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INTRODUCTION 

MANY AMERICANS today, focused as they are on the basic 
division between whites and “peoples of color,” would un-
doubtedly accept the judgment of the eminent African Ameri-

can writer James Baldwin, who claimed in 1967 that Jews’ history of 
difference and exclusion meant little in the United States. While the Jew 
had suffered abroad, wrote Baldwin at the height of the civil rights move-
ment, here his “only relevance is that he is white.”1 

Baldwin’s statement underscored the dramatically different experiences 
America had offered to Jews and blacks. In a society where the color line 
played a major role in determining social status, Jews had been able to 
achieve a high level of success and integration by the 1960s, while African 
Americans were often still fighting for basic freedoms. In arguing that the 
color line had created a wholly welcoming, unproblematic environment 
for Jews in American society, however, Baldwin failed to capture the tu-
multuousness that had often accompanied Jews’ efforts to find acceptance 
in a society organized around the categories of “black” and “white.” Far 
from playing the role of undifferentiated whites, Jews held an uncertain 
relationship to whiteness from the late nineteenth century until the end 
of World War II, a period when both Jews and non-Jews spoke of the 
“Jewish race” and of “Hebrew blood.” Although these racialized under-
standings of Jewishness have long been discredited among scientists and 
laypeople, they were very real to those who employed them during these 
years. As this study argues, Jews’ transition from “racial” minority to 
part of the white mainstream was slow and freighted with difficulty, not 
only because native-born whites had a particularly difficult time seeing 
Jews as part of a unified, homogenous white population, but also because 
whiteness sat uneasily with many central aspects of Jewish identity. 

To white Americans of the pre–World War II era, Jews were a racial 
conundrum, a group that could not be clearly pinned down according to 
the prevailing racial categories. Members of the dominant society had a 
long-standing investment in the notion of a clear racial dichotomy be-
tween blacks and whites, a vision that gave them a sense of unity and 
superiority as they faced the challenges of the nation. Despite the diverse 
nature of the American population and the presence of many groups that 
were considered distinct in a racial sense—Native Americans, Asians, La-
tinos and various European groups as well as African Americans—whites 
consistently tried to understand the racial landscape through the catego-
ries of “black” and “white.” Thus, even as American racial commentators 
frequently spoke of Mongolians and Mexicans, Celts and Teutons, Al-
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pines and Mediterraneans, they often struggled to suppress this unnerving 
complexity by marking some of these groups as good candidates for as-
similation into white America and confirming others as racial outsiders 
by comparing them to and lumping them with African Americans.2 

Jews, however, presented a mix of qualities that was unusual among 
American “racial” groups and proved particularly resistant to categoriza-
tion within the black-white system. In the minds of white Americans, Jews 
were clearly racial outsiders in many ways, demonstrating distinctive so-
cial patterns, clustering in urban neighborhoods, concentrating in certain 
trades and professions, and largely marrying within their own group. At 
the same time, however, most Jews did not conform to the assumptions 
many Americans made about the lowly status of despised racial minori-
ties. Certainly, there were poor Jews who lived in squalid conditions, espe-
cially after the massive wave of Jewish immigration from Eastern Europe 
began in the 1880s. But among European immigrant groups, Jews boasted 
an unusually high proportion of merchants and skilled workers, and they 
tended to rise rather quickly on the economic ladder.3 Unlike African 
Americans, who were seen by whites of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries as the epitome of a backward, preindustrial race, Jews appeared 
to be thoroughly implicated in the urban, industrial, capitalist order that 
characterized the modern “civilized” world. 

Because white Americans saw Jews as racially different and yet similar 
to themselves in many ways, the image they attached to them tended to 
be much more ambivalent than the one fastened on African Americans 
and other more stable outsiders. Jews could be seen as contributors to 
progressive capitalism or as self-interested parasites; as disciplined and 
ambitious or as ruthlessly focused on profit. While the black-white dis-
course of race bolstered white Americans’ sense of confidence and superi-
ority, their image of the Jew reflected the doubts and anxieties they har-
bored about their own society, ultimately undermining the efficacy of their 
black-white worldview. During the initial decades of the century, white 
Americans often tried to suppress the troubling image of the Jew as they 
had suppressed the distinctiveness of other groups—either by comparing 
them to blacks or predicting their speedy assimilation into white society. 
Despite such efforts, however, the distinctiveness of the Jews and their 
failure to fit neatly within the categories of “black” and “white” contin-
ued to vex American commentators through the end of World War II. 

Another factor complicating the Jews’ relationship to whiteness was 
their own intricate means of self-definition. While the knowledge that 
they were considered a problematic group in the American racial schema 
motivated Jews to try to conform to the prevailing racial paradigm and 
identify themselves unambiguously as white, their ongoing commitment 
to a distinctive identity often cut against their attempts to claim whiteness. 
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These tensions emerged in two distinct situations. First, Jews faced a di-
lemma in determining what their proper approach should be to the na-
tion’s primary racial outsiders, African Americans. In order to allay fears 
that they were an unstable racial element in white society, Jews often felt 
the need to assert a distinguishing line between themselves and the coun-
try’s black population. They hoped that by affirming the color line, they 
might help divert attention away from the problems raised by their own 
distinctiveness. Yet they often found their efforts complicated by a sense 
of identification with blacks and feelings of empathy for their plight. 
Though immigrants of many backgrounds had experienced persecution 
in their homelands, Jews were the group whose self-image was most thor-
oughly bound up with outsider status.4 As a result, they frequently had 
strong misgivings about engaging in the kind of exclusivist behavior from 
which they had long suffered. The Jews’ highly ambivalent approach to 
African Americans during the pre–World War II period reflected their in-
ability to either reject or embrace the racial conventions of white America. 

Second, an equally wrenching dilemma for Jews was the struggle they 
faced over their own racial self-definition. Having long been confined to 
the social margins of the Central and Eastern European societies in which 
they lived, Jews from those regions had come to see “apartness” as one 
of the most salient aspects of Jewish identity. As a result, in the American 
context they often defined themselves as a distinct “race,” a description 
that captured their strong emotional connection to Jewish peoplehood. 
As Jews came under increasing scrutiny in American racial discourse, 
however, they were often torn between their commitment to Jewish racial 
identity and their desire to be seen as stable members of white society. 
Jews often tried to obscure, downplay, or tailor their racial self-under-
standing to conform to the needs of the larger culture, but ultimately it 
continued to make its claim on them as they fashioned themselves as white 
Americans. Thus, in multiple ways, claiming the status of “whites” in 
America was far from simple for Jews. It involved a complex emotional 
process in which conflicting desires for acceptance and distinctiveness 
often found no easy balance. 

In detailing Jews’ uneasy relationship to whiteness, this book makes clear 
that the history of race in America cannot be reduced to a story of black 
and white. It demonstrates that the black-white racial dichotomy has func-
tioned in American history less as an accurate description of social reality 
than as an ideology, which has been mobilized at critical points to control 
a much more complex and varied social landscape. By casting light on the 
constant, albeit unsuccessful, effort to fit Jewishness into a black-white 
framework, the book reveals white Americans’ anxious attempts to ob-
scure the fissures that divided them internally, underscoring just how tenu-
ous the notion of a stable, monolithic whiteness has been in American life. 
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Even as I underscore the ideological nature of the black-white divide 
and its insufficiency for understanding a diverse American population, 
however, I also recognize the power this vision of American society has 
had in shaping people’s lives. First and foremost, African Americans have 
had to suffer the social consequences of an ideology that positioned them 
as the essential “others” of an idealized white America. My interest in 
this study, however, is to demonstrate the tremendous pressures Jews and 
similar groups were under to conform to the dominant racial paradigm, 
and the significant constraints that were placed on expressions of group 
difference by a world intent on seeing itself in terms of black and white. 

In writing this book, I have drawn on two very different streams of 
historical scholarship. First, I have been greatly influenced by the concerns 
of historians working in the field of American Jewish history. Their atten-
tion to the enduring influence of Jewish identity in the United States and 
the ways in which Jews continually tried to balance commitments to their 
group and to the larger society inform much of what is presented here.5 

Despite my great debt to these scholars, however, I find that my conclu-
sions are somewhat less sanguine than theirs about the degree to which 
Jews were able to synthesize American and Jewish identities. American 
Jewish history is often told as a story of successful adaptation and trans-
formation, but when viewed through Jews’ struggle with American racial 
culture, it is a story of hard choices and conflicting emotions.6 

The second major influence on this work has been the recent literature 
on “whiteness” as a social construction. Here, I have found extremely 
helpful the groundbreaking insight that European immigrants did not au-
tomatically become white on these shores, but had to learn and claim this 
status as they acculturated. In the course of documenting Jews’ uneasy 
encounter with race in America, however, I have been struck by the ten-
dency of scholars in this field to posit a fairly uncomplicated embrace of 
whiteness by immigrant groups and to downplay the way in which other 
“racial” identities such as Irishness or Jewishness may have continued to 
disrupt, confound, or inflect the immigrants’ understanding of themselves 
as white. As a result, they often leave the impression that while American 
racial categories were fluid and imprecise in the initial years of the various 
immigrant waves, such ambiguity was quickly resolved as immigrants re-
sponded to the overwhelming dominance of the black-white paradigm.7 

The experience of American Jews, however (and I believe this holds true, 
albeit in different ways, for other immigrant groups as well), demon-
strates that whiteness was not stable and monolithic but was constantly 
informed and reshaped by other competing identities.8 

The story of American Jewish racial identity also makes clear how per-
sistent the tensions between whiteness and Jewishness have been. Even 
the entrance of Jews into the white mainstream did not resolve them, for 
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the more Jews became securely integrated in white society, the more their 
impulses for distinctiveness emerged. By the end of the twentieth century, 
an increasing number of Jews were asserting their “tribal” bonds to one 
another and stressing their “shared history” with African Americans, re-
vealing nagging doubts about the toll acceptance in white America had 
taken on their own distinctive minority identity. Instead of facing the re-
jection of whites who were uncertain about Jewish racial status, Jews after 
1965 encountered growing rejection by African Americans, who often 
challenged their right to present themselves as a persecuted minority. After 
a century, Jews were still struggling with the constraints of the black-
white dichotomy. For reasons such as these, I have chosen not to frame 
this book as a study of how Jews became white, but as one that explores 
how Jews negotiated their place in a complex racial world where Jew-
ishness, whiteness, and blackness have all made significant claims on 
them. In this way, the nuances, and the competing identities that never 
quite disappeared, have remained a central part of the story. 

Finally, this book complicates not only the dichotomous nature of 
American society and the monolithic understanding of whiteness; it also 
questions the simplistic way in which moral questions relating to white-
ness are understood. Writing on whiteness almost always emphasizes the 
unmitigated benefits such an identity confers on the holder: power, social 
status, and financial rewards that are attained primarily by the exclusion 
of African Americans and other peoples of color.9 American Jews’ struggle 
with whiteness, however, suggests that the story of racial assimilation in 
the United States cannot be reduced to a simple morality tale. To the 
extent that historians of whiteness have understood the constraints and 
pressures placed on acculturating immigrants by American racial culture, 
they have brushed over these themes to assert that identifying as white 
was largely a matter of individual choice. “White ethnics, while they lived 
under conditions not of their own choosing,” writes David Roediger, “by 
and large chose whiteness, and even struggled to be recognized as 
white.”10 Positing the “whitening” of immigrants as a power play from 
below, however, minimizes the degree to which they were pushed toward 
whiteness by the needs of the larger, white society. In many ways it was 
native-born whites, bent on preserving a stable and optimistic vision of 
their national culture, who had the greatest stake in seeing Jews take on 
the role of white Americans. Given such pressure from above, those who 
wished to enter the mainstream of American life were left with few alter-
natives. Certainly Jews, like all European immigrants, pursued whiteness; 
it was key to their meteoric rise to become one of the most successful 
American ethnic groups. But there was also a good deal of coercion in-
volved in the process by which Jews became part of the white majority, a 
process that entailed significant losses as well as gains. 
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In documenting Jews’ encounter with whiteness, the chapters that fol-
low explore its material and social benefits but also take seriously its emo-
tional costs. They argue that even as Jews pursued whiteness, they wres-
tled with its consequences and tried to preserve other cherished means of 
self-definition that resided uneasily within its confines. While American 
Jews were never forced to deny their Jewishness altogether, the ultimate 
loss of “race” as a term for self-description rendered inarticulate some of 
their deepest feelings of group solidarity and difference. Similarly, the 
need to identify as white made it exceedingly difficult for Jews to assert a 
minority consciousness in American society, something that was ex-
tremely central to many Jews’ self-conception. Some Jews were able to 
find an outlet for these feelings by expressing empathy for African Ameri-
cans or becoming involved in civil rights causes. But for most Jews, who 
had to work hard to preserve their own social status in the years before 
World War II or who have been rebuffed in the years since by those who 
see Jews purely as white “insiders,” even these surrogate expressions of 
minority consciousness could be accomplished only in an inconsistent, 
ambivalent way. Thus, acceptance often came at a heavy price, belying the 
widespread notion that the pursuit of whiteness conferred only privilege. 
While American Jews were often buoyed by their ability to move freely 
in white America, their entry into that world resulted in alienation, com-
munal breakdown, and psychic pain as surely as it produced the exhilara-
tion of acceptance in non-Jewish society. 

This book is divided into four parts. Part I (“The Jewish ‘Race’ in 
America”), consisting of a single chapter, takes us back to the last quarter 
of the nineteenth century, a period in which Jews remained relatively mar-
ginal to American discussions of race and therefore enjoyed a great degree 
of latitude in crafting a racial self-definition without bringing their status 
as white into question. Part II (“Jews in Black and White”) focuses on the 
Progressive Era, a time when mounting problems of modernization and 
an increased desire on the part of white Americans for order and hierarchy 
brought the Jews under more intense racial scrutiny. In a series of three 
chapters, I explore how white Americans increasingly tried to fit the Jews 
into a black-white mold, and how Jews were pushed to struggle with their 
approach to African Americans and with the issue of Jewish racial self-
definition as a means of defending their status as white. Part III (“Con-
fronting Jewish Difference”), which also consists of three chapters, details 
how the issues first raised in the Progressive Era intensified during the 
interwar years as both Jews and non-Jews found themselves unable to 
obscure Jewish difference beneath the categories of “black” and “white.” 
As white Americans began to refer to a distinct “Jewish Problem” in the 
United States, Jews found themselves caught in a seemingly irresolvable 
conflict between their unshakable group commitments and their desire to 
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identify as white. Part IV (“From Old Challenges to New”) consists of a 
final chapter that explains how Jews ultimately came to be accepted as 
unambiguous whites in the World War II era. It also argues that this transi-
tion was not the end of Jews’ difficult encounter with the black-white 
dichotomy, but in many ways the beginning of a new struggle to maintain 
their group distinctiveness. The epilogue focuses on the contemporary 
period to demonstrate how many of these issues are still central in the 
lives of American Jews today. 




