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(JTA) — The history of Jewish identity and politics in America has 
been told as a triumph of spiritual renewal (“A Certain People,” 
Charles Silberman, 1986), as an overdue flexing of political muscle 
(“Jewish Power,” J.J. Goldberg, 1996) and as a series of clashes 
between denominations and world views (“Jew vs. Jew,” Samuel 
Freedman, 2006). 

Emily Tamkin takes a different tack, tracing the history of American 
Jewry through the ways Jews on one side of social upheaval seek to 
discredit the very Jewishness of those on the other side. In “Bad Jews: 
A History of American Jewish Politics and Identities,” Tamkin writes 
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about key moments in American and American Jewish history — the 
Cold War, the Civil Rights Movement, the rise and fall of the labor 
movement, the internal debate over Israel. Jews didn’t just disagree 
with one another during these debates, but charged that their Jewish 
antagonists were “self-hating,” “kapos,” “radicals,” and “antisemites” 
— in short, bad Jews.  

But her goal, Tamkin writes, is not to reveal Jews as hopelessly divided 
or judge who is and isn’t a “good Jew,” but rather to describe how 
these debates are part of a constant conversation about “who is 
Jewish, and how to be Jewish, and what it means to be Jewish.” 

In fact, Tamkin, 32, calls “Bad Jews” a “love letter to Jewish 
pluralism,” celebrating the many ways Jews have come to define 
themselves, as well as a corrective to historians, journalists and 
politicians who treat Jews as a social and political monolith despite 
their diversity.  

If some of these expressions make readers uncomfortable — Tamkin 
writes about Jewish anti-Zionists, Trumpists, atheists, religious 
zealots and the proudly intermarried — that, she writes, is the price 
and glory of being an American Jew. “Somebody wrote that she 
thought this was going to be a new framing about who was a bad Jew,” 
Tamkin said in an interview from her home in Washington, D.C. “And 
actually, it seems like I was talking about all the ways that people try to 
be good Jews.” 

Tamkin is the senior editor, U.S., of The New Statesman, and author of 
“The Influence of Soros,” a 2020 study of the Jewish philanthropist’s 
liberal causes, business legacy and the vitriol he draws from the right. 
She has her master’s degree in Russian and Eastern European Studies 
from the University of Oxford, and a bachelor’s degree in Russian 
literature and cultures from Columbia University. 

This interview has been edited for length and clarity. 

Jewish Telegraphic Agency: Let’s start with the genesis for 
the book: What’s the problem or challenge that you saw 
and that you felt the need to address? 
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Emily Tamkin: Well, I’ve been saying that my villain origin story for 
this is that my last book was on George Soros. And one of the things 
that came up quite a lot as a sort of defense by his critics accused of 
being antisemitic that, well, it can’t be antisemitism because he’s 
not really Jewish. “Look at his relationship to Israel, look at his 
relationship to religion,” they’d say. And this really upset me. 

Because he was critical of Israel, for instance, that made 
Soros a bad Jew. 

Exactly — that he’s somehow not Jewish because he doesn’t check a 
certain number of boxes. What was upsetting me was not only the 
treatment of this billionaire, but I was having a personal reaction to it 
as well. Also, all of this was happening in the Trump years where it felt 
to me like the label of “bad Jew” was being tossed back and forth 
across the political aisle. And I thought that it would be useful to put 
that moment in historical context. I saw a tweet at one point saying 
there’s a Jewish civil war going on. And I don’t disagree with that, but 
it’s been going on for at least 100 years in this country. And I think 
sometimes it’s useful to let that inform our present discussions and 
debates. 

When you said personal: What personally triggered you 
when Soros was being labeled a “bad Jew”? 

As I write in the introduction, I really went back and forth on whether 
or not I could write this book — because my mother had converted to 
Judaism before I was born or because my husband isn’t Jewish or I’d 
never been to Israel before writing this book. I didn’t go to Hebrew 
school — on and on. And I came to conclude that [my biography] is a 
very useful framing for thinking about authenticity. Obviously, one 
needs to have a certain amount of knowledge to write any book, but 
the idea that there’s a certain set of preconditions that you have to hit 
to be considered Jewish or sufficiently Jewish? I think that’s really 
wrong. When I started writing this book, I probably would have used 
the label “bad Jew” half-jokingly about myself, but I don’t do that 
anymore. 



Let me just clarify the title for people who haven’t read the 
book: You’re not calling yourself or others bad Jews, but 
you’re describing the ways the term has been repeatedly 
weaponized by various sets of Jews against other Jews. 

Exactly, or against ourselves, because it’s quite internalized as well. I 
have had a couple of people say to me, “Well, how could you call a 
book ‘Bad Jews’ at this time of rising antisemitism?” And to this I 
would just say that, actually, a time when our political leaders are 
speaking about American Jews as though they’re bad Jews is exactly 
the time to have a book called “Bad Jews.” 
 

 

You describe a number of Jewish internal battles in the 
book, including deep schisms over Israel, civil rights and 
interfaith marriage. Is there one that really encapsulates 
how Jews use “bad Jews” as a label against each other? 

The back and forth on intermarriage is a good example. It is wrapped 
up in the debate over who we’re supposed to be in this country and 
how we’re supposed to relate to the United States and to what extent 
do you assimilate to a culture. What sometimes gets lost, not just in 
the debate around intermarriage, but generally, is that there are many 



ways that people can explore Jewishness in a way that’s meaningful to 
them. And we lose sight of that, when we’re focused on “Oh, I’m doing 
this right. I’m doing this wrong.” 

In the book you include a critique of the Jewish 
philanthropic establishment by suggesting the debate over 
intermarriage was a not-so-implicit attack on Jewish 
women who “are not having enough babies,” as a critic of 
the organizations tells you. Can you expand on the ways 
you feel the establishment sort of weaponized what they 
came to call the continuity debate? 

As you know, I’m not inventing this research — especially women in 
Jewish Studies have made this case. Basically, the idea is that Jewish 
organizations went out and paid for studies that sort of told them what 
they wanted to hear in terms of how threatening intermarriages are. 
And in one case, [sociologist] Stephen M. Cohen, this was being done 
by somebody who has been accused of sexually harassing women. I 
think it’s important to draw attention to the episode in which people 
said. “Okay, can we look at how to be more inclusive of Jews who are 
marrying people who are not Jewish?” And how instead they were 
told, “Let’s focus on the core and not the periphery.” People sometimes 
say, “Well, you know, Jews are more likely to raise Jewish children if 
they marry other Jews.” Well, if you’re talking about people who don’t 
marry other Jews as the “periphery,” how welcome are they going to 
feel in Jewish life? 
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It becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Yes. Like, how welcome are they going to feel to explore the different 
ways in which Jewish life can be meaningful? More generally, 
something we have seen throughout American Jewish history, or at 
least the last century, is that American Jewish institutions tend to be 
more conservative than American Jews at large. Which is fine, except 
to the extent that these same organizations, the same donors, purport 
to speak for all American Jews — which they don’t and in fact can’t 
because it’s such a pluralistic set of communities. I hesitate to say that 
there is an American Jewish community — certainly not one that can 
be spoken for by a single institution or set of social scientists or what 
have you.  

I want to push back a little on the intermarriage front. You 
portray attitudes over intermarriage as coming top down 
from communal organizations that were freaked 
out especially by the 1990 National Jewish Population 
Survey that put intermarriage rates at 52%. There was also 
legitimate grassroots upset over intermarriage, and I 
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wonder if putting so much on the Jewish organizations 
removes agency from a lot of Jews at the grassroots level. I 
know and interviewed plenty of Jews who wanted their 
kids to marry Jews not because they were racist or anti-
feminist, but because they felt they were given a valuable 
inheritance that they wanted to pass on to their children 
and grandchildren. 

I hope that it doesn’t come across in the book as though individual 
American Jews aren’t also concerned with intermarriage. I quote a 
young, Modern Orthodox woman who said to me that [intermarriage] 
is the worst thing you can do because it means that “you love [gentiles] 
more than you love us.” Nobody told her to say that. But I think it’s 
difficult to separate out what you’re hearing from the establishment 
from communal American Jewish life. And I would also say that 
Jewish ethnicity manifests very differently in my life than it did for my 
parents, grandparents and great grandparents. I understand that there 
are many American Jews who feel differently. And as I write in the 
book, I think sometimes when you try to hold on so closely to 
something, you end up breaking it or pushing it away.  

Increasingly, the reality is that American Jews are marrying people 
who are not Jewish. There are also studies that suggest that this has 
made the Jewish partner get more into their own Jewishness because 
they have to be more intentional about it. So we can look at this as a 
real opportunity for younger American Jews to explore Jewish life in a 
different but still meaningful way. But that is very difficult when you 
have people like the head of Hillel’s Board of Governors saying 
intermarriage is keeping him up at night. 

There’s a lot of discussion about whiteness in “Bad Jews.” I 
know you draw on and credit fully Eric Goldstein’s “The 
Price of Whiteness” and Karen Brodkin’s “How Jews 
Became White Folks….” They argue that while Jews were 
not quite accepted as wholly American by other, non-
Jewish whites, they nevertheless benefited from policies 
and structures that enabled people who presented as white 
to become upwardly mobile, while people of color were 
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intentionally left behind. Why is it important to understand 
the history of American Jewish identity in terms of race 
and whiteness? 

I think because it’s American history. And because so much in this 
country comes back to race. Interracial hierarchies tend to favor white 
supremacy. To understand Jewish history in the United States, for 
better or for worse, you need to understand how it relates to race and 
racism. I think that’s particularly important to do now for two reasons. 
The first is that we’re in, unfortunately, a moment of pretty blatant 
white supremacy for many political quarters. And I think it’s 
important that American Jews, most of whom go through life as white 
people for all intents and purposes, understand the ways in which 
some of us have upheld some of the racial hierarchies in the United 
States.  

And the second thing is that the face of American Jewish life is 
changing. I’m not a Jew of color. I don’t try to speak for Jews of color. 
But I do think that it’s important to understand that the majority of 
American Jews historically have had a very different experience and 
different relationship to whiteness in America than Jews of color.  

Maybe it is no coincidence that the biggest Jewish 
conversation right now is a tweet by Donald Trump that 
was perceived as antisemitic and comments by Kanye 
West, a Black rapper, which I would say were blatantly 
antisemitic. 

I mean, [Kanye’s comments] were, like, pretty textbook. I don’t know 
that you can get more antisemitic than saying “a Jewish agenda is 
ruining my life.” 

Let’s focus on Trump for a second. Basically he said Jews 
who don’t put Israel first in their political thinking are not 
only ungrateful to him but are, essentially, bad Jews. What 
was your take? 

I think it displayed a deep lack of understanding about most American 
Jews. Most American Jews do not vote with Israel as their top issue. 
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Most American Jews lean liberal, and especially younger American 
Jews are more critical of Israel. The part that was antisemitic is this 
idea that if you’re an American Jew you are supposed to have loyalty 
first and foremost to another country, but also that your status as a 
good Jew is contingent on your loyalty to a political party. Like, no: 
We’re Americans, whether or not we vote for Donald Trump.  

I did see some Republican Jews or conservative Jews who came out 
and said no, Trump is right. The second-to-last chapter of my book 
looks at Jews who were supportive of Trump and said that those who 
weren’t were bad Jews. Obviously, I think that that’s wrong and that 
it’s not helpful. But conservatism is also a strain of American Jewish 
thought, just like liberal pluralism is a strain of American Jewish 
thought.  

Trump’s comments also hit on what’s always a third rail in 
American Jewish communal life, and that’s support for 
Israel. In the 1980s and ’90s, when I was first reporting on 
Jewish life, liberal Jewish Zionism meant there was no 
question that Israel had a right to exist and was a 
legitimate state, but that more had to be done to 
accommodate the autonomy of the Palestinians, including 
a two-state solution. That’s what liberal Jewish Zionists 
believed, and they were considered the “bad Jews” of the 
era. But the most vocal younger Jewish activists today call 
Israel’s very legitimacy into question, or embrace the one-
state solution. As a result, we’re not talking about different 
visions of what Israel could be, but whether there should be 
an Israel or not. And I wonder if that divide among Jews is 
even bridgeable. 

Most American Jews still do feel an attachment to Israel. But there’s 
the Zionism of the [hardline, pro-settlement] Zionist Organization of 
America and then there’s J Street and Americans for Peace Now 
[which support a two-state solution]. Now you if you are an anti-
Zionist, you might think all of those organizations are morally 
indefensible. 
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Having said that, yes, younger American Jews are increasingly critical 
of Israel, even if the number that would identify as anti-Zionist is still 
quite small. I think that’s different for American Jews who perhaps 
immigrated to the United States later on, whose families more 
immediately saw Israel as a place of potential refuge. 

You mean the Russian-speaking and Persian immigrants 
you write about in the book. 

Right. But for the most part, the younger American Jews have come of 
age at a time where there has really been very little movement in the 
direction of — well, forget a state: just about anything that would offer 
Palestinians the opportunity to live with more dignity, to live more 
safely. 

And while American Jews’ political trajectory is by and large a liberal, 
democratic one, Israeli politics are not moving in that direction. And 
so we are, I think, moving farther apart. 

Is that bridgeable, either between American Jews and Israel or 
between American Jews of younger and older generations? Honestly, I 
don’t know. What I do think is that it is profoundly unhelpful in the 
debate to say that “if you don’t agree with me, you’re not Jewish, or 
you don’t really value Jewish life.” 

But what if anything binds Jews as Jews? Like you said, it’s 
probably idealistic to talk about a single Jewish 
community, but your book has this great quote from Vivian 
Gornick, who was born in 1935. She writes, “The 
dominating characteristic of the streets on which I grew 
was Jewishness in all its rich variety.” (She was born in the 
Bronx.) “We did not have to be ‘observing’ Jews to know 
that we were Jews.” She grew up at a time where Jewish 
ethnicity was taken for granted and you lived in Jewish 
neighborhoods and married other Jews because you really 
had no choice in some matters. So what today lets us know 
that we are all Jews, if our politics, if our religious 



practices, if our beliefs, our family structures are so 
different? 

I love that quote so much, but I think there are probably people who 
would disagree with her at the time. A more religiously observant Jew 
might have looked at her and said, “What do you mean, you don’t have 
to be a practicing Jew to know that you’re Jewish? We have all these 
rules. You’re supposed to be in shul!” 

I think we can overstate not just the differences now, but the 
commonality then, and we do live in a wider world, no offense to 
Vivian Gornick. 

What keeps us together, we still do have a shared history, we still do 
have a shared religion, we still do have shared practices, but we 
interpret all of those differently. We take different parts from them. I 
do still think that they hold us together. I love the quote in the book 
from Rabbi Angela Buchdahl [of Manhattan’s Central Synagogue] 
about how Jews are a family. Some people are born into the family, 
some people marry into the family. The other reason that I think it’s 
useful, and I’m not sure that she intended this, is that I don’t like all of 
my family members — but we’re still family. Maybe we don’t speak, 
maybe we do. But those ties are still there. I joked about this in a 
discussion with somebody who disagreed with me. I was like, “It’s too 
bad. You’re stuck with me.” 

Fighting antisemitism used to be a great unifying force 
among Jews – but today the right insists the anti-Zionist 
left is the biggest threat and the left says white supremacy 
is the biggest threat. 

Yes, Jewish people define it quite differently. I thought that what 
Trump said was antisemitic, and there are conservative Jews who 
disagree with me on that. There are criticisms of Israel that I don’t 
consider to be antisemitic that others consider Jew hatred.  

Having said that, this is not a book about antisemitism. Because 
antisemitism, it’s about Jews, but it’s also not about Jews, right? It’s 
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about antisemites, and I think American Jewish history is so much 
bigger and richer than the people who hate us. 

You write something at the end of the book I’d love you to 
expand on: “your favorite part about being an American 
Jew.” What is that?  

It starts with something I heard a lot in Israel: “We don’t have to think 
about being Jewish.” That’s not totally true. There are debates on how 
to be Jewish in Israel, even if they’re quite different, but I think 
someone said to me, like, “We’re not paranoid about it like you.” 

But I love my paranoia. I love gazing in my own navel and thinking 
about what it means to be Jewish and what it means to be Jewish in 
America and changing my mind about what that means to me and 
rethinking it. I didn’t think that I would be a person who grew up to 
belong to a synagogue and then I did. I didn’t think that I would be a 
person who takes Yiddish classes in my free time and now I am. I 
really didn’t think I would be a person who writes about these issues in 
print, and here I am.  

I think there are many things that one can do in life and point to and 
be like, “ah, that’s Jewish.” Just asking these questions, even though 
there’s not an answer, is a part of Jewishness and Judaism that I really 
love. 

I do hope that comes across in this book. It’s a love letter to Jewish 
pluralism in some ways. I love being an American Jew. And I would 
hope that despite the title and despite the infighting and despite the 
self-doubt, that comes across to readers and invites them to think, 
“What do I love about it, what is significant to me, what parts of the 
American Jewish experience can I latch on to?” 

 
 


