
 
 

 

Jewish-American, American-Jew: The Complexities 
and Joys of Living a Hyphenated Identity 

Dr. Arnold Eisen 
 
Arnold M. Eisen, one of the world’s foremost authorities on American Judaism, is chancellor emeritus 
of The Jewish Theological Seminary and professor of Jewish Thought. During his tenure as 
chancellor, he transformed the education of religious, pedagogical, professional, and lay leaders for 
North American Jewry, with a focus on graduating highly skilled, innovative leaders who bring 
Judaism alive in ways that speak authentically to Jews at a time of rapid and far-reaching change. 

Professor Eisen is the author, among other works, of Galut: Modern Jewish Reflection on 
Homelessness and Homecoming, and Rethinking Modern Judaism: Ritual, Commandment, 
Community, and co-author of The Jew Within. 

As chancellor, Professor Eisen placed significant emphasis on strengthening Jewish learning in our 
communities, creating programs that extend the reach of JTS’s scholarship and resources beyond the 
campus to Jewish learners around the world.  Professor Eisen’s initiatives also included the Block / 
Kolker Center for Spiritual Arts; the interfaith Center for Pastoral Education; the Hendel Center for 
Ethics and Justice; and the Milstein Center for Interreligious Dialogue.  

Before coming to JTS, Professor Eisen served on the faculties of Stanford, Tel Aviv, and Columbia 
universities. He has contributed regularly to print and online media, including the Wall Street 
Journal, The Jewish Week, Huffington Post, Tablet, and Fortune, and he discussed Jewish education, 
philosophy, and values on his blog, On My Mind: Arnie Eisen. He is a lifelong and devoted 
Conservative Jew. 

Professor Eisen sits on the advisory boards of the Tanenbaum Center, the Covenant Foundation, and 
the Taube Foundation for Jewish Life and Culture. 

https://www.jtsa.edu/21st-century-campus
http://www.wsj.com/articles/arnold-m-eisen-wanted-converts-to-judaism-1406244075
http://www.thejewishweek.com/editorial-opinion/opinion/walking-king
http://www.thejewishweek.com/editorial-opinion/opinion/walking-king
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/arnold-m-eisen/
http://www.tabletmag.com/jewish-life-and-religion/111260/make-some-noise-in-synagogue
http://fortune.com/2015/12/09/donald-trump-muslim-ban-religious-intolerance/
https://www.jtsa.edu/on-my-mind


General Introduction 

At the outset, the editors wrestled with the question of what to call this 
anthology. Similar collections have been about equally divided in using "Jew­
ish American" or "American Jewish" in their titles, with no rationale given 
one way or the other. But the choice matters; each pair of words emphasizes 
something different. 

The term "Jewish" in 11Jewish American literature" matters because it dis­
tinguishes this literature from all other American literatures. Yet "Jewish," 
because it is an adjective, is also subordinate to-merely modifies-"Amer­

:ican literature.u And uJewish American"-like "Irish American," "Polish 
American," and so forth-evokes that early period when immigrants were 
viewed askance. By the same token, "Jewish American literature" sounds 

(nicely congruent with "African American literature," "Mexican American lit­
'erature," "Asian American literature," and uNativeAmerican literature, 11 filling 

multiethnic and multicultural paradigm for what America has come to be. 
Is that congruence accurate? After all, 11African," uMexican/ 11Asian,n and 

(in a sense) "Native" denote place and nationhood. But Jews have not often 
been a nation dwelling in one place. Nor are they bound only by religion. 

ey are a people, over many centuries and over all the globe. 
During World War II and thereafter, synagogue Sunday schools used a 

extbook called When the Jewish People Was Young. It didn't take much 
recocity to hear something peculiar in that singular verb because people are 
lural, especially Jewish people. To assert the oneness of the Jews, their unity 

Over time and place, counted vitally then and may still. But a somewhat 
discrepant idea has equal urgency: Doesn't Jewish identity center in Israel 
rather than in the Diaspora? There are good reasons to say yes; but, at the 
same time many American Jews, Zionists included, refuse to think of them­
selves as being tangential, contingent on Israel. America is the "land of our 
'destiny/ they say, that destiny being no less definitive than Israel's. 
r In Nazi-occupied Europe, one's Jewishness, however defined by Jews or 

eir oppressors, determined one's fate; in the United States, being a Jew is 
"'factor in one's life, but the degree of its significance varies considerably. 
n no other country in the world, from the beginning of its national existence, 
_ave Jews enjoyed such freedom of religion, movement, and the ordinary 
· hts of citizenship in a republic-to be educated, to be part of the political

d social life, to own property, to pursue liberty and happiness. Which is
'ot to say that this freedom and these rights have not had to be fought for 
rid defended against bigotry, prejudice, and intolerance almost continually. 
, evertheless, the strongest arguments can be made for the uniqueness of 
e Jewish experience in the United States and the embrace by Jews, in the 
in and over time, of America as the golden land, the promised land. If 

ose terms have sometimes been treated ironically-there was no gold in 





Mordecai Kaplan, Judaism as a Civilization: Toward a Reconstruction of American-Jewish Life 

(1934) pp. 178 & 215-16 

…the task now before the Jew is to save the otherness of Jewish life; the element of unlikeness 

will take care of itself. 

 Put more specifically, this means that apart from the life which, as a citizen, the Jew 

shares with the non-Jews, his life should consist of certain social relationships, to maintain, 

cultural interests to foster, activities to engage in, organizations to belong to, amenities to 

conform to, moral and social standards to live up to as a Jew.  All this constitutes the element of 

otherness.  Judaism as otherness is thus something far more comprehensive than Jewish 

religion.  It includes that nexus of a history, literature, language, social organization, folk 

sanctions, standards of conduct, social and spiritual ideals, esthetic values, which in their 

totality form a civilization. 

 

Judged by its capacity to live Judaism as a civilization, Jewry will have to be divided into three 

zones: 

1. The first zone of Jewish life is Palestine, where the Jews are to be given an opportunity 

to develop their own civilization on the same terms as any other nation.  In Palestine 

only will it be possible for the Jew, if he so chooses, to live entirely within his people’s 

civilization.  There the Jew will be able to lead a normal life, as a member of a 

community which functions as an integrated entity, and evolves the institutions and the 

arts organically related to its needs.  Whatever he may want to acquire of the cultural 

life of other peoples will naturally increase his social vision and adaptability, but it is not 

indispensable.  A Jewish National Home means therefore a place where it will be 

possible to live Judaism as a primary civilization. 

2. The second zone of Jewish life will extend over those countries where they are granted 

the rights of a culturally autonomous minority people.  There it ought to be possible to 

live Judaism to the same degree that one lives the civilization of the majority.  It is 

understood, of course, that the development of Jewish civic and educational institutions 

will not be such as to crowd out the life and institutions which the Jews must share with 

the majority.  Survival of Judaism in those countries must therefore mean survival of the 

civilization of the Jew on a basis co-ordinate with the native civilization. 

3. The third zone of Jewish life would include countries like Fance and America, where the 

only civic status recognized by the state is that of individual citizens, and where Judaism 

can survive only as a subordinate civilization.  Since the civilization that can satisfy the 

primary interests of the Jews must necessarily be the civilization of the country he lives 

in, the Jew in America will be first and foremost an American, and only secondarily a 

Jew.  That he cannot avoid whether he will live his Judaism as a civilization or as a 



religion.  But the difference between the two modes of life is like that between the 

substance and its shadow. 

The Jew who is satisfied to live in two civilizations, in his own and in that of the 

country of his adoption, but wants the two civilizations to play an equal part in his life, 

would have to live in a country where Jews are granted minority rights.  If he wants to 

live as a Jew only, and to be free of the need of reckoning with the civilizations of any 

other people, he will have to go to Palestine. 

 

 

Abraham Joshua Heschel, “The Individual Jew and His Obligations” (1957) 

 

We are all committed to the idea of the modern Jew.  By modern Jew I mean a person 

who lives within the language and culture of a twentieth-century nation, is exposed to its 

challenge, its doubts and its allurements, and at the same time insists upon the preservation of 

Jewish authenticity in religious and even cultural terms. But let us not forget that the modern 

Jew is but an experiment, and who can be sure that the experiment will succeed? 

The avenues of communication between Judaism and the Jew, the channels of thought 

and understanding, are obstructed.  There is no intellectual contract between them. 
 

 

 

 




