f meaningfu l historica l distinctivenes s i n th e 
diaspora. 

The second group of articles concerns Jews and American politic s 
in the twentieth century . Accordin g to Henry L . Feingold, th e con-

This content downloaded from 
�������������58.97.216.197 on Thu, 05 Sep 2024 04:28:34 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



12 ROBER T M . SELTZE R 

sistency wit h whic h America n Jew s (especiall y o f Eas t Europea n 
origin) suppor t liberal causes is exceptional, bu t it may obscure the 
changing components of that allegianc e since the New Deal. David 
G. Dali n present s th e intellectua l biograph y o f Wil l Herberg , wh o 
moved fro m radica l politic s t o Neo-Orthodo x crisi s theology afte r 
World War II , as a case history in the evolution o f Jewish ideologi-
cal commitment. Nathan Glazer and Jerold S. Auerbach both exam-
ine the possibility tha t passag e to an era where support of the State 
of Israel is no longer unquestionably par t of the liberal agenda ma y 
mark another crossroads in American Jewish political sentiments— 
or it may not . 

The propensity of twentieth-century America n Jews to universal-
istic liberalis m i s s o exceptiona l a s t o b e a  Jewish particularism . 
Conversely, growin g America n Jewish suppor t fo r Zionis t particu -
larism took the form of an almost exaggerated universalism. Melvi n 
I. Urofsky , Arthu r A . Goren , an d Davi d Ellenso n not e tha t Ameri -
can Zionist s defende d thei r caus e overwhelmingl y i n religiou s 
terms. Gore n conclude s tha t th e politica l assumption s o f classica l 
Zionism—that a  Jewish homeland wa s urgently neede d a s a refug e 
and shelter—applie d t o al l Jewish diaspora s excep t th e American ; 
Zionism's function fo r America n Jews was to be a bulwark agains t 
assimilation an d a  cultural inspiratio n fo r thi s diaspora threatene d 
with los s o f it s soul . Ellenso n show s tha t durin g a  crucia l decad e 
(the forties) , Orthodox , Conservative , an d Refor m rabbi s al l de -
fined Zionism a s thoroughly compatibl e with th e symbols an d val -
ues o f Protestantis m an d Americanism . Urofsk y observe s tha t th e 
success o f Zionis m i n winnin g suppor t i n Americ a wa s directl y 
related to the successful Americanizatio n o f Zionism itself. 

The nex t par t o f thi s boo k deal s wit h th e adaptatio n o f Jewish 
religious lif e t o th e America n environment . Th e histor y o f th e 
American synagogu e i s th e stor y o f th e by-and-larg e successfu l 
transformation o f this key Jewish institution according to American 
religious patterns . Jonatha n D . Sarn a analyze s th e evolutio n o f 
synagogue life a s it changed from centur y t o century. Jeffrey S . Gu-
rock describes a  failed attemp t t o create a  model synagogue for th e 
children of turn-of-the-century Lowe r East Side immigrants; his case 
history reveal s th e deep-seate d rivalr y betwee n Refor m an d th e 
other branche s o f America n Judaism , jus t a s Ellenson' s stud y o f 
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rabbinical defenders of Zionism indicates the commonalities shared 
by th e branche s thre e decade s later . Jenn a Weissma n Joseli t de -
scribes the process by which th e Jewish food practice s were Ameri-
canized: eve n somethin g a s seemingly particularisti c an d intracta -
ble t o th e America n etho s a s kashrut  becam e a  fountai n o f Ne w 
World Jewish sentimen t an d a n expressio n o f a n emergin g Ameri -
can Jewish middle-class aesthetic . 

The thre e essays  on th e women' s movemen t i n America n Jewr y 
hearken bac k t o the impac t o f liberalism o n Judaism (inasmuc h a s 
feminism i s a  manifestatio n a t presen t o f libera l egalitarianism ) 
and t o the changes that Americ a ha s stimulated i n the workings of 
the synagogue . Elle n M . Umansk y trace s growin g sensitivit y t o 
equal status of women i n Reform Judaism; Paul a E . Hyman chroni -
cles a  ke y grou p i n th e 1970 s that pu t feminis t issue s hig h o n th e 
Jewish agenda ; Judith Hauptma n analyze s Conservativ e feminis m 
as it ha s led thi s branch o f Judaism t o confront th e problematics of 
Jewish continuity in new ways. 

Feminism seek s to spur th e developmen t o f new form s o f Jewish 
spirituality i n the non-Orthodox denominations . Orthodoxy has its 
own form s o f moder n spirituality , an d th e variou s traditionalis t 
movements ofte n calle d "fundamentalist " constitut e a n assertiv e 
reaction t o wha t ar e perceive d a s dangerou s accommodation s t o 
modernity. Samue l C . Heilma n use s th e concep t o f "contra-accul -
turation" an d th e metho d o f ethnographi c narratio n t o illustrat e 
the rejection o f secular American culture among traditionalist Jews 
who hav e learne d t o exploi t mas s medi a technique s t o heighte n 
their self-awarenes s an d morale . I n recen t decade s attempt s hav e 
been made, especially through th e formation o f intimate groups for 
worship, study , an d Jewis h celebratio n (havurot),  t o counterac t 
the banalizatio n o f fait h an d community . Me l Scul t show s tha t 
Mordecai M . Kapla n grappled earl y in hi s career with th e weaken -
ing o f communa l bonds . Kapla n admire d Americanis m a s a  civi c 
ideology, yet he viewed the Roman Catholic Church (not  America n 
Protestantism) a s a  mode l o f group disciplin e an d socia l cohesio n 
for Jews. Edwar d K . Kaplan describes Abraham Heschel' s quite dif-
ferent wa y o f presenting twentieth-centur y Europea n Jewish spiri -
tuality an d of invigorating i t with th e American socia l conscience . 
Kaplan an d Hesche l ar e antipode s o f American Jewish theolog y i n 
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14 ROBERTM . SELTZE R 

the mid-twentiet h century . Kaplan' s ideolog y o f Reconstruc -
tionism, note d fo r it s didacti c lucidity , scientism , an d sociology , 
has been called the informal content of much of American Judaism 
and, o n a n over t level , ha s garnere d a n enthusiasti c i f circum -
scribed following . HescheF s poetical , rhetorical , an d suggestiv e 
style ha s bee n a n influentia l mode l amon g th e Jewis h religiou s 
leadership i n th e post-Holocaus t ag e fo r regainin g a  sens e o f th e 
sacred. America admire s science but is susceptible to nostalgia, th e 
evocative, and the prophetic. 

Where then i s American Jewry headed? The last group of essays 
offers contrasting commentaries on the Jewish future by four sociol-
ogists an d a  historia n o f America n Judaism . Accordin g t o Pau l 
Ritterband, th e scatterin g o f th e Jews and other har d factors ma y 
make massive assimilation inevitable. Yet, Steven M. Cohen points 
out, there is a consensus that results in continued affiliation amon g 
the moderatel y affiliated . Ego n Mayer examines option s availabl e 
to a n America n Jewish leadershi p willin g t o revis e it s agend a i n 
light of the changed composition of the community. Despite various 
recent departures , America n Jewry just might be pushed back into 
a direction more recognizably Jewish, accordin g to Charles S. Lieb-
man, an d Arnol d Eise n point s t o ne w religiou s tendencie s tha t 
constitute signals of hope for the future. 

These studies show tha t the adaptation of Jewry to America repre-
sents a  mor e nuance d phenomeno n tha n wa s though t t o b e th e 
case a  generatio n ago . On e o f th e mos t quickl y Americanize d o f 
immigrant groups , America n Jewr y ha s grow n dee p root s i n 
America an d has cultivated a  wider range of forms than any other 
diaspora, so that an objective evaluation of its achievements and of 
its probable future is difficult . 

In recent years the dominan t attitude , especiall y i n the Ameri -
can Jewis h leadership , i s a  compoun d o f prid e an d disquietude . 
This paradoxical mi x o f self-confidence an d anxiety ma y reflec t a 
working out of what Reinhold Niebuhr called the "irony of history." 
"Irony consists of apparently fortuitous incongruitie s in life whic h 
are discovered , upo n close r examination , t o b e no t merel y fortu -
itous" (Reinhol d Niebuhr , The  Irony  of  American  History  [Ne w 
York: Scribner's , 1962] , viii) . Historica l ironie s flow from  hidde n 
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limitations or defects a t the heart of significant achievement s tha t 
are rightful object s of pride . Exposur e of illusions lurking in thes e 
successes ca n resul t i n cynica l fatalis m bu t also , perhaps , t o a 
better-focused sens e of responsibility and , therefore , a  more realis-
tic idealism. 

It is ironical tha t th e Jewish accomplishment s in America hav e 
contributed t o a  malaise abou t th e future becaus e success i s ofte n 
evaluated accordin g t o standard s tha t obscur e wha t ha s actuall y 
been attained . Th e America n Jewish experienc e ha s indee d bee n 
different fro m any other. I n America bein g a  Jew is respected, an d 
American Jews have bee n remarkably fre e to decide what o f thei r 
heritage t o conserve , reform , an d reconstruct . Fo r some, Judais m 
has elicited depths of personal and social involvement an d a degree 
of commitment that is all the more intense for being freely chosen. 
Although continuin g t o measur e itsel f b y th e burde n o f th e past , 
religious and ethnic, American Jewry has responded to the openness 
of its options in a series of unparalleled achievements and by assum-
ing a leadership in world Jewry the burden of which it seldom fully 
acknowledges to itself. 

The era when Jewish survival could be galvanized by ideological 
certitude i s over : mos t Jews onl y tak e seriousl y a n idealis m tha t 
does no t promis e panacea s an d a  messiani c ag e her e an d now . 
Innocent optimis m tha t centuries-ol d tension s (Jewis h exil e an d 
alienhood in the Diaspora) hav e reached a  final resolution runs up 
against th e endles s process of adaptin g to a n America alway s in a 
state o f flux.  Communa l self-isolatio n i s surel y no t a n optio n fo r 
the overwhelming majorit y o f American Jews; they ar e firmly en-
thralled b y America n individualis m an d secularity . Americ a ma y 
become more sharply subdivided into ethnic an d linguistic entitie s 
if th e ideolog y an d realit y o f cultura l diversit y make s headway , 
but most Jews possess only symbolic remnants of Jewish ethnicity , 
meaningful a s these may be. There is evidence in American Jewish 
history, however , o f bein g abl e t o cop e quit e wel l b y drawing o n 
resources and abilities honed by the diaspora environment. 

In th e absenc e o f a  seamles s ideolog y o f moder n Jewishness , 
American Jews wil l hav e t o becom e mor e comfortable wit h thei r 
particular dualities (dualit y of one kind or another being inheren t 
in ever y pluralisti c situation) . Ther e wil l alway s b e immensel y 
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more Christians in America than Muslims, Buddhists, or Jews; Jews 
will have to find new ways to define themselves in juxtaposition t o 
immersion i n a  consumer societ y on th e one hand an d to the non -
Jewish faith s o n th e othe r hand . Whethe r bein g Jewish wil l con -
tinue to be of the highest priority may depend not on only one form 
of American Judaism but on the vitality of the religious continuum 
as a whole to demonstrate i n everyday reality th e historic, cosmic , 
and intimat e significanc e o f Judaism an d i n so doing to offer guid -
ance to world Jewry. 

The forces working to sustain American Jewry are all the stronger 
for th e voluntaris m an d pluralis m o f America n religio n an d th e 
unique America n combinatio n o f particularis m an d universalism . 
Of course , voluntaris m ca n lea d t o assimilatio n o r trivialization , 
and pluralism to fragmentation an d internecine rivalry. But Ameri-
can Jewry ha s no t jus t bee n acte d upon ; i t ha s als o acte d i n thi s 
milieu, a t time s quit e effectively . Judais m ha s redefine d itsel f ac -
cording to the ideals of America an d ha s helped shap e those ideal s 
in ways that have benefited itsel f and other groups. Could it be that 
the forthcoming tes t of American Jewry to confront it s predicament 
can furthe r demonstrat e tha t th e Jewish situatio n i s paradigmati c 
of huma n being s a s appropriator s o f identitie s that , becaus e the y 
transcend modernity, may prove to be its essence? 
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