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In memory of my grandfathers—Jacob Mnookin and George M. Sittenfeld—whose love, generosity, and pride in being Jewish Americans inspires me today















INTRODUCTION



WHEN I WAS thirty-six I was forced to confront my own ambivalence about being Jewish.


Recently tenured as a professor at Berkeley Law School, I was spending a sabbatical semester in Oxford, England, with my family. My wife, Dale, and I had enrolled our two daughters—Jennifer, then eleven, and Allison, eight—in English schools.


Over dinner one night at the start of the school year, Jennifer told us about her new class, Religious Education, taught by Miss Kay, the formidable headmistress at Oxford High School for Girls.


“Miss Kay asked, ‘Who here is Anglican?’” Jennifer reported. “Almost everyone raised her hand. Then Miss Kay asked, ‘Do we have any Presbyterians?’ A few more kids raised their hands. ‘Catholics?’ A couple of kids raised their hands.” Miss Kay had even asked about Mormons, as Jennifer recalled, but there were none. “Then she asked, ‘Is there anyone here not of the Christian faith?’”


I asked Jennifer what happened next.


“Well, I raised my hand. And Miss Kay gave me a funny look and asked, ‘And what are you, my dear?’ I told her, ‘I’m Jewish.’ Miss Kay paused for a second and said, ‘Oh, how interesting.’ Then she asked whether my parents would object if, as part of this course, we read parts of the New Testament as well as the Old Testament. I told her you would not object.”


Dale and I told Jennifer that she had responded quite appropriately. “How did all of this make you feel?” I asked.


She looked at us and asked, “When are we actually going to become Jewish?”


Dale and I were a little stunned. I responded, slightly defensively, “Your mother and I have always thought of ourselves as Jewish. We are not really religious, but we are Jewish.” Left unsaid, but implicit, was the idea I had grown up with: being Jewish was not something you needed to become; you just were, whether you liked it or not. By birth Dale and I were Jews. Therefore, so was Jennifer. Descent alone was enough.


One thesis of this book is that for my grandchildren this will no longer be true.


JENNIFER WAS NOT SATISFIED when I told her that Dale and I had always thought of ourselves as Jewish. She shot back, “You know what I mean!”


“I’m not sure I do,” I responded.


“I want to have a bat mitzvah,” she said.


Dale and I looked at each other, baffled. Where had this idea come from? Not from us. Neither Dale nor I had ever been bar or bat mitzvahed. We had grown up in the Midwest in the 1950s in highly assimilated families. Our parents and grandparents were longtime members of Reform Jewish congregations, which at the time did not even celebrate bar or bat mitzvahs. No Hebrew school for us. Instead, like our Protestant friends, we had been sent to Sunday school at our “temple”1 until tenth grade, when we were confirmed. Twice a year our parents took us to services on the High Holy Days of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. We received presents for both Hanukah and Christmas, the latter celebrated as a secular holiday with gifts under a Christmas tree.


In the Midwest of the 1950s every Protestant, Catholic, or Jewish family—whether religiously inclined or not—had been expected, as a matter of social convention, to belong to some church or synagogue.2 But unlike our parents, Dale and I had never bothered to join a temple, even after our children were born. As a young couple living in Cambridge, Washington, DC, and Berkeley in the late sixties and seventies, we had never felt any social pressure to do so. Nor to this point had we provided our children with any religious education or even taken them to temple on High Holy Days. But now our daughter was telling us that our passive form of being Jewish wasn’t good enough. (As we learned later, Jennifer’s interest in Judaism had been sparked by the fact that some of her friends back home had started studying for their bat mitzvahs.)


After a few moments of silence Dale and I recovered enough to make a few comments. Initially we tested her resolve. She’d have to learn to read Hebrew, we warned her, and it would be a lot of work. By the time we got home to California she would be behind her friends in bat mitzvah study. Dale asked whether Jennifer was really willing to give up some of her favorite after-school activities—music, art, dance—to fit it all in. Jennifer was determined to do it.


Meanwhile eight-year-old Allison sat quietly eating her dinner.


“I’m the only American kid in my class,” she commented finally. “And I’m probably the only Jewish kid. But no one has asked, and I haven’t said anything. I don’t see any reason to bring it up.”


Boy, could I relate to the approaches of both daughters! As an assimilated Jewish kid growing up in Kansas City, I had learned to be very quiet about my Jewish identity. If someone inquired if anyone was Jewish, I would raise my hand. But if no one asked, I wouldn’t bring it up. It wasn’t that I was afraid of anti-Semitism; I had never personally encountered a single anti-Semitic remark. But I was aware that being Jewish was somehow different and that I wasn’t supposed to make an issue out of it. The idea wasn’t to deny being Jewish but rather to fit in.


I certainly never had any sense that being Jewish was somehow an advantage. In fact, it was clear to me that it was a disadvantage. I was fully aware that Jews were a minority and that social discrimination still existed. The all-male prep school I attended had an unacknowledged Jewish quota of around 10 percent or so—I was one of five Jewish kids in my class. Absorbing all this as a teenager, I gathered that I was supposed to be proud of being Jewish, on the one hand, but to downplay it, on the other—and not to let it get in the way of my brilliant career. I handled these mixed messages by accepting my Jewish heritage, if not exactly embracing it, and then thinking about it as little as possible. Because I wasn’t religiously inclined, this approach worked for me well into adulthood.


But now Jennifer was challenging Dale and me to rouse ourselves from our apathy and to step up and affiliate for her sake. So we told her that when we returned to Berkeley we would join a temple and enroll her in its religious school so she could begin cramming for her bat mitzvah. When we got home we enrolled Allison as well.


Allison initially objected to going to religious school, which she correctly saw as “Jennifer’s thing.” I insisted she go. Paying hefty temple dues for the first time in my life, I was determined to reap some economies of scale. For the money we were spending, why shouldn’t Allison also learn something about her religious heritage? But because I was a little reluctant to force her to go, I bribed her. At the time she was obsessed with horseback riding, so I told her that if she went to Hebrew school and had a bat mitzvah, she could get a horse of her own for at least a year. That did the trick. So off both girls went to religious school, where they learned to read Hebrew, if not understand it. Blessedly, by the time Allison celebrated her bat mitzvah at thirteen, she had lost all interest in horses.


My response to Jennifer’s challenge turned out to be only a tiny step on the journey that led to this book. I call it a “tiny step” because initially I didn’t do much more than write a check. My own connection to Judaism remained slight while the kids were growing up, and so did Dale’s. We took the children to temple on High Holy Days. Most years we held a Passover Seder in our home, celebrating with both Jewish and non-Jewish friends its message of freedom. With regret, we stopped having a Christmas tree, which the Reform movement now strongly discouraged. That was more than enough religion for us.


FIFTEEN YEARS AFTER THAT dinner table conversation, Dale and I moved back to Cambridge, Massachusetts, where I had been recruited to lead the Program on Negotiation at Harvard Law School, my alma mater. The Program deals with conflicts of all sorts: family disputes arising from divorce, complex commercial disputes, and international disputes, especially ethnic conflicts. As part of my work as a negotiation expert, in an attempt to contribute to the resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, I started facilitating confidential dialogues among clashing factions in Israel. During the entire two-year period of those talks, I didn’t see my interest in Israel as having anything to do with me being Jewish; I thought of the work as being motivated by my professional interest in dispute resolution.


I did much of this work with a gifted young Israeli graduate student named Udi Eiran. Udi’s view was that even the most assimilated Jew harbored a “Jewish spark,”3 a tiny pinprick of light that might someday be fanned into a blaze that fully illuminated one’s life. Whenever I would claim that the work was just part of my professional life, Udi would tease me. “No,” he would say, wagging his finger, “I can see the Jewish spark inside you!” At the time I laughed about it. But in retrospect Udi was probably right. It would take me another fifteen years to find that spark, but as you’ll see in this book, I ultimately found a way to connect powerfully with my heritage.


What fanned that spark was the birth of my four grandchildren. In my late sixties I began to realize that I fervently hoped they and their children would take pride in a Jewish identity. Continuity suddenly mattered to me. The irony of this development wasn’t lost on me: I had never given the slightest thought to “Jewish continuity” when raising my daughters. Jennifer and Allison had found their own Jewish identities, no thanks to me. As they entered their teens, Dale and I had never suggested that they should find Jewish mates. Religious tests of this sort would have been inconsistent with our values. When Jennifer married a Jew and Allison married a lapsed Episcopalian, Dale and I were delighted with the men they chose. When each couple eventually had two children, Dale and I never asked how they planned to raise the children religiously. In retrospect I was spectacularly lucky that both couples decided to raise the children as Jews.


But why did I care that my grandchildren would think of themselves as Jewish? That’s what puzzled me. And what did this sudden interest in continuity say about how my own Jewish identity had changed? These questions led me deep into an inquiry into Jewish identity, the nature of identity itself, and the challenges facing the American Jewish community.


WHO COUNTS AS JEWISH? The first part of this book is dedicated to this complicated question. What has being Jewish meant historically, and how well do the answers of the past serve American Jews today? The traditional “answers” essentially rely on descent—an ascribed status that is inherited. For my grandchildren’s generation, these traditional answers are no longer adequate.


I have also concluded that the American Jewish community faces four critical challenges, each of which creates conflict within the community, our families, and sometimes ourselves. These challenges anchor the second half of the book. Can the American Jewish community survive, given that:




• Most American Jews don’t practice the religion? A commitment to Judaism provides a solid foundation to Jewish identity and a natural way to transmit that identity to the next generation. But today many Jews are, like me, uninterested in affiliating with a synagogue or observing much more ritual than a yearly Seder. Nearly half of American Jews say they are agnostic or do not believe in God, and only three in ten Jewish adults belong to a synagogue or temple. The challenge for Jews like me—and it’s no small challenge—is to clearly articulate to our children and grandchildren what our Jewish identity consists of and which values we hope to pass on.


• American Jews are no longer persecuted for being Jewish? For centuries Jewish identity was reinforced by the need to band together for survival. In America, especially between about 1900 and 1950, Jews were barred from schools, professions, and neighborhoods. I was lucky to be born in 1942; by the time I applied to college, such educational quotas were largely gone, and today institutionalized discrimination has essentially disappeared. There are obviously still anti-Semites in America, but their hostility is no longer expressed through American institutions that hold the keys to power, prestige, and inclusion. My grandchildren will never experience the fear and discrimination that gave earlier generations such a strong bond. This freedom is a blessing for them, but it removes a potent reminder that they are Jewish. It is also the primary reason they will find it so easy to reject a Jewish identity if it doesn’t appeal to them.


• Israeli policies cause bitter conflict among us instead of unity? Support for Israel and a commitment to its survival has long contributed to American Jewish identity. But today many of us find certain policies of the Israeli government increasingly offensive. Some of these policies relate to Israel’s continued military occupation of the West Bank; others concern the monopoly given to the Orthodox rabbinate to define authentic Judaism.


• Most American Jews now marry outside the faith? For eighteen hundred years the vast majority of Jews married other Jews. Endogamy was required by traditional Jewish law and reinforced by social custom. In America this practice helped sustain Jewish identity for centuries. In 1900 the intermarriage rate was only about 5 percent. But for today’s young couples, intermarriage is the norm. Among Jews who married after 2000, some 58 percent chose a non-Jewish spouse. Will they and their children think of themselves as Jews?




The situation of American Jews today is deeply paradoxical. On the one hand, some 94 percent of us express pride in being Jewish, as well we should.4 The evidence of Jewish success in America is stunning. Although we constitute only 2 percent of the nation’s population, as a group we enjoy outsized influence and esteem in virtually every facet of American life, including higher education, science, the law, the arts, entertainment, politics, business, and philanthropy. The percentage of American Jews who hold college degrees is twice the American average (59 percent to 27 percent)5 and nearly triple for postgraduate degrees (28 percent to 10 percent).6 Further, 44 percent of Jews have a household income over $100,000, compared to 19 percent of the general population.7 Three of the nine Supreme Court justices are Jewish, as are one-third of American Nobel laureates.8


But in the face of the four challenges—weak religious observance, waning anti-Semitism, conflict over Israel, and rampant intermarriage—it’s not clear how long we can collectively sustain a strong sense of Jewish identity.


Fears about Jewish continuity are hardly new, especially in America. In 1964 Look magazine ran a cover story entitled “The Vanishing American Jew.”9 In 1997 my Harvard Law School colleague Alan Dershowitz wrote a best-seller with the same title.10 More recently a 2013 study of Jewish Americans “unleashed a tsunami of doom and gloom punditry,” in Professor Leonard Saxe’s words, about the American Jewish future, largely because of its sobering statistics on intermarriage.11 Some panicked souls even claim that we’re about to disappear as a group entirely, that success and acceptance will accomplish what even the most vicious anti-Semitism never could.


I believe this emphasis on “vanishing” is nonsense. The American Jewish community will not vanish over the next fifty years. At least two of its subgroups will survive: the Orthodox Jews and the ardent Zionists. My fear is more specific: if these are the only two groups who survive, the community will lose its diversity and much of its vibrancy. Those who don’t fit in—probably including my descendants—will be marginalized. Over time those who feel alienated or excluded from these “ways of being Jewish” will likely stop identifying themselves as Jewish at all.


THE TRADITIONAL APPROACH TO ensuring continuity, which many of today’s Jewish leaders favor, is to set strict criteria for “membership in the tribe.” I am extremely critical of this approach, which Dale and I first encountered personally about nineteen years ago when planning Allison’s wedding. Allison had fallen in love with a wonderful man whose full name is Cornelius Olcott V. Needless to say, Cory was not raised in the Jewish faith. Religion was not a big deal to either family, and both the Mnookins and the Olcotts were delighted with the match. But Allison and Cory, like all intermarried couples, had some negotiations ahead: first with each other, then with the temple.


The negotiations with each other were easy. Allison told Cory that she wanted a Jewish wedding and hoped to raise their children as Jews. Cory had no objection. Nor did his family. Cory was not especially religious, but he had no interest in converting to Judaism. In this regard, he was typical of non-Jews who intermarry.


The negotiations with the temple were more complex. In 1999 most Reform rabbis refused to perform a Jewish wedding unless the non-Jewish spouse first converted. (This is still the policy for Conservative and Orthodox rabbis.) Alli and Cory decided to get married in the Bay Area, where they had both grown up. At our former congregation in California the senior rabbi didn’t officiate at interfaith weddings as a matter of “principle.” But he referred Allison and Cory to the new junior rabbi who, he said, had a more flexible attitude and would sometimes officiate, pending an interview with the couple.


At the interview the junior rabbi asked Allison and Cory about their plans. They explained that they intended to raise their future children as Jews. They would join a temple and send the kids to religious school. The kids would celebrate bar or bat mitzvahs. Allison intended to celebrate Passover and Hanukah and take the kids to High Holy Days services. So far, so good. But then the younger rabbi asked, “What about Christmas?” Allison responded that they would not celebrate Christmas as a religious holiday, but they might have a Christmas tree in the house. It meant something to Cory, and besides, her family had had a tree when she was young.


The rabbi immediately cut them off and said he would not officiate. The interview was over.


Allison was devastated and humiliated. They had flunked the “Christmas tree test.” I was furious at the rabbi’s behavior. At the very least, I thought, he should have used Allison’s response as an opportunity for further conversation—perhaps to explain why he thought a Christmas tree might send a confusing mixed signal to the children. But to slam the door in their faces was hardly the way to welcome Cory to the Jewish world. Indeed, it rudely reminded him, “You are not one of us.” We ended up hiring a rabbi who was unaffiliated with a temple.


If this incident was a step in my journey, it was probably a step backward. Since then the Reform movement has increasingly welcomed interfaith couples, but I believe the community as a whole is still far too fond of setting exclusionary rules for membership. To my mind, the issue is: What are we doing about the next generation? Not, How can we stop intermarriage?


THIS BOOK, GROUNDED IN my struggle to come to terms with my own Jewish identity, proposes a new way of thinking about who counts as Jewish. It emphasizes choice in two directions. It accepts as part of the American Jewish community anyone who wishes to identify, no matter how many Jewish parents they have. It also allows people to leave the tribe without being condemned by other Jews for “denying their heritage.” This approach violates centuries of Jewish tradition, but it meets critical contemporary needs and offers a sound basis for Jewish identity in America. It’s a Big-Tent approach.


Inside the Tent the table is set with a smorgasbord of Jewish values, music, food, traditions, rituals, spirituality, language, philanthropic causes, and connections with Israel. At this table some will nibble; others will feast. But all will have options, and none will be turned away.


Once under the Tent, of course, Jews must be encouraged to stay: to affirm our Jewish identity rather than lapsing into apathy. Each of us needs to answer the question: Why do we care about being Jewish? Each of us must take responsibility for educating ourselves about our heritage and then choosing what’s meaningful to us—and how we want to express it. In a very real sense the “chosen people” must become the “choosing people.”


Let me say right here that I do not intend to tell anyone whether or how to be Jewish. There is no one right way. Nor do I presume to tell anyone why they should be Jewish. Each of us must figure that out for ourselves. But the importance of making these individual choices and their significance for the community as a whole is at the heart of this book. In these pages I invite the reader to accompany me on my own intellectual journey.
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THE PUZZLING NATURE OF JEWISH IDENTITY


TO BEGIN INVESTIGATING the question of modern American Jewish identity, I start with the paradoxical life story of one of the world’s most influential theorists on the subject of identity, Erik Erikson. I first met Erikson in 1975. At the time he had recently retired as a Harvard professor and, with his wife, Joan, had moved to Tiburon, California. Erikson’s dear friends Bob and Judy Wallerstein had organized an informal faculty seminar of sorts to give him a friendly forum for trying out new ideas. I was fortunate to be invited to join the small interdisciplinary group of about twelve professionals who met with Erikson about half a dozen times.


Most of the other members of the seminar were prominent Bay Area mental health professionals—psychoanalysts, psychiatrists, and psychologists—who were considerably older than me. I was in my early thirties, a law professor at Berkeley with interdisciplinary interests, focusing primarily on child custody and children and the law. I leapt at the opportunity to join this distinguished group and to learn more about identity and human development from Erikson.


When I had been a student at Harvard in the 1960s Erikson had been a faculty celebrity. I didn’t meet him in Cambridge, nor did I take any courses from him, but many of my friends did. Trained in Vienna as a child psychoanalyst by the Freuds themselves—primarily Anna, but also her father, Sigmund—Erikson was a professor of human development and a lecturer in psychiatry. His perpetually oversubscribed undergraduate course at Harvard, Social Sciences 139, “The Human Life Cycle,” was popular, known for being very interesting and not terribly demanding. My friends who took the class reported that a high point came when Erikson screened and discussed Ingmar Bergman’s movie Wild Strawberries, about an old man looking back on how he had negotiated various stages of his life.


Erikson’s worldwide influence sprang from his developmental model of identity, which posited that we work through particular challenges over eight life stages. (Freud’s original theory of development had not extended past the years of early childhood.) He coined the concept of an “identity crisis,” which related to an adolescent’s struggle to develop a strong and cohesive sense of self. Erikson also championed the idea that a person’s cultural context influenced identity development. He wrote best-selling biographies of Martin Luther and Gandhi, establishing the genre of psychobiography. In Young Man Luther he suggested that a series of identity crises for Luther, including a rebellion against his domineering father, had made it possible for Luther to rebel against the Catholic Church and launch the Reformation. Gandhi’s Truth won the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award, rare feats for a book by a mental health professional.


Although I cannot claim to have gotten to know Erikson at all well over the course of the faculty seminars in Marin, I immediately took a liking to him. At seventy-two, he was a handsome man with blue eyes; a light, ruddyish complexion; and a striking mane of beautiful white hair. Although courtly, he dressed informally; like my grandfather George, he wore a western string tie with a striking piece of jewelry as a clasp. He was soft-spoken, with an accent that sounded German to me. From his name and appearance, however, I assumed he was Scandinavian.


Of our six or so sessions, I recall only one in which Erikson touched upon Jewish identity. He was talking about the challenges that a successful revolutionary regime faces in creating a new identity for its youth, and he used Israel and China as examples. In Israel, he said, Zionists had faced the challenge of creating a new kind of Jew—a native-born Israeli Jew (sabra) with a character different from that of the Diaspora Jew from Europe. The new Israeli Jew would devote his or her physical labor to cultivating the land; speak Hebrew, not Yiddish; and be a brave warrior, prepared to fight to protect the new Jewish homeland. This heroic image sharply contrasted with that of the stereotypical ghetto Jew, perhaps a peddler and a weakling, who was unwilling to fight even in his own self-defense. In China after the Revolution of 1949, Erikson said, the Communist regime had faced a similar challenge as it strived to create a new identity distinct from the old kowtowing “Chinaman” dominated by European colonialists.


I recall one other time when Erikson discussed Jewish identity in my presence. Dale and I had been invited to a dinner party at the Wallersteins’ that the Eriksons attended. Dale was seated next to Erikson, and early in the evening he asked her what kind of name Mnookin was. When she told him that the name came from a Hebrew word meaning “at rest” or “peaceful,” he asked Dale whether she was Jewish. When she replied that she was, he said, “You don’t look Jewish.” Then, as if to explain his questions, he said, with apparent modesty, “I write about identity, you know.”


What neither of us knew at the time was the importance Erikson himself attached to not “looking Jewish” and not having a Jewish name. We found that out by chance, shortly after this dinner party, when Erikson suffered a crisis relating to his own complicated and confused identity.


The crisis was triggered by a book review in the New York Times with the provocative title “Erik Erikson, the Man Who Invented Himself.”1 The review, written by Marshall Berman, a City College professor and Harvard PhD who had studied with Erikson, appeared on the front page of the March 30, 1975, Sunday Book Review section and included a beautiful photograph of Erikson with his magnificent head of white hair. It addressed Erikson’s most recent book, Life History and the Historical Moment, a collection of essays, most of which had been published before.


The first paragraph of the review gave no hint of what was to come. It could not have been more complimentary:




Erik Erikson is probably the closest thing to an intellectual hero in American culture today. He has added striking new phrases to our language—“life cycle,” “identity crisis,” “inner space,” “psychohistory”—words that signify new ways to interpret and confront our lives. As a psychoanalyst he has played with children and unraveled marvelous hidden depths and resonances in their play. He has evoked the joy and dread of adolescence with a rare vividness and sympathy, and disclosed new dimensions of meaning in experiences we thought we knew all too well. In his many case histories he has shown us people in their full actuality, neither horribly grotesque nor transcendently holy, with needs and fears and longings in which we could recognize as our own.





Several paragraphs later Berman revealed what, for me, was a complete surprise: “Like many of the outstanding intellectuals of our time, Erikson grew up as a Jew in Imperial and Weimar Germany, and crossed the water [to America] during the Hitler years… [to fulfill] a vital inner need.” Berman argued that Erikson’s “inner need” was to abandon his Jewish and German refugee status and reinvent himself as a man of Danish gentile ancestry.


Berman’s harshest criticisms focused on what Erikson had omitted from an autobiographical essay, included in the book, titled, “‘Identity Crisis’ in Autobiographic Perspective.” The “immediately troubling thing” about this essay, Berman wrote, was that the “crises are wholly left out.” Reading “between the lines” of Erikson’s essay, Berman detected an unwillingness “to be found out.” According to Berman, “once we start to look, Erikson’s bad faith is not hard to find.”


As evidence of Erikson’s “bad faith,” Berman mentioned four things: First, that Erikson “cannot bear to say: that he is a Jew.” In the essay Erikson had acknowledged that his stepfather, Dr. Theodor Homburger, was Jewish and that Erikson had been raised as a Jew. But Erikson had failed to state that his mother, née Karla Abrahamsen, was Jewish too.


Second, that Erikson had changed his surname as an adult after having grown up with Homburger’s name and having been raised in his household. This name change, according to Berman, represented Erikson’s “repudiation of his stepfather, whose Jewish name he should normally bear (though he has kept his stepfather in the background, as a vestigial ‘H.’).”


Third, that the new surname Erikson had chosen was not his birth father’s name but rather a name he’d made up, drawing on his own first name. Berman noted “the cosmic chutzpah of his claim to be ‘Erik Erikson,’ his own father, in the most literal sense a self-made man.”


Fourth, that Erikson didn’t admit he’d been a refugee. “By refusing to confront himself as a Jew, Erikson represses at least one experience of dreadful suffering that we know he went through: He was a victim of Nazism.” In the essay Erikson had asserted that he came to America voluntarily, not because “as a Jew, he had to go,” wrote Berman.


The review did more than accuse Erikson of dishonesty about his Jewish heritage; it suggested that, in evading or denying his Jewishness, Erikson was inauthentic and had lived his life inconsistently with his own developmental theories, which emphasized “wholeness,” a concept that, according to Berman, “means we should strive to accept our pasts, our parents, our diverse and disparate impulses and needs and yearnings” instead of “rejecting and repressing the parts of ourselves we fear.”


Shortly after the review appeared, the seminar met for what I think was the last time. Erikson himself was not present. I suspected he was embarrassed and shaken by the review. (His biographer suggests that the review delivered a very upsetting blow.)2 The rest of us, many of whom were Jewish, were stunned by the intensity of Berman’s attack. We discussed what, if anything, members of the group might do individually or collectively to show support for Erikson. The consensus was that, whatever the underlying facts, Berman had unfairly attacked Erikson’s character. Should a letter be sent to the Times in defense? If so, what might it say?


To my knowledge, no one in the group ultimately wrote a letter attempting to rebut Berman. None of us was confident we had all the facts about Erikson’s background, although several members said they’d known that his stepfather was Jewish and that Erikson had been raised in a Jewish home. Someone pointed out that in his professional writings Erikson had not avoided the use of the Homburger name entirely; he had published some very early papers in the 1930s under the name of Erik Homburger. He had also kept the name Homburger as his middle name after changing his last name. Some of his better-known later works had been published under the name “Erik H. Erikson”—hardly a complete repudiation of his stepfather. Indeed, in a 1970 book on Erikson’s work by Robert Coles, when asked about the Jewish part of his background, Erikson was quoted as saying, “I have kept my stepfather’s name as my middle name out of gratitude (there is a pediatrician in me, too) but also to avoid the semblance of evasion.”3 This remark, made at least five years before the Berman review was published, suggests that Erikson was fully aware that his name change might be viewed as an attempt to conceal his Jewish heritage.


What we in the seminar group did not discuss were the issues relating to Jewish identity that arose, at least for me, from Berman’s review. Berman seemed to assume that the way to determine whether someone was Jewish was to apply the matrilineal principle of Jewish law: Erikson’s mother was Jewish; therefore, Erikson was Jewish. But did that mean he had to be forever Jewish? Was his biological father’s background of no relevance? Was Erikson not allowed to forge his own identity? Moreover, I wondered, had Erikson converted to Christianity, and if so, shouldn’t that be relevant to his identity as a Jew?


Like the others in our group, I was unwilling to criticize Erikson. I wished I had more facts. My guess was that Erikson no longer thought of himself as Jewish and, because of anti-Semitism, was reluctant to be identified publicly as a Jew. But no one in our group posed the most troubling question raised by the Berman review: Was this man we liked and admired, this man dedicated to identity and wholeness, a self-hating Jew?


I was raised to believe it was wrong to try to “pass” as a gentile. But when I think about Erikson, I wonder: Is it always wrong? What if a person feels no connection to Judaism as a religion or to the Jewish community? What if the burdens of anti-Semitism become unbearable, as they may have for Erikson growing up in Europe? Why should it be wrong to stop identifying yourself to others as Jewish under such circumstances? In other words: Why shouldn’t you be allowed to opt out?


Questions like these lead me now—some forty years after my encounters with Erikson—to study in more detail his story and the various strands of his identity as an entry point into my own grappling with what it means to be Jewish. I believe many Americans of Jewish heritage will be able to relate to Erikson’s complicated relationship to Judaism, whether they identify as Jewish or not. By untangling Erikson’s story, I hope to reveal the complex questions of identity that arise when we consider the many different ways in which someone might be said to be Jewish—or not. And in doing so, I wish to expose the unsatisfying way in which American Jews today often categorize and pigeonhole each other as either “Jewish” or “not.”


ERIKSON AND IDENTITY



What was Erik Erikson’s identity? Over Erikson’s lifetime, how did he shape his identity, and in writing about himself, what did he reveal and what did he attempt to hide? In evaluating the autobiographies of others, Erikson had written, “Nobody likes to be found out, not even one who has made ruthless confession a part of his profession. Any autobiographer, therefore, at least between the lines, spars with his reader and potential judge.”4 Thanks to Lawrence J. Friedman’s terrific 1999 biography of Erikson, we now know more about Erikson’s life—his family, how he was raised, and his life’s trajectory—than we did when Berman raised questions about Erikson’s Jewish identity in 1975.5


Berman’s inference about Erikson’s mother was correct: she was Jewish. Her maiden name was Karla Abrahamsen, and she came from a prominent, liberal Jewish family in Copenhagen. She was said to be “brilliant, and deeply intellectual. Indeed, she was one of the few women in the community to attend gymnasium.”6 She had a deep intellectual interest in the Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard and Christian spirituality; at the same time, she never questioned or in any way abandoned her own Jewish identity. She married twice—each time to a Jewish man. She kept a Jewish home, celebrated the Jewish holidays, and attended the synagogue. In fact, because of Nazi oppression, in 1935 she and her husband left Germany and emigrated to Palestine. She lived in Haifa, Israel, for twenty-five years, until her death in 1960.


In short, Erikson’s mother was a Danish Jew. From adolescence on, Erikson emphasized the Danish part of his mother’s heritage but was less explicit about the Jewish part. He was so evasive on this point that even his 1994 obituary in the New York Times got it wrong, stating that Erikson’s “adopted father was Jewish and his mother’s heritage was Lutheran.”7


What about Erikson’s biological father? The story is a murky one.


Theodor Homburger, Erik’s stepfather, was Karla’s second husband. In 1898, about four years before Erik’s birth, Karla married Valdemar Isidor Salomonsen, a Jewish stockbroker. To say that the marriage was short-lived is an understatement. On her honeymoon in Rome Karla wired her brother in Copenhagen and asked him to bring her home. By the time her brother reached Rome, Salomonsen had disappeared. Erikson’s biographer suggests that the marriage “did not last a night and was probably unconsummated.”8 In any event, Karla never saw Salomonsen again after her wedding night. After returning to Denmark, she kept the Abrahamsen surname but remained legally married to Salomonsen.9


About three years later, while living in Copenhagen, Karla became pregnant. To avoid scandal, Karla’s family in Denmark insisted she go to Germany in the care of three aging spinster aunts for the later part of her pregnancy and have the baby there.10 For this reason, Erik was born not in Denmark but in Frankfurt, Germany, on June 15, 1902. His birth certificate listed Valdemar and Karla Salomonsen as his parents. Valdemar could not have been Erik’s biological father, but under Danish law a child born to a married woman is presumed to be the child of the wife’s husband; therefore, Valdemar was Erik’s legal father, and Erik was a legitimate child.


After Erik’s birth, Karla remained in Germany with her aunts and began to study to be a nurse. When Erik was about two, Karla took him to a Jewish pediatrician named Theodor Homburger. Theodor’s background was in many ways similar to Karla’s: he came from a prominent, middle-class Jewish family that had lived in the Karlsruhe region since the early eighteenth century. An observant Jew, he was a leader of the more liberal synagogue in Karlsruhe. Karla became quite taken with Theodor. When Erik was not quite two and a half, Karla and Theodor became engaged. They were married on June 15, 1905—Erik’s third birthday. He went on their honeymoon with them.


As a condition of their marriage, Theodor insisted Erik be told that Theodor was his biological father. This meant that from age three on, Erik bore his stepfather’s last name and was raised as a Homburger.11 Theodor and Karla subsequently had children of their own, two of whom, Ruth and Ellen, survived childhood.


At some point, likely between the ages of eight and fourteen, Erik confronted his mother and asked if Theodor was really his father.12 Erik’s suspicions were probably aroused by the fact that he looked nothing like Theodor. Tall, blond, and blue-eyed, Erik had a light complexion; Theodor was short and dark. Nor did Erik much resemble his mother physically.


Karla responded by acknowledging that Theodor was Erik’s stepfather. She also told Erik the name of her first husband, Valdemar Salomonsen, claiming that he was Erik’s father and had abandoned her while she was pregnant. This was, of course, a lie. Only later in his adolescence did Erik learn, likely from one of his Danish relatives, that Salomonsen had abandoned his mother several years before she became pregnant with him.


Karla never disclosed to Erik the identity of his biological father, and Erik never learned his father’s name from anyone else. Nor did Erik ever press his mother on the question. He had many opportunities to do so, for Karla lived until age eighty-four. Although she lived in Haifa for her last twenty-five years, she regularly visited Erik, his family, and his half-sister in America.13 According to Erik’s biographer, “her silence on the question over the decades increased the possibility that she had been seduced or raped by a stranger.”14


What did Erikson himself have to say about the identity of his father?


After the 1975 publication of the Berman essay, Erikson felt the need to explain his family background to his friends. He prepared a memorandum that he sent to Anna Freud and other friends and family. In it he acknowledged that after living in America for six years, he had changed his name during the American naturalization process. He wrote that “my mother was a Danish Jewess” and “my original father was a non-Jewish Dane.”15 In other letters Erikson wrote that he was “the offspring of a love affair between my mother and a Danish man who (so my family told me) was not a Jew and whose name was kept secret from all but a few who have long since died.” At other times Erikson suggested that he had deduced over the years that his father was a “gentile Dane from a ‘good family’ and ‘artistically gifted.’”16


None of these statements is demonstrably true. As his biographer wrote, “Erikson was preparing a narrative for the public record that appeared to resolve a matter that had not been resolved in fact.”17 According to the biographer, one of Erik’s half-sisters later speculated that Karla had gotten drunk at a party hosted by her brothers and might have been too drunk or incapacitated to know who had impregnated her during a one-night stand. Another Abrahamsen family rumor suggested that Karla had named Erik after his biological father, whose name was also Erik, and that this Erik was a “Copenhagen court photographer.”18 But these were only speculations. As his biographer put it, Erikson “did not know for sure whether his real father was ‘a non-Jewish Dane’ and whether he was the son of Erik or any other Scandinavian gentile.”19 Nor was there any evidence that Karla’s pregnancy had been the result of a “love affair” or that his birth father came from a “good family” or was “artistically gifted.”


Regardless of who his father was, however, Erikson was a Jew by the standards of Jewish law and social convention. That was part of his struggle. He was raised in a world where, even if his father had been descended from Danish kings, he was inescapably categorized as a Jew. That had to be torment for someone determined to define himself on his own terms.


As an adolescent, Erikson was already deeply ambivalent about being Jewish. In school his German classmates sometimes taunted him as a Jew, while in Hebrew school his Jewish classmates sometimes teased him by calling him a “goy” because of his blond hair, blue eyes, and fair complexion. Erikson later admitted that he became “intensely alienated from [the] German middle class, [from] reform Judaism, [from the] doctor role.”20 Erik wanted none of that: he wanted to be an artist. Erik remembered “as an adolescent writing a long letter of disengagement to the rabbi.” He recalled that this was “part of a quiet alienation from my whole childhood setting, German and Jewish.”21


In sum, Erikson wrote that as an adolescent, “I set out to be different.” His biographer characterized his stance as “living on the line” under “a stepson’s identity”—neither fully Jewish nor gentile.22


These elements—the search for a romanticized missing father, the rebellion against a stepfather who had falsely claimed to be his father, the alienation from country and religion—all combined to create an “identity crisis” of the type Erikson would later define for the world. Although he never fully resolved this crisis, it arguably fueled the work that made him famous.


As an adult, he took actions that moved him further and further away from his Jewish origins. In his choice of a wife, he came down unambiguously on the gentile side of the line. Sarah Serson, who went by the name Joan, was an observant Protestant, the daughter of a Canadian Episcopal minister and an American mother. In 1929, at age twenty-six, Joan moved to Vienna to study dancing. She soon met Erik Homburger, who, after spending a few years in his early twenties pursuing the somewhat vagabond life of a young artist, had ended up in Vienna and begun his training in psychoanalysis. Soon they were a couple.


In 1930 Joan discovered she was pregnant. It appears that Erik initially balked at marrying her because of both “apprehension over permanent commitments and his fear that his parents would disapprove of marriage to a non-Jew.”23 But friends persuaded him not to repeat his father’s mistake: “His child should not be born out of wedlock as he had been, and Joan should not be left alone with a newborn as Karla had been.”24


By the time they married in Vienna, Joan was six to eight months pregnant, according to varying accounts.25 They told neither family about the decision, “apprehensive about the serious misgivings each might have about this Jewish-Christian mixed marriage.”26 During a three-month period in late 1930 the couple had three wedding ceremonies, none of which Erik’s or Joan’s family knew about in advance or were invited to attend. One was an Anglican ceremony. But because Austria did not recognize Anglicanism, that marriage had no legal standing. The couple therefore had a civil ceremony, at which Erik registered as a Jew and Joan registered as a Protestant. The third was a Jewish ceremony, held so that Erik could later tell his parents that they’d had a Jewish wedding, but for this the bride and groom did little more than go through the motions. For purposes of this ceremony, they lied to the officiating rabbi and claimed that Joan was a convert to Judaism.27


After they married, Erik made no pretense of being in any way an observant Jew. Joan was a committed Protestant, and their children were raised as Christians. In short, I have no doubt that Erik abandoned Judaism as a religion.


The question of Erikson’s relationship to Christianity is more complicated. Like his mother, Erikson had a serious intellectual interest in Christianity, especially its existential dimensions, as espoused by Kierkegaard and by Erikson’s Harvard colleague Paul Tillich. But during most of their marriage Erik did not attend church services with Joan.


While at Harvard Erikson displayed a large crucifix in his Widener Library office. His teaching assistants didn’t know what to make of it because they knew Erikson was not a practicing Christian. Finally, a teaching assistant named Gordon Fellman, who is now a professor of sociology at Brandeis, asked Erikson if he considered himself to be Jewish or Christian. “If you are anti-Semitic, I’m a Jew,” Erikson reportedly replied enigmatically.28


What did he mean by this? That an anti-Semite such as Hitler would consider him a Jew? Or that, if confronted by an anti-Semite, he would identify himself as a Jew to take a stand against prejudice? Probably the former. The second interpretation seems inconsistent with his attempts to avoid Jewish labels—his name change and his reluctance to acknowledge his mother’s Jewish ancestry.


But the question was what Erikson considered himself, and his answer was opaque and not responsive.


When Erik and Joan returned to California after his retirement from Harvard, Erikson’s behavior strongly suggests that he did not think of himself as Jewish and may have thought of himself as Christian. As his friend Bob Wallerstein later wrote of these years, Erikson occasionally referred to his half-sister Ellen, who lived in Israel, as “my Jewish sister,” as if Erikson himself were not Jewish. Wallerstein also wrote,




Over the fifteen years [in California] that we saw each other so regularly and professionally, talk was rarely about religion. It was not often that Erik made references like the one to “my Jewish sister.” On one occasion, however, he asked me directly, “How come you Jews yearn so longingly for the coming of the Messiah and don’t realize that the Messiah has already come?”





In using the phrase “you Jews” Erikson plainly implies that he is not one of them. Moreover, it suggests that Erikson thought Jesus was the messiah. Wallerstein further noted that “there was nothing Jewish about the Eriksons’ home or their life.”29


In California Joan found great comfort in belonging to an Episcopalian parish. Erikson occasionally accompanied her to church on Sunday.30 In a private letter written in 1976, Erikson explained, “I do feel on occasion the need to participate with my wife in a church service in order to affirm and receive affirmation from the ritual formulations of a devotional community. My wife’s church is ministered by a clergyman singularly able to convey the basic terms of original Christianity; and he is hospitable toward my kind.” By “my kind,” did Erikson mean a Jew by birth who wished to explore Christianity but had not formally converted?


On one occasion the Wallersteins accompanied the Eriksons to a special ceremony at Grace Cathedral in San Francisco to honor a monk whom Joan admired. Wallerstein wrote, “When parishioners went up to take communion, Judy and I were startled to see Erik go up with Joan. We thought we knew that only those baptized in that faith were authorized to take communion, and we had never heard that Erik had been baptized.” Wallerstein was later informed, however, that “all those present at Episcopal services are invited to participate in communion whether baptized or not, and Erik was indeed invited to participate by the friendly minister.”31 Erikson’s biographer also suggested that Erikson had never been baptized.32


Perhaps the most revealing statement by Erikson himself about his religious identity is found in a private letter to Hope Curfman, a social worker who was co-leading a Denver church workshop on Erikson. Curfman had written to him first, saying that she was often asked about his religious faith and asking, “Do you consider yourself to be a Christian?” Erikson’s essay-length response was written in 1976, the year after the Berman attack, and its depth suggests that perhaps he was working out an answer to his critics as well:33




A statement of faith… cannot be simple.… All right, then: some passages in the Gospels—the Word made Flesh and the Child and the Kingdom—have always touched me.… To me, the shining newness, above all, of Jesus’ parables attests to the genuine presence of a singular man. His teachings are, of course, unthinkable without the elemental steps of Judaism.





Several paragraphs later Erikson wrote,




You refer to my “mixed Jewish and Christian origins.” Does your question imply another one, namely, whether or not I consider myself a Jew? Yes, I went along to synagogue as a child, and I underwent Bar Mitzvah, the Jewish confirmation, at the proper age. But while I was touched by the rituals at home (such as Passover), the synagogue services, at the time, impressed me as rather ritualistic performances, and this probably because of their “reformed” style.… Also, my mother was a faithful reader of Kierkegaard, and I early received from her a quiet and uncombative conviction that to be raised a Jew did not preclude a reverence for the core values of Christianity. Later, personal fate removed me from my background, and world events destroyed it altogether.… Now to the point: I know that nobody who has grown up in a Jewish environment can ever be not-a-Jew, whether the Jewishness he experienced was defined by his family’s sense of history, by its religious observances, or, indeed, by the environment’s attitude toward Jews.





This last sentence is a remarkable statement. It seems to imply that although Erikson “experienced” Jewishness growing up, he never felt like a Jew; that his Jewishness was imposed on him by both his family and the anti-Semitic culture in which he lived; and that he would have preferred to “be not-a-Jew” but the “environment” made that impossible. In the next sentence, however, he accepts Jewishness as part of his history:




For that very reason, however…, to profess one’s Jewishness can, in our day, imply a diversity of “confessions”: from a proud affirmation of a unique racial history to the confirmation of the Judaic faith or to the mere undeniability of a fact; and from the eager claim to the potential right to become an Israeli (on the basis of having had a Jewish mother) to the survivor’s admission that he (on the same statistical grounds) would have been eligible for the holocaust. None of these aspects can ever be stricken from the Jewish part of one’s historical identity which, in fact, is made up of their unique combination.





At the end of this long letter Erikson returned to the question of whether he was a Christian:




I want to quote to you a phrase which my wife used when I asked what she (who happens to be an Episcopal minister’s daughter) would say in response to your question. She said, “I would tell her that I am a Christian apprentice.” I like this, because (as your own remarks indicate) it seems so much more important to recognize the frontier on which one is struggling for insight and commonality than to let oneself be totally committed to categories which—important as they are for the factual definition of one’s daily duties—foreclose one’s infinite search.… All these words—do they tell whether I “consider myself a Christian”? I would say “yes” in the sense that in order to perceive and to study the living implications of Christ’s message I am not only willing but determined to live on the shadowy borderline of the denominational ambiguities (whether national or religious, political or professional) into which I seem to have been born.





Upon Erikson’s death Joan honored his wish to be cremated, which is not permitted in traditional Jewish practice. Joan arranged for his remains to be buried in the cemetery of the First Congregational Church in Harwich, Massachusetts, where the Eriksons lived during his final years; Joan’s Episcopal minister from California presided over the service. According to Robert Wallerstein, Joan “had completed the Christianization of Erik H. Erikson, always her desire.”34


So what do I make of Erikson’s subjective religious identity? It defies easy categorization. He thought of himself as having both Jewish and Christian ancestry. He abandoned Judaism as a religion and had no connection to the American Jewish community. It appears he never embraced Christian orthodoxy enough to convert but instead saw himself as “an apprentice Christian.” He admired Jesus and his teachings. In his letter to Curfman he described his faith as based on the “original Christian vision—rather than its institutional fate.” Subjectively he lived on the “shadowy borderline of denominational ambiguities” and never fully resolved his religious identity.


At the core of Erikson’s theories was the notion that human beings go through various developmental stages, each of which involves a particular challenge in which a person has to learn to live with the dynamic tension between competing needs. For example, during the early adulthood stage the tension is between intimacy and isolation. In the final stage it’s between integrity and despair. According to Erikson, wisdom and maturity involve reaching a positive way to live with these tensions. I regret that Erikson never shared more explicitly how he came to resolve the tension between his Jewish heritage and the new self he wanted to create.


ERIKSON’S OTHER AMBIGUOUS IDENTITIES



Just as Erikson’s religious identity was far from clear, he also lived on the “shadowy borderline” in terms of both his nationality—as a Dane, a German, and an American—and his profession, as an artist, a psychoanalyst, and an academic.


Erikson had a complicated national identity. He became a naturalized American in 1939 and took pride in that identity. Before that, was he Danish or German? He was born and raised in Germany, but his birth certificate identified both parents as Danish, and he no doubt would have qualified for Danish citizenship; however, when he was seven, in 1909,35 Karla arranged that he become a naturalized German citizen, thus extinguishing any claim to Danish citizenship.


Growing up, Erik was very aware of his Danish heritage and often visited his Danish relatives in Copenhagen. However, he never learned to speak Danish, for his mother insisted German be spoken in the Homburger home. Indeed, Karla appears to have been “intent on maintaining a German household, not a Danish one, all the more because German was the ‘official’ language of continental Europe.”36


As noted earlier, the adolescent Erik rebelled against German middle-class culture and wanted to think of himself as completely Danish. Alas, his love for Denmark would be unrequited.


Erikson and his wife were living in Vienna when Hitler rose to power in Germany. Both decided they had to leave Austria, Erik because he felt Nazism would soon arrive and Joan because she didn’t like living in Vienna. At Erik’s insistence they chose to go to Denmark, where he hoped to begin a psychoanalytic practice and eventually acquire Danish citizenship. “I was born a Dane so I went back to Denmark,” Erikson once said in a somewhat misleading statement.37


Erik and Joan had to enter Denmark on visitor’s permits, which did not allow either of them to work. With the help of his mother’s relatives, Erikson petitioned the Ministry of Justice for the long-term residency papers he needed to set up a practice and eventually acquire Danish citizenship. On his application he claimed that his father was Salomonsen (his mother’s first husband), that both of his parents were Danish, and that he faced difficult conditions in Germany as a Jew. But to his shock and distress, his petition was denied, meaning he could not work or teach in Denmark, become a Danish citizen, or even remain in Denmark for more than a few months.38 At Joan’s urging, they decided to emigrate to America and arrived in New York in the fall of 1933.


Was Erikson Danish? He certainly thought so, and perhaps in some ancestral sense he was, as both of his parents were from Denmark. But he wasn’t a citizen, he didn’t speak the language, and he’d never been immersed in the culture, so his Danish “national” identity was partly his own creation.


Erikson’s professional identity was also complicated. In his youth he considered himself an artist, and an early woodcut reproduced in Friedman’s book suggests he had considerable talent. Because of his work in Vienna with Anna Freud, he ultimately became a member in full standing of the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society, which gave him automatic membership in the International Psychoanalytic Association.


But in America he never found a stable professional home. In the 1930s American psychoanalytic institutes generally required a medical degree in addition to psychoanalytic training to qualify for regular membership. The Boston Psychoanalytic Society and Institute made an exception for Erikson, but as a therapist without medical training, he never felt he had full standing with the American psychiatric community.


Nor was he ever securely situated as an academic. Departments of psychiatry were housed in medical schools, and Erikson was a psychoanalyst without a medical degree. Nor did he have formal training in psychology or the social sciences. He took courses in psychology in the 1930s and began a PhD program, but he never earned the doctorate normally required for a professorial appointment in a psychology, anthropology, or sociology department. Moreover, his work did not neatly fit into any standard academic department. He taught at both at Yale and Berkeley but never got a professorial appointment with tenure until 1949 at Berkeley, and that lasted only one year.39 His next tenured appointment came from Harvard in 1960, and it was over the objections of some faculty who believed his written work was insufficiently rigorous. It was an “independent, nondepartmental appointment” as a “Professor of Human Development,” not attached to a particular academic department.40 The fact that Erikson never achieved a clear departmental identity as an American academic, despite his fame, mirrored the other ambiguities that marked his life’s journey.


THE SLIPPERY NATURE OF IDENTITY



The subject of identity has fascinated social scientists for as long as the field has existed. Theories of identity have spread across all manner of academic disciplines, including psychiatry, sociology, social psychology, social anthropology, and cultural studies. And yet, according to the back cover of The Handbook of Identity Theory and Research:




Despite the wealth of findings across many disciplines, identity researchers remain divided over such enduring fundamental questions as: What exactly is identity, and how do identity processes function? Do people have a single identity or multiple identities? Is identity individually or collectively oriented? Personally or socially constructed? Stable or constantly in flux?41





My own ideas of identity, especially Jewish identity, address all these questions, and Erikson offers a way to illustrate them. The first idea is that each of us has many strands to our identity. None of us is simply one thing. For Erikson those strands included religion (Jewish and Christian); ethnicity (Jewish and Danish); citizenship (German and American); profession (psychoanalyst and academic); and family (son, stepson, husband, and father). As we’ve seen, some of these strands were a source of pride and others a source of inner conflict.


The second idea is that the salience of any particular strand varies from person to person and involves choice. This is certainly true of the Jewish strand, the salience of which varies enormously among American Jews. (Moreover, the Jewish strand may be composed of substrands: religious and ethnic.) For the ultra-Orthodox, being Jewish is a dominant strand that permeates every aspect of daily life. For others of Jewish heritage it may be only the thinnest of strands: they may be nonobservant and uninvolved with any communal aspects of Jewish life. Most American Jews fall somewhere between the two extremes, and some, like Erikson, are ambivalent about this strand. If the adult Erikson thought of himself as ethnically Jewish at all, the strand was paper thin. By choice, his dominant ethnic strand was Danish.


The third idea is that the salience of each strand may fluctuate throughout one’s lifetime, a process that also involves choice. For some Jews, the Jewish strand may assume greater importance at certain times—for example, when studying for a bar/bat mitzvah; planning their marriage ceremony; deciding what sort of religious education, if any, to provide their children; or coping with a serious illness or the death of a relative—and ebb at other times. For others, like me, the Jewish strand may grow more salient as they get older. By early adulthood Erikson chose to reject the religious strand of Judaism and to shrink the ethnic strand down to a wisp. By the end of his life he might not have considered himself ethnically Jewish at all, although critics like Marshall Berman did.


This suggests a fourth idea: that Jewish identity has a collective dimension based on membership in a group. This is true of other dimensions of identity, too. Belonging to a group—whether a family, a social class, or an ethnic or religious group—can be a source of pride and self-esteem, providing us with a sense of connection to others. But if we feel alienated from a group to which we are said to belong, membership may be a source of confusion and pain.


This highlights the fact that our identity isn’t completely up to us to create. Other people have opinions about our identity as well, and these opinions can have enormous impact on us. As Erikson implied in his comment to his teaching assistant, any anti-Semite would consider him Jewish because of his background. Some Jews—Berman is an example—would consider him Jewish for the same reason. The flip side of this phenomenon is that groups can deny membership to individuals who want to belong. Erikson desperately wanted Danish citizenship and was rejected. There is an analogy within the American Jewish world: many people self-identify as Jews but are not universally accepted because their mothers are not Jewish and they have not formally converted. For some Jews, as we’ll see, this sense of rejection can spark an identity crisis and can influence the development of their personal Jewish identity.


What standard of membership should apply to the American Jewish community today? Who should count as a Jew? In addition to matrilineal descent, there are several traditional ways of thinking about Jewish identity: as a religion, a race, and an ethnicity. Do any of these ideas offer a standard that makes sense in today’s America? If not, how might we usefully define the boundaries of being Jewish? Or do we need to define them at all? Can we leave it up to each individual to choose whether or not to identify as Jewish?
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THE MATRILINEAL PRINCIPLE


THE TRADITIONAL JEWISH law standard defining who is a Jew—what I will call the matrilineal principle—is easy to state: at birth you are automatically a Jew if your mother was Jewish. Without a Jewish mother, you are not Jewish unless you go through a formal and generally quite onerous religious conversion to Judaism. By religious law, being Jewish is an all-or-nothing proposition. There is no such thing as a “half-Jew.” Having a Jewish father counts for nothing; if your mother isn’t Jewish, you’re a gentile.


The matrilineal principle creates an ascribed status that has nothing to do with personal choice. If your mother was Jewish, you are forever Jewish, whether you like it or not. Even if you convert to another religion, under traditional Jewish law (halacha) you remain a Jew1—that status is as permanent as your blood type.


I am not a fan of the matrilineal principle. In contemporary America—where children of mixed heritage are no longer an exception—I believe it produces results that are dysfunctional, arbitrary, and unfair. Intermarriage now produces hundreds of thousands of Americans with only one Jewish parent, and the matrilineal rule rejects about half of them.


But there are many adherents to this principle today who justify their allegiance to it on the basis of tradition and precedent. Tradition and precedent aren’t necessarily bad reasons to continue doing something, but let’s examine the origins of the matrilineal formula to see whether it makes sense on its own terms today.


THE ROOTS OF THE MATRILINEAL RULE



For about eighteen hundred years the matrilineal principle has been the dominant religious standard for determining whether a person is Jewish. The rule has been a part of Jewish law for so long that some Jews view it as sacred, somehow sanctioned by God. But its religious pedigree is not nearly as solid as its rabbinical proponents today would claim.


The matrilineal rule did not exist in biblical times and can’t be found in the Torah or the rest of the Hebrew Bible. In biblical times children inherited their Jewish status through the paternal line. Many Israelite men took foreign women as wives, and “there was never any doubt that the children were Israelite,” according to Harvard history professor Shaye Cohen, who has studied the pedigree of the matrilineal rule in detail.2 The Old Testament is filled with tales in which “Israelite heroes and kings married foreign women.”3 Cohen points out that “Judah married a Canaanite, Joseph an Egyptian, Moses a Midianite and an Ethiopian, David a Philistine, and Solomon women of every description.”4 There is no claim that the children of these patriarchs were not members of the tribe because their mothers were not. Nor is there any hint that the children suffered “any legal or social disabilities.”5 Indeed, simply by virtue of marriage, these women “joined the clan, people, and religion of [their] husband[s].”6 The Bible contains no suggestion that these gentile wives had to convert to Judaism; the idea of conversion to Judaism did not yet exist.7


The matrilineal principle first appeared centuries later, Cohen argues, in the context of new rules about marriage. The oldest textual basis for the principle is found in four paragraphs of the Mishnah,8 the first major work of rabbinic literature. Written in Hebrew about 200 CE, the Mishnah is an anthology of various legal rulings and debates, many of which were ascribed to various sages. The Mishnah came to be seen as a compendium of earlier oral laws put in writing to make sure they weren’t forgotten.9 However, Cohen concludes that the matrilineal rule cannot be dated “before the period of the Mishnah itself,” at the end of the second century CE.10


By this time Judaism had adopted two important practices unknown to the Israelites: it prohibited marriage with all non-Jews11 and permitted gentiles to convert to Judaism.12 These innovations reflected new social realities. Cohen explains,




Since biblical Israel was a nation living on its own land, it had no need for a prohibition of intermarriage with all outsiders. Attitudes changed when conditions changed. In the wake of the destruction of the [first] temple in 587 BCE, Judea lost any semblance of political independence, the tribal structure of society was shattered, and the Israelites were scattered among the nations.13





Cohen explains further,




During the period of the second temple, with the loss of national sovereignty and the increased interaction with gentiles, the Jews sensed that their survival depended upon their ideological (or “religious”) and social separation from the outside world. Since the Mosaic legislation was inadequate for their needs, they erected new barriers between themselves and the gentiles.14
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