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This highly readable co-edited volume chal-
lenges many of our assumptions about what and
who is Jewish. Cutting across disciplinary bound-
aries, this volume makes clear that no category of
Jewish identification, identity, or ideology is with-
out its surprises and instabilities. And while some
of the authors and their theses are not entirely
new, the placement of their work within one vol-
ume offers new perspectives on the salient con-
troversies about genetics, stereotypes, race, eth-
nicity, intermarriage, multiculturalism, apostasy,
and Jewish identity. Prior to a postmodern turn in
intellectual inquiry, most discussions of Jewish
identity assumed the existence of an “essential
Jewish self.” More recently, feminist and postmod-
ern critiques have forced us to make explicit the
political uses of linear and essentialist constructs,
especially when doing identity research. This edit-
ed volume does just that and more.

In the first chapter, “Are Genes Jewish?,” Su-
san Martha Kahn writes about the conceptual am-
biguities inherent in contemporary rabbinic de-
bates about the appropriate uses of new repro-

ductive technologies. Connecting with many of
the book’s themes about who is a Jew, Kahn shows
us how contemporary rabbis must consider just
how Jewishness is transmitted by the mother: Is it
the mother’s egg, or it is it the act of gestation and
parturition? Each discourse about genetics--popu-
lation, medical, and/or rabbinic--constructs the
gene differently, thereby affecting the way in
which we understand who and what defines a
Jew. Kahn concludes that the consequences of the
Jewish embrace of new genetic technologies are
still uncertain. Genetic technologies have the po-
tential to reify the genetic basis of Jewish identity
or amplify its ambiguities, depending on who is
developing the technologies and to what purpose
such genetics are being employed.

This lead chapter sets the stage for the re-
maining chapters by heightening our awareness
of the shifting boundaries of Jewish belonging/
identity from analyses of the embodied individual
to the body politic. Almost every chapter gives us
insights into the translingual, transnational, and
multicultural aspects of Jewish heritage and the



import of this to changing definitions and ap-
proaches to the study of Jewish identity. In her
wonderfully amusing chapter, Susan Glenn points
to the paradoxes of the discourse on “looking Jew-
ish” and Jewish body stereotyping by concluding
that the social practices that maintain these “pri-
mordial concepts” of Jewish identity “play on both
sides of the divide” (p. 84). She suggests that bodi-
ly stereotypes are used by Jews for the mainte-
nance of an ethic/authentic Jewish identity, as
much as they are foisted upon them by hostile
others. She concludes, for instance, that “Funny,
you don’t look Jewish,” invokes “both universal-
ism and tribalism in an anxious ritual of Jewish
connoisseurship” (p. 84).

Gad Barzilai demonstrates the ways in which
a multicultural Israel is shifting boundaries and
helping to create new categories of identity. He
shows how demographic changes in Israel chal-
lenge the political monopoly of Orthodox and ul-
tra-Orthodox Jews over the definition of who is a
Jew. Naomi Sokoloff shows how an Arab voice can
transform Hebrew fiction by offering us a view of
Jewish identity through the voice of a cultural out-
sider who has turned insider. Moving beyond Is-
rael, Erica Lehrer discusses Polish Jewish differ-
ences around definitions of Jewishness when de-
scribing Holocaust tourism, where the Holocaust
tourists are primarily Jewish and the Polish
tourist agents are not. Jonathan Freedman looks
to the syncretic, rather than the foundational, as-
pects of group identity in multicultural America,
when he puts into question a number of narra-
tives commonly held about Jewish assimilation
(rapid assimilation, upward mobility, and ascen-
sion to whiteness) by focusing on conversos, Mar-
ranos, and crypto-Latinos in the Southwest of the
United States.

The importance of historical time and indi-
vidual timing on shifts in identity boundaries and
practices are not lost in this compact volume. Shu-
lamit Magnus expands upon the activity of bound-
ary drawing and maintenance by examining the
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creation in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries within Russia of the group she calls
“good bad Jews”; Jews who converted to Chris-
tianity opportunistically or for personal reasons
but who used that position to help Jews in situa-
tions of duress. She calls for more study into this
fascinating phenomenon that was considered by
Jews and by organizational and rabbinic Jews of
their time as good and perhaps even heroic. We
can conclude then that even the boundaries be-
tween loyalty and apostasy can be redrawn as
complementary within certain moments of histo-
ry. Lila Corwin Berman cleverly situates Jewish
mothers’ alleged permissiveness, seen as respon-
sible for their children’s eventual decision to in-
termarry, as part of a larger pattern of childrear-
ing in America, especially after WWII, when per-
missiveness was promoted to counter the so-
called authoritarian personality. Calvin Goldschei-
der shows the porous nature of ethnic boundaries
by asking new questions of old data. Laada Bila-
niuk ends the volume with an emphasis on the
centrality of language in the conceptualization
and performance of identity.

Albeit rather widespread in its coverage, this
is an engaging and highly readable edited volume.
There is, however, one potential problem. The vol-
ume demands that each reader suspend her/his
disciplinary assumptions/ biases before reading
and assessing its contents. It suggests that the
study of the shifting boundaries of identity and
the very meaning of identity demand an interdis-
ciplinary perspective. This book asks us to relin-
quish our disciplinary assumptions about why
and how we study Jewish identity and identity
making (or for that matter any study of identity)
and engage in an exploration across disciplines
and perspectives. The strength and vitality of this
otherwise potentially disconnected set of readings
rests in its interdisciplinary assumption that
boundary making is a profoundly social experi-
ence. All categories of Jewishness, assume the edi-



tors and the authors, are contested by the lives
that people actually live.

Indeed, this very point that the recognition
that what is practiced may be different from what
is preached when analyzing identity is an issue I
emphasized in my review of contemporary social
science approaches to American Jewish identity.
[1] Because most social science investigations, es-
pecially large survey studies, are designed to mea-
sure religiosity as if it existed in some objective
and measurable reality within individuals: behav-
ior, beliefs, and patterns of belonging are placed
on a continuum of more or less and/or are mea-
sured as better or worse in comparison to other
generations or to other contemporary Jews.
Therefore, many contemporary scholars have not-
ed that “doing” Jewish in such models is equated
with “being” Jewish. However, studies framed to
gauge “more or less” and “better or worse,” can-
not, for the most part, capture the many complex,
sometimes contradictory, if not ambivalent, ex-
pressions of religious identity among American
Jews today. Egon Mayer asks: “Do Jews actually
have something called a ‘Jewish identity’? Did
they have something called ‘generational status’?”
They do and they did, he answers, “to the extent
that social scientists were able to fit such theoreti-
cal constructs around the messy nuances of
shared experience.”[2] Similarly, in a sophisticat-
ed warning about substituting a priori categories
for interpersonal relations, Chandra Mohanty sug-
gests that if we “know” the lives women lead pri-
or “to the historical and political analysis in ques-
tion,” then we have specified “the context after
the fact.” She writes, “Women are now placed in
the context of the family, or in the workplace, or
within religious networks, almost as if these sys-
tems existed outside the relations of women with
other women, and women with men.”[3] Like
Mayer and Mohanty, many critics, including my-
self, worry that contemporary social science re-
search substitutes a priori constructs of ethnic
and religious identity for the “messy nuances” of
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women’s and men’s individual and shared identi-
ty experiences.

This volume challenges the use of “more or
less” distance from an “authentic” and “tradition-
al” Judaism, as a valid and reliable measure of re-
ligiosity. It, as I do in my review, questions: Whose
life, whose rituals, and whose experiences legiti-
mately make up the core of Jewish tradition and
knowledge? If we are to effectively address the
nature and expression of religiosity among con-
temporary American Jews, we must ask whose ex-
periences, whose lives, whose “Judaism” serve as
the yardstick from which we measure authentici-
ty, decline, intensity, or strength of contemporary
religious Jewish identity. If, as Stuart Hall sug-
gests, “identities are multiply constructed
across different, often intersecting and antagonis-
tic, discourses, practices, and positions,” then an
intellectual framework for the study of identity
must include a “living tradition” whose definition
fits multiple identity narratives and histories.[4]

This book brings together interdisciplinary
perspectives that make visible and vocal those ex-
periences, and, at times, the heretofore hidden
and theoretical/conceptual biases that have kept
them invisible. It is highly compatible with a criti-
cal approach to the study of identity and identity
making, a perspective that is increasingly finding
its way into the study of identity and identity
making scholarship.
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