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The prevailing models of Jewish identity, which were derived from the social circum
stances of Jews as an immigrant group, do not take into account contemporary American 
culture, which is based on individual choice. The new model of identity construction makes 
choice its centerpiece and has important policy implications. 

Since tiie 1990 National Jewish Popula
tion Survey, organized Jewish communi

ties have been acutely concerned about rising 
rates of intermarriage, lower rates of com
munal affiliation, and a general "leakage" of 
Jews from community life. Professionals and 
lay leaders alike have connected these phe
nomena with an overall failure of Jewish 
religious and educational institutions to pro
mote successful Jewish identity formation. 
In the discussion so far, little attention has 
been paid to reexamining the prevailing 
models of Jewish identity and identity for
mation—models that derive from the social 
circumstances of Jews as an immigrant eth
nic and religious group.' In this article, I 
argue that, in order to understand what being 
Jewish means in the twenty-first century, we 
need a new model of how Jewish identity is 
formed. 

WHY PREVAILING IDENTITY 
FORMATION MODELS ARE 

PROBLEMATIC 

There are three reasons why we should 
shift the basic paradigm in terms of which 
Jewish identity formation has been con
ceived. First, the socioeconomic situation of 

' T h e soc ia l and i n s t i t u t i o n a l c o n t e x t in 
w h i c h the r e l e v a n t r e s e a r c h was d o n e and the 
r e s u l t i n g t heo ry d e v e l o p e d , as wel l as the fund
ing of th i s work , c a n n o t be s e p a r a t e d n e a t l y 
f rom the wor ld of E a s t e r n E u r o p e a n i m m i g r a n t s 
and the i r c h i l d r e n . It is no s u r p r i s e then that the 
m o d e l s d e v e l o p e d a d d r e s s e d the i s s u e s of c o n 
cern to J ews as an immigrant group. 

Jews in America has changed in important 
ways. Jews as a group have become compar
atively socially secure, powerful, and afflu
ent. We now need a model^ that fits with the 
process of identity formation in an econom
ically and socially successful group. Second, 
American Jews live in a self-consciously 
pluralistic, multicultural society that under
stands ethnic or religious identity in terms of 
its profound commitment to individual free
dom of choice (Waxman, 2001). Finally, 
most American Jews do not see themselves 
as belonging to a community or other group 
of Jews in which a compelling consensus 
exists about how to be Jewish (Cohen, 2000). 

Let's begin with the oversimplified but 
still helpful story of the Eastern European 
Jews who came to America primarily for 
physical safety and economic opportunity 
(Karp, 1997; Sachar, 1992; Sarna, 1997). 
America, the goldene medina, offered the 
possibility of greater economic success than 
was available to them in Eastern Europe. 
Whatever the level of anti-Semitism in 
America, Jews never felt as vulnerable here 
as they had felt themselves to be in Europe. 

' I am u s i n g the t e rm " m o d e l " he re in the 
d e s c r i p t i v e s e n s e , i ,e , a k ind of map that a l l o w s 
us to n a v i g a t e the r e l e v a n t t e r r i t o ry but does 
not , as a n o r m a t i v e m o d e l w o u l d , te l l us w h e r e 
we want to go or w h y . Of c o u r s e , many of us 
have m a d e s e r i o u s n o r m a t i v e c o m m i t m e n t s 
c o n c e r n i n g J e w i s h i d e n t i t y in the twenty- f i r s t 
c e n t u r y . As we w o r k on b e h a l f of t he se c o m 
m i t m e n t s , it s e e m s to me tha t we are b e t t e r off 
be ing r e a l i s t i c a l l y g u i d e d by a c lear map of 
A m e r i c a n - J e w i s h soc i a l t e r r i t o r y . 
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As these immigrant Jews and their children 
attained economic success, they, as the Ger
man-Jewish immigrants before them, wanted 
the opportunity to be accepted as equals not 
only legally and politically but also socially. 
As a group, Jews had essentially attained 
these goals by the 1970s. 

The sociologist's understanding of this 
Jewish immigration has always assumed that 
the process being studied consisted of the 
competitive interaction between two cul
tures—Jewish and American—with the latter 
dominant by virtue of its size, historical po
sition, and command of socioeconomic re
sources (Farber & Waxman, 1999). In this 
model, both the dominant American culture 
and the vulnerable Jewish immigrant culture 
have a relatively well-defined, but not com
pletely monolithic, sense of what counts as 
participation, membership, and personal 
identity. Of course, there are subgroups 
within Jewish and American cultures that 
differ in important ways. Nonetheless, each 
subgroup has a basic consensus about the 
content—the beliefs, attitudes, values, char
acter traits, and behaviors—of being Amer
ican and being Jewish. Jewish cultural con
tent is based on what is understood as the 
culture that Jewish immigrants brought with 
them from Europe. Cultural transmission, 
Jewish and American, is presented as the 
attempt of the parent generation to replicate 
existing cultural content in the next genera
tion. 

Since these models see being Jewish and 
being American as relatively well defined, 
the sociology of Jewish life has investigated 
the extent to which Jewish cultural content 
changed under the impact of the dominant 
American society and its culture. Perhaps the 
most influential concept employed in this 
model was assimilation; that is, the replace
ment of Jewish cultural content by American 
content. It generated the following kinds of 
questions: Are traditional Eastern European 
Jewish practices being dropped and/or re
placed by secularism and a more American-
style religion? What happened or is happen
ing to Yiddish? Do rich Jews prefer donating 

to and working for a charity in the general 
American community over donating to and 
working for a Jewish communal charity? In 
terms of this model, Jews appeared to be 
increasingly assimilated and even in danger 
of disappearing altogether. Preserving Jew
ish identity thus came to be understood in 
terms of the prevention of assimilation. 

A more optimistic version of the model 
replaced assimilation by the concept of ac
culturation, with an emphasis on the gains— 
social, economic, and cultural—made by the 
Jews through the integration of American 
cultural content. Again, it was assumed that 
there was some relatively well-defined es
sential Jewish cultural content. To be sure, 
the model still focused on what was seen as 
a struggle for cultural dominance between 
the immigrant culture and the native culture. 
However, so long as Jews continued to think, 
feel, and act in accordance with this essential 
Jewish cultural content, there was little dan
ger that Jews would disappear through as
similation into the dominant American cul
ture. In the struggle between the immigrant 
and native cultures, preserving Jewish iden
tity was now viewed as a process of gradual 
adaptation in which core elements of Eastern 
European Jewish culture were kept and other 
incidental elements came to be ignored. In 
fact, many Jews saw becoming acculturated 
as guaranteeing that Jewish-Americans 
would have enough social power and eco
nomic resources to ensure that being a Jew
ish-American remained attractive to the next 
generation. 

It was inevitable that Jews in positions of 
communal leadership would use the assimi
lation and acculturation models in their ef
forts to interpret the 1990 National Jewish 
Population Survey. But as the discussion un
folded, it became clear that many viewed 
Jewish acculturation merely as a step toward 
Jewish assimilation. Once again, the peren
nial story of Jewish cultural decline in Amer
ica surfaced in policy debates and federation 
allocations meetings. Assimilation was seen 
as the result of a widespread ongoing failure 
in Jewish identity formation. This failure 
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was described as a cultural pathology that 
was undermining Jewish cultural transmis
sion. If allowed to continue, it was argued, 
the failure of Jewish identity formation 
would eventually prove fatal to American 
Jewish culture. 

Let us consider this argument. First, what 
evidence led to the conclusion that the pro
cess of Jewish identity formation was fail
ing? Typically, studies focused on the fre
quency of behaviors and, to some extent, on 
the attitudes and beliefs that were seen as 
important parts of Jewish cultural content. A 
look at the questions that were asked in the 
1990 survey makes clear that Jewish cultural 
content was defined almost entirely in terms 
of traditional Jewish religious practices— 
lighting Shabbat candles, going to syna
gogue, fasting on Yom Kippur—and affiliat
ing with existing Jewish communal 
institutions. Since the research showed that 
fewer and fewer Jews were doing either of 
these things, it was concluded that Jewish 
identity in America was declining. 

For several reasons, it was a mistake to 
construct a measure of Jewish identity for
mation in terms that, in effect, equate the 
strength of Jewish identity with the level of 
traditional religious observance or participa
tion in the institutions of organized Jewish 
life. First, doing so assumed that Jewish 
identity is defined by commitment to the 
religious, social, and pohtical practices that 
traditionally were or are now a part of orga
nized Jewish communal life.^ But our own 
daily experience already told us that tradi
tional Jewish religious practices no longer 
play a significant role in the expression of 
American Jewish identity. Similarly, no one 

' In many r e s p e c t s , the u n d e r l y i n g fear abou t 
the loss of J e w i s h life in A m e r i c a — f o u n d mos t 
often in d i s c u s s i o n s abou t J e w i s h c o n t i n u i t y — 
has ac tua l l y been abou t the d e c r e a s i n g affilia
t ion of J e w s wi th o r g a n i z e d J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y 
l ife. The s u c c e s s of c o m m u n a l l y funded effor ts 
a imed at c u r i n g this " J e w i s h iden t i ty f o r m a t i o n 
i l l n e s s " has t y p i c a l l y been m e a s u r e d by the 
ex t en t to w h i c h t he se ef for t s i n c r e a s e aff i l ia t ion 
wi th and p a r t i c i p a t i o n in e x i s t i n g r e l i g i o u s and 
c o m m u n a l i n s t i t u t i o n s . 

active in Jewish communal life needed to be 
told that there has been a decline in institu
tional affiliation. The researchers only dis
covered what everyone already knew: that 
many Jews are not much attracted to the 
prevailing Jewish ethnic or religious identi
ties. In terms of Jewish identity formation, 
we were still "fighting the last war." 

Second, the research model was not open 
to discovering the equally plausible hypoth
esis that, although traditional routes to Jew
ish identity formation are in decline, alterna
tive routes may be opening up.'' Part of the 
problem was the difficulty of imagining such 
new forms of Jewish identity. To members 
of American Jewish culture the prevailing 
definitions of Jewish and American seem 
natural, that is, they are the way things are. 
For both researchers and Jewish leaders 
alike, the shared assumptions of the assimi
lation and acculturation models defined the 
ways things are. As a result, it was difficult 
for them to imagine alternative ways of 
forming American Jewish identity, let alone 
find evidence of them. 

As a thought experiment, imagine it is 
around 1875 and you are thinking about Jew
ish identity formation in post-Enlightenment 
and post-Emancipation Poland. Studies 
would show you that both traditional reli
gious observance and many of the institu
tions of pre-Emancipation organized Jewish 
communities are in serious decline. You can
not help but fear the possible consequences 
of increased assimilation and even conver
sion. Almost without thinking, you assume 
that Jewish identity and Jewish cultural con
tent must be defined in terms of the existing, 
traditionally religious Jewish institutions that 
you know. Jewish identity, culture, and com
munity in Poland, you conclude, are "sick." 

You would be wrong. To be sure, despite 
the development of large Hasidic communi
ties, there was not a general return to tradi
tional Jewish religious practices and institu
tions. Instead, there ensued a Jewish cultural 

"Had we t aken th i s p o s s i b i l i t y s e r i o u s l y , we 
wou ld h a v e used the m e t h o d s of e t h n o g r a p h i c 
r e s e a r c h . Of c o u r s e , i t ' s s t i l l not too l a t e . 
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renaissance in which newer, alternative 
forms of Jewish identity and organizational 
life emerged, including Zionism; Jewish so
cialism; Yiddish newspapers, theaters, and 
literature; and all the powerful nontraditional 
organizational expressions of Jewish identity 
that marked Warsaw between the wars. Be
fore they actually appeared on the Jewish 
cultural scene, who could have imagined the 
alternative forms of identity and communal 
organization that were about to emerge?^ 

This thought experiment suggests that ex
isting models tend to restrict our vision. Cer
tainly, the two models discussed above do 
so. In studying changes in Jewish identity 
formation, these models treat the inherited 
cultural definitions of Jewish and American 
as relatively fixed or static. Thus, despite 
their recognition of social and cultural 
change, they fall victim to the kind of wrong-
headed cultural essenfialism that is rejected 
by contemporary cultural anthropologists 
(Ingold, 2002). 

As a result, these two models lead to a 
conception of Jewish cultural change as ei
ther an undesirable falling away from some 
"true" Jewish identity (assimilation) or an 
insignificant sloughing off of what was never 
really essential to that Jewish identity (accul
turation).' Perhaps for immigrants, the latter 
conception provided a false sense of cultural 
security. One can hardly blame an immigrant 
Jewry for wanting to minimize their sense of 
personal and cultural loss. For other Jews, it 
might have felt right because it treated their 
cherished assumptions about what it was to 
be Jewish as normative. Nonetheless, as our 
thought experiment suggests, both the assim
ilation model and the acculturation model 

'Perliaps only sk i l l ed ethnographic research 
fear less ly open to the unexpected could have 
found early s igns of the pos i t ive Jewish iden
tity shifts that w o u l d take place after the Eman
c ipat ion /Enl ightenment . 
'If Franz R o s e n z w e i g was correct, we would 
a lways be making a mistake by dec id ing a 
priori that some parts of Jewish l i fe , say gefilte 
fish, are unnecessary . Anytlring may c o m e to be 
essent ia l in the Jewish identity of an indiv id
ual. 

make it hard to imagine new cultural identi
ties and institutions. They also make it vir
tually impossible to recognize them when 
they appear. 

AN ALTERNATIVE MODEL OF 
IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION 

The alternative model I propose is based 
on the nature of contemporary American 
identity formation, especially the great value 
attached to individual freedom of choice. 
From its inception, the United States has 
witnessed ever-increasing freedom of choice 
in occupations, marriages and areas of resi
dence. With this has come increasing social, 
economic, and geographical mobility. For 
the economically and socially successful 
contemporary Jew, America is primarily a 
society of voluntary association at work and 
at play. As both intermarriage rates and geo
graphic population shifts indicate, Jews, as 
other Americans, live where they want and 
marry as they choose. The new question to 
answer is, What is the process of identity 
formation like when individual choice re
places inherited cultural practices, ethnic 
kinship structures, and geographically based 
community affiliations? 

First, as fits a culture of individual choice, 
there is no group of experts or authorities 
recognized as legitimate gatekeepers to the 
Jewish institutions—synagogues, agencies, 
federations—where Jewish identity is ex
pressed. By and large, in contemporary 
America, individuals believe that they have 
the right to choose their own identity and the 
ways it is expressed publicly. In a shared 
culture of individual choice, each of us ex
pects others to recognize and validate our 
personal choices, however idiosyncratic 
these choices may be.^ In this culture, for 
example, liberal rabbis are not criticized for 

'To some degree we do this desp i te , or maybe 
even because of, a l inger ing "essent ia l i s t" anx
iety about how really Jewish we are. Once our 
paradigm of Jewish ethnic and re l ig ious iden
tity formation has shifted ful ly , this anxiety 
wil l disappear. In my e x p e r i e n c e s , for many 
Jews , it has done so already. 
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restricting tliemselves to Jewisii marriage 
partners. If, however, they refuse to officiate 
at a congregant's intermarriage, they will 
certainly be criticized indignantly for "arro
gating to themselves the right to tell others 
whom they may marry and at what kind of 
ceremony." 

Second, ethnic and religious identity for
mation is not essentially linked to particular 
institutions. Synagogues, community agen
cies, and the occasions of public communal 
life are used to achieve the goals and objec
tives of individuals whose Jewish identities 
are largely constructed independently of 
them. Boomers and Gen Xers, in general 
suspicious of institutional and societal au
thority, see no problem with a culture of 
choice and its cultural implications. Al
though they understand that institutions can 
only exist where there is a confluence of 
individual wills, they resent and resist insti
tutions that impose such a confluence. For 
example, Boomers and Gen Xers tend to 
resent it when a synagogue or temple main
tains policies about how to prepare for or 
hold bar or bat mitzvahs that prevent them 
from doing what they find personally mean
ingful. Much the same resistance to authori
tative norms occurs in the areas of marriage, 
conversion, and charitable donations. Those 
who claim for themselves the role of institu
tional gatekeeper are most likely to hear, 
"Who are you to tell me what is or is not my 
Jewish identity?" 

Third, Jewish identity has become fluid 
and linked to life context. * Historically, one 
important source of the stability of tradi
tional Jewish identities was the individual's 
sense that being a "good Jew" entailed spe
cial obligations.' These obligations too were 

"Presen t ly , l i fe c o n t e x t s are c u l t u r a l l y li 
p s y c h o s o c i a l s t ages of i n d i v i d u a l l i ve s , 
c r e a s i n g n u m b e r of la te r m a r r i a g e s as 
an i n c r e a s e in the ra te of d i v o r c e and 
r i age may c h a n g e th i s l i n k a g e . 
' A t the c l o s e of a m o v i n g m i s s i o n to 
C L A L g u i d e s a s k e d p a r t i c i p a n t s wha t 
t i ons they t h o u g h t flowed from the i r 
e n c e s on the m i s s i o n . Th i s o u t r a g e d 
p a n t s who i n s i s t e d tha t t he re s h o u l d be 

nked to 
An in-

well as 
r e m a r -

I s r ae l , 
o b l i g a -
e x p e r i -
p a r t i c i -
no ta lk 

linked to life-context. Being a Jew of certain 
age and gender meant that you must do cer
tain things. For example, it was once gener
ally believed that every Jewish male over age 
thirteen had an identity that required him to 
put on tefillin daily and that no Jewish female 
had an identity that required her to do so. 
Today, however, for Jewish adults living in a 
culture of individual choice, such a belief 
seems at best ridiculous and at worst a form 
of neurotic rigidity. Why, they might ask, 
should anyone feel that in order to be Jewish 
they have to do the same things over and 
over? And what has it got to do with gender? 

Those who think of ethnic or religious 
identity as relatively constant in its expres
sion will have a hard time accepting "shape-
shifting" identities as authentically Jewish. 
To them, such a process of Jewish identity 
formation gives one nothing to hold on to 
and appears faddish and ephemeral. And 
how, they might ask, will stable institu
tions—synagogues, federations, and the 
like—last if Jewish communities have to 
constantly reconstruct a confluence of wills? 

Paradoxically, the increasing tendency to 
treat identities, including religious and ethnic 
identities, as commodities might solve this 
problem. In a consumer society, "branding" 
can succeed even as the relatively short-lived 
products that express the brand vary. For 
example, the confluence of wills that consti
tutes the market for one line of designer 
clothing does not unravel as that line's par
ticular products change. Perhaps the market 
for being Jewish will also not unravel just 
because the Jewish products change. Of 
course, this assumes that the Jewish products 
are ones that Jewish consumers want. 

Fourth, the specifics of one's Jewish iden
tity come from choosing to do (or not to do) 
something, indeed anything, so long as that 
something is understood as a Jewish thing to 
do. Jewish identity is made up of choices 

of o b l i g a t i o n s s ince in these a r ea s they did as 
they chose to d o . T h e s e were s e r i o u s J e w s but , 
n o n e t h e l e s s , t hey saw the c o n c e p t of o b l i g a 
t ions as i r r e l e v a n t to h o w they ac ted on the i r 
s ense of J e w i s h i d e n t i t y . 
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among options perceived as Jewish options. 
Where do these options come from, and why 
are some perceived as being Jewish and oth
ers not? Once individuals regard themselves 
as free to pick and choose, yesterday's re
quirements become today's resources. Al
though relatively few Jews are interested in 
committing to the ongoing practice of tradi
tional Judaism, individual Jews will draw on 
traditional Jewish texts and religious prac
tices— on an as-needed basis of course.'" 

Jewish identity resources are in no way 
limited to behaviors or practices that com
prise rabbinic or traditional Judaism. Today, 
individualist Jews use whatever they think of 
as part of their cultural heritage: music, 
painting, stories, novels, films, accents, ver
bal expressions, jokes, foods, and recipes. 
For some, Chagall, I. B. Singer or Jackie 
Mason, gefilte fish or cous-cous, etc. form a 
more important part of their Jewish identity 
than Torah or Talmud. Identity-making op
tions also come from personal experience— 
from the family, school, or work. In con
structing their identities, Jews draw on what 
other people they respect regard as being 
Jewish. In principle, almost anything can be 
reconceived as Jewish if one can honestly 
imagine it as Jewish. For example, I have 
seen donations to a university, art museum, 
or symphony sincerely framed as tzedakah. 
Why not? In a culture of choice, we can also 
choose what we regard as Jewish. 

Finally, according to the individual choice 
model of identity, Jewish and American are 
not necessarily regarded as mutually exclu
sive." Hence, Jews can also construct their 

' "The f o l l o w i n g t rue s tory is i n d i c a t i v e of th i s 
p h e n o m e n o n . C L A L S h a b b a t o n i m i n c l u d e s ing 
ing t o g e t h e r Birkat ha-mazon, the t r a d i t i o n a l 
g race after m e a l s . Af ter one m e a l , a p a r t i c i p a n t 
was hea rd to r e m a r k , "Birkat ha-mazon is 
g r e a t ! I do it o n c e eve ry y e a r at the C L A L 
S h a b b a t o n . " In the old p a r a d i g m , the i n c o n g r u 
ity of th i s s t a t e m e n t m a k e s it funny . In the new 
p a r a d i g m , it m a k e s pe r f ec t s e n s e . 
" T h e l i n g e r i n g ef fec ts of the o lde r m o d e l s of 
e t h n i c and c u l t u r a l i den t i t y f o r m a t i o n can 
s o m e t i m e s s e d u c e J e w s in to s a y i n g tha t on ly 
wha t is u n i q u e l y J e w i s h is r e a l l y J e w i s h . O n c e 
it b e c o m e s c l ea r tha t i d e n t i t y / b e i n g J e w i s h is 

identities by coalescence. Coalescence is a 
process in which values, attitudes, or behav
iors once understood as Jewish but not nec
essarily American, and values, attitudes, or 
behaviors once understood as American but 
not necessarily Jewish become merged so 
completely, consciously or unconsciously, 
that they are experienced simultaneously as 
Jewish and American (Fishman, 1998-Blan-
chards' wording). As already indicated, in a 
culture of choice, we can consciously make 
an object or action Jewish simply by sin
cerely adopting it as Jewish.'' Contemporary 
America is a society in which one can bor
row differing cultural styles in food, dance, 
music, dress, ideas, etc. without feeling any 
loss of personal authenticity.'^ 

To summarize, the contemporary process 
of Jewish identity construction should be un
derstood in the following manner. Identity 
construction is an ongoing process of choos
ing that is sometimes conscious, sometimes 
unconscious. It is a selecting from the ac
tions, objects, attitudes, and beliefs that most 
Jews have come to understand as either al
ready Jewish or as capable of becoming seen 
as Jewish. Typically, options are divided into 
categories—traditional religious observance, 
community action, federation, Israel, foods, 
jokes, art, music, dance, books, languages, 
etc. As expected in a culture of choice, no 

c o n s t r u c t e d — a l a n g u a g e p r a c t i c e , a way of 
t a l k i n g — t h e r e is no l o n g e r any n e c e s s i t y for 
s e e k i n g out some u n i q u e r ea l i t y tha t is J e w i s h . 
Of c o u r s e , J e w s c o u l d c h o o s e to t a lk abou t 
J e w i s h i den t i t y as all and on ly t h o s e v a l u e s , 
t e x t s , and the l ike tha t J e w s do not s h a r e w i th 
p e o p l e who are not J e w i s h . But that w o u l d bo th 
m a r g i n a l i z e J e w i s h i d e n t i t y and , h e n c e , for 
mos t A m e r i c a n J e w s , t r i v i a l i z e it. 
'^Since c o m p l e t e l y i d i o s y n c r a t i c u s a g e s p l ay a 
m i n o r ro le in J e w i s h i d e n t i t y c o n s t r u c t i o n , it is 
u s u a l l y g r o u p s of J e w s w h o do t h i s . But no te 
that the g r o u p m i g h t be no l a rge r than a n u c l e a r 
fami ly or even the c h i l d r e n in a n u c l e a r f a m i l y . 
'^That some such s y m b o l s feel a l i en to J e w s 
does not m e a n tha t all such s y m b o l s feel a l i e n . 
A c r o s s , for e x a m p l e , fee l s a l i en to mos t J e w s 
and w o u l d m o s t l i ke ly not be c o n s c i o u s l y 
a d o p t e d as a J e w i s h s y m b o l . In c o n t r a s t , y o g i c 
m e d i t a t i o n p o s i t i o n s h a v e a l r e a d y b e c o m e par t 
of s o m e J e w i s h s e r v i c e s . 
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one is required to choose from or include any 
particular category in order to construct a 
"valid" Jewish identity. My own experience 
with the world of Jewish federations has 
taught me that, for many Jews, this kind of 
pluralism has been a stated cultural norm for 
some time now. Particular categories be
come privileged only as the result of individ
ual choice and the categories that are "per
sonally privileged" can be shifted at any 
time. In a culture of choice, there is really no 
basis for sneering at so-called gastronomic 
Jews. 

Identifying oneself or someone else, for 
that matter, as a Jew says nothing about the 
ways in which one is Jewish. It simply says 
that one is Jewish. Whatever the content of 
someone's Jewish idendty, the strength of 
that Jewish identity depends on that person's 
continued insistence on identifying as a Jew, 
even in the face of opposition and especially 
if there is a cost to doing so. In contrast, the 
intensity and depth of one's Jewish identity 
depend on how often, and in which areas of 
one's life, one makes what one regards as 
Jewish choices, that is, from categories re
garded as Jewish. People who frequently 
choose actions, objects, attitudes, or beliefs 
that they regard as Jewish report that being 
Jewish is important to them and to who they 
are. In principle, a "thin" Jewish identity can 
still be a very strong Jewish identity.''* 

In a culture of choice, skilled identity 
construction requires (1) the ability to in
crease one's knowledge base, (2) developing 
an instinct for adapting available options to 
your changing needs, and (3) a rich, prolific 
imagination. Its virtues are personal authen
ticity, openness to new possibilities, and a 
willingness and ability to take personal risks. 
Since, for most Jews, highly idiosyncratic 
practices do not go far in constructing a 
Jewish identity, skillful identity construction 
also involves the ability to engage others in 

one's own individual Jewish projects, the 
ability to act effectively in concert with oth
ers on their (individual) projects, and the 
ability to organize groups of people into on
going institutions. 

Can we transmit an identity that is rooted 
in the culture of individual choice? That de
pends. On the one hand, the more our culture 
becomes a culture of individual choice, the 
more difficult it will be to transmit one's own 
personal choices.'^ But that is obvious. In 
America today, change is the rule, and very 
few cultural specifics can be transmitted be
tween generations. Our kids may or may not 
adopt our music, our political passions, our 
heroes, and our favorite books, and, simi
larly, they may or may not adopt our pre
ferred way of being Jewish. 

On the other hand, I think that we can 
pass on to our children a strong sense of how 
important and vital it is for them to "choose 
Jewish." After all, although most parents are 
unable to transmit specific occupational or 
educational choices, they are generally able 
to transmit the importance of making good or 
meaningful choices in these areas. With luck, 
we can even transmit the values that we think 
are important in making educational or oc
cupational choices. 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Policy implications for strengthening 
Jewish identity and community follow from 
this new model. Several of these implica
tions are already being implemented by in
dividuals and organizations who have under
stood, almost intuitively, that a new 
paradigm of identity construction exists and 
have acted accordingly. It should be apparent 
how these recommendations differ from 

'*One of the s t r i k i n g r e s u l t s of our r e s e a r c h on 
iden t i ty is the d e g r e e to w h i c h r e s p o n d e n t s wi l l 
insist that they are J e w s even if they c a n ' t th ink 
of a l m o s t a n y t h i n g that they do b e c a u s e they 
are J e w s . 

" I t is j u s t such a c o n c e r n that b r i n g s m a n y 
t r a d i t i o n a l l y o b s e r v a n t J e w s to r a i s e t h e i r c h i l 
d ren "in h o u s e " in o r d e r to fos te r a s e n s e that 
J e w i s h iden t i ty is not p r i m a r i l y c h o s e n i n d i v i d 
u a l l y ; in tha t c u l t u r e , i d e n t i t i e s are c o n s t r u c t e d 
by a d a p t i n g the sel f to t r a d i t i o n and at t h e s a m e 
t ime a d a p t i n g the t r a d i t i o n to the self. Of 
c o u r s e , p e r s o n a l a u t o n o m y e x i s t s , but w i th in a 
far more c i r c u m s c r i b e d c u l t u r a l sphe re than in 
the m a i n l i n e A m e r i c a n c u l t u r e of c h o i c e . 
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those generated out of the older models of 
assimilation and acculturation. 

We need to spend less time creating stan
dards for our existing categories (e.g., Jewish 
politics, religious practice, music, etc.) and 
more time increasing the range of expres
sions in any given category that we regard as 
Jewish. For example, however odd, strange, 
or even repugnant some inherited religious 
practices may seem, we should keep them 
going as live options for other Jews. Or, why 
not widen political discussions, even about 
Israel, so that as many views as possible can 
be seen as legitimate forms of Jewish self-
expression? Can we expand the category of 
what we consider Jewish art or Jewish mu
sic? 

We may also need to add new Jewish 
categories. If a particular action does not 
seem to fit under an existing category, maybe 
it can become a category of its own. For 
example, I already mentioned construing do
nations to universities, art museums, and 
symphonies as Jewish and even making a 
place for them institutionally. For some, this 
means adding a category—general philan
thropy—to the list of categories they think of 
as Jewish. They might be surprised to learn 
that a category similar to this existed for 
earlier Jewries. 

We need to proactively connect Jewish 
identity construction to other significant life 
choices. Getting a driver's license, taking 
your first drink, or even putting on cosmetics 
and other significant turning points in the life 
cycle could be transformed into Jewish ac-
fivities (Clapp, 1998). I am not suggesting 
merely "anoinfing" these acfivities as Jew
ish. I believe that by bringing them into the 
process of Jewish identity construction, they 
will be connected appropriately to what we 
regard as Jewish values. Or, as another ex
ample, we might encourage people to think 
about what is Jewish in their profession. 
What does practicing medicine or law Jew
ishly mean? Or, in other areas of importance 
to them, is there a Jewish dimension to fur
nishing a house? Surely creativity will be 
needed here, but experiment and out-of-the-

box thinking are exactly what the new reality 
and the new model of identity formation 
demand. 

We need to begin teaching Jews how to 
be skillful at proactively constructing and 
maintaining a Jewish identity across the life-
cycle—and how to keep on doing it through
out life. Unfortunately, most of our present 
educational efforts at cultural transmission 
are focused on motivating young people to 
learn and adopt a particular religious or cul
tural content. Little, if any effort goes into 
developing a next generation that is skillful 
in the identity construction process and able 
to sustain this process on their own after they 
leave the orbit of Jewish primary education. 
It seems as if, after the period of Jewish 
education is over, Jewish identity just hap
pens to people. As adults, we probably need 
to improve our own skills in this area as well. 

We need to stop criticizing Jews for mak
ing different identity choices from the ones 
we have made. Since diversity is most often 
a community asset, the existence of a range 
of Jewish identity choices is likely to 
strengthen Jewish communities. However, 
even those who are working to advance the 
cause of a particular kind of inherited lan
guage need to understand that, however well 
that language may work for them, they will 
be more effective in realizing their own goals 
if they stop insisting on using a language that 
is antagonistic to contemporary Jewish iden
tity construction. In a culture characterized 
by the primacy of individual choice, telling 
people that, merely because they are Jews, 
they have specific obligations—community 
participation, donations, Torah study—is not 
going to make them feel obligated to do 
these things or even make them feel more 
committed to being Jewish. To help others 
construct a Jewish identity successfully, we 
must be willing to make the sources of our 
own sense of Jewish obligation available to 
others as resources for their own Jewish 
identity construction. 

In strengthening our communities, our 
primary concern should not be to get other 
Jews and the community-at-large to support 

FALL 2002 



A New Model of Jewish Identity Construction I 45 

only those specific Jewish identities, institu
tions, and communities that we have chosen 
to construct. Rather, in addition to strength
ening our own identities and communities, 
we must also be willing to share our power 
and resources with those who have made 
different Jewish choices and to support their 
efforts on behalf of the identities and com
munities they have chosen to construct. 

CONCLUSION 

If we are to take account of the cultural 
changes in contemporary America, we need 
to develop a new model (or paradigm) of 
Jewish identity construction. The new model 
I propose integrates the primacy of individ
ual choice that is presently an indispensable 
part of how most Americans, Jewish or not, 
construct their identities. It reveals the irrel
evance of many of the criticisms that many 

affiliated and involved Jews make of Jews 
who are unaffiliated with or less involved in 
the life of most contemporary Jewish reli
gious and communal institutions.'^ It also 
suggests that we need to adopt some new 
communal policies in the areas of Jewish 
education and community building. Finally, 
the new model helps those of us who are at 
home in the world of received Jewish iden
tity construction become more aware of and 
responsive to the voices—too often, the 
communally unheard or misunderstood 
voices—of those Jews who are more at 
home in this new process of Jewish identity 
construction. 

"Jewish Community Centers are often e x c e p 
t ions to this lack of affiliation and interest . 
This sugges t s that JCCs may be a very e f fec t ive 
inst i tut ion for strengthening contemporary 
Jewish identity construct ion . 
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