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 This thesis is a cultural study of Jewishness in network sitcom television.  

Sources for the study included: historical film analysis, sociological studies on 

stereotyping and Jewish culture.  The thesis studies how past forms of Jewishness 

impacted the current depictions of Jewishness on the television sitcom.  After an 

introduction discussing Jewishness in general, the second chapter studies Jewishness 

in Vaudeville and early Hollywood film.  The third chapter studies Jewishness in the first 

40 years of network sitcom television.  The fourth chapter studies Jewishness in the 

network sitcoms of the 1990s.  The conclusions of the study focus on the state of 

Jewishness on network sitcom television at present, and ask what must be done within 

the industry to maintain a viable Jewish identity on network sitcom television in the 

future. 
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CHAPTER 1

 
 
 

Introduction 
  
 
 Jewishness: the essence of being Jewish.  Ironically (to me, at least) this 

isn’t the latest designer perfume, although it is a precious and luxurious 

commodity.  Jewishness, for all intents and purposes with regard to this study, is 

the plastic ethnic identity used by television creators and writers to define the 

Jewish identity of a character or show.  Lest you should think it as simple as all 

that, allow me to clarify; Jewishness is amorphous, ambivalent, reactive, 

cautious, indecisive.  As the word itself implies, it is an essence of, not a 

complete, identity.  Thus its history is shrouded in what is sometimes cryptic 

mystery.  The purpose of this piece is to perform a historical analysis of the 

formation of Jewishness in American entertainment media, with a specific focus 

on Jewishness as it has developed through network sitcom television.  One of 

the greatest motivations for this study lies in the belief voiced by the Morning Star 

Commission, a group dedicated to studying images of Jewish women in the 

media, who said: 

“One of the commission’s primary working hypotheses was that ‘media 

images...affect the social construction of reality.’  ....In other words, media 

images of Jews, no matter how off-base and fabricated they might be, 
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have real-life consequences in shaping both the way Jews think of 

themselves and the manner in which non-Jews see Jews...” 

(Zurawik 169-170). 

While many multiculturalists have studied the evolution of both Jewish culture 

and white identity within the media, I have not come across any resources that 

explore the relationship and overlap between the two.  With this project, I seek to 

focus on the melding of Jewishness and whiteness in contemporary media from 

a Jewish perspective.  I chose to focus on sitcoms specifically because they are 

the medium through which many Jewish American performers and writers 

developed and expressed American Jewishness from its Hollywood format to its 

current state.  By analyzing both critical studies and critical reviews of various 

portrayals of Jewishness within the network sitcom, I seek to define the historical 

impact of past phases of Jewishness on the present.  I also seek to question 

where American Jewishness is going in television’s future.  Most of all, I seek to 

understand what these television representations of Jewishness are saying about 

Jewishness in America, not only to a nation-wide, but worldwide audience. 

 

A Brief Overview of Jewishness 
  
 In the age of multiculturalism and hyphenated identity, Jewish American 

identity has often been filed under “White” and not given a distinction or hyphen 

of its own.  Many would argue that this is because being Jewish means 

subscribing to Judaism, which is a religion as opposed to an ethnicity or race.  
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However, many people who identify themselves as Jews do not subscribe to 

Judaism; some subscribe to no religion at all, yet choose to identify themselves 

with an ethnic Jewish identity.  These are the possessors of what I refer to as 

Jewishness, the culture of Judaism, fed by the language (Yiddish), foods, 

attitudes, and traditions of primarily Ashkenazi (Eastern European) Jewry.  To 

these possessors of Jewishness, sometimes referred to as “Cultural Jews”, the 

religion of Judaism is inapplicable. (Center for Cultural Judaism)  While they 

favor lox and bagels, they do not necessarily keep kosher according to Torah or 

Rabbinic Law; while they may not work on Saturdays, it does not mean they are 

observing Shabbat.  

 This trend in cultural Judaism is relatively new in American Jewish social 

and religious life.  However, culturally Jewish characters are not new to American 

entertainment, especially sitcom television.  The majority of the portrayals of 

Jews in sitcom television are those that emphasize strong ethnic or cultural 

traditions over religious belief or affiliation.  This on-screen cultural Judaism that 

developed over the course of the 20th century has come to be referred to as 

“Jewishness” by many scholars and critics I cite in this work, including Jon 

Stratton, Neal Gabler, and Lester Friedman.  Because the major difference 

between the White, Anglo Saxon, Protestant (WASP), or “gentile” ruling majority 

and the immigrant Jewish minority was religion, Jewishness does not have a 

religious aspect and is often defined as universal in nature.  Judaism has 

traditionally been viewed as a religion of descent that one must be born into; this 
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view is still held by the Orthodox sect of the movement.  However, the culture of 

on-screen Jewishness was constructed as a culture of consent to which both 

Jews and gentiles may subscribe, obviously without the need for religious 

conversion.   

 The creation of Jewishness within the media began with immigrant 

Ashkenazis, Jews from central and Eastern Europe, most of whom immigrated to 

America from 1880-1920.  Much of Jewish talent within the film and television 

industries was comprised of descendants of this tidal wave of immigration.  

These Ashkenazis, excluded from the majority of the academic and professional 

spheres by quota systems, often found employment in the entertainment 

industry.  In their performances, Ashkenazis like George Jessel and Al Jolson 

took Jewish stereotypes and reworked them into comedic impressions of Jewish 

culture which were often performed in Vaudevillian venues.  Fanny Brice and 

Sophie Tucker were two of Vaudeville’s “Red Hot Mamas” known for their bawdy 

portrayals that confronted Jewish stereotyping.  By doing this, not only were they 

able to make light of the negative assumptions about their ethnicity, but they 

transferred their status from “the object of a gaze to subjects who redirect[ed] its 

focus” (Mock 99).  By initiating this status change, these immigrant entertainers 

were able to take control of their perceived identity and, therefore, their place in 

the ethnically and racially charged power structure of American society.  

However, while the Vaudevillian entertainers were establishing a form of 

Jewishness based in the Diaspora method of “you can make fun of me, but I can 
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make fun of me better,” another group of Eastern European Jewish immigrants 

were slowly gaining a foothold in the burgeoning film industry.  These theater 

owners would soon become the Hollywood moguls who governed the production 

of their films with the fear of being “too Jewish”.  According to Jon Stratton, “[i]t is 

an anxiety that goes back to the European emancipation of the Jews and 

continued through their American whitening, that it is possible to be too Jewish...  

Jews should not stand out too much” (Coming Out Jewish 289).  While the 

Vaudevillians chose to poke fun at Jewish stereotypes, the Hollywood moguls 

impressed an ideological Jewishness on their films.  This ideological, or latent 

Jewishness was outwardly assimilated into American life, yet inwardly motivated 

by ethnically Jewish mores.   

 This, however, would not be the final phase of Jewishness.  It would go 

through a variety of changes though television exposure, specifically through the 

sitcom format.  Without stereotypes the situation comedy would be hard-pressed 

to exist.  The television industry is renowned for green-lighting show proposals 

based on a one-sentence amalgamation of past successful ideas, and has made 

a business of relying on the typical to ensure success.  While high art focuses on 

the “social type,” the literary character that embodies the individual and the ability 

to change, the “low art” of television uses the subcategory of the stereotype for 

its ability to “always carry within [its] very representation an implicit narrative” 

(Dyer 248-249).  The popular method of employing Jewish stereotypes on 

television was reinforced by the fact that many early television performers had 
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begun their careers in Vaudeville, the medium through which Jewish self-

stereotyping first took place.  While The Goldbergs and their fellow television 

sitcoms of the 1950s shed light on American Jewishness in various ways, many 

continued to employ stereotypes in their depictions of Jewishness.  Molly 

Goldberg of The Goldbergs fulfilled the stereotypes of the zaftig bubbe and 

neighborhood yenta.  Jack Benny employed two characters on his self-titled 

sitcom, Mr. Kitzel and Mr. Schlepperman, who acted as stereotypical Jews that 

made Benny appear more white and assimilated in comparison.   

 This use of stereotypical Jewishness was governed by the strict “too 

Jewish” fears of Jewish television executives.  However, the continued whitening 

of Jewishness over television’s first decade allowed Jews “to be accepted as 

much more white, much more Anglo-American than other groups” of European 

immigrants, such as Italians, who had a specific culture (“Not Really White- 

Again” 145).  The developments of Jewishness on the small screen had depicted 

a level of assimilation into WASP American culture not previously achieved by 

the Diaspora population in any society.  Having eliminated the visible signpost of 

their difference, their religion, the Jews became an accepted white ethnicity on 

their own assimilated terms.  In his article “Not Really White – Again,” Jon 

Stratton argues that, while the religion of Judaism may have been avoided in 

television, “this discursive merging of Jews, whiteness and Anglo-American 

culture... made it so easy for cultural aspects of Jewishness -- perhaps best 

described as Americanized Yiddishkeit -- to be taken on board as elements of 
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Anglo-American culture” (146).  Over the decades after Benny and Berg, the 

issue of being “too Jewish” in network sitcoms had given way to the portrayal of 

Jewishness as just another aspect of American culture.  For example, Seinfeld 

was not a show that portrayed Jewish characters, as much as it was an 

illustration of a society impacted by Jewishness to the point that it is often 

subscribed to by gentile whites.  As a result of this Americanization of 

Jewishness, many on-screen white gentiles are employing the traits of 

Jewishness as their own, an act of reverse assimilation that I have titled 

“Jewishization”.     

 Roughly a hundred years ago, immigrant Ashkenazi parents would instruct 

their children against being a shanda fur de goyim, which translates to “an 

embarrassment in front of the gentiles.”  For example, to Orthodox Jews, 

marrying a Christian was a shanda fur de goyim, and it simply was not to be 

done if one wanted to maintain a good reputation within the Jewish world, while 

maintaining a positive image of Jewishness in the gentile world.  Knowing this, 

one can’t help but wonder how the immigrant generation would respond to the 

state of Jewishness in sitcom television today.  Although the goal of assimilation 

has been achieved by their descendants, would they be happy at the price paid 

for this success, or would they consider it a shanda fur de Yehudim, an 

embarrassment in front of their fellow Jews? 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
 
 

THE BEGINNINGS OF JEWISHNESS 
 

From Vaudeville to Hollywood’s Golden Age 
 
Dear parents, I know quite well you will not want me to bring up my children like gentiles.  

[Yet] here they cannot become anything else. 
 Rebecca Samuels, 1791 

 
 

 I begin this study with a brief historical analysis of Jewishness in 

Vaudeville and early film, because it is in these media during this period that 

Jewishness is articulated by Jews to a gentile American audience.  This 

articulation went through a variety of transitions; while Jewishness began as a 

set of imitated stereotypes in Vaudeville, it would eventually become a 

predominant influence in the creation of Hollywood films only decades later.  

During these early years of American film history, the changing depictions of 

Jewishness reflected the shift in Ashkenazi American society, from working class 

immigrant to middle class citizen.  The constant negotiation between Jewish and 

American identities that took place as the Ashkenazi immigrants became 

Americanized was visible on-screen, as Jewishness itself transformed from a set 

of physically identifiable traits to an ethos gentile in appearance, but Jewish at its 

core.  While Jewishness would continue to go through a cyclical pattern of 

negotiation between itself and American identity well into the television years, it 
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was here, during this period of time that Jewishness began its tormented love 

affair with gentile American culture. 

 

Stereotypes and Anti-Semitism 

 I would argue that both the stereotype and stereotyping are great 

influences on the formation of Jewishness as an ethnic minority culture in 

America.  Therefore, I begin with a brief examination of Jewish stereotypes and 

stereotyping during the Ashkenazi era of mass immigration to America.  Michael 

Pickering states that stereotypes are “elements of broad cultural practices and 

processes, carrying with them quite definite ideological views and values, that 

are not necessarily integral to our perceptual and cognitive organization of the 

social worlds we live in” (3).  He argues that stereotypes themselves are not 

necessarily negative representations of racial or ethnic groups.  The problems 

resulting from stereotyping lie in how the stereotype is directed, either, as 

Thomas Wilson defines, benignly or malignantly: 

Research on anti-Semitism has identified two sorts of Jewish stereotypes.  

The first is overtly malevolent and clearly anti-Semitic, portraying Jews as 

pushy, covetous, clannish, ill-mannered, ruthless, dishonest, mercenary, 

grasping, overbearing, sloppy, loud, money-loving, and uncouth.  The 

second kind of stereotype is ostensibly benign, characterizing Jews as 

financially successful, ambitious, hardworking, intelligent, loyal to family 
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and other Jews, industrious, energetic, and able to get ahead.  (Wilson 

465) 

As Pickering argues, we as human beings have a mental desire to organize the 

information we process on a daily basis, therefore “stereotyping is inevitable, 

since it follows from the effort to make sense, to create order, out of an otherwise 

confusing social reality” (19).  The problem that lies in categorization of people 

groups is the reductionist attitude all too easily, and as Pickering argues, 

automatically taken towards the assessment of human life.  The employment of 

stereotypes is dangerous because it allows for the “...rationaliz[ation of] prejudice 

towards particular categories because the pictures of them formed in our heads 

are reductive-- they are pictures with much of the experiential complexity of 

'individualized understanding’ stripped away” (19).  Stereotypes force the likening 

of people to groups not only by pre-established bonds based on appearance, 

heritage, financial status or sexuality, but the likening of all people within those 

groups to one another.  Stereotypes do not permit individuality on any level; all 

members of the stereotyped group fall within the positive or negative bounds 

created by the employment of stereotypes.  As Pickering notes, “Stereotypes 

attempt to deny any flexible thinking done with categories in the interest of the 

structures of power which it upholds” (3). 

The employment of stereotypes is always performed in attempts to create 

or maintain these “structures of power” which Pickering discusses.  In the study 

of Jewishness in America, the dominant powers in place were twofold.  One was 
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the White Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP) power structure dominant in America 

during the mass immigration of Ashkenazi Jews between 1880 and 1920.  The 

second semblance of power was the colonialist Jewish Americans who had 

already gained a foothold within the WASP power structure, and were therefore 

unwilling to risk their status for the seemingly lower class, unacceptable masses 

of immigrants coming over from Eastern Europe, Jewish or not.  In 1885, the 

leaders of Reform Judaism, German Jewish immigrants who were horrified by 

the obvious “foreignness” of the masses of Eastern European Jews washing onto 

American shores, wrote “The Pittsburgh Platform” as a general statement of their 

principles.  Among these was the statement, “[w]e consider ourselves no longer a 

nation, but a religious community,” related to the “daughter religions of Judaism,” 

Islam and Christianity.  This statement was a critical move by the Americanized 

Reform community to “lessen the differences between Judaism and the outside 

world” (Gordis 48-49). 

As Dobkowski notes, “[t]he negative evaluation of the Jewish faith was the 

soil from which ...a variety of individual stereotypes were nurtured once millions 

of Jews began to arrive on these shores.  Their very extent and pervasiveness 

probably affected the actual manifestations of American anti-Semitism” (34).  The 

religion of Judaism differs from Protestant Christianity not only in belief but in 

practice.  Many Christians at the turn of the century viewed Judaism as a 

secretive, exclusive religion that sought to avoid any connection with the outside 

world (28).  It should be noted that the majority of religious Ashkenazis arriving 
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on the shores of America were Orthodox Jews, and it is from observing these 

immigrants’ physical appearance and religious rituals, obviously at a great 

distance, that many gentile Christians typed them as insular and, therefore, 

dangerous.  At the same time, the other denominations of Judaism, most vocally 

the Reformed branch, were horrified by the implications of the practices of the 

Orthodox in a vastly gentile world.  While they were not Orthodox, they were 

Jews and therefore subject to the same anti-Semitic treatment.  As a result, not 

only did the already Americanized Jews attempt to separate themselves from the 

Orthodox through less ritualistic religious practice, but in public life as well, hence 

the creation of the Pittsburgh Platform.  The goal was twofold: to demystify 

Judaism, and to make the Jewish people more suited to fit into the gentile world.  

To the assimilated Jewish Americans of the late 1800s and early 1900s, this 

meant giving the world the image that the Jews were just as gentile, if not more 

so, than the gentiles themselves.   

Not only were Jews stereotyped religiously, their very physicality came 

under the scrutiny of wary gentile eyes.   Popular humor sheets and graphic 

novels fed on the anti-Semitic stereotypes promulgated with characterizations of 

Jews possessing  

...huge hooked noses, gross lips, and crude ostentatious manners.  These 

unsavory figures spoke with a vaudeville German accent and were 

perennially concerned with the bargain or with money to be made from 

some unsuspecting innocent and were characterized as dishonest, 
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unscrupulous, and by implication as unworthy citizens.  One of the most 

frequent charges made against them was that they accepted bankruptcy 

and arson as a means of gaining profit.  There gradually began to develop 

in the minds of many Americans an association between the Jew and 

insolvency and fraud. (Dobkowski 59) 

It could be argued that the anti-Semitism that had, in part, begun through the 

Christian fear of Judaism, had spread to incorporate all facets of anti-Semitic 

stereotypical thinking.  First feared for their religious practices and beliefs, the 

immigrant Jews came to epitomize the lowest and most evil part of American 

society.  As a result of the anti-Semitism founded in stereotypical thinking, what 

were often overwhelmingly gentile problems in America were displaced onto 

Jewish immigrants.  For example, despite the fact that business magnates like 

Vanderbilt, Rockefeller, and J.P. Morgan were penny pinching gentiles, the 

Jewish merchants were depicted as fraudulent compared to the honorable upper 

echelons of white society.  The Jews were stereotyped because they were feared 

as immigrants, as practitioners of Judaism, as being different.  Thus they 

presented a perceived threat to the WASP power structure and hence were 

stereotyped.  As Pickering argues,  “[s]tereotypes reinforce the conviction that 

existing relations of power are necessary and fixed” (3).  The gentile majority 

employed stereotypes on all fronts, religious, financial, academic, to keep the 

“Jewish threat” at bay.  Quota systems were established to keep Jews, among 

other minorities, out of the academic and professional worlds, and stereotyped 
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caricatures became common in both printed and live comic interpretations of 

Jews.    

 As Dobkowski notes, “[i]t is through the medium of comedy that many of a 

society’s prejudices are most clearly delineated, and the caricatured ‘Isaacs’ and 

‘Ikeys’ that were presented to the American public contributed to the 

development of a deprecating image” (59).  These deprecating images began in 

the 1880s and continued into the silent film era.  They spanned the entirety of 

popular media, from graphic novels and humor sheets at the turn of the century, 

to Vaudeville and motion pictures.  Dobkowski argues, “[t]raditional prejudice is 

implanted in language as an index of popular attitudes.  Persistence of a 

stereotype over time is indicative of a significant societal appeal” (236).  I would 

argue that this was the era when anti-Semitic stereotypes were the most 

maliciously and directly employed in American popular media.  For immigrant 

Jews, combating these malignant stereotypes would prove nearly impossible.  

One reason was the lack of support from assimilated Jewish Americans.  Another 

factor that made combating stereotypes difficult for the Ashkenazi immigrants 

was their desire to assimilate into American life.  Assimilation was perceived by 

many immigrants as the way to succeed in their new home.  While the colonial 

Jews were not always supportive of the Ashkenazi immigrants, they did set an 

example of assimilation, or gentilization, for the immigrants to follow.     
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The Silent Film Era 1900 – 1928 
 
 The stereotypical interpretations of Jewishness in popular print media had 

gradually been taken on by Vaudevillian comedians and projected in silent film.  

While a portion of Jewish religious society sought to gentilize their practices, the 

entertainment industry often depicted a Jewishness defined through stereotypes.  

This was especially apparent in the films of the era, the majority of which were 

made by gentile filmmakers.  However, the types of Jewishness these characters 

portrayed shifted as the movies went from a white, protestant owned, East-coast 

based business, to an Ashkenazi immigrant owned, West-coast based industry. 

 The documentary Hollywoodism: Jews, Movies and the American Dream 

explains that at the turn of the century, the movie business in America was 

controlled primarily by “old stock” Protestants who produced short films for the 

entertainment of the working class immigrants.  These films, such as Biograph’s 

The Making of an American Citizen (1912) “championed an idea of an America 

where upper white classes ruled and immigrants knew their place.”  Another 

Biograph classic, The Fights of Nations (1907) depicted a refined, white America 

where uncivilized Jews and blacks were not allowed.  The highest artistic 

achievement of the era was D.W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915), a film 

that depicted the Ku Klux Klan battling the horrors of miscegenation against the 

backdrop of the Reconstructionist South.  The film, based on the book The 

Clansman, was so controversial for its stereotypical portrayal of blacks that street 
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riots broke out after screenings in Chicago; many feared the film would inspire an 

increase in the lynching of blacks across the country as well.  

The majority of Jewish characters were found in Biblical films, historical 

biographies, and film versions of classic literature.  Lester Friedman cites that the 

majority of the Biblical films made during this period, such as Judith of Bethulia 

(1913) directed by D.W. Griffith, were directed and produced by gentiles, and 

portrayed Jews as “pre-Christians”.  Filmic adaptations of classic literary works 

were made, such as Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, which was turned 

into two short films in 1913 and 1914, both titled simply Shylock, and Charles 

Dickens’s Oliver Twist, made in 1921.  The Jewish characters in these films were 

portrayed solely as “userers, villains, cheats, [and] crooks,” as undeveloped 

characters that lacked any motivation behind their cruel methods.  Friedman 

explains that “[e]arly filmmakers simply recycled literary presentations that 

include what today we would label as racist stereotypes” (19).   

 Films with contemporary settings often contained Jewish characters who 

occupied lower-class positions, such as pawnshop owners and money brokers.  

As Jewish immigrants moved up in society, film portrayals allowed “greater 

diversity [in their] occupational roles” (Friedman 9).  However, the majority of 

Jewish characters were portrayed as victimized shysters.  Films like The 

Yiddisher Cowboy (1909, 1911), Murphy & the Mermaids (1914), and Cohen’s 

Advertising Scheme (1904) contained the following standard plot format:  1. the 

Jewish character would be taken advantage of, 2. he would then turn the tables 
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to his advantage by his wit as opposed to his physical prowess, 3. he would 

thereby gain potential for revenge, should he choose to seek it.  In the majority of 

these films, Jewish cleverness is depicted as unethical, morally dishonest, or 

illegal.  Lester Friedman argues that “[t]hese films suggesting that Jews can only 

achieve success through devious and dishonest means may have been intended 

as rationalizations that poured soothing balm on the ruffled egos of ‘native’ 

Americans who were faced with increasingly strong Jewish competition in the 

marketplace.”  They could also be seen as gentile filmmakers’ responses to 

growing Jewish precedence in the film industry. (23)  

 Ironically, not only were these films watched by Jewish and other ethnic 

immigrants, but they were often screened in Jewish run nickelodeons and movie 

theaters.  According to Thomas Cripps, because Jews had to abide by quota 

systems that regulated their admission into many colleges and universities, and 

because they were refused employment in any industry “thought to be 

honorable,” many Jews found their way into movies.  Many, like the Balaban 

family in Chicago, started out running small, storefront nickelodeons because 

they believed movies were “the greatest business in the world; people paid 

before they got the goods” (Hollywoodism).  Others, like Adolph Zukor, Samuel 

Goldwyn, and David Selznick made a living by selling diamonds, furs, and fox 

stoles to the upper classes, and then invested their fortunes in movie theaters for 

the working classes.  Their vision for the movie business stretched far beyond 

one-reelers for immigrant audiences.  As Robert Rosen explains, traditionally, the 
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Jews had a commitment to high culture: literature, opera, all that was refined and 

upper-class.  However, because of their working class status, the Jews also had 

a great appreciation for low, or popular culture traditions and style.  These Jewish 

theater owners sought to bring upper class films into a working class 

environment.  The combination of styles and tastes, they believed, would result in 

greater audiences from a variety of classes.  This was the belief that led Adolph 

Zukor to import the French film Queen Elizabeth to America in July, 1912.  The 

film starred the famous leading lady of the theatre, Sarah Bernhardt, and 

premiered in a Broadway theatre to great commercial success and critical review 

that signified a turning point in American film history.  

Dissatisfied with the patronizing fare offered by Edison, D.W. Griffith, and 

the other Protestant filmmakers, other Jewish theater owners began producing 

films of their own to screen at their theaters.  Threatened by this move, Thomas 

Edison formed a producer’s trust with his fellow WASPs in 1908 in an attempt to 

push the Jewish theater owners out of the film industry.  The trust met with 

endless legal battles and was eventually outlawed in 1915.  However, during its 

brief reign, the trust and what it represented were powerful enough to move the 

Jewish theater owners from New York to California.  As Neal Gabler explains, 

California not only provided distance between them and the Protestant 

filmmakers of the east, it gave the Jews a new, more undeveloped social 

environment; while certain social rules were in place, it was not populated with 

the old stock society set of Boston, New York, and other east coast cities.  It was 
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here that the Jewish theater owners not only became movie moguls, but rulers of 

their own celluloid empire.  In 1915, Carl Laemmle opened Universal City, a 

production studio that boasted full film facilities, housing for its producers, and its 

own mayor and police force.  Over the next decades Harry Cohen, Adolph Zukor, 

and Louis B. Mayer built the cinema cities of Columbia, Paramount, and MGM 

respectively.  Being barred from the Los Angeles “whites only” country clubs 

didn’t bother them; the Hollywood Jews built Hillcrest, one of the most lavish and 

talked about country clubs in the country.  The Jewish moguls transformed the 

world around them into a utopian wonderland; they created studio cities along 

with the rules that governed them.  For these immigrant Jews, Hollywood was, to 

quote the title of Neal Gabler’s book, “an empire of their own,” and it was this 

pioneering philosophy that allowed the moguls to turn what was, in essence, a 

storefront business into an American industry.   

It was during this time period that the Jews went from theater owners to 

movie moguls, and along with changing the landscape of California, they made 

changes in the portrayals of Jews in film as well.  The goal of these portrayals 

was the same as their off-screen producers: assimilation.  Subscribing to the 

melting pot ethos of the post World War I era, the Hollywood Jews sought to 

distance themselves and their films from the vicious portrayals of Jewishness 

popular in Protestant produced films.  The vulgar stereotypes that defined Jews 

in the films of Edison and D.W. Griffith were eliminated in favor of characters 

whose stereotypical immigrant behaviors were portrayed as naive, old world 
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flaws quickly lost as the characters subscribed to the ethos of the new world.  If 

the purpose of the Protestant one-reelers was to put unwelcome immigrants in 

their place, the purpose of the Jewish features was to encourage the immigrants 

that through Americanization, they would finally be at home. 

 As Lester Friedman explains, intermarriage was the ultimate signpost of 

immigrant assimilation into American society.  Upon reaching success in 

Hollywood, many of the moguls divorced their Jewish first wives and married 

blonde, gentile women, often Catholic, who represented the ultimate image of 

America to the immigrant Ashkenazis.  This real-life trend provided a handy 

boilerplate for one of the era’s most popular film formulas, the Irish/Jewish love 

story.  Films like Abie’s Irish Rose (1928) were plausible not only because they 

reflected an ever-growing American immigrant trend, but for their romantic and 

democratic concept that love knows no ethnic boundaries and that, in the end, it 

conquers all.  The classic formula of these ethnic romantic comedies consisted of 

naive, parochial immigrant parents who annoyed and/or humiliated their 

Americanized children, while simultaneously acting as the source of the film’s 

humor with their “silly immigrant ways.”  Eventually they would accept their child’s 

choice to intermarry, and as a result, a new generation of “born and bred 

Americans will forget their religious differences to join hands and create a new 

nation, a true melting pot in which cultural differences matter no more than the 

color of one’s hair” (33).  According to Lester Friedman, the depictions of Jews in 

the later part of the silent era focused on: 
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 economic success, intermarriage, freedom and accommodation to 

American middle class values. ...Though such films often begin by 

accentuating the differences of Jews -- speech, dress, custom, diet -- they 

usually end by proclaiming their more important similarities to other 

Americans ...only superficial, outward elements distinguish Jews from their 

neighbors; inner strengths bind them to all Americans.  (52) 

  The theme of Americanization also found its way into historical films 

during the late silent era.  Paramount studios produced two Biblical epics, The 

Ten Commandments (1923) and King of Kings (1927) directed by Cecil B. 

DeMille.  Lester Friedman argues that these films portray Jews as nothing more 

than the Biblical ancestors of Christianity.  I would argue that they, like their 

counterparts, were examples of another genre being used to promote the 

similarities between Jews and Christians to a growing gentile audience, the 

majority of whom embraced Christian values and viewed America as a Christian 

country.  Friedman also specifies that while two films were made about a 

historical Jewish personality, the 1921 and 1929 versions of Disraeli, Jewish 

biopics were downplayed in Hollywood, as evidenced by the fact that then-

contemporary Jewish biographies were non-existent.  Famous stars of the day, 

such as Al Jolson and Fanny Brice, would have to wait decades before their 

stories hit the silver screen, possibly because during the silent era it was more 

“socially comfortable” to put successful Jews in a historical context.  This allowed 

the Hollywood moguls, who were slowly but steadily making their way up the 
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American economic ladder, to remain perceptibly benign, both to the gentile 

middle classes they sought to incorporate into their demographics, and a gentile 

government wary of business monopolies.  Along with avoiding the production of 

biopics on famous Jewish figures, over the decade the moguls began to avoid 

hiring any overtly Jewish actors or producing any films with Jewish subject 

matters.  For example, despite her success in the Ziegfeld Follies on Broadway, 

Jewish comedienne Fanny Brice would never be successful in films because her 

appearance was classified as “too Jewish”.  This “too Jewish” classification that 

began with the movie moguls in the silent era would become the cornerstone of 

the Golden Era Hollywood ethos in the 1930s. 

The films of the silent era, as Thomas Cripps argues, made Jews the “icon 

of the ritual of Americanization” (197).  Although the majority of Jewish portrayals 

contained negative characterizations, the assimilationist films that punctuated the 

end of the silent film era showed Jews in a positive light, even if, in the end, Jews 

chose America over Jewishness.  Most importantly, these films helped to 

illustrate how well the Jewish immigrants had succeeded in assimilating into 

American society in a relatively short period of time.   

 

The Height of the Movie Moguls (1930 – 1947) 

 Gordis argues that, “...it is a delusion to think that being thoroughly 

American leads to being thoroughly Jewish...  Wholesale Americanization of 

Judaism must eventually lead to the emasculation of Jewish life” (183).  The 
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Jewish attempts to assimilate into white, gentile America by denying their 

religious traditions and playing into mediated stereotypes had led Jewish 

Americans on a fast course of assimilation.  Despite the fact that the first “talkie,” 

The Jazz Singer, was a film focused on Jewish assimilation in late 1920s 

America, by the 1930s images of Jewishness in film were nearly nonexistent.  

Lester Friedman cites the 1930s as the “lowest point in history of Jewish 

American films” (57).  It could be argued that the lack of openly Jewish 

characters or Jewish stories in film during this time period was a result of three 

main causes.  First, the Jewish studio heads, as well as the Jewish American 

population, were focused on assimilation.  This focus on assimilation was 

expressly stressed after the U.S. government enacted a quota system to stem 

the tide of immigration in 1926, and it continued to have a great impact on 

American Jews as Hitler rose to power in the 1930s.  The second explanation for 

a lack of Jewish presence in Hollywood films during this era lies in the fact that 

the studio heads were uncomfortably conscious of their own Jewishness, and did 

not want Hollywood to be perceived (as growing rumors indicated) as an industry 

“controlled by Jews”.  Sensing that this could be a great source for anti-Semitic 

attack, the Hollywood moguls sought to play down Jewishness in their own lives 

and especially in the films they made.  The third reason focused on the need for 

movies to appeal to the expanding white, gentile, middle class film audience. 

As Lester Friedman outlines, by the 1930s, Jewish Americans, who now 

consisted of 3.6% of the U.S. population, were quickly attaining status in the 
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middle class.  By 1939, 10% of American Jews were engaged in professions 

versus 7% of the general population.  Along with the economic shift came a 

geographical shift from immigrant tenements to upscale apartment complexes in 

major U.S. cities.   These second generation Jews gave up what they perceived 

to be “the old world ways” and became more secularized.  In 1935, 72% of 

Jewish men and 78% of Jewish women in New York City hadn’t attended 

religious services in the past year, and 66 – 75% of Jewish children received a 

historical, rather than a religious Jewish education.  Jewish scholar Mordecai 

Kaplan ushered in a new perspective on the place of Jewishness within the 

country and the world with his Judaism as Civilization published in 1934.  In it he 

declared that Judaism should be seen as a civilization, not a religious 

denomination, and encouraged Jews to possess a “distinctly Jewish perspective 

on the world,” emphasizing a culturally rather than religiously Jewish lifestyle.  By 

1939, the synagogue attendance at the three main Jewish denominations 

(Orthodox, Reform, and Conservative) accounted for a mere 25% of the Jewish 

population in the United States. (57-59)   

 The drive towards assimilation was as apparent on-screen as off, in large 

part due to the immigrant Jewish studio bosses who were, as Michael Blankfort 

described, “...accidental Jews, terribly frightened Jews, who rejected their 

background to become super-Americans.  They were interested in power and 

profit.  They would hardly ever touch a story with a Jewish character, and if they 

did, they usually cast a gentile for the part” (qtd. in Friedman 64).  Harry Cohn 
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once remarked, “[a]round this studio the only Jews we put into pictures play 

Indians.”  Louis B. Mayer told Danny Kaye, “I would put you under contract right 

now but you look too Jewish.  Have some surgery to straighten out your nose 

and then we’ll talk.”  Films such as Having Wonderful Time (1938) eliminated the 

Jewishness of its characters by giving them gentile last names like McKay or 

Smith instead of the Goldsteins or Roseblatts of the stage play, while other films 

like The Life of Emile Zola (1937), which was based on a historical account of 

French anti-Semitism, blatantly ignored the Jewishness of the characters and 

story altogether.   Physical appearance and scripting weren’t the only aspects of 

production put under scrutiny for seeming “too Jewish”.  As Lester Friedman 

notes,   

[t]he attempt at almost total assimilation by the powerful men who ran the 

studios behind the cameras reflected itself in a de-Semiticizing of the 

action that took place in front of the lenses.  Jewish character actors found 

little, if any work during this period, and Jewish leads changed their names 

to de-emphasize their heritage... . 

Hence Julius Garfinkle became John Garfield, Marion Levy became Paulette 

Goddard, and so on. (64-65)   

Many critics argue that the decade’s sole claim to Jewishness in film are 

the Marx Brothers movies.  In the character of Groucho, Friedman quotes critic 

Sig Altman, who reads “a recognizable Jewish con man whose brand of humor 

remained that of a certain ironic type of Jew still not fully at home in the secular 
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western world” (65).  Friedman also quotes critic Ruth Perlmutter, who denoted a 

“Talmudic argumentativeness” in the Marx schtick, while Della Temes believed 

the Marx’s speech pattern to be very Yiddish in nature.  And Jewish critic Irving 

Howe argued that “[i]n their films the disassembled world is treated with total 

disrespect, an attitude close to the traditional feeling among Jews that the whole 

elaborate structure of gentile power is trivial” (qtd. in Friedman 65).  Despite 

these overwhelmingly Jewish readings of the Marx Brothers films, very little is 

specifically Jewish within their texts.  I would argue that the Marx Brothers’ 

Jewishness can be read as an example of Mordecai Kaplan’s Jewish perspective 

in action, in which case, these films would serve as the best example of what I 

call “latent Jewishness” in the Golden Age.   

Although Jewish characters and stories were often kept from the silver 

screen by moguls who favored assimilationist values, Jewishness was not 

completely absent from the Hollywood films of the era.  While blatant 

interpretations of Jewishness (Jewish characters, stories about or involving 

Jews) were nearly totally absent during this period of time, latent Jewishness was 

prominent in Hollywood films.  This latent Jewishness was not an outward, 

physical semblance of cultural and religious tradition, but, rather, a living code of 

ethics, morals, and values stemming from Jewish culture. 

Latent Jewishness in these Golden Era films was created by the 

Hollywood moguls themselves, who, as Neal Gabler explains, had ultimate 

creative and financial control over each studio film produced during that era. 
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…From beginning to end, the executive had the primary input into the 

picture and supervised every aspect of the production.  …It was the 

executive who created the entire studio apparatus.  Every producer who 

worked there, every director who worked there, every writer who worked 

there, every star who worked there was part of a larger system that was 

created by the Hollywood Jews.  (Hollywoodism) 

Therefore, while the moguls did everything to gentilize their personal 

images and the images of their studios, Gabler argues that they infused their 

films with Jewishness by virtue of the culture in which they were raised.   The 

moguls’ experiences as outsiders in the midst of Pogroms, dreaming of a utopian 

America, and surviving in the immigrant ghettos were not only integral to their 

Jewish identity, but to the Jewishness of their films.  As a result, the films of this 

era crystallized a utopian America that was made to appeal to all audience 

members, regardless of class, race, or ethnicity.   

 For example, one common Jewish immigrant experience was depicted in 

films such as Of Human Hearts (1938), which told the story of a young man 

whose father had failed to make a success of himself in a new environment.  

However, despite the failure of his father to adjust to the new world, his mother 

was the iconic figure of guidance and support for her son.  This iconography of 

the mother figure in American pioneer and western pictures of this period 

stretched into tales of contemporary American life, like the popular series of Andy 

Hardy films starring Mickey Rooney.  One of the films in the series was promoted 
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with a trailer that included shots of the mother character, under which read “They 

love Mother- because she is the Ideal Mother” (Hollywoodism).  While the 

pioneering pictures told the story of children determined to succeed in a new 

world, the films focusing on contemporary American life established the success 

of the pioneering children as adults, and the strength of the nuclear family in 

American life.   

Films like Babes in Arms and Frankenstein told the story of the Jewish 

immigrant experience through different genres; that of the perennial outsider, 

forced to prove his worth or being persecuted by the masses.  Most importantly 

for a Depression audience, in such films as The Grapes of Wrath, the Hollywood 

moguls repackaged the Jewish determination to survive as the will of all people 

to go on.  In essence, “[t]he moguls created the images, the icons, and the visual 

forms that we identify with American life” (Hollywoodism).   

 This Jewish-influenced ideology was being played in a growing number of 

movie theaters across the country.  Many critics, including Jonathan Rosenbaum, 

argue that by the 1930s movies were the new American religion, the theaters the 

temples, the actors and actresses the gods and goddesses. (Hollywoodism)  To 

the average middle class gentile who sought to escape the stresses of economic 

hardships and the growing tremors of war abroad, the movies provided larger-

than-life comfort and icons that seemed more real and easier to relate to than the 

majority of political or religious leaders.  In an era where unemployment peaked 

at 25%, 60% of the American population went to the movies each week.  To 
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America, the movies were valued as far more than mere entertainment.  As Neal 

Gabler explains, with Hollywood films   

[The Jewish studio heads] created their own America, an America which 

[was] not the real America, [but] their own version of the real America.  But 

ultimately, this shadow America [became] so popular and so widely 

disseminated that its images and its values come to devour the real 

America.  And so the grand irony of all of Hollywood is that Americans 

come to define themselves by the shadow America that was created by 

Eastern European Jewish immigrants who weren’t admitted to the 

precincts of the real America. (Hollywoodism)        

 Therefore, while there weren’t portrayals of blatantly Jewish characters or stories 

on the silver screen, Jewishness was more evident in film than ever before.  

During this era Jewishness grew from the Vaudevillian depictions of stereotypes 

to a full-fledged ideology created by the Hollywood moguls.  Through the success 

of their films, the Jewish studio chiefs demonstrated that one did not have to be 

Jewish to understand what it meant to be a Jew.  They presumed through their 

films that one did not have to be Jewish to see through Jewish eyes, and that the 

ideals and values that were fed through a distinctly Jewish sensibility were the 

same ideals and values held by all true Americans.  The Americanization of 

Jewishness had been performed by Jews and, arguably, been accepted by 

gentiles who often relied on Hollywood more than government or religion.  This 

negotiation between Jewishness and Americanness was one that required 
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Jewishness to be subliminal but not marginal; to be an influential ideological 

force without being visibly pervasive.  While Jewishness would continue to go 

through a variety of stages on American screens, this concept of an 

Americanized Jewishness is one that would be revisited on television in later 

decades.   

  
World War II 

 
 As Gordis argues, “...much of American Jewish life has been committed to 

the ideal of giving up our distinctive voice.  As late as 1939, when it was already 

becoming clear that European Jewry was in grave danger, American Jewish 

leaders were still trying to ignore the need for a distinctive Jewish perspective on 

the world” (49).  Film scholars and historians have noted with surprise the lack of 

Hollywood’s filmic acknowledgement of the War in Europe during the 1930s.  

While many studio heads like Carl Laemele of Universal Studios made it a point 

to bring over their Jewish families and friends from Europe, there was little to no 

on screen acknowledgement of the rising Nazi power in Europe.  As Stephen 

Whitfield notes, “…it [was] very difficult to make anti-Nazi movies in Hollywood 

because the Jews [didn’t] want to stand out” (qtd. in Friedman 93).  The 

American population was largely isolationist at this time, having no desire to get 

involved in what they perceived to be a European problem.  At the same time, 

anti-Semitism was on the rise in America and would eventually reach an all-time 

high before and during the war years.  The majority of anti-Semitic beliefs voiced 

during this period focused on a perceived Jewish stranglehold over the media.  In 
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September of 1941, American hero Charles Lindbergh voiced an opinion held by 

many gentile Americans when he cited the Jews “as most dangerous [because] 

of their large ownership and influence in our motion pictures, our press, our radio, 

and our government” (Friedman 93).  In gentile America’s eyes, Hitler was a 

European and a Jewish problem, and to American Jews who sought to prove 

their American status, any statement regarding American action in Europe would 

ultimately be perceived as a method to incite Americans to address a Jewish 

problem.  The pressure to stay quiet was increased for the Hollywood moguls 

who had to prove both their Americanness and counter the myth of Jewish 

control over American media.   As a result, the cinema of this period “reflected 

the desire of many American Jews to maintain a low profile, [and] to stress their 

similarities with other Americans, not their differences” (Friedman 85).   

Only two blatantly anti-Nazi films were made in Hollywood before the 

United States entered World War II.  The first, Confessions of a Nazi Spy was 

released in 1939, and the second, Charlie Chaplin’s The Great Dictator, was 

released in 1940.  The first film was produced by Jack Warner at Warner 

Brothers, who had been a passionate anti-Nazi activist since 1936, when Joe 

Kaufman, the Jewish head of European sales for the studio, was beaten to death 

by Nazis in an alley behind their German office. While it made a strong anti-Nazi 

statement, the film mentioned nothing about Jews or anti-Semitism.  The second 

film was produced and directed by Chaplin himself, who was neither Jewish, nor 
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American, and therefore was not concerned with challenging the isolationist 

philosophy of the majority of Americans. 

 While the Hollywood moguls and their Jewish counterparts in the industry 

sought to emphasize their Americanism on screen by not addressing the growth 

of anti-Semitism in Europe, they frequently used their power off screen to protest 

the growing Nazi threat in Europe and in America.  In 1939, Edward G. 

Robinson, John Garfield, Carl Laemmle, and Jack Warner were part of a group of 

100 Hollywood professionals, both Jewish and gentile, who openly protested the 

actions taken by Nazis in Europe.  The group’s spokesman, Jewish actor Melvyn 

Douglas, read their written petition that proposed the severing of economic ties 

between the United States and a Germany under Nazi rule.  The petition was 

then signed and delivered to Washington.  “In response to Hollywood’s limited 

anti-Fascist stand,” the U.S. Government sent former Ambassador to England, 

Joseph Kennedy, to Los Angeles to speak with the Hollywood moguls in private.  

In this now famous secret meeting, Joe Kennedy instructed the most powerful 

Jews in Hollywood that not only would they be blamed, but the entire American 

Jewish population “would be blamed” if the United States was “dragged into” war 

with Germany.  Specifically, he warned them to “stop agitating against Nazism” 

(Hollywoodism).    

Meanwhile, in Washington, Senator Gerald P. Nye of North Dakota avidly 

campaigned against American Jews, stating that “if anti Semitism exists in 

America, the Jews have themselves to blame.”  In September, 1941, Nye co-
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wrote and proposed a bill with Senator Bennett C. Clark of Missouri which stated 

that the film industry had been “extensively used for propaganda designed to 

influence the public mind in the direction of participation in the European war” 

(Friedman 93).  Concurrently, hearings were held by the Senate Interstate 

Commerce Committee at which the Hollywood moguls were forced to address 

Nye’s accusations and the charges that they were encouraging American 

involvement in the war in Europe.  The hearings, held for three weeks, drew to a 

close at the end of September; while the Senate debated the verdict for three 

months, the entire venture was abandoned after Pearl Harbor.     

 While the U.S. government was against Hollywood’s foray into politics 

before the war, it had no qualms in helping to transform Hollywood into a 

propaganda machine after Pearl Harbor.  Hollywood’s Jews, eager to fight 

Nazism and prove their Americanness, quickly and avidly took to the challenge of 

producing both documentary and narrative films that glorified America and its 

Allies while demonizing Hitler and his Axis Powers.  For the first time, the 

American government promoted Hollywood’s message that the varying ethnic 

groups, Jews especially, were equal in patriotism.  Even though the Army itself 

was still segregated, Hollywood created the “equal opportunity foxhole” where 

blacks, Jews, and other ethnic groups were treated as equals on screen.  As a 

result, Jews and other minorities were characterized as combatants in multiethnic 

foxhole films, such as Air Force (1943) and Bataan (1943).  This, along with the 

real-life contributions of the moguls and other famous Jewish personalities like 
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songwriter Irving Berlin (who was awarded Army's Medal of Merit, a 

Congressional Gold Medal, the Freedom Medal and the Medal of Liberty for his 

patriotic service during wartime) allowed the Jews of America to be seen as full-

fledged, patriotic Americans for the first time.  Meanwhile, Hollywood films like  

Yankee Doodle Dandy (1942), infused with the ideology of latent Jewishness by 

their patriotic mogul producers, were shipped out to American military bases 

abroad; sick bays and hospitals often played these Hollywood films 24 hours a 

day because troops cited them as comforting reminders of home.   

The relationship between Jewishness and Americaness in Hollywood films 

achieved a level of both clarity and ambiguity during this time period.  On one 

hand,  Jews solidified their status as Americans, while Americans confirmed their 

patriotism through what was essentially a Jewish perspective.  However, patriotic 

fervor combined with the very real knowledge of the effects of anti-Semitism in 

Europe, solidified the moguls’ desire for an American identity devoid of any 

“Jewish” label or specifically Jewish interest.  This “all American” mindset is 

evident in the Hollywood films of the era, both in their overt patriotism and in their 

avoidance of issues that could possibly be considered “specifically Jewish.”  

While the war in Europe and concurrent events are listed among the moral ills of 

Hitler’s Nazi regime in many wartime films, discussion of those issues as they 

pertain specifically to Jews is veritably absent.  The biopics focusing on Jewish 

Americans Al Jolson, George Gershwin, and Jerome Kern made during this 

period downplayed the protagonist’s Jewishness in favor of their Americanness, 
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and in most American-set films of the era, the Jewish characters rarely differ from 

gentile characters.  According to Lester Friedman, “[t]he melting pot mentality 

that was so prevalent in earlier movies with a focus on minority group members 

returned with a vengeance during and immediately following the war, and created 

a cinema of assimilation” (90). 

 
Post War 

 This cinema of assimilation continued into the postwar period partially as a 

result of the Jewish realization of the drastic effects of anti-Semitism.  For the first 

time, the Jews had to confront a genocidal attack that had taken millions of 

Jewish lives through unimaginable methods.  Neal Gabler cites that after the war, 

the State Department organized a tour of the Concentration Camps for the 

Hollywood moguls.  Oddly enough, there is almost no record of their reaction to 

what they saw.  Gabler believes that, “perhaps it affected them in such a way 

that, like everything else that is filtered through the Hollywood Jewish conscious, 

they felt they could not, they better not express it” openly (Hollywoodism).  

Therefore, while the Jews of Hollywood continued to produce assimilationist 

films, such as remakes of two of the most popular silent-era assimilationist 

pieces, Abie’s Irish Rose (1946) and Humoresque (1947), Hollywood gentiles 

began producing features that provided an American take on what had been 

previously been perceived as a Jewish problem: anti-Semitism.  

In their depictions of the American battle against anti-Semitism, both 

Crossfire and Gentleman’s Agreement, released in 1947, braved new territory in 
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the cinematic world while simultaneously upholding the universalist values of a 

post-war America.  As Michelle Mart notes of the era,  

In the postwar years, the importance of so-called universal values as a 

measure of American identity increased.  After all, the U.S. was now the 

most powerful country in the world, at the head of a coalition of ‘united 

nations’ that had fought for ‘one world’.  Thus policy makers were busy 

erecting a world system that was justified by the so-called universal 

political and moral values that had defined the war effort. (Mart 184) 

Gentleman’s Agreement in particular used the fight against anti-Semitism as the 

basis for a much larger ideological battle for American-led universalism.  This is 

defined early in the film, when Phil Green (Gregory Peck) explains to his son 

Tommy (Dean Stockwell):  “You can be an American and a Catholic, and an 

American and a Protestant, or an American and a Jew.  ...But the other thing is 

religion, like the Jewish, or the Catholic, or the Protestant religion.  See, that 

hasn’t anything to do with the flag, or the uniform, or the airplanes.”  With this 

simple explanation, Phil Green unified Jews and Christians under the unspoken 

title of Judeo-Christianity.   Most importantly, he asserted that religion has 

nothing to do with nationality, saying to an ethnically divided country that we are 

all united because we are Americans.  This national title was more easily 

subscribed to in patriotic postwar fervor than a religious title, which could act as a 

reminder of a culturally variegated society.  As Michelle Mart argues, “[w]ith the 

Holocaust in recent memory and the wartime ideals of a unified world still fresh, 
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Gentleman’s Agreement articulates broadly felt cultural values in the immediate 

postwar era:  all particular identities must be repudiated because of their 

dangerous potential” (187).  This universalist ethos is most clearly stated by Phil 

Green’s mother when she ponders, “[m]aybe it won’t be the American century 

after all, or the Russian century, or even the atomic century.  Wouldn’t it be 

wonderful ...if it turned out to be everybody's century, when people all over the 

world, free people, found a way to live together?” 

 While praised for their confrontation of anti-Semitism in the wake of the 

Holocaust, critics are quick to argue that both Gentleman’s Agreement and 

Crossfire do little to combat the issue of anti-Semitism in America.  As Lester 

Friedman argues, “[n]one of these films manages to delve very deeply into the 

problems they seek to illuminate.  Instead, they offer simplistic Hollywood clichés 

as answers to the very complex issues they present,” and they do so by 

refiguring anti-Semitism as a gentile problem in which Jews play “relatively minor 

roles” in solving (91, 128).  The protagonists of both films are played by gentiles, 

while the Jewish supporting characters are “Americanized to the point where little 

of their heritage remains.  They have, in David Weinberg’s terms, become ‘a 

socially acceptable minority’” (128).  Anti-Semitism to these characters is a mere 

side-effect of a personality trait they have almost totally suppressed, while to the 

gentile protagonists, it is a battle that must be fought not because it is a Jewish 

problem, but because it is an evil that threatens the universalist ethos.  As Lester 

Friedman argues, “the basic problems of all minority groups are seen as 
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identical” in the social problem genre of the postwar era.  For example, the 

original story that Crossfire was based on did not confront anti-Semitism, it 

confronted homophobia.  Home of the Brave, a film released in 1949 that 

confronted racism against an African American lead, was originally based on a 

book about anti-Semitism with a Jewish protagonist.  The universalist ethos not 

only made Americans out of everyone by encouraging the elimination of 

prejudice, it erased any individuality from both the problem and the minority it 

focused on.  Films such as Gentleman’s Agreement illustrate an agreement 

between the white majority and the Jewish minority of America.  The whites will 

eliminate the problem of anti-Semitism; in exchange the Jews will assimilate into 

the one-world system where earmarks of difference, like religious or ethnic 

identity, are shed in favor of universality.  

 It is important to note, as I stated earlier, that both Gentleman’s 

Agreement and Crossfire were produced by gentiles and, in the case of 

Crossfire, directed and written by gentiles as well.  Director Edward Dmytryk 

cited that as a benefit of the production, believing that “no one could accuse us of 

selfish interest or religious bias” (qtd. in Friedman 124).  When the moguls 

caught wind that Darryl Zanuck, head of 20th Century Fox (Hollywood’s “goy 

studio”) was going to make a picture about anti-Semitism, they invited him to 

lunch.  What ensued was later mirrored within Gentleman’s Agreement itself.  In 

the magazine editor’s brunch scene, Minify announces that Phil is going to do a 

series on anti-Semitism and “break it wide open.”  Minify’s Jewish friend 
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Wiseman, the industrialist, responds by saying it’s not a good idea, and telling 

Minify “we’ll handle it our own way.”  Much like the fictional Wiseman, the Jewish 

studio bosses (Louis B. Mayer, Samuel Goldwyn, et. al.) told Zanuck to leave the 

idea of anti-Semitism alone; just as the fictional Minify countered Weisman, 

Zanuck countered the Jewish executives by refusing to join in their tacit stance, 

much to their chagrin. (Gentleman’s Agreement: Backstory)  

 Along with their lack of interest in addressing anti-Semitism, the Jewish 

moguls also almost totally avoided addressing two of the most major events in 

Jewish American history:  the Holocaust, and the establishment of the modern 

State of Israel.  These two events had a decisive impact on the American Jewish 

community.  Now benefiting from post-War economic advances, many American 

Jews were moving out into the suburbs among largely gentile populations.  This 

geographic shift caused what sociologist Nathan Glazer dubbed “a need for 

respectability” among the Jewish minorities.  The Jews felt a need to represent 

themselves as a viable religious ethnicity among gentiles, now that they did not 

all live amidst each other in urban neighborhoods.  This, combined with a 

heightened religious fervor after the atrocities of the Holocaust had been fully 

revealed, and the ensuing Jewish pride at the establishment of the State of 

Israel, resulted in a dramatic growth in Jewish religious and cultural identification.  

As Lucy Dawidowicz notes in The Jewish Presence, “...Israel serves as the 

positively charged nucleus of Jewish identity, the affirmation of Jewishness in 

response to the negative force of anti-Semitism and self-hate” (26-27).  The State 
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of Israel proved that Jews were more than just clever weaklings; they could be 

physically powerful warriors as well.  The idea that the Jews now had a national 

homeland where they would never be persecuted for their religion instilled a 

psychological safety net as well as a level of national, religious, and cultural pride 

the Diaspora population hadn’t known for nearly 2,000 years.  While most 

American Jews did not emigrate or even feel the need to visit, the physical 

presence of Jewishness in American life increased in the establishment of 

suburban synagogues, Sunday Schools, Jewish Community Centers, and Jewish 

charities.  The establishment of Israel also allowed for an increase in Jewish 

cultural life; being Jewish did not just mean being religious anymore, it meant 

having an ethnic homeland with a viable culture of Jewishness.   

 However, to Hollywood Jews during this time, “total assimilation [was] their 

major preoccupation, and they [were] more concerned with melting into American 

society than they [were] with maintaining any religious or ethnic identity” 

(Friedman 128).  Hollywood’s patriotism continued through the postwar era, 

seeking to liberate Jews from their immigrant history and affirm their American 

status.  This perspective was crystallized in a radio speech delivered by Edward 

G. Robinson to the Congress of Christians and Jews, where he declared, “let us 

now reaffirm the glory of Americanism, the greatest, the freest, and the happiest 

‘-ism’ in all the world” (Hollywoodism).  The American government, however, was 

not reassured of the Jews’ newfound American status.  The newly formed House 

Un-American Activities Committee read Hollywood’s patriotism as “nothing more 
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than thinly disguised communism” (Hollywoodism).  The witch-hunts and 

blacklists that resulted from HUAC’s investigation into the studio system 

resurrected the pre-war perceived threat of a Jewish controlled media.  This time, 

possibly fueled by the fear of another Holocaust, the studio moguls complied with 

the government’s demands for information.  As a result, the moguls traded their 

power and respect as studio heads for blacklists of primarily Jewish members of 

Hollywood society.  They had followed the government’s rules and, over the 

course of the next ten years, were subsequently fired or “retired” from the studios 

they had built.  This, along with the ruling in U.S. v. Paramount, et. al. in 1947, 

which stripped the studios of simultaneous production and distribution rights, 

effectively sounded the death knell for the studio system that the moguls had 

created, and the latent Jewishness so apparent in many Hollywood films of the 

era.   

 While the period of latent Jewishness in Hollywood films was drawing to a 

close, the impact of Jewishness on American life was just beginning.  The 

Hollywood moguls had laid the foundation for the portrayal of Jewishness in 

American media.  Having taken Jewishness from its Vaudevillian roots, they 

transformed its imitation of stereotypical portrayals and personified it as 

American in appearance and Jewish in mindset.  This negotiation between 

American and Jewish identities would continue its performance on the small 

screen, as a new wave of Jewish media moguls made their mark in American 

television.   
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CHAPTER 3 
 
 
 

The Era of the Jewish Television Moguls: 1947-1986 

It is hard to hate a people you laugh at, but it may be equally difficult to respect 
them, or to address their grievances. 

Lester Friedman on The Goldbergs 
 
 

   The time for Jewishness to develop in Hollywood films was 

successfully halted after World War II.  The HUAC trials and subsequent blacklist 

resulted in the decline of the Jewish moguls’ influence on the Jewishness of 

Hollywood pictures over the course of the 1950s.  Jewishness would develop 

further within American media, as a number of Jewish producers and writers 

made their way into the growing television industry.  This industry was 

commanded by three men: William Paley and Leonard Goldenson, children of 

Jewish immigrants, and David Sarnoff, a first generation Jewish immigrant.  

These men imitated the Hollywood moguls in both heritage and childhood 

experience.  They also governed their television productions with the same “too 

Jewish” mindset that controlled the expression of Jewishness in Hollywood films.  

The television moguls, as I call them here, would take the latent Jewishness of 

Hollywood films and transform it through a variety of phases over the course of 

their 40 year reign in the television industry. 

 While Jewishness was going through a variety of changes on screen, 

American Jews were also in the midst of negotiating both their Jewish and 
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American identities.  While they were striving to integrate into gentile American 

life, they were also questioning their identity in the wake of a war that had 

produced both a Jewish genocide and a Jewish homeland.  This inward 

negotiation would take root in stand-up comedy acts birthed in the Jewish 

Catskills and made popular with mainstream American audiences in the early 

1960s.  These entertainingly aggressive acts performed by Jewish comedians 

such as Woody Allen and Lenny Bruce clashed with the whitened, homogenized 

versions of Jewish life presented the decade before, and would help to usher in 

white, gentile America’s fascination with Jewishness.  This gentile fascination 

would act as the prime source for the exposure of Jewishness on network 

television in the 1960s, 70s, and 80s.  As a result, Jewishness would be 

transformed from an ethnic identity into an ethnic commodity.  With the 

commodification of their culture, Jewish Americans would be faced with an 

identity crisis never before confronted by the Diaspora population: to assimilate, 

or to celebrate their cultural freedom.   

 
1950s 

Jewish American Social History 

 The 1950s saw a continuing rise in Jewish American economic prosperity 

for a variety of reasons that affected many American minorities.  The G.I. Bill 

opened up educational opportunities to those who otherwise, because of race, 

ethnicity, or economic class, would not have had the chance to receive a college 

education.  The country was finally on good economic terms after the Depression 
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and war years; this combined with the gradual ending of racial laws that banned 

Jews, blacks, and other minorities from various jobs and industries allowed for 

the gradual growth of more diverse working and neighborhood environments well 

into the 1960s.  As previously discussed, the economic prosperity of the 

American Jews allowed them the opportunity to move into primarily white, 

gentile, middle and upper-middle class suburbs.  While a new level of Jewish 

pride was assuaged through the establishment of Israel in 1948, these suburban 

Jews often still felt that they were viewed as the suspicious or unwanted minority 

by many of their gentile neighbors.  In 1958, sociologist John P. Dean surveyed a 

suburban town of 50,000, with a population of 1,500 Jews.  While only 9% of 

gentiles said they felt differently about Jews than they did about other gentiles, 

39% of Jews thought that gentiles treated them differently. (Friedman 130 -136)  

While greater pride had allowed them to establish more of a physical presence in 

these primarily gentile communities, American Jews nonetheless still perceived 

the threat of anti-Semitism. 

 At the same time, publications like Commentary and The Partisan Review 

allowed for the circulation of the opinions and writings of a number of Jewish 

intellectuals not only within the Jewish American community, but America at 

large.  These works allowed for the presentation of the “American experience 

through a Jewish perspective” (Friedman 138).  This led to a wider publication of 

Jewish writers, scholars, and critics in mainstream American journals, 

magazines, and the book world.  Simultaneously, many Jewish Americans felt 



   

 

 

45

the need to participate in gentile literary culture for the first time; Jewish 

readership of gentile publications such as Ladies Home Journal and Seventeen 

grew as more and more Jews joined the middle class and felt the need to both 

“keep up with” and “fit in” with their gentile neighbors.  

 
The Jewish Mother/Wife 

 
While Jewish Americans were continuing to assimilate into suburban life 

and newfound success in the corporate world, they were also continually 

negotiating their Jewish identity within their own community.  This is clearly 

reflected in the Jewish female stereotype of the era, the Jewish Mother/Wife, who 

was popularized as a source of humor by male stand-up comedians in the 

Jewish resorts of the Catskill Mountains during this time period.  In her book 

Fighting to Become Americans, Riv Ellen Prell argues that each Jewish female 

stereotype present in the 20th century “articulated Jews’ anxieties about their 

place in the nation through their relationships with one another, which were both 

inter- and cross-generational” (143).  During this period, the Jewish Mother/Wife 

figure became the vessel for Jewish confusion and fear as they entered the 

suburban, middle class world of postwar America.  I choose to focus on this 

development in the Catskills for two reasons: many sitcom television writers had 

their start in the Catskills, and Jewish female stereotyping experienced a 

dramatic shift here at this time, both in attitude and reception.  As she grew to 

dominate the Jewish home, the Mother/Wife went from the beloved, pre-war 

Yiddishe Mama to “a mad devourer from whom [sons/husbands] have to flee lest 
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their identities be eaten up” (Prell 143).  In essence, the Jewish Mother/Wife 

came to embody the confusion of identity politics facing Jewish Americans in the 

1950s.   

 Prell explains that “[a]s wife and mother came to dominate the Jewish 

popular culture as well as some of the fiction of the period, the husband faded 

away.  The Jewish patriarch of some of the films and novels of the 1910s and 

1920s did not even limp into suburban affluence; he vanished from popular 

culture” (143).  With their shifting economic status, from urban working class to 

suburban middle class, the Jewish father became increasingly absent from 

Jewish home life, and, subsequently, Jewish popular humor, which was 

becoming increasingly mainstreamed.  A number of commentaries on Jewish 

American life were published by both Jewish and non-Jewish writers for a 

mainstream American audience.  Most notably for this study, Prell notes that “[a] 

great deal of American humor during this period was defined by Jewish comics, 

working as both writers and performers” (145).     

 The Jewish Mother/Wife was the staple of stand-up humor at the Jewish 

summer resorts in the Catskills.  Far from the warm, loving, Yiddish-accented 

Jewish mother of the immigrant generation, the Jewish Mother/Wife of postwar 

America was excessively nurturing, demanding of total loyalty, and therefore the 

creator of the guilt complex that comedians like Woody Allen would make famous 

and mainstream in the 1960s.  Like her pre-war predecessor, the Jewish Mother 

was naive and anachronistic, out of touch with the world of her children.  At the 
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same time, as the Wife persona, she was constantly demanding greater social 

status and success from her already overworked husband. (145-146)  Falling in-

line with the ethos of “momism” prevalent at the time, the Jewish Mother/Wife 

was more easily picked on than the average gentile domestic engineer by Jewish 

men who not only had to keep up with the Joneses in the booming post-war 

economy, but had to constantly negotiate their publicly American and privately 

Jewish lives.  I would argue that the frustration resulting from this negotiation of 

identity exemplified itself in this stereotyping of the Jewish Mother/Wife.  As the 

Wife, she wanted everything, but as the Mother, she claimed to want nothing.  

Prell explains that, “[t]heir denial required their husbands and sons to learn to 

divine their true desires because they could not acknowledge what they wanted” 

(149).  This was not unlike the ambiguity faced by working men of the period 

who, like Jack Benny and George Burns, were publicly American and privately 

Jewish; they could not acknowledge what they wanted in their own identity, and 

therefore were forced to perform a constant negotiation between the two.       

 The Jewish Mother/Wife not only acted as a reflection of the Jewish male 

frustration with having to be publicly American and privately Jewish.   While her 

ambivalence reflected the negotiation of male Jewish identity in the public and 

private spheres, her overwhelming domination of the home rendered the 

traditions of the Jewish Father/Husband (teacher of the children, master of the 

house) moot.  As they became successful in the public, corporate sphere, the 

men became powerless in their private homes.  Prell argues, “[p]assive and 
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dominated by the Wife and what she must have, the Jewish father represented 

nothing so much as a silent reminder of the failure of patriarchy” (148).  

According to the stereotype, Jewishness lies in the hands of the Mother/Wife; just 

as the Jewish line is passed down through the Mother biologically it was now 

also passed through her identity as leader of the household.   

 Her character traits, then, render Jewishness as devouring to the point of 

suffocation, and as an enigmatic anachronism.  The Jewish Mother/Wife not only 

reflects the ambivalence of Jewish American identity, but through her very 

nature, male Jewish comedians personified Jewishness as an entity of constant 

confusion that rendered males useless in their homes.  Through the Mother/Wife, 

Jewishness became a grotesque, monstrous identity that resulted in either a life 

of neurotic single hood (a la Woody Allen), or submission to corporate slavery in 

order to meet the demands of their wives.  Most importantly, in their 

characterization of the Jewish Mother/Wife, male Jewish American comedians 

drew a distinct line of separation between themselves and their overwhelmingly, 

undesirably Jewish female counterparts.  This seemingly negative 

characterization of Jewishness would continue in the standup comedy world, and 

its images and stereotypes would grow to influence both American Jewishness 

and how American Jewishness would be portrayed in sitcom television in the 

ensuing decades. 
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The Television Industry 

 The Jewish negotiation with Jewishness continued onto the three 

television networks which were headed by Jewish Americans, CBS, NBC, and 

ABC, in the 1950s.    In a situation similar to that of the Hollywood Jews, these 

television moguls were either immigrants or the children of immigrants; they had 

achieved success first as pioneers of the radio industry decades earlier.  Plagued 

with the same desires and fears as the Hollywood moguls, they picked up where 

the moguls left off in the construction of Jewishness in America’s mass 

entertainment media.  That is not to say that Jewishness was solely effected by 

these executives’ decisions.  A combination of factors caused the further 

development of Jewishness on network television: 1. the “too Jewish” fears of the 

network executives, not unlike their mogul counterparts; 2. the blacklist that 

dominated the entertainment industry during this time period; 3. the expansion of 

the broadcasting areas to include suburban and rural gentile American 

audiences. 

 While all three Jewish network executives chose to downplay their 

Jewishness in the public arena, William Paley, C.E.O. of CBS, was the most 

virulent in his avoidance of his Jewish roots.  I choose to focus on William Paley 

of CBS because from 1955 until 1976, CBS was number one in prime-time 

ratings and known as “The Tiffany of Networks.”  Those who worked with Paley 

are quick to note that due to Paley’s expertise and dominance of the network, 

“CBS was often responsible for 85 percent of total profits for all three networks 
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for many years” (Zurawik 63).  While David Sarnoff of NBC and Leonard 

Goldenson of ABC also wielded significant power in the television industry, 

William Paley was the ubermogul of the golden age of television.  The New York 

Times said of him, “he is to American broadcasting as Carnegie was to steel, 

Ford to automobiles, Luce to publishing and Ruth to baseball” (qtd. in Zurawik 

62).  Zurawik argues that “there is little doubt that Paley is one of the primary 

reasons there were no Jewish characters on network television from 1955 to 

1972” (62).   

 In his book The Jews of Prime Time David Zurawik explains, William 

Paley, founder and C.E.O. of CBS, was a great force to be reckoned with in the 

broadcast world.   

Most of the roads back through the history of this era of network television 

eventually lead to Paley, and almost no one wants to talk on the record 

about Paley and Jews, even though Paley has been dead since 1990.  His 

power in the world of television, and his sensitivity to any mention of his 

ambivalence about being Jewish, were so great that they are still feared 

by the men and women who worked for him at CBS (62). 

William Paley was a first generation American, born to immigrant Russian Jews 

in Chicago in 1901.  Despite their financial success in the cigar business, the 

Paleys were viewed as outsiders by the wealthy German Jewish establishment of 

the city, who “were a good deal more acceptable, and they were viewed both by 

the WASP establishment and by themselves as being more upstanding and 
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respectable than Russian Jews” (Zurawik 64-65).  The constant discrimination 

from outside and within the Jewish community drove the young Paley to equate 

WASP acceptance with success.  As David Zurawik quotes, at 19, Paley told his 

mother, “I’m going to New York and I’ll not only make lots of money, I’ll marry a 

Vanderbilt” (64).  He was a great admirer of the Hollywood moguls and followed 

in their footsteps in how he ran CBS after purchasing the string of radio stations 

in 1929.  As Paley grew richer, his social circle grew smaller and whiter, including 

members of both the American and British elite.  In 1947 he divorced and re-

married, this time to the daughter of a prominent WASP family.  Paley continued 

to remain ambivalent about his Jewish roots; biographer Smith wrote that Paley 

“…never actually tried to hide his Jewishness.  But he never flaunted it and in 

large measure withdrew from it” (qtd. in Zurawik 64).  As David Zurawik notes, 

In a book about CBS titled CBS: Reflections in a Bloodshot Eye, author 

Robert Metz described Paley as a ‘Russian Jew.’  Paley had his chief of 

public relations, Kidder Meade, include in a long list of ‘factual corrections’ 

sent to Metz and his publisher the statement that Paley was not a Russian 

Jew, he was a ‘native American.’  The list of so-called corrections was 

subsequently sent out with all copies of the book as part of an agreement 

aimed at precluding a lawsuit threatened by Paley (64). 

Kidder Meade later said of the CBS mogul, “But Paley didn’t like Jewish people.  

I don’t understand it, but if a Jew criticized him, Paley took it more personally” 

(qtd. in Zurawik 66).  Sensitive to both gentile and Jewish criticism of his 
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Jewishness, Paley curtailed any presence of Jewishness both on-screen and off 

at CBS.  During Paley’s tenure at CBS, the network had only one Jewish 

President, Louis G. Cowan, from 1958 -1959.  Paley had informed the executive 

once that “he would not have gotten the job had his name been Cohen, which it 

was before it was changed” (qtd. in Zurawik 67).  This board room restriction 

policy did not belong solely to CBS.  In 1971, critic Les Brown wrote that, “…With 

the exception of Lou Cowan, who had a fairly brief tenure at CBS, there has 

never been a Jewish president at any of the three television networks, nor is 

there likely to be until there no longer is Jewish top management in the 

corporations” (qtd. in Zurawik 68). 

 David Sarnoff of NBC and Leonard Goldenson of ABC were equally as 

driven to keep Jewishness out of their programming, although they were both 

less assimilated than Paley in their personal lives.  Paley’s WASP pretensions 

irritated Sarnoff, whose background was akin to those of the Hollywood moguls.  

While Sarnoff was very assimilated in public life, he was also a member of 

Temple Emanu-El, and did not go to the great lengths Paley did to hide his 

Jewishness.  While ABC was a “woefully weak network” until the 1970s, Leonard 

Goldenson “was just as ambivalent about being Jewish and just as inclined to 

keep explicit Jewish subject matter off his network’s airwaves, though his 

involvement in programming was not as great as Paley’s” (70).   
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 The network executives’ drive to keep Jewishness off the air and out of 

the boardroom, is explained by Stephen Birmingham in his book The Rest of Us: 

The Rise of America’s Eastern European Jews: 

In the world of radio and television, this conscious non-Semitic façade had 

become if anything even more pronounced, as though the new media had 

decided to follow the de-Semiticized guidelines laid down by the 

Hollywood of old.  Though the boardrooms of the three major networks 

had become largely populated by descendants of Russian Jews, the out-

front faces that the public saw would be the Christian ones of Walter 

Cronkite, John Chancellor, David Brinkley…  As a result, the public would 

not think of television as a Jewish enterprise (qtd. in Zurawik 68). 

The elimination of the characterization of television as a “Jewish 

enterprise” was as important to the television moguls as it had been to the 

Hollywood moguls, and was most likely a great driving force behind their support 

of the HUAC induced blacklisting during the 1950s.  Like their Hollywood 

counterparts, Paley and Sarnoff aided HUAC chairman John Rankin whom film 

historians such as Neal Gabler describe as “a vicious anti-Semite” (qtd. in 71).  

Despite the fact that they had enough power to “make or break” the blacklist, 

Sarnoff and Paley provided the least resistance to HUAC and, in fact, 

collaborated with them.  Along with employing the blacklist at their radio and 

television stations, this gave the network executives another reason to curtail the 

then-limited portrayals of Jewishness on television.  Author Jonathan 
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Rosenbaum explains, “[t]here became an identification in peoples’ minds of 

things that went together: intellectuals, Jews, Russians, communists… If you look 

back at any of the depictions of what communists were, all of these things kind of 

get merged together in the public imagination” (qtd. in Zurawik 73).  Neal Gabler 

explains further: 

When you’re trying to make yourself American and you’re trying to prove 

to the powers that be-- which frequently threatened [the Jewish 

executives] -- and the general audience that you have no hidden agenda, 

when you’re trying to prove that there’s only one agenda and the agenda 

is we love this country, we subscribe wholeheartedly to its values-- even 

though, of course, parenthetically, we’re creating these values-- the last 

thing in the world that you want to do is to raise your profile and say ‘Look, 

we’re also Jews.’ (qtd. in Zurawik 73) 

 As I have discussed, the desire to assimilate on and off-screen was 

motivated by both the “too Jewish” fears of the network executives and the 

HUAC blacklisting that occurred during this time period.  The third motivating 

force behind the suppression of Jewishness on television was the desire to reach 

a broad-based demographic.  As television grew from an urban to a suburban 

medium, the audience expanded from urban ethnic to suburban white, a 

demographic long believed to be anti-Semitic.  During the TV mogul era, network 

programming departments would use audience research proving the distaste for 

Jewishness on the air to turn down pitches considered “too Jewish.”  However, it 
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has recently been proven that this research was often manipulated by executives 

who understood the “too Jewish” fears of the network C.E.O.’s. (Zurawik 58-59)  

The examination of the manipulation of demographic research by networks 

during the era of the Jewish television moguls reveals the pervasiveness of anti-

Semitism in the Jewish mogul mindset.  This perceived anti-Semitism is arguably 

relative to the beliefs the suburbanite Jews held during the same decade 

regarding their gentile neighbors.  Overwhelmed with the need to downplay the 

dominance of Jewish leadership in the industry, and in their personal lives, during 

the blacklist era, the television moguls curtailed images of Jewishness on the 

screen.  I would argue that the fear of perceived anti-Semitism, rooted in the 

memory of past and present occurrences of gentile hatred towards Jews, along 

with actual occurrences of anti-Semitism contributed to the fears of appearing 

“too Jewish” that plagued the consciousness of the television industry. When 

combined with the Jewish desire (and traditional need) to assimilate, the result 

was the development of Jewishness on television from its Hollywood latent stage 

to a stage of kitsch ethnicity on television during the 1950s.   

 
Jewishness on Television 

The shows containing elements of Jewishness during network television’s 

early broadcasting years are exemplary of both the inherent Jewish desire/need 

to assimilate into white culture, and the increased exposure of Jewishness in 

American life.  I chose to focus on five network shows specifically: The 

Goldbergs (1949-1956), The Texaco Star Theater, which would later become 



   

 

 

56

The Milton Berle Show (NBC 1948-1956), Sid Caesar’s Your Show of Shows 

(NBC 1950-1955), The George Burns & Gracie Allen Show (CBS 1950-1958), 

and The Jack Benny Show (CBS 1951-1964).  I chose these shows because 

they were the five major shows of the decade that either contained elements of 

Jewishness and/or were written by and starred Jewish Americans.  Also, textual 

and historical analysis illustrates the great negotiation between Jewishness and 

whiteness at this period, as well as the eventual curtailing of Jewishness on 

television by the Jewish TV moguls.   

It should be noted that the extreme Americanization/whitening of 

Jewishness on the small screen that occurred during this decade was also 

caused by (as well as reflective of) the cultural mentality of the Jewish program 

writers and viewers.  Many television writers of the period were second and third-

generation Ashkenazis, the children of immigrants who believed that, “becoming 

American was [their] most important agenda” (Gordis 102).  This resulted in a 

generation of Jewish Americans who had become so Americanized that their 

most Jewish attribute was their familial name, should it have remained untailored 

to suit gentile pronunciation.  As Egon Mayer notes, “[t]he grandchildren of [the 

immigrant] generation were raised with a high degree of security and advantage, 

but a rather low degree of familiarity with the social, political, cultural, and 

religious concerns of their forebears” (176).  This was the sense of Jewishness 

that led to the creation of characters portrayed by television personalities such as 

Jack Benny, George Burns, and Sid Caesar in the 1950s.   



   

 

 

57

Interestingly, despite the vast whitening of the on-screen Jews in the 

1950s, Lester Friedman argues that the popularity of television resulted in an 

acceptance of ethnic diversity, particularly Jewish humor, which dominated the 

small screen and found a popular demographic in third generation Jews who 

looked nostalgically upon the Yiddish-based humor popular in programs like Sid 

Caesar’s Your Show of Shows.  (166, 138)  While these television portrayals are 

not always reflective of the state of Jewishness in American society, as they are 

of the anti-Semitic fears and assimilationist needs of their creators, they did 

perform an integral role in the development of Jewishness in the entertainment 

media.  Most importantly for this study, they acted as the American audience’s 

introduction to Jewishness on television.      

 

The Goldbergs 

The first successful television sitcom would also be the most Jewish show 

on television until the premiere of Seinfeld in 1989.  The Goldbergs began as a 

radio series created and written by Gertrude Berg in 1931.  Premiering on NBC 

Blue, it ran on that network until 1934; from 1936-1946, the show aired on CBS 

radio, after which Berg crafted it into a play that ran on Broadway for 156 

performances.  In 1949 the show made it to television, running on CBS until 1951 

when Phillip Loeb, who played Molly’s husband Jake, was blacklisted.  This, 

combined with the Rosenberg convictions, forced the show off the network.  

From 1952-1953, The Goldbergs ran on NBC television, and from April to 
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October of 1954 on the DuMont network.  The final season was shot for 

syndication at a local New York television station in 1955 and was off the air by 

1956.  Historians, critics, and the show’s staff have expressed the belief that the 

conflicted production history of the show (as well as its extreme success) can be 

directly tied to Berg’s insistence on retaining the strong elements of Jewishness 

in the show.   

In his introduction to The Rise of the Goldbergs, a promotional fiction book 

penned by Gertrude Berg in 1931, and used to promote the radio series, Eddie 

Cantor writes:  

[t]he remarkable human sketches presented by Mrs. Gertrude Berg 

over the radio to an ever increasing audience deserve to be 

perpetuated, because collectively they present the finest picture of 

the East Side that has been presented to date.  She has captured 

the charm of the real East Side... . 

Such was the atmosphere of the show, one that first made radio, then television 

executives nervous about putting it on the air.   The protagonist, Molly Goldberg, 

was positively stereotyped as the traditional, pre-war yiddishe momma, zaftig and 

ritualistic, speaking broken English with a yiddish accent.  The conflict the show 

was based on for its 25 year run (on radio, then on television) was as simple and 

complex as the conflict Jewish Americans confronted during the show’s airing: 

old world versus new world.  Always nostalgic and often anachronistic, the series 

was the most blatantly Jewish series on network radio and television, both 
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ethnically and religiously.  In the pre-war years, a multiplicity of the radio plotlines 

focused on the growing anti-Semitism in Europe and the family members’ and 

friends’ struggle to get out of Germany and other Nazi-occupied countries.  One 

episode in 1939 transported the events of Krystallnacht to the Goldberg’s then-

suburban home, when a rock was thrown through their front window during a 

Passover Seder.    

 Making the transition from radio to television was not as easy for The 

Goldbergs as it was for George Burns and Jack Benny.  Part of the concern 

focused on the physical image of the Goldbergs that would be seen for the first 

time by the network audience.  Hearing the Yiddish-inflected accents and Jewish 

stories had proven contentious during the radio run; seeing the overtly Jewish 

characters in homes decorated with menorahs and other visual elements of 

Jewishness was now the great concern to television executives.  David Zurawik 

quotes an interview with Cherney Berg, writer and co-producer of the television 

series.  In it, Berg recalls, “[w]hen we began with The Goldbergs on television, 

most of our problem was not from the non-Jews, it was from the Jews, who felt 

that they really didn’t want to be exposed”(5).  While some of these television 

executives suggested moving the Goldbergs to Connecticut in order to make 

them more American in appearance, one doubts that would have panned out 

well.  As Lawrence Epstein notes in The Haunted Smile: The Story of Jewish 

Comedians in America,  
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A writer for Television was upset at a show about anti-Semitism, an 

episode in which the Goldbergs were visiting Gentile residents of 

an apartment on Park Avenue.  This episode, said the critic, “made 

for uneasy viewing for the TV audience.”  Indeed, the critic 

continued, the Goldberg family should have been “in their own 

element in the Bronx.”  The notion of keeping Jews in an ethnic 

ghetto was a middle ground for American audiences.  They could 

appreciate the warmth of a Jewish family if the family did not 

directly threaten their own social life. (145-146)   

William Paley was especially uncomfortable with putting The Goldbergs on 

CBS.  Only after Gertrude Berg proved to gentile ad executives that she would 

be a good spokesperson for their household products did Paley agree to put the 

show on the air, to please Madison Avenue.  After Philip Loeb, the actor who 

played Molly’s husband Jake, was blacklisted in Red Channels in 1952, an event 

that coincided with the executions of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, Paley all too 

willingly pulled the plug.  The show continued to be the victim of an ever-growing 

paranoia about Jewishness on network television.  In 1955, a Yom Kippur 

episode of The Goldbergs aired, complete with a nearly seven minute television 

version of the actual synagogue service.  A month later, the DuMont Network 

cancelled the show.  When the last resort was syndication, the Goldbergs 

relented and made the move out of their Jewish element and into white suburbia.  

Along with their Jewish neighborhood they also gave up many of the Jewish 
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religious and cultural traditions that had been the show’s trademark since its 

inception.  Many critics cite this de-Jewishization of the show as the ultimate 

cause for its failure.  Without its kitsch value Jewishness, it became just another 

sitcom about a family in suburban America.   

 

Milton Berle 

Milton Berle (Mendel Berlinger), or “Uncle Miltie,” began his television 

career with NBC on The Texaco Star Theater in 1948.  The Vaudeville-inspired 

show underwent three title changes during its eight year run, finally settling as 

The Milton Berle Show until NBC cancelled it in 1956.    Milton Berle’s show, 

peppered with an interminable amount of Yiddishisms and a strong sense of 

Jewishness, was popular in the New York City area to the point where 

restaurants, theatres, night clubs, and other public venues would close when the 

program aired on Tuesday nights.  As Marc Williams notes, Berle’s influence on 

the television audience was so great that sales of television sets jumped from 

500,000 to 30 million during his show’s eight year run. (“The Milton Berle Show”)  

However, as television sales grew and broadcast ranges increased, the ratings 

quickly dropped.   Apparently, one of the reasons for the show’s demise was the 

belief that the humor was too ethnic for Middle American audiences and 

advertisers. (Epstein 134)     
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Sid Caesar 

Sid Caesar, now hailed as one of the greatest Jewish American television 

comedians, was, at the time viewed as just another sketch comedy performer.  

His variety show, Your Show of Shows, ran on NBC from 1950-1955.  Like 

Berle’s, it was another early television homage to Vaudevillian entertainment, 

and is most famous in retrospect for co-starring future television creator Carl 

Reiner and having future industry successes Mel Brooks, Neil Simon, Larry 

Gelbart, and Joe Stein on its writing staff.  As Marc Williams notes, the show was 

“[b]oth raucous and urbane, combined revue and sketch comedy with a rather 

sophisticated sense of satire and parody, especially for early TV,” and included 

such intellectualisms as a parody of Italian Neo-Realist cinema (“Caesar, Sid: 

U.S. Comedian”).  While the show contained many signifiers of Jewishness, 

David Marc notes that when they were incorporated into the show, these 

elements were depicted as foreign and mockable, most notably through one 

sketch penned by show writer Mel Brooks that had Japanese immigrants 

speaking to each other in Yiddish.  The laughs came from the highly stereotyped 

portrayal of “Orientals” speaking a “funny sounding” foreign language (Marc 35-

36).   Acts such as this one depicted elements of Jewishness, in this case, the 

Yiddish language, as foreign and mockable, belonging not just to ethnic, but 

racial minorities.  It could be argued then, that the show’s Jewish performers and 

writers were thereby whitened by contrasting their images of whitened 

Jewishness with the mockable Jewishness in their sketches.    
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Burns & Allen 

The George Burns & Gracie Allen Show made its debut on CBS in 1950, 

and was the second longest running show on television containing a Jewish 

protagonist during this era, staying on the air until 1958.  Based on the long 

running radio program of the same name, the show was a mix of situation 

comedy and Vaudeville, George Burns (Nathan Birnbaum) continually breaking 

the fourth wall to comment on what had just happened during the situation part of 

the episode.  The show was a prime illustration of the Jewish American belief 

that intermarriage would be the ultimate sign of assimilation; Gracie Allen was 

Irish (ironically, their marriage reflected the silent era Jewish immigrant belief that 

marrying Irish, even Irish Catholic, was the ultimate sign of assimilation).  Burns 

& Allen also reflected the ethos of Jewishness popular during the silent era: the 

belief that Jewishness was a private, not a public affair.  As Jon Stratton points 

out in his article “Not Really White—Again”, “[i]n the late 1940s and 1950s, 

following a long Enlightenment tradition, Jews were portrayed as ‘white’ and their 

difference identified not culturally but in terms of religion” (145).  From its 

beginnings, the storylines on Burns & Allen “…stayed away from topical humor, 

fantastic characters, and absurd situations and focused instead on more 

universal aspects of daily life” (Gibberman).  The couple had cocktails with their 

white neighbors, put up Christmas trees, and went to the country club.  Burns & 

Allen was so vastly non-Jewish that it garnered a mere two paragraphs in 
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Lawrence Epstein’s analysis of the history of Jewish comedy in America.  The 

commentary was punctuated with, “[t]he program added little to television or 

comedic history other than to illustrate, as if such an illustration were needed, 

that the public genuinely liked Burns and Allen” (152).   

 
Jack Benny 

The Jack Benny Show was another mix of Vaudeville and situation 

comedy that had its beginnings on radio.  Premiering on CBS in 1951, it was the 

longest running show with a Jewish protagonist, staying at CBS until 1964, its 

last season airing on NBC from 1964 to 1965.  The show’s Jewishness was 

similar to that of Burns & Allen’s: whitened and reflective of the same beliefs of 

the silent era.  Lawrence Epstein writes, “...a young Tommy Smothers was 

among those listening to Benny and learning the lessons of comic timing without 

ever realizing that the hilarious Benny was Jewish” (61).    Despite his classic 

parsimoniousness, a negative stereotype often attributed to Jews, Jack Benny 

(Benny Kubelsky) was seen as the thrifty “every man,” a classically cheap 

Midwestern, middle-class American, always looking to save a dime (Epstein 59).  

He had Christmas specials, replete with Christmas trees, presents and carols, 

which are still aired on PBS stations during the holiday season.  In contrast, 

Benny was very Jewish in his private life, having married his Jewish co-star Mary 

Livingstone in an Orthodox ceremony and having given large donations to 

various Jewish charities.  Ironically, his whitened on-screen image was supported 

by the overt Jewishness of two recurring characters, Mr. Kitzel and Mr. 



   

 

 

65

Schlepperman, who both spoke with heavy Yiddish accents and were 

stereotypically over-the-top in their Jewishness, making Benny appear even 

whiter and more gentile in comparison.  Lawrence Epstein cites interviews done 

with Jack Benny later in his life where Benny denies that any racism ever 

occurred on the show, and cites the popularity that stereotypes had in pre-War 

America.  Benny believed that stereotypes had a “socially redeeming purpose,” 

stating that ethnic humor, “…was a way that America heated up the national 

groups and the ethnic groups in a melting pot and made one people of us, or 

tried to do so.”  While stereotypical at best, Epstein writes “...in limited number 

and in small doses, audiences enjoyed the clearly Jewish characters on the 

shows” (61-62). 

The signifiers of Jewishness (the Yiddish language, the immigrant accent, 

the traditional foods, and the attitudes and perceptions molded by Jewish culture) 

were clearly defined by Jewish writers and performers on television during this 

decade.  Berle, Caesar, and Benny mocked those elements of their cultural 

heritage in order to achieve a whitened status, while Molly Goldberg portrayed 

Jewishness as a living anachronism in post-World War II America.  To be Jewish 

was humorous, lighthearted, both safe and akin to white, gentile America.  Much 

like the stereotype of the Jewish Mother/Wife, these television depictions defined 

Jewishness as an identity Jews were frustrated with and felt they should distance 

themselves from.  Even the harmless, charming or kitschy nature given to 
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Jewishness in these portrayals could arguably be detrimental to the image of 

Jewishness on television.  As Lester Friedman argues,  

 The Goldbergs, for American Jews, become what Amos n’ Andy are for 

American blacks:  even-tempered minority types who exaggerate their 

ethnicity to the point of caricature.  Gentiles perceive them as ‘Good Jews’ 

who give them no reason to worry; they just make them laugh.  Their 

exaggerated mannerisms and quaint customs encourage a patronizing 

attitude toward America’s Jews …Like court jesters, The Goldbergs 

gambol for the delight of their masters, the dominant gentile society in 

America (163).  

The variety show/sitcom portrayals of Jewishness in the 1950s marked another 

shift in on-screen Jewishness, from the latent stage of the Hollywood moguls, 

where Jewishness was the ethos of Hollywood Americana, to a stage of kitsch 

value.  During this period of kitsch value, Jewishness would not be represented 

as an underlying cultural ideology taken on by gentile America.  Instead, 

Jewishness would be portrayed as a series of fragmented elements that posed 

no threat to white, gentile America.  This period of kitsch value Jewishness would 

be further developed as the television industry grew to command the majority of 

the American audience by the 1960s.   
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1960s & 1970s 

Jewish American Social History 

 Three major historical events affected the public embrace of Jewishness 

in American life during the 1960s.  The Civil Rights movement sparked the flame 

of interest in ethnic and racial heritage in an America that had long been focused 

on assimilation.  At the same time, the Black Power movement targeted Jews as 

part of the White Majority, thereby denying the viability of a Jewish religion and 

culture as markers of a minority identity.  However, the legitimization of a Jewish 

minority identity in America was further supported by the success of the State of 

Israel in the 1967 Six Day War, when Israel took control of Jerusalem, the Holy 

City of the Jews.  The sheer power of the small Israeli Army against their 

enemies resulted in a new wave of Zionism among American Jews, many of 

whom gave large monetary donations to the Army during those six days in June.  

The third event that bolstered a publicly proud Jewish identity in America was the 

controversy over the war in Vietnam.  Lester Friedman cites that, for the first 

time, the internal conflicts of anti-war Americans mirrored those of the Jews, who 

were constantly forced to compromise their individual Jewish beliefs with their 

societal responsibility as Americans.  Jewish American authors such as Philip 

Roth, Bruce Jay Friedman, and Bernard Malamud voiced the inner turmoil of 

their generation as they rose to prominence in American literary life.  Through 

their writings, “the Jew, in effect, became the Everyman who embodied the 

trauma of a decade in his own private psychological dilemma” (176).   
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 By the 1960s, Jewish standup comedians like Woody Allen and Lenny 

Bruce were achieving popularity with gentile American audiences, in part by 

attacking the Jewish navigation through American culture, the careful balancing 

act between a privately Jewish and a publicly white, upper-middle class life 

(Epstein 191).   

 
The Jewish American Princess 

Just as these self-critiques were performed through the Catskills re-working of 

the Jewish Mother/Wife in the 1950s, the 1960s critiques focused on the re-

working of the single Jewish woman with what was possibly the most famous 

female Jewish stereotype, the Jewish Princess.  The Jewish Princess stereotype 

began in the 1960s when the generation of postwar Jews raised with the notion 

of the devouring Jewish Mother/Wife came of age.  However, the popularity of 

the stereotype did not lend itself wholly to the Jewish community.  While some 

Jewish women proudly took on the title of Jewish Princess, Jewish feminists 

perceived the stereotype as anti-Semitic and sexist.  Still, others dismissed it as 

a humorous take on Jewish women.   

 According to Riv Ellen Prell, the Jewish Princess is an inverted Jewish 

Mother figure.  She makes indirect demands for everything, but instead of being 

overwhelmingly nurturing, she withholds her affection.  The Jewish Princess 

“asserts the right to be cared for, particularly by men… What the JAP wants 

amounts to the fantasy life of the American consumer” (181).  She is a frigid 

example of consumer culture on overload.  As the stereotype became 
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mainstreamed by Jewish comedians, the title “Jewish Princess” gave way to 

“Jewish American Princess.”  I would argue that this shift in stereotype titling, 

from Jewish to Jewish-American, was one of the first acknowledgements of the 

Jewish achievement of American identity in popular culture.  One of the most 

blatant examples of this shifting from Jewish to Jewish-American identity can be 

found in a Saturday Night Live sketch from the late 1970s, when Gilda Radner, 

as JAP Rhonda Weiss, acted as the quintessential Jewish American Princess in 

the faux commercial for “Jewess Jeans”.  Backed up by a chorus of multiracial 

women, Radner, adorned in gold chains, a gold Star of David, dark glasses, and 

tight jeans with a Star of David embroidered on the back pocket, sang: 

Jewess Jeans. 

They’re skintight, they’re out of sight. 

Jewess Jeans. 

She’s got a lifestyle uniquely hers, 

Europe, Nassau, wholesale furs. 

She shops the sales for designer clothes, 

She’s got designer nails and a designer nose. 

She’s an American princess and a disco queen. 

She’s the Jewess in Jewess Jeans (Prell 181). 

Prell argues that this routine perfected a “minstrel-like ‘Jew face,’” 

because during this time period, the Jewish Princess became one of the first 

Jewish stereotypes to earn hyphenated American status.  This status, however, 
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did not allow for a unique Jewish identity in American culture as much as it 

allowed for Jewishness to become absorbed into gentile American culture.  Prell 

argues that the detachable mask of JAPness was the creation of a time period 

that sought to deny difference between racial and ethnic groups while 

simultaneously reasserting racial difference as an aspect of pride.  This approach 

towards racial and ethnic identity is not unlike that of the universalist postwar 

mindset, which viewed all minorities as the same because of their minority status.  

“As ethnics joined the marketplace, differences between them seem to have 

disappeared.  Where racial difference persisted it was easily explained by the 

failure of minorities to succeed.  Their success would otherwise have integrated 

them” (192).   

Therefore, racial/ethnic difference was an aspect of pride when it achieved 

commercial success, not for its individual cultural identity.  This, combined with 

the “Jew-face” that the JAP identity predicated, affected a commodification of the 

JAP identity within gentile American culture.  One didn’t need to be Jewish to be 

a JAP, according to writer Julie Baumgold, who dubbed Yoko Ono and Bette 

Davis JAPs, and humorist Anna Sequoia who asserted, “’one absolutely does not 

have to be Jewish to achieve even an advanced stage of JAPitude’” (190).  

Reflective of the “Jew as Everyman” pop culture trend, the JAP could now be 

seen as an excessive and confident middle class consumer, regardless of race 

or ethnicity.  While the Jewish Princess started out as an ethnic stereotype, the 

re-titling of Jewish American Princess allowed for the consumer commodification 
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of ethnic identity, akin to Joyce Antler’s definition of the JAP as, “an attitude, a 

phrase, even a set of clothes” (246).   By the 1970s and 1980s, jokes about the 

Jewish American Princess were standard fare in colleges and universities across 

the country, and the JAP proved to be the most commercially viable Jewish 

female stereotype.  T-Shirts, jewelry, handbooks, and novelty items were 

emblazoned with the JAP logo, and a number of magazine articles, popular 

novels, and films capitalized on the JAP character.   

However, as this attitude, phrase, and set of clothes became incorporated 

into gentile American identity, the stereotype went from insultingly humorous to 

humorous insult when taken on by Jewish characters in the media.  By 1980, the 

JAP persona was often turned into a morality lesson for Jewish women via such 

characters as Judy Benjamin in Private Benjamin, who begins the film as a JAP 

and ends the film an independent woman, having shed her JAP-itude (her only 

identifiable Jewishness) in order to succeed.  As humor about Jewish women’s 

dependence on men increased, the percentage of Jewish women in the 

workforce increased dramatically.  However, the JAP stereotype was so 

prevalent that many men searching for Jewish wives informed their matchmakers 

that they were not looking for anyone “too Jewish,” and personal ads in the 

Digest read “JAPs need not apply” (202, 177).  In popular culture, it became 

permissible for anyone to be a JAP as long as s/he wasn’t a Jew.  Unlike Jews, 

gentile JAPs weren’t exemplifying negative traits of their own ethnic culture.  
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Instead, they were consumers, picking and choosing elements of a Jewish 

stereotype for their kitsch value.    

This shift in the posturing of Jewishness in popular culture was concurrent 

with the types of television incidences of Jewishness beginning in the 1960s and 

continuing through the 1980s.  While this period began as the previous decade 

had ended, with the near disappearance of Jewishness from the small screen, it 

heralded in an era of unprecedented gentile amusement with a Jewishness 

commodified by consumer culture.  This shifting from ethnic identity to ethnic 

commodity signaled a change in television Jewishness, from a set of traits 

avoided by television Jews, to a set of traits easily, and sometimes preferably (by 

network standards), taken on by gentiles.   

 
Jewishness on Television (1960s – 1980s) 

 The 1960s began with one of the most blatant examples of preferred 

gentile whiteness in television production history, The Dick Van Dyke Show.  

Created and written by Carl Reiner under the title Head of the Family, the show 

drew heavily on the Jewish Reiner’s life.  When the pilot, which starred Reiner, 

aired in 1960 it was quickly canceled.  Only after revisions were made to the 

character makeup of Rob and Laura, and gentile Midwesterner Dick Van Dyke 

was cast in Reiner’s original role did the show make it back to the air.  “It would 

seem that Reiner accepted the Anglo-Americanization of the show’s central 

couple, Rob and Laura, but retained many of the other characters as Jews, 

simply making this almost invisible by decreasing any overtly Yiddish cultural 
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references in their behavior” (Coming Out Jewish 296-297).  The show’s 

whitening process diverted elements of Reiner’s Jewishness into the 

exaggerated and often neurotic supporting character role of Buddy, who is only 

discovered to be Jewish in an episode where he is studying for his belated Bar 

Mitzvah, the Jewish coming-of-age ritual.  Buddy’s Bar Mitzvah would come to 

symbolize an easy way for Jewish television professionals who attempted to 

balance the fear of “too Jewish” with the guilt of “not Jewish enough”.  Similar to 

the Yom Kippur episode of The Goldbergs, Buddy’s Bar Mitzvah aired a month 

before the show was canceled.  However, depictions of Jewish holidays and 

rituals would often act as the impetus for depictions of gentile encounters with 

Jewishness during this era.  The recognition of holidays, specifically Chanukah, 

would also easily lead into the consumer commodification of Jewishness on 

television.     

 The white flirtation with Jewishness that occurred in the “you don’t have to 

be Jewish to be a JAP” characterization was mirrored in a variety of television 

shows that were otherwise Jewish-less in the late 1960s and 1970s.  The basic 

pattern of these gentile encounters with Jewishness revolved around their 

introduction to a Jewish religious/cultural ceremony or event.  Often these 

episodes had the feel of an after-school special, admiring Jewishness for its 

kitsch value once again, this time from a totally gentile perspective.  The 

message of these encounters invariably pointed out the similarities between 

Jews and gentiles, and often produced essentialist readings of “they’re just the 
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same as us, and everyone is okay,” akin to the mindset of the universalist 

postwar era.   

For example, in 1968, an episode of Gomer Pyle, U.S.M.C. (CBS, 1964-

1970)  focused on a Jewish grandmother cooking for gentile troops who fell in 

love with the traditional Jewish dishes that included tzimmes and gedempte 

flanken.  In 1969, the television series The Flying Nun (ABC, 1967-1970) aired 

the episode “The Rabbi and the Nun,” where Sister Bertrille (Sally Field) lets a 

Jewish couple hold their wedding ceremony in the Convent’s back yard, because 

the synagogue is too small.  The episode ends with the nuns and the Jews 

dancing together to the classic Jewish folk song Hava Nagila which translates to, 

“Come let us be glad and rejoice.  Arise, arise with a joyful heart.”  The same 

year, the show Marcus Welby, M.D. (ABC, 1969-1976) aired an episode where 

the doctor attended an unveiling, a traditional Jewish ceremony where the 

gravestone of the dead is unveiled eleven months after the funeral.      

A number of episodes of The Partridge Family (ABC, 1970-1974) dealt 

with Danny Partridge’s on again/off again love affair with Jewish girls.  In one 

episode, Danny pretends to be Jewish to take off from school and go to a Purim 

Carnival with a Jewish girl.  The episode gave no explanation of the holiday, 

instead using it as a plot device to focus on the larger conflict of Danny skipping 

school.  In another episode, Danny convinces his family to pretend to be Jewish 

when he invites a girl and her father, who happens to be a Rabbi, over for a 

Friday night dinner.  The Rabbi quizzes Danny on the Shabbat dinner precepts, 
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and the Partridges amusingly fumble through various Jewish traditions during the 

dinner.  Danny eventually confesses to the Rabbi that he is a gentile, but, along 

with the rest of the family, admits that he enjoys Jewish traditions.  The episode 

ends with the family planning to celebrate a different world culture at each Friday 

dinner, emphasizing the “all races/ethnicities are the same” ideology.  Danny’s 

third affair with Jewishness focuses on his perpetual greed; in one episode he 

decides that he wants to have a Bar Mitzvah because, “I hear you get a lot of 

presents” (Pearl 20).   

Another popular 1970s sitcom, Sanford and Son (NBC, 1972-1977) aired 

an episode where the elder Fred believes himself to be Jewish.  In one of the 

show’s multiple ethnic gags, he loads up a dinner plate with corned beef and 

chopped liver, announcing that he is, “Fredrick G. Sanford- the G stands for 

Gefilte fish” (Pearl 56).   

Both Eight is Enough (ABC, 1977-1981) and All in the Family aired 

episodes where the gentile protagonists hosted Shabbat dinners for their Jewish 

friends.  All in the Family (CBS, 1971-1979), the sitcom noted for its 

groundbreaking approach to racial and ethnic stereotypes on television, also 

allowed its protagonists occasional flirtations with Jewishness.  In a 1977 

episode, Archie’s best friend Stretch Cunningham dies, and it is revealed at the 

funeral that Stretch was Jewish.  Archie reflects that he never knew Stretch was 

Jewish, remarking that “he was just like everyone else.”  Later in the series, 

Archie’s half-Jewish niece, Stephanie, is introduced as a regular character.  In 
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one episode, Archie is at first reluctant to accept her Jewishness; however, the 

episode ends with him giving her a Star of David necklace, saying, “You gotta 

love somebody to give them one of these.  I mean, you gotta love everything 

about them” (Pearl 53).  

 The gentile flirtation with Jewishness continued into the 1980s, sometimes 

carrying over from shows that began in the 1970s.  In 1981, the first television 

Bat Mitzvah was broadcast in an episode of the All in the Family spin-off, Archie 

Bunker’s Place (1979-1983).  The Bat Mitzvah was explained by Stephanie to 

her gentile friends as “sort of like a confirmation.”  Unlike the popularized JAP 

stereotype of the day, Stephanie chooses to have a modest party at home 

instead of letting her Jewish grandmother host an elegant country club affair to 

celebrate the coming of age ceremony.  In a 1984 episode of Diff’rent Strokes 

(1978-1986), the younger African American sibling Arnold returns from a Bar 

Mitzvah, desiring to convert to Judaism because of the food, presents, and the 

prospect of becoming a man and being able to “get into X-rated movies at kids’ 

prices” (Pearl 20).  However, once he is counseled by a Rabbi who informs him 

that he would need to attend Hebrew school and fast on Yom Kippur, Arnold 

quickly decides that he does not want to convert after all.  In the end, he returns 

to church and experiences a “deeper spiritual awareness” of Christianity  

(Pearl 20).   

The predominant expression of Jewishness in an otherwise gentile 

television world was found in the on-screen recognition of Chanukah, which 
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Jonathan and Judith Pearl cite as beginning in the late 1960s and early 1970s.  

This on-screen acknowledgement of the Jewish holiday provides the clearest 

illustration of the universalist approach to ethnicity, and the commodification of 

Jewishness in gentile society.  Chanukah is chosen above all Jewish holidays not 

for its religious significance (traditionally it is a minor holiday on the Jewish 

calendar) but because it occurs during the overtly commercialized Christmas 

season.  The depictions of Chanukah on television that started during this 

decade emphasized the universal nature of the holiday, and its close relationship 

to Christmas, both being portrayed as holidays that focus on family and gift 

giving.  As the Pearls argue regarding this comparison,  

[p]redominantly, these television depictions suggest -- if they do not 

openly state -- that the two holidays [Chanukah and Christmas] bear the 

same messages of love, togetherness and so forth, and are therefore to 

be equated in manner of celebration and religious (or, to be more precise, 

nonreligious) significance.  …[I]f this is accepted as reality, then Chanukah 

and Judaism are in danger of losing their uniqueness and identity. (33) 

These portrayals of gentile encounters with Jewishness act as the majority of the 

incidences of Jewishness on television from the 1960s through the mid-1980s.  

These depictions served to emphasize the commodity that the commercially 

successful ethnic identity of Jewishness had become on screen.  Akin to the 

Pearl’s above-stated argument, one might ask if the commercialization of 

Jewishness in gentile American culture that occurred during this era put 
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Jewishness at risk of losing its uniqueness and identity as a Jewish-owned 

ethnicity.  Ironically, the overwhelming lack of Jewish-owned Jewishness on 

television during this time period was primarily due to the emergence of 

demographic research within network programming departments that was often 

manipulated by the Jewish television moguls functioning within a “too Jewish” 

mindset. 

No Moustaches or Jews Allowed 

The two shows that contained a clearly Jewish protagonist during this era 

were Bridget Loves Bernie (CBS, 1972-1973) and Rhoda (CBS, 1974-1978).  

Bridget Loves Bernie portrayed a Jewishness relative to that of the silent era; 

assimilated Jewish American man falls in love with, and marries, successful Irish 

Catholic American woman.  Ironically, the assimilation that was so praised in 

silent film was met with religious clamor from both the Jewish and Catholic 

communities despite the growing popularity of Jewishness within white, gentile 

culture.  The controversy over the show was so severe that it was cancelled after 

one season.  Rhoda, a spin-off of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, was dubbed by 

Rick Mitz as going from, “That Nice Jewish Girl to That Girl” (qtd. in Brook 58).  

Jewish critics praised Rhoda for avoiding the Jewish Mother/Wife and JAP 

stereotypes in its characterizations of both Rhoda and her mother.  However, 

Rhoda’s kitschy Jewish ethnicity, used by writers to “balance out” Mary’s 

whiteness in The Mary Tyler Moore Show, became an object of schlubby failure 

in Rhoda, as illustrated by the show’s opening credit sequence.  Rhoda, like 
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Mary, tosses her hat up in the air, only to miss catching it on the way down; 

instead of ending with the freeze-frame of Mary’s proud smile, the sequence 

ends with a freeze-frame of Rhoda’s resignation to defeat. Rhoda was not the 

attractive, successful, desirable and gentile Mary, either.  Nebbishy and plagued 

with insecurity and failure, Rhoda provided the most uncomplimentary picture of 

Jewish owned Jewishness during this era. (Brook 58)       

The lack of blatant Jewishness and Jewish protagonists on network 

television during this era can, in large part, be contributed to the falsification of 

demographic research in network programming departments.  When writer Allan 

Burns pitched a show to CBS executives in 1969, he was met with the response 

from an official CBS researcher that, 

…CBS had research that showed there were four things American viewers 

simply would not tolerate.  One was divorced people.  The others were 

people from New York, men with moustaches, and Jews… I looked 

around the room and what you had mostly were divorced Jewish guys 

from New York.  Not too many moustaches, though.  But we just sat there, 

stunned. (qtd. in Zurawik 58) 

This same “research” was referenced in 1983 when television critic Todd Gitlin 

wrote, “[b]ut in network and advertiser parlance, ‘the market’ is still personified as 

a hypothetical anti-Semitic Midwesterner ready to switch channels at the first sign 

of a Stein” (qtd. in Zurawik 59).  It would later be revealed that, in the case of 

network television, the perceived anti-Semitism didn’t always match up with 
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reality.  Often, this “research” was used by the networks to prevent Jewishness 

from getting on the air.  When approached about the existence of such research 

by David Zurawik in the late 1990s, “Jay Eliasburg, the former head of CBS 

research …said that no such research ever existed but that lying about the 

existence of such research was often done by CBS programmers” (59).  

Ironically, the network responsible for All in the Family and Bridget Loves Bernie 

was the same network that falsified its research to keep a large amount of 

Jewishness off the air, a move that can arguably be directly tied to the “too 

Jewish” fears/dislikes of C.E.O. William Paley.   

 The success of gentile sitcoms that periodically encountered Jewishness 

versus the failure of Jewish sitcoms with constant Jewishness illustrates the 

precarious position Jewish identity had found itself in during this era, despite both 

the universalist approach to, and commodification of ethnic identity by white 

American culture.  Whites seemed to be allowed to experiment with elements of 

Jewishness, the end result being a reading of “other cultures are really great- 

because they’re just like us,” a result not too far from the universalist ethos of the 

1940s.  Jews, however, continued to be discouraged from living out their Jewish 

identity as individuals.  As with the case of Rhoda in The Mary Tyler Moore 

Show, the level of Jewishness a Jewish character was allowed to convey was 

directly based on the amount of ethnicity (or lack thereof) in their gentile 

counterparts.  While gentiles were free to consume elements of Jewishness, a 

Jewish identity remained unachievable for Jewish television characters.  On 
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television, bearing traits of Jewishness in an individual setting required either no 

acknowledgement of Jewish identity, as was the case with sitcoms like Welcome 

Back Kotter,  or ran the risk of being dubbed “too Jewish” by network executives.     

Over the course of 40 years, an identity that had been in latent phase for 

so long had taken on kitsch value markers.  These markers were harmless 

elements of identity deigned safe by the executives to represent Jewishness to a 

gentile public.  As a result, Jewishness became an ethnic commodity.  While 

gentiles were allowed to take elements of Jewishness for their own consumption, 

Jews were still hesitant to take on their own identity publicly.  In America, for the 

first time, the Jewish status as a minority culture came under question.  To 

whites, Jews were an ethnic minority, supported by the fact that they had a 

cultural homeland in Israel.  To blacks and other minorities of color, Jews were 

part of the white majority, supported by the fact they had obtained status in the 

otherwise white world of corporate and academic America.  The Jews of 

America, then, experienced something the Diaspora population had never 

experienced before; they were allowed the simultaneous achievements of both 

assimilation and cultural freedom.  These achievements were lost to the old 

generation of Jewish television moguls, however.  Their motivations had long 

been driven by the fears of anti-Semitism and the desire to assimilate, two 

factors that had become seemingly antiquated, even outmoded in the era of 

cultural diversity.  However, these moguls continued to govern their network 
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programming by the “too Jewish” standards until their reign ended in the mid-

1980s.   

The shift from latent, to kitsch, to consumer Jewishness that occurred in 

network television sitcoms during this 40 year period illustrated the impact of 

television’s creators over their products.  Relative to their predecessors, the 

Hollywood mogul auteurs, these Ashkenazi immigrants and first-generation 

Americans created and shaped film and television Jewishness through the fears 

and desires surrounding their own Jewish identity.  In the 1990s, these immigrant 

fears and desires would be replaced by a new generation of Jewish American 

motivations that, despite their uniqueness, had nonetheless been impacted by 

the images of Jewishness fed through the small screen.  The challenge to 

Jewishness on television in the coming decade would be to counter the kitsch 

identity that had been attributed to it and the commodity it had become.  Free 

from the old generation’s paranoia, the new generation of Jewish television 

creators, writers, and producers would have to face lingering anti-Semitism, but 

in new ways.  As Lester Friedman argued of the first generation of television 

Jewishness, “[i]t is hard to hate a people you laugh at, but it may be equally 

difficult to respect them, or to address their grievances” (164).  Trends in Jewish 

standup comedy illustrated a demand for respect from a new generation of 

American Jews who were facing a period of renewed anti-Semitism.  Would this 

new generation of Jewish television executives break the “too Jewish” mold that 

had plagued network sitcoms?  The answer was obviously yes, but the concern 
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over how they would accomplish such a task would be followed by the question 

mark that punctuated the end of the mogul era in the television industry. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 
 
 

COMING FULL CIRCLE:  SITCOM JEWISHNESS, 1990 – PRESENT 
 

Jerry: …I wanted to talk to you about Dr. Whatley. I have a 
suspicion that he's converted to Judaism just for the jokes. 
 
Father: And this offends you as a Jewish person. 
 
Jerry: No, it offends me as a comedian.  
 

The Yada Yada episode, Seinfeld 
 

 The combination of changes within both the Jewish American community 

and the television industry that occurred during the early to mid-1980s signaled 

the beginning of a new era of Jewishness in network sitcom television.  This era 

would be one dominated by a new generation of Jewish Americans who had 

been strongly influenced by the changing face of Jewishness in popular culture.  

At the same time, they inherited a television industry that had long been 

governed by the “too Jewish” paranoia of Jewish immigrants.  The negotiation 

between contemporary pop culture images of Jewishness and these “too Jewish” 

fears would both govern and exemplify the sitcom Jewishness of the 1990s. 

 
 

The 1980s – the Decade of Change 
           
 Prell notes that the use of the JAP slur expressed the Jewish anxiety “over 

such matters as materialism, self-absorption, [and] competence in the physical 

world...  On the one hand, they sought out a Jewish match in the hope of finding 
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a compatible person to love; on the other hand, they dreaded what they took to 

be Jewish behavior on the part of the opposite sex” (178).  It is no surprise, then, 

that by the 1980s, Jewish American intermarriage was at an all-time high, 

religious observance was at an all-time low, and Jewish homes were more 

secularized than ever (Mayer 176-177).  This, of course, was not due solely to 

the JAP stereotype, but to a combination of factors that included generations of 

assimilated American Jews who had slowly discarded many elements of 

Jewishness from their lives.  As Gordis argues, “[n]ow that Jews have become 

fully American, we realize that it is Judaism that often feels foreign.  In a culture 

that is now focusing on identity more than ever before, we find ourselves utterly 

adrift” (102).  While ritualistic tradition, such as the lighting of Shabbat candles 

within the home or maintaining a kosher diet, was honored by the first generation 

of Jewish immigrants, the practices often did not translate down to their 

assimilated children and grandchildren. As Egon Mayer notes of the era, “on the 

whole, studies of Jewish practice indicate greatly diminished Jewish activity 

within the lives of most American Jews” (182).    

 At the same time, the 1980s saw a rise in anti-Semitism in America 

spurred on by three major factors: 1. the country’s continuing economic problems 

sparked latent race/ethnicity hatred among lower classes, 2. media coverage of 

anti-Semitic incidences allowed the events to feed off of each other, and 3. the 

growing economic and political power of Arab countries.  A study conducted by 

Quinley and Glock in 1979 showed that a third of the gentiles in the United States 
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viewed Jews with “suspicious distrust” and believed that Jews ran major U.S. 

financial and media industries.  A December 1980 poll showed that a third of the 

gentiles surveyed believed that American Jews were more loyal to Israel than the 

United States; in the same year, the Anti Defamation League reported a three-

fold increase in anti-Semitic activity in a one year period.  There was also a 

resurgence of the American Nazi party, and both it and the Ku Klux Klan ran 

viable candidates for public office.  (Friedman 289-290) 

 Historically, this combination of assimilation and anti-Semitism resulted in 

the suppression of Jewishness on network television.  However, two things 

happened during the 1980s that would break the “too Jewish” mentality of 

network television.  First and most importantly was the shift in network ownership 

from singular, powerful Jewish immigrants to multifaceted corporations.  Robert 

Sarnoff, who had taken over as C.E.O. of NBC when his father retired in 1970, 

sold RCA, the network’s parent company, to General Electric in 1985.  In 1986, 

Leonard Goldenson retired from ABC, which was bought out that year by Capital 

Cities Communications.  Also, and probably most importantly, William Paley sold 

out his controlling interest in CBS in 1986; the company was then bought out by 

Loews, Inc.  (Zurawik 236)        

 Secondly, the resurgence of Jewish-owned Jewishness (not popular since 

The Goldbergs had left the air in 1956) in network sitcom television was also 

spurred on by events in the world of Jewish stand-up comedy.  During the 1980s, 

Jewish female comedians attained popularity with gentile audiences that had 
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long been charmed by their male counterparts.  Comediennes of this era, like 

Joan Rivers, Roseanne Barr, and Sandra Bernhard resurrected the Vaudevillian 

Jewish technique of “you can mock me, but I can mock me better” in their 

standup acts that were often methods of response to the Jewish female 

stereotypes that had plagued them for so long (Mock 105).  For example, Joan 

Rivers would turn the seemingly negative aspects of her Jewishness, in her case, 

the male perception that she was yet another JAP or Mother/Wife figure, into the 

source of her success.  These backlashes against Jew-on-Jew stereotyping not 

only gave Jewish American women a viable voice in the entertainment industry 

(which they had not possessed since the days of Fanny Brice and her 

Vaudevillian counterparts) they contributed to the reconfiguring of Jewishness 

that would occur in network sitcom television in 1990s.   

 The popularity of creating sitcoms around standup comedians would not, 

however, begin with a Jewish comedienne.  Instead, one of the first Jewish 

sitcoms of the post-television mogul era was based around the standup act of 

Jewish American comedian Jerry Seinfeld, and would eventually earn the title of 

“most successful sitcom of all time.”     

 
Seinfeld - Setting the Precedent 

 
 When Seinfeld premiered in May, 1990 with the title The Seinfeld 

Chronicles, then-NBC President Brandon Tartikoff dubbed the show “too Jewish” 

and “too New York,” citing the falsified network research about “divorced people, 

people from New York, men with moustaches, and Jews.”  Explaining his 
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reasoning, Tartikoff is cited in Zurawik’s book as saying, “the maxim of show 

business is, you know, write Yiddish, cast British.  Which, you know, was always 

said to Jewish writers” (53).  This technique of writing Jewish and casting white 

was one that Seinfeld mastered through both characterization and plot during its 

nine season run.  Through careful characterization, scripting, and setting, 

Seinfeld became the boilerplate of Jewishness on network television during the 

1990s.  Every boundary the show crossed regarding Jewishness, moves that had 

previously been considered taboo, paved the way for the outbreak of Jewishness 

on network sitcom television during the decade.  The show’s production history 

as well as its plot lines illustrated the underlying fear of network sitcom 

Jewishness: the fear of being “too Jewish.”  So, while the show was 

groundbreaking regarding the comfort levels it established with sitcom 

Jewishness after decades of its relative absence, the show also initialized the 

shift in the ownership of Jewishness in the television world.  Seinfeld took a 

Jewishness owned by Jews and imitated by gentiles and declared it to be just 

another aspect of American culture at large.  With Seinfeld, the universalization 

and commodification of Jewishness would be complete.  Similar to the latent 

Jewishness of the Hollywood moguls, the elements of Jewishness became the 

cultural elements of being an American. 

 An integral part in this Americanization of Jewishness was the ambiguous 

characterization of the show’s protagonists and supporting characters.  When the 

revamped version of The Seinfeld Chronicles appeared next season, titled simply 
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Seinfeld, Michael Richards’s character of Kessler was re-dubbed the non-Jewish 

“Cosmo Kramer” and a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy went into effect regarding the 

Jewishness of Jerry’s counterparts.  However, it was through the writers’ use of 

traditional elements of Jewishness, which often recalled the stereotypical 

characteristics created in the Jewish standup world, that the Seinfeld cast 

became the most “Jewish non-Jews” on network television.  Both Elaine Benes, 

Jerry’s ex-girlfriend, and the re-dubbed Kramer exhibited stereotyped Jewish 

tendencies including neuroticism, the use of Yiddishisms, and an ethnic 

appearance. George Costanza, Jerry’s childhood friend, was the character 

officially dubbed by many critics as “the most Jewish non-Jew” on network TV.  

Jason Alexander, who portrayed George, admitted, “‘If you go back and look at 

[George’s] early episodes, you’re seeing a guy do a really blatant Woody Allen 

imitation’” (Coming Out Jewish 303).  However, the identities of the three 

characters were all defined as gentile in one episode where  

Kramer plans a Jewish singles function with authentic ethnic 

foods.  He wants Jerry and Elaine to attend, and Elaine says, 

‘Well I’m not Jewish!’  To which Kramer replies, ‘Neither am I.’   

In the same show, Kramer holds the function at the Knights of 

Columbus Hall, courtesy of George’s dad’s membership.  Knights 

of Columbus is a Catholic organization. (Cohn) 

As Elber quotes, when Jerry Stiller, who played George’s father Frank Costanza, 

asked the show’s writers, “how a family that seemed Jewish, talked Jewish and 
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ate Jewish (‘a lot of kasha, bagels, other things’) could be Italian, [t]heir response 

[was]: It’s a Jewish family in the witness protection program” (Elber).  Why 

relegate Jewishness to insinuation?  “Elaine and George both are New York 

Jews in all their inflections and mannerisms, although they are designated as 

non-Jews to attract a wider audience that might not warm up to an entirely 

Jewish foursome” (Hirsch).  When Estelle Harris asked writer Larry David 

whether or not her character of Mrs. Costanza was Jewish, David asked why she 

cared.  “‘I saw where Larry was right,’ she said, ‘This way, without identifying, 

everyone can relate to the woman’” (Cohn).   

 Seinfeld was not a show that portrayed Jewish characters so much as it 

was an illustration of a society impacted by Jewishness.  The sitcom proved that 

“Jewish humor [had] infiltrated popular culture.  On television, Jewish humor is 

the Trojan horse sneaked into the living rooms of non-Jewish America to 

acquaint them with the fact that Jews are pretty much like them, only more so” 

(Davis).  By creating gentiles who embraced Jewishness, Seinfeld illustrated that 

not only are Jews “white,” whites can be considered or mistaken as being 

Jewish.  As Jon Stratton notes, “[t]o ask whether the main characters on Seinfeld 

are Jews... is instructive because it enables us to appreciate just how blurred the 

category has become...” (Coming Out Jewish 304).   

 That is not to say that the writers of Seinfeld always imaged American 

Jewishness in a positive light; on the contrary, this integration of Jewishness into 

the fabric of American culture resulted in four of the most despicable, yet lovable 
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characters on network television.  However, within the structure of the show it 

was the clearly defined Jewish character Jerry who often came out of the moral 

wash looking cleaner than his Jewish non-Jew counterparts.  I would argue that 

George is to Jerry what Ketzel and Schlepperman were to Jack Benny: ethnic 

foils for the protagonist’s achieved status of whiteness.  George, while not 

specifically Jewish, possesses all the elements of male Jewishness: “he is a 

schlemiel, a schlimazel, and a nebbisher all at once” (Marc 201). (The common 

definition being that a schlemiel is one who spills soup on the person next to him, 

while the schlimazel spills soup on himself.)  Unlike Jerry, he is not successful 

and rich; he does not reside in upper Manhattan, but instead in his parents’ 

house in the Bronx.  There, the full neuroses of Jewishness are unveiled in his 

parents (played by two Jewish actors) replete with stereotypical elements of 

Jewishness in their characterizations; plastic slipcovers on the furniture, décor 

that hasn’t changed since George’s childhood, and Chinese food in the 

refrigerator.  George’s non-Jewish Jewishness, often expressed through his 

neurotic tendencies, are best noticed when he is around his parents, who are 

equally as perturbed.  Therefore, it can be asserted that George’s negative traits 

are links to his Jewishness.  Similarly, Jon Stratton argues that the gentile 

Cosmo Kramer can be read as the “uncivil Yiddisher... He is loud, brash, 

indiscreet, has little sense of any division between the private and the public, and 

tends to cause trouble as a result” (Coming Out Jewish 306).  Viewed in this 

light, Kramer (who’s Jewishness was a point of network contention in the show’s 
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first season) can be interpreted as a gentile inhabiting all of the stereotypical 

behaviors Jewish Americans sought to avoid during assimilation.   

 A multiplicity of readings can be taken from this manipulation and 

characterization of American Jewishness within the text of Seinfeld.  I would 

argue that one of the sources of the humor of the show stems from the 

placement of seemingly negative elements of Jewishness onto gentile 

characters; it is ironic that after decades of living with these negative stereotypes, 

Jewish writers were able to shift the ownership of the stereotype and mock 

gentiles for possessing these negative attributes.  At the same time, however, 

this method of placing Jewishness within the fabric of American culture could be 

interpreted as Jewishness encompassing the negative aspects of the American 

personality: the neurotic, the unstable, the unsuccessful, the weird, strange, and 

bizarre.  Or, a possible third reading is that although Jewishness is a part of 

American culture, you simply have to be a Jew, like Jerry, to successfully portray 

those elements.   

 I would argue that due to the “too Jewish” fears still present in network 

television, that while Seinfeld stressed the Jewishness of American culture, it 

was a Jewishness that specifically belonged to white American culture.  The 

whiteness of the show was emphasized through the construction of the character 

makeup of Manhattan.  The show focused on many ethnicities including Chinese, 

African American, Arabic, Eastern European, and Puerto Rican during its nine 

season run, however, it often did so in stereotypical ways.  In “The Soup Nazi” 



   

 

 

93

episode, the eastern European soup maven is a fascist chef with no redeeming 

quality; it should be noted that the man upon which the character was based was 

extremely offended by the portrayal, “partly because he didn't consider it very 

flattering and partly because when you had lost family in the Holocaust, the word 

‘Nazi’ held few comic associations” (Hinckley).  The only recurring black 

character on the show was lawyer Jackie Chiles who was lacking in both 

scruples and etiquette.  Aside from this and the episode “The Diplomats Club” 

where George attempts to befriend an African American (Jerry’s exterminator) in 

order to join the club, African Americans are almost nonexistent in Seinfeld’s 

New York City.  In one ninth season episode, “The Puerto Rican Day Parade,” 

the punch line of one of Kramer’s slapstick farces results in him stamping on a 

Puerto Rican flag that was set on fire.  The episode enraged the Puerto Rican 

community so much that they sued the show, and the episode has never been 

rerun.  In their treatment of racial minorities, Seinfeld solidified the white 

American status of Jewishness, ironically, by employing the same approach 

towards minorities of color that whites once took towards Jews; treating them 

stereotypically and, at times, appreciating them solely for their kitsch value. 

 By constructing white characters as Jewish non-Jews, along with the 

stereotypical portrayals of nonwhite ethnicities in minor roles, Seinfeld 

successfully imaged Jewishness as merely another set of traits unique to the 

white American cultural fabric.  This is why Seinfeld acted as the prototype for 

the portrayal of Jewishness in shows such as Friends, The Nanny, Will & Grace, 
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Dharma and Greg, Mad About You, Everybody Loves Raymond, and even the 

whitest of network sitcoms, Frasier.   

 
Reconstructing the Big Apple 

 The Seinfeld re-construction of New York City as a white enclave was the 

most common way sitcoms with elements of Jewishness, especially those with 

Jewish characters, clarified the white Americanness of even the most Jewish of 

characters.  The Nanny, Friends, and Will & Grace were sitcoms that followed in 

Seinfeld’s footsteps, refashioning Manhattan into a primarily white borough in two 

ways.  The first method employed by these shows was the one first used in 

Seinfeld: the relegation of non-white ethnicities to a minor amount of screen time, 

at most achieving small supporting roles in a few episodes.  Friends, a sitcom co-

created by two Jews, does not get a write-up in Jonathan and Judith Pearl’s 

compendium on Jewishness in American television.  However, according to one 

WB spokesperson, “‘the religion of the characters on Friends has never been 

established, but viewers can make the educated guess that Monica and Ross 

[Gellar] are half Jewish and that Rachel [Green]... [is] Jewish” (Cohn).  This 

Jewishness in name only, or “technical Jewishness” as critics have dubbed it, is 

one that seeks to avoid directly defining Jewish characters through the traditional 

stereotypical elements of Jewishness.  As a result, the show, dubbed by many 

critics as one of the whitest sitcoms on network television, often exhibits its 

Jewishness through its emphasis on the whiteness of its Manhattan setting.  

Aside from Aisha Tyler’s guest-starring role as Ross’s African American love 
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interest during the eighth season finale and the ninth season opener, nonwhite 

characters are all but absent from Friends.  While the “white” characters may not 

always exhibit excessive amounts of Jewishness, the show’s lack of minority 

characters follows suit with the Seinfeld trend.   

 Both The Nanny and Will and Grace depicted relationships with African 

Americans.  On The Nanny, Ray Charles guest starred in a number of episodes 

during the last seasons as Fran’s grandmother’s boyfriend.  By the time Will & 

Grace hit the air, it became acceptable to have the Jewish main character date 

an African American for a fairly non-serious sweeps relationship in the 1999-

2000 season.  However, aside from Rosario, Karen Walker’s Hispanic maid who 

frequents many episodes of Will & Grace, the New York of this sitcom is as white 

as Seinfeld’s.  The retention of whiteness as the majority culture in these shows 

acts as a reinforcement for the Jewish inclusion in white America.  By eliminating 

nonwhite ethnicities it is easier for the sitcom to establish the 

Jewishness/whiteness correlation; by having non-whites as minor characters who 

often impinge on the lives of the main characters, Jewish characters are figured 

as just as white as their gentile counterparts, instead of being figured as a 

threatening or non-influential minority ethnicity.  

 The second way these shows emphasized the whiteness-Jewishness 

correlation was through physically distancing the overtly Jewish supporting 

characters from the whitened Manhattan, as well as distancing the clearly or 

technically Jewish protagonists from their overtly ethnic roots.  In the careful 
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manipulation of setting, the sitcoms of the 1990s have been able to portray 

Jewishness to an aesthetically realized extent while still drawing careful location 

boundaries between themselves and their “too Jewish” families and counterparts, 

who are often figured as lower class and anachronistic.  Like George Burns and 

Jack Benny, Grace Adler, Fran Fine, and their counterparts had to draw distinct 

lines between their publicly white and privately, or ancestrally Jewish selves.  

The emphasis in these shows was not only on the whiteness of the city, but on 

the geographical distance it provided between the whitened Jewish protagonists 

and their Jewish roots.  Akin to the distance between Jerry in Manhattan and 

George’s status as schlemiel in the Bronx, the physicality of Manhattan afforded 

even the most Jewish of main characters acceptance in white society.   

 In The Nanny, Fran’s mother and grandmother are almost as permanent a 

fixture in the Sheffield’s Park Avenue mansion as Fran’s nasal laughter.  

However, they are constantly regarded by the Sheffield family, and even Fran 

herself, as interlopers.  In one episode, young daughter Grace remarks, “I 

thought they’d never leave,” to which Fran replies, “you and me both!”  In the 

episodes when trips are made to visit Fran’s mother, the humor lies in the readily 

apparent differences between upscale Manhattan and the borough of Queens.  

Fran’s mother’s apartment, like George’s parents’ apartment on Seinfeld,  is 

cramped, the furniture covered in plastic, the décor not having changed since 

Fran was a child.  All residents (mostly Jewish) are lower-middle class, speak 
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with thick neighborhood accents, and are often employed as tradesmen or 

hairdressers.       

 Despite the fact that the majority of the Friends are low-wage earners by 

Manhattan standards, they all reside in trendy midtown apartments close to 

Central Park which, in reality, are far out of their economic status.  They are out 

of work actors, professional masseurs, unemployed chefs, and office assistants; 

only one character, Chandler, has a steady job in an office throughout the show’s 

run.  The three characters who are technically Jewish according to the show’s 

writers, Monica, Ross, and Rachel,  exhibit stereotypical elements of Jewishness 

primarily in flashback scenes involving their parents.  Ross’s nebbisher and 

Monica’s neurotic compulsive eater personalities are both a source of the show’s 

humor as well as exaggerated in the presence of their Jewish father and gentile 

mother, who live in suburban Long Island.  Televisual hints to Rachel’s 

Jewishness are also left up to the viewer’s reading of stereotypical signs present 

in flashback scenes.  Early in the series Rachel can be seen playing the part of a 

stereotypical JAP, spoiled by her rich father and engaged to a presumably 

Jewish doctor named Barry.  In a later episode, Rachel cites that her breakup 

and move to New York made her a better person; she was no longer the JAP 

relying on her father for fiscal support, nor did she become dependent on a 

Jewish husband to take care of her.  Moving into Manhattan allowed Ross, 

Monica and Rachel to shed the majority of their stereotypical Jewishness in favor 

of a whitened, technical Jewish identity, present in last name only.      
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 Similarly, the opposite of Will & Grace’s classy and sophisticated 

Manhattan apartment is Grace’s parents’ home in Schenectady, in upstate New 

York.  Once again, the decorations are unchanged since Grace’s childhood, and 

her mother is unwittingly overbearing, par for the course in Jewishness.  The 

depictions of Grace set in flashback scenes at her parents’ house are far from 

Grace’s status as the Jewish American Princess of Manhattan.  She has home 

permanent hair, no makeup, and an incredible nasal intonation in both speech 

and laughter.  Comparing the flashbacks with the current scenarios, it could be 

argued that moving to Manhattan was the best thing Grace could do to whiten 

her Jewish identity.  This argument is supported within the show when Grace 

marries Leo and makes the move from midtown Manhattan to Brooklyn to live 

with her Jewish doctor husband.  Shunned by Will, Jack, and Karen, for living “all 

the way over there,” it is Grace who has to take subways, busses, and taxis to 

visit her friends in trendy Manhattan because they refuse to visit her untrendy 

Brooklyn home.  

 This geographical shift became a major part of the construction of 

Jewishness not only as white, but contemporary and upscale.  The 

reconstruction of the geographical boundaries not only emphasized the role of 

Jewishness in white American culture, it gave Jewishness a position in high 

culture within the white American world while acknowledging its popular culture 

roots.  It would appear as if the goal of the Hollywood moguls, the merging of 

high culture with popular culture, had finally been realized within the network 
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sitcom.  Similar to the moguls’ latent Jewishness, these Seinfeld techniques have 

created a sitcom world where Jewishness is merely another aspect of American 

life.  

 
Old Habits Die Hard 

 Two methods used to introduce Jewishness into the sitcom during the 

1960s and 1970s were the celebration of Chanukah and the recognition of 

intermarriage.  Chanukah continues to be celebrated on television today, 

emphasizing the commercial value of Jewishness.  While intermarriage was a 

controversial topic in the 1970s, the depictions in the 1990s met with great 

success, due in part to the high percentage of intermarriage, and in part to the 

way Jewishness was handled within the relationship.  However, these depictions 

of Jewishness in network sitcom television could arguably be seen as contrary to 

the placement of Jewishness in American culture.         

 Having Jewish or half-Jewish characters that embrace their cultural 

traditions during holidays only is often the extent to which Jewishness is 

expressed in many 1990s television sitcoms.  The issue of being “too Jewish” is 

made a non-issue as the Jewish characters are portrayed as having completely 

assimilated (with the exception of vague, semi-present holiday celebrations) with 

their gentile white counterparts.  Vincent Brook notes that, “Jewish themes are 

referenced ...on Friends only through annual allusions to, and one quasi-

celebration of Chanukah” (122).  One holiday episode of the show featured Ross 

cleaning a menorah while Monica baked Christmas cookies, while Rachel is 
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never seen affiliated with any personal religious or cultural ceremony.  The most 

infamous holiday episode of Friends, the “Chanukah Armadillo” episode, focuses 

on nebbishy Ross’s desire for his son to celebrate Chanukah.  The show ends 

with Chandler dressed as Santa, Joey dressed as Superman, and Ross dressed 

as the “Chanukah Armadillo,” because no Chanukah related costumes were 

available.  In contrast to the gentile characters, Ross is figured as the geeky, 

incapable Jew compared to the gentile gift giver and the superhero.  Only after 

Santa Chandler says that he’s interested in learning about Chanukah does 

Ross’s son Ben take an interest in the Jewish holiday. 

 In one Chanukah episode of The Nanny, the newly married Fran Sheffield 

prays with a nun outside her Park Avenue palace while she anxiously awaits to 

hear from her husband who had just been in a car crash.  When the Sister asks if 

she would like to pray, Fran queries if it would be okay, since she’s Jewish, to 

which the Sister replies, “well we both believe in the same God.”  The prayer is, 

of course, answered with Maxwell Sheffield’s immediate return.  The episode 

ends with the family lighting the menorah in front of a ten-foot Christmas tree 

already lit up in the background.  These fallbacks to kitsch value Jewishness are 

not only anachronistic, they can arguably be viewed as detrimental to the 

establishment of Jewishness in white American culture.  While the 

acknowledgement of Jewish cultural heritage on sitcom television is a positive 

thing, it is also a superficial one.  As Jonathan and Judith Pearl argue, Chanukah 

on television is often portrayed as the Jewish Christmas, therefore the on-screen 
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“...images serve to exacerbate an already difficult time for many American Jews 

who lack a strong and proud religious identity” (33).  Also, the sole 

acknowledgement of Chanukah versus the other Jewish holidays leaves one to 

question the level of influence Jewishness has within American life.  Arguably, 

Chanukah is the more cultural of the Jewish holidays, not being on the list of 

commanded High Holy Days celebrated in Judaism.  Therefore, the recognition 

of Chanukah versus these other holidays falls in line with the non-religious 

precept of Jewishness.  However, one could question that if Chanukah, a holiday 

which is, in essence, the recognition of a holy miracle, could be formatted for 

acceptability in American life, couldn’t the other holidays as well?  Then, the real 

question would be: is that necessarily a good thing?  Chanukah’s acceptance 

into a Jewishized white culture allows it, as it allows all other elements of 

Jewishness, to be celebrated (or, commercialized) by gentiles in a secularized 

manner.  Should the other holidays be co-opted in such a fashion?  If so, how 

would that affect an already whitened Jewishness?   

 While intermarriage was a topic too controversial by 1970s standards, it 

was a topic that proliferated in the 1990s sitcom, especially in regards to 

Jewishness.  However, the intermarriages of the 1990s, including Dharma and 

Greg, about a WASP businessman married to a New Age Jewish woman, and 

Mad About You, a show focused on the intermarriage of the Jewish Paul 

Buchman and his gentile wife Jamie, imaged the intermarriage of the two main 

characters as a source of humor rather than controversy.  This was often done 
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through the lack of acknowledgement of the Jewish character’s Jewishness; a 

technique similar to that used in The Burns and Allen Show, which was the first 

sitcom to portray a Jewish/gentile intermarried couple.  Both Dharma and Greg 

and Mad About You’s creators preferred to emphasize the character’s 

“humanness,” and avoid any discussion of personal religious or cultural beliefs.  

This fallback to the 1950s whitening of Jewish-owned Jewishness is arguably 

detrimental to the Seinfeld “Jewishness is American” mantra as well.  While 

these shows may acknowledge a character’s Jewishness in the pilot episode, as 

was the case in Dharma & Greg, the Jewishness is quickly eliminated from the 

plotline and therefore imaged as ineffectual to both character and storyline.  

Instead of making Jewishness a regular part of the American landscape, and 

therefore a non-issue, these shows portraying intermarriage turn Jewishness into 

the unspoken issue in the relationship. 

 
 

The 90s Sitcom Jewish Female 

 Another great motivating force for the re-figuring of Jewishness in the 

1990s sitcom was the re-imaging of Jewish women on the small screen.  

Contrary to the Americanization of Jewishness performed in the majority of 

sitcoms containing elements of Jewishness during this decade, the re-imaging of 

Jewish women could arguably be read as a resurgence in Jewish engagement 

with Jewishness as an individual cultural identity.  However, while these re-

characterizations of women may have indicated a revival of interest in Jewish 



   

 

 

103

cultural heritage, the shows discussed still followed many of the Seinfeld trends, 

emphasizing Jewishness within white American culture.  The first part of this 

discussion will focus on The Nanny and Will & Grace, which employed the 

whitened Manhattan in their shows to emphasize the Jewishness-whiteness 

correlation, while, at the same time, employing the techniques of Jewish standup 

comediennes to claim female control over Jewish female images.  The second 

part of the discussion will focus on technical Jewishness, a status new to 1990s 

Jewishness and one that could be attributed to the often dichotomous nature in 

the images and portrayals of female Jewishness.  

 The 1990s saw a number of notable female Jewish characters premiere 

on television, such as Fran Fine (The Nanny, 1993-1999), Grace Adler (Will & 

Grace, 1998-present), Dharma Finkelstein (Dharma & Greg, 1997-2002), and 

Monica Gellar and Rachel Green (Friends, 1994-2004).  In fact, compared to 

past decades, female Jewish presence was at an all-time high on network sitcom 

television.  Before the appearance of these Jewish females in network sitcoms, 

the only television shows that contained a Jewish female protagonist were The 

Goldbergs (1947-1956) and Brooklyn Bridge (1991-1993) which contained only 

Jewish mother figures, and Rhoda (1974-1978).  Compared to these shows, the 

majority of the sitcom Jewish females of the 1990s are: single, often depicted as 

middle- to upper-middle class, and have experienced a greater level of ratings 

success, translating into a greater number of seasons on the air. 
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 There are two differences between the portrayal of Jewish American 

women in the 90s sitcoms versus the stereotyped Mother/Wife and JAP of the 

previous decades.  These contemporary portrayals, while often cited as 

exemplifying the JAP stereotype, do one thing the JAP does not: proudly assert 

their sexuality.  These portrayals also recognize the technically Jewish woman, a 

character who is often the result of intermarriage, and who is nearly always 

Jewish in last name only.  Like their predecessors, these televisual Jewish 

women are representatives of the larger confusion over ethnic identity in the real 

world of Jewish America.  Unlike the Mother/Wife and the JAPs before them, the 

Jewish women of the 1990s could arguably represent a new form of Jewish 

identity, one that is turning more towards the public embrace of Jewishness in 

American life. 

 Both Vincent Brook and Roberta Mock note that the female Jewish 

comedians of today reflect the style of their Vaudevillian predecessors, the Red 

Hot Mamas.  After years of male-dominated Jewish standup comedy, there was 

a resurgence of the Red Hot Mama technique in the standup world.  

Consequently, the reshaping of the Jewish female character began with 1980s 

standup comediennes like Joan Rivers, Sandra Bernhard, and Roseanne Barr.  

The trend continued into the 1990s with standup artists like Susie Essman, 

whose routine includes the quip, “You think I’m a JAP?  My last boyfriend broke 

up with me because he said I was a JAP.  You think I’m a princess?  Do you 

really?  I’m not a princess.  (Pause.)  I’m a queen” (Mock 105).  I would argue 
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that their bold confrontation of Jewish female sexuality influenced the 

characterizations of Jewish women in 1990s sitcoms.   

 The sitcom characterizations, however, were not as bold as the 

commentary of the comediennes, and were often found stereotypical and 

uncomplimentary by many Jewish female television executives.  In 1993, Jewish 

Exponent writer Risa Whitney Gordon wrote “Jewish women are often portrayed 

as caricatures.  ...If not portrayed as neurotic stereotypes, often compared with 

more desirable gentile women, Jewish women are conspicuously absent” (qtd. in 

Brook 65).  In 1996, Susan Kaplan wrote in the Jewish weekly Forward, “[w]hile 

Jewish men are often seen as ideal husbands, responsible and devoted, Jewish 

women have frequently been portrayed as materialistic, demanding and self-

centered” (qtd. in Zurawik 16).  Vincent Brook notes California State University 

Northridge professor Maureen Rubin who has asserted that during this time 

period “...TV’s Jewish women were being ‘portrayed in a ‘disturbing’ stereotyping 

manner akin to that of black on early shows like Amos ‘n’ Andy’” (291).  In an 

interview published in 2003, Lynn Roth, a Hollywood producer and former studio 

executive at 20th Century Fox, said that“...there are so many [Jewish] women 

involved in the decision making process now, and they’re just continuing the 

[Jewish female] stereotype.  I don’t think they are making any difference” 

(Zurawik 141).  Despite the growing number of female Jewish protagonists in 

sitcom television, it was arguable how much change was really taking place on 

the screen.  Were these female authors creating characters akin to Gertrude 
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Berg’s stereotypical Molly, or the groundbreaking Susie Essman’s Jewish 

Queen?     

 The Morning Star Commission, an organization formed by the Jewish 

American Women’s organization Hadassah, performed a number of studies on 

the portrayals of Jewish women within the media.  The first character to come 

under scrutiny was Fran Fine, the title character in the popular CBS sitcom The 

Nanny.  Many Jewish groups found Fran’s overt JAP-ishness, stereotypically 

characterized by big hair, a nasal laugh, tight clothes, a penchant for shopping 

and a desire to marry a rich man who could take care of her monetary needs, 

offensive.  However, the study indicated that overall, Fran Drescher’s portrayal of 

the Jewish nanny in a gentile world was a positive one in which Jewish 

Americans could take pride. (Brook 138)  One member of the Commission, 

Claudia Caplan, even went so far as to pronounce Fran Fine as “’funny and fine 

and terrific’” (Brook 292).  The creators and writers of the show insisted that while 

in characterizing Fran Fine they employed the use of many common stereotypes 

about Jewish females, it was still a positive portrayal, taking joy in the humor of 

“typical” Jewish female behavior (Cohn).  In Joyce Antler’s anthology Talking 

Back, critic Susan Glenn describes Drescher as the “only reigning Jewish actress 

on television with the chutzpah to celebrate her ethnic ‘otherness’” (247).     

 The second most prevalent Jewish American female character next to The 

Nanny’s Fran Fine is Will & Grace’s Grace Adler.  She has been hailed by Jewish 

American publications such as The Forward and The Jewish Journal of Greater 
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Los Angeles as being the ultimate positive representation of Jewish American 

womanhood in sitcom television.  Like Fran Fine, Grace is praised for her 

physical beauty, and is often seen in designer clothes that emphasize her sex 

appeal.    Malina Saval, in a Forward article titled “Finally, a Jewish Girl Turns on 

the TV and Sees Herself,” writes,  

Now, thanks to Ms. Messing, being a Jewish woman doesn’t mean 

you must get a nose job to be attractive.  Because of Ms. Messing’s 

portrayal of Grace, audiences now can see that you can be Jewish 

and have the genetic luck of supermodel features, a Boticelli-esque 

mass of red curls and legs that extend the length of a New York 

City block.  For a Jewish woman like Ms. Messing to play a Jewish 

woman like Grace, and to do so in such an apologetic, realistic, 

overt fashion, is a major milestone in American television. 

Later in the article, Saval cites Grace’s use of Yiddish and her remembrance of 

Camp Ramah (a popular, real life, Jewish American summer camp) as “...the 

sprinkling of ...subtleties within the dialogue of the show that [help] to round out 

Grace’s character and make her Jewishness believable.”   

 The wildly positive reception of the character Grace Adler in the Jewish 

press is surprising compared to the scrutiny with which Fran Fine had been 

examined, mainly because the characters aren’t that different in their 

Jewishness.  Both employ Yiddish terms, have conceptually “big hair,” dress in 

expensive, flashy clothing, recall their Jewish youths fondly, and have 
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overbearing, anachronistic mothers.  It would seem that the key in the reception 

of female Jewishness within the Jewish community does not lie in the elements 

assumed, but rather, in how much the Jewish female character assumes them.   

 Compared to Grace Adler, Fran Fine is overwhelmingly Jewish; her 

wardrobe, hair, use of Yiddish, and all of her Jewish characteristics are portrayed 

to the extreme.  Grace, on the other hand, is often imaged, in the words of best 

friend Will, “as Jewish as Melanie Griffith in A Stranger Among Us.”  Another 

difference between Grace and Fran resides in the way the shows are written.  

The text of The Nanny relies on the somewhat anachronistic pairing of the 

economic classes, or, as creator Fran Drescher calls it, “blue collar versus blue 

blood” (Zurawik 191).  However, the text of Will & Grace relies on the more 

contemporary gay/straight pairing, in which case, Grace Adler’s Jewishness may 

only be more acceptable than Fran Fine’s because she is mirrored against a gay 

man instead of a rich one.  While the rich/poor foiling images Jewishness as the 

“abnormal,” David Zurawik argues that, in the context of Will & Grace, 

Jewishness is treated as the “normal” aspect of the show, while homosexuality is 

treated as “abnormal”.  Grace is allowed an active love/sex life and a marriage, 

while Will has yet to have one serious relationship within the show.  Queer jokes 

remain the mainstay of the sitcom’s humor, often through the stereotypically gay 

character Jack MacFarland.  This is mainly due to the show’s co-creator/writer 

Max Mutchnick, who commented that his own self-deprecating humor always 

revolved around his homosexuality rather than his Jewishness. (Zurawik 199)  
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Compared to this overt “outing” of gayness within the show, actress Debra 

Messing has commented that Grace’s Jewishness is just another part of her 

character, which is arguably relative to the Americanization of the show’s 

Jewishness.  Zurawik argues that through the Jewish/gay foil established in the 

show, “...Jewishness is somehow better because it is less ‘other’” (199).   

 Fran Fine, her mother, grandmother, and assorted family members 

represented the grotesqueness of the ethnic lower middle class when imaged 

against a WASP, upper class background.  Grace Adler’s Jewishness, then, 

while still figured much the same as Fran Fine’s, is seemingly more “normal” 

since it is imaged against an “abnormal” queer background; an imaging 

technique akin to the use of minority characters in the Jewish sitcoms.  

Therefore, despite Fran and Grace’s similarities, for writer Saval and her “circle 

of emotionally unstable, domestically challenged, 20-something Jewish 

girlfriends…” she is, for the moment, the ultimate positive representation of 

Jewish femininity in American sitcom television.  As David Zurawik argues, “[i]s 

[Grace Adler] really an advance over Fran Fine?  Which might be the most 

succinct way of saying what a sorry history it continues to be in many ways for 

Jewish women on American television” (200).     

 While these two portrayals have come under close scrutiny for their 

employment of the JAP stereotype, I would argue that both characters have 

nonetheless reformulated the JAP stereotype in a positive manner, akin to that of 

the Jewish comediennes, in a less direct fashion.  One key factor that must be 
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regarded in any analysis of the media is the limitations of the medium, in this 

case, sitcom television, which relies on repetition of classic patterns that have 

proven historically successful.  Also, as Vincent Brook argues in his essay on 

The Nanny’s Jewish female portrayal, “’[t]o explode a myth, of course, certain 

aspects of the myth must be present” (293).  While Fran and Grace may be 

superficially JAP-ish, I would argue that evidence of closer examination reveals a 

re-working of the JAP myth.  This re-working is due in-part to the refiguring of the 

female character’s sexuality within the show.      

 The greatest difference between the 1990s sitcom Jewish females and the 

traditional Jewish female stereotypes is the reclamation of female sexuality that 

takes place within the shows.  In the Mother/Wife and JAP stereotypes, Jewish 

males gave control over Jewishness to Jewish women while simultaneously 

suppressing their sexuality, rendering them undesirable for marriage, as 

evidenced by the anti-JAP trend within the Jewish community in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s.  Through their negative stereotyping of Jewish women, Jewish 

males further suppressed Jewishness by personifying it as an anachronistic, all-

consuming enigma.  However, I would argue that through the Jewish woman’s 

reclamation of her sexuality, she is not only embracing her ability to appeal to 

men, she is reflecting the resurgence of Jewish interest in publicly acknowledging 

their Jewishness.  At the same time, through her sexuality she is re-shaping the 

role of the female within the context of Jewishness.  As Mock argues, Jewish 
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female repression did not begin with the postwar struggle to assimilate into 

American life: 

[u]nder halacha (Jewish Law), the hearing of kol ishah (woman’s voice) is 

thus sinful, and Orthodox Jews have used this rabbinic statement for a 

variety of purposes, from the prohibition of women rabbis to the 

discouragement of singing in male company.  The Talmud says, ‘Woman’s 

voice is a sexual enticement, as is her hair and her leg’, and for this 

reason men and women are separated in orthodox synagogues by means 

of a mechitza (partition) which blocks vision and blurs sound.  The 

mechitza has one purpose: to protect men from the temptation of a 

distracting, dangerous female body. (103)   

The temptation of female sexuality was not publicly permissible in Orthodox 

Jewish life.  As generations of Ashkenazi immigrants became less religious and 

more Americanized, it could be argued that Jewish female sexuality, which acted 

as the embodiment of an impermissible public Jewishness, became a visible 

temptation to Jewish men striving to assimilate into American life.  With the public 

reclamation of Jewish female sexuality, the Jewish female is acknowledging her 

sexual power over Jewish men and the Jewish American population, forcing 

them to acknowledge the Jewishness they have suppressed for generations.   

 Unlike the traditional JAP image, the JAPs apparent in The Nanny and 

Will & Grace aren’t physically inhibited.  In fact, their body is their greatest source 

of joy and a way of entertaining the audience.  Fran Drescher’s character Fran 
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Fine in The Nanny acts as fashion model within the show, parading up and down 

the Sheffield staircase in skintight designer outfits.  By using the JAP’s 

consumerist fashion fetish to entice men sexually for her own pleasure, Fran Fine 

reappropriates the stereotype to both empower women and Jewishness.  No 

longer is the perceptible JAP a withholding threat, but a viable sexual partner.  

This public acknowledgement of Jewishness with the reclamation of Jewish 

female sexuality is reinforced within the show when, in the episode The Kibbutz, 

Fran has a flashback to her summer on an Israeli kibbutz, where she gladly lost 

her virginity to a handsome sabra.  Vincent Brook argues that through this “[i]n 

both a literal and symbolic sense, the nanny’s sexual ‘heritage’ is shown to be 

Semitic rather than American” (296).  (Ironically, this relationship between Israel 

and sexuality to promote Jewishness was taken on by the Israel Campus 

Coalition (ICC) in 2003.  To promote Jewish American tourism in Israel, the 

organization distributed thousands of white condoms with a blue label on the 

package that read, “Israel: It’s Still Safe to Come” (Westbrook).)  

 Vincent Brook says of Fran Fine, “Drescher has performed a minor 

televisual miracle: she has created a variation on the JAP whose body is 

possessed of more than oral appetites and whose persona is-- nasal whine and 

all-- romantically desirable” (292).  However, Fran is not the only highly 

sexualized Jewish woman within the show.  Brook notes that both Fran’s mother 

and grandmother are “also portrayed as chronically oversexed,” illustrating that 

“Jewish sexuality has been passed along matrilineally from generation to 
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generation.”  He argues that this construction of Jewish female sexuality 

“triumphantly proclaim[s it] as a Jewish female birthright” (295).  While the effects 

of Fran Fine’s and Grace Adler’s Jewishness could fall under critical debate, their 

reassertion of Jewish female sexuality has transformed the traditional JAP 

images which they seem to uphold. As Roberta Mock argues, “female Jewish 

comedians typify themselves (to excess) from another’s point of view, 

transforming themselves from the object of a gaze to subjects who redirect its 

focus” (99).  Through the reclamation of their sexuality, these JAPs apparent not 

only redirected the Jewish focus onto Jewish female sexuality, but onto publicly 

Jewish-owned Jewishness as well.  

 This reappropriation and affirmation of Jewish female sexuality on sitcom 

television has signaled the beginning of a new era, where Jewish women are in 

charge of their sexuality as well as their Jewishness.  However, the Jewish 

engagement with Jewishness that is metaphorically seen in the reclamation of 

Jewish female sexuality must also compete with the Americanization of 

Jewishness, and Jewishization present in sitcom television.  The one thing these 

portrayals of Jewish women make clear is that Jewish women are in charge of 

their Jewish futures, and therefore have become plagued with the same issues 

Jewish male characters faced in the 1950s and 1960s.  Jewish women in sitcom 

television are now forced to choose between too Jewish and not Jewish enough. 
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The Emergence of Technical Jewishness 

 David Zurawik notes that among the Morning Star Commission’s other 

studies were a series of focus groups conducted to examine the reception of 

Jewish versus non Jewish women in sitcom television.  The eight focus groups 

consisted “of women and men, both Jewish and non-Jewish, of varying ages and 

levels of religious affiliation” (Zurawik 170).  Jewish women in the groups 

perceived difference between gentile and Jewish women as a matter of Jewish 

women being imaged as boring and unsexy next to the “tall, thin, [and] blonde,” 

gentile woman, descriptors that matched the way Jewish women often wished to 

be physically viewed.  Gentile men and women in the groups also viewed the 

sitcom Jewish females in a “predominantly negative light,” noting their overtly 

ethnic physical characteristics (large noses, dark complexions, rounder figures).  

The Jewish women in the focus groups felt that Jewish women in sitcom 

television were depicted as “’pushy, controlling, selfish, unattractive, materialistic, 

high maintenance, shallow and domineering...’”. All of the respondents agreed 

that The Nanny’s Fran Fine best exemplified those negative attributes. (Zurawik 

170).    

 According to the male Jewish participants of the focus groups, the most 

positive image of a Jewish woman on television was the tall, thin, blonde Dharma 

Finkelstein of Dharma & Greg.  “The men said it was her ‘non-Jewish 

appearance’ that made them see Dharma in a positive light” (Zurawik 197).  

While she does self-identify as Jewish in the pilot episode, she quickly distances 
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herself from it, saying “but I wasn’t raised Jewish.”  David Zurawik quotes show 

creator Chuck Lorre, who said of Dharma, “[y]ou can think of her as a Jewish 

character if you want, that’s fine.  And, I suppose, technically, she’s half-Jewish.  

But, more importantly she’s 100 percent human” (197).  Far from Fran Fine’s 

blatant Jewishness or Grace Adler’s Americanized Jewishness, Dharma’s 

Jewishness is reduced to technicality within the text of the show, much like 

Rachel Green and Monica Gellar on Friends.  Ironically, to the Jewish feminist 

magazine Lilith, Rachel and Monica aren’t perceptibly Jewish because, like 

Dharma, they are “too thin, too sexy, ...to be considered Jewish” (Antler 250).   

 It could be argued that these technical Jews are the most well received 

among Jewish men because they are a negotiation of Jewish American male 

desires for the “shiksa goddess,” the fantasy gentile woman, with their resurging 

interest in publicly acknowledging their Jewishness.  These technical Jews are 

exemplary of the negotiation between “too Jewish” and “not Jewish enough” that 

sitcom Jewish women are facing in the wake of their reclamation of control over 

their images.  Like the positive reception of Grace Adler over the questionable 

reception of Fran Fine, the reception of these technical Jews highlights the 

appeal to appear less Jewish while maintaining a publicly Jewish identity, even if 

it is in name only.   

 Possibly relative to the desire to appear less Jewish, it is important to note 

that this resurgent construction of Jewish female sexuality does not construct her 

as a figure dependent upon the Jewish male gaze.  The two most visibly Jewish, 
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sexualized female protagonists, Fran Fine and Grace Adler, exemplify the power 

Jewish women possess over their marital status.  Both women remain single for 

the majority of the show’s run.  Fran chooses to marry the gentile Maxwell 

Sheffield, and the series ends with her becoming the mother of their twins.  While 

Grace dates a number of gentile men, she elects to marry a Jewish doctor at the 

end of the fifth season, but unlike Fran Fine, she is unhappy in her choice, and 

by the middle of the sixth season, she admits to Will that her marriage is in 

trouble.  I would argue that this is possibly because her ideal love with the 

gentile, homosexual Will remains unrequited.   The constant on/off relationship 

between the technical Jews Rachel Green and Ross Gellar on Friends most 

clearly exemplifies the issues surrounding Jewish coupling and marriage.  The 

most beloved couple on the show, they get married on a whim years after they’ve 

broken up (and after Ross’s marriages to two other gentile women have both 

quickly ended in divorce) after which Rachel immediately demands a divorce.  

Ross delays in hopes that he can woo Rachel, but to no avail.  Seasons later 

they have a child out of wedlock and plan to share custody and remain platonic 

parents.  Even after the birth of their child, Ross and Rachel live separate love 

lives with a variety of gentiles.  

 Despite the reclamation of control over their sexuality, it can arguably be 

perceived that Jewish women, like Jewish men, prefer to avoid as much visible 

Jewishness as possible.  While this reclamation has given Jewish women new 

control over their Jewishness, the Jewish community has called into question 
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what could be considered “extreme” images of female Jewishness; when it 

comes to female Jewishness, it would seem that less may not be more, but it is 

receptively better to many Jewish viewers.  This reception indicates that while 

some Jewish female characters may be embracing their Jewishness, the ones 

that are the most positively received by Jewish viewers are the characters whose 

Jewishness is a mere technicality, or, at most, another part of their American 

heritage.  

 
Americanization or Jewishization? 

 The culmination of this entire creation of Jewish sitcom life has not just 

been a representation of America’s Jewish population as clearly assimilated into 

white, gentile, often upper-middle class society.  By employing many of the 

techniques made popular in Seinfeld, Jewish sitcom authors have placed 

Jewishness within the context of the American cultural landscape.  Therefore, 

they have converted Jewishness from a culture of descent to a culture of 

consent.  As Vincent Brook argues, The Goldbergs presented an image of 

Jewishness as a culture one inherits upon birth, whereas Seinfeld (and, I would 

argue, its counterparts), with its ambiguously Jewish characters, portrays 

Jewishness as a culture to which one can subscribe (99).  The main argument of 

Lawrence Epstein’s book The Haunted Smile is that, over time, American 

audiences have grown to appreciate and even adopt a “Jewish sensibility” via the 

vast influence of popular Jewish media personalities.  He also argues that Jews 

have not assimilated, but experienced a period of acculturation with America, so 
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much so that now American culture calls many traits of Jewishness its own (105).  

Exemplary of this assertion, Seinfeld, although one of the first, has not been the 

only sitcom to allow its white supporting characters ownership of elements of 

Jewishness.  The trend extends further out to seemingly non-Jewish sitcoms, 

such as Everybody Loves Raymond. 

 Raymond, a co-creation of Italian American comedian Ray Romano and 

Jewish American television producer Philip Rosenthal, possesses at its core one 

of the most Jewish non-Jews on network television, Marie Barone.  Raymond’s 

mother exemplifies the Bubbe Figure (often called “The Jewish Mother” figure) 

who overfeeds, over-loves, and overprotects her children from the outside world 

of which she herself remains completely ignorant.  Indeed, she is the modern day 

Molly Goldberg, who lives up to the despised characterization of the overbearing 

mother that Riv Ellen Prell writes about in her book Fighting to Become 

Americans.  Marie Barone identifies first and foremost with the kitchen; she 

manages to squeeze cake, ravioli, pudding, and her prized brigole into every 

episode, using it to both insult Deborah’s competence as a wife and mother, and 

to assure that Raymond and her grandchildren are well-fed and happy.  In one 

episode she cites “not loving Raymond more” as her only regret, insinuating that 

if she had, he might not have had to marry Deborah and move out of the house.  

In another episode, when Deborah gives Ray a DVD player for Christmas, Marie 

suspiciously queries, “What is a DVD player?  Is it for pornography?”  When 

Deborah responds sarcastically that yes, she bought her husband a sex machine 
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for the holiday, Marie gives her classic, evil-eyed response, “I don’t like that, 

Deborah.”  As Neal Gabler writes in the New York Times article, Loving 

Raymond, a Sitcom For Our Times,   

the series’ creator and executive producer Phil Rosenthal, is another Long 

Islander whose own parents’ exploits have inspired some of the show’s 

funniest scenes, including one in which Frank and Marie fear that the Fruit 

of the Month Club is some strange cult.  The collaboration between Mr. 

Romano and Mr. Rosenthal no doubt accounts for the show’s distinctive 

Italian-Jewish sensibility. (30) 

 The question that arises from a show like Raymond is where can the line 

be drawn between Jewishness and Americanness in a sitcom characterization?  

As Raymond illustrates, a show’s Jewishness no longer depends on the distinct 

Jewish ethnicity of its characters.  Even extensively WASP shows, like Frasier, 

can be seen in the light of Jewishness.  Brothers Niles and Frasier Crane are 

neurotic and feminized, two traits commonly ascribed to Jewish male 

characterizations.  Could it be that Jewish sitcom authors have acculturated 

Jewishness into the mainstream so well that there’s really nothing Jewish about it 

any longer? 
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CHAPTER 5

 
Conclusion 

 
I’ll never belong to any club that would have me as a member.   

Groucho Marx 

 

 I began this study motivated by the belief held by the Morningstar 

Committee, that “media images of Jews, no matter how off-base and fabricated 

they might be, have real-life consequences in shaping both the way Jews think of 

themselves and the manner in which non-Jews see Jews” (Zurawik 169-170).  

While no media studies critic can truly draw the line between how television 

affects real life versus how real life affects television, I would argue that, in 

relation to this study, the two are nonetheless intertwined.  The issues arising 

from the 1990s sitcom placement of Jewishness within the fabric of American 

culture has not only affected and reflected television Jewishness, but American 

Jewishness as well.   

 In separating their protagonists from their Jewish heritage both spatially 

and in characterization, Jewish sitcom authors have separated Jewishness from 

being Jewish.  As a result, Jewishness has been placed in the realm of white, 

gentile America.  For all intents and purposes, this is the realization of the 

Ashkenazi goal of assimilation and acceptance into white, gentile, American 

society.   However, becoming a part of American life allows for the traits of 
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Jewishness to be taken by Americans at large; specifically, white gentiles can 

now claim Jewishness as their own.  This leaves Jewish America without the 

need for a hyphenated identity, which presents two distinct problems.   

One, in the era of postmodern multiculturalism, hyphenated identity is 

more popular and more accepted than white identity in popular culture.  Where 

can the line be drawn between commodified ethnic identity and white American 

culture when it comes to Jewishness?  Many twenty and thirty-something 

American Jews are searching for ways to negotiate these boundaries between 

their white American and their Jewish identities in pop culture.  This identification 

movement has a large fashion presence, with online manufacturers like Jew.Lo., 

the Jewish Fashion Conspiracy, and Jewish Jeans marketing a variety of clothing 

with logos like “Good Jewish Girl,” “Yo, Semite,” and “Jew.Lo.,” a Jewish take on 

the proud expression of ethnicity harnessed by Latina pop star Jennifer Lopez.  

Heeb Magazine, published an average of three times a year, focuses on the use 

of African American and other minority culture identity in the definition of 

Jewishness it gives to its college-aged Jewish American readers.  While they 

seek to commodify a proud Jewishness, they are often doing so by copying the 

commodification of nonwhite ethnicities.  The question that arises from this, is: by 

employing these techniques in their search for their ethnic identity, are these 

Jewish Americans emphasizing their Jewish ethnicity, or their lack thereof? 

The second problem that arises from the lack of a need for a hyphenated 

identity is:  if Jewishness has succeeded in becoming a part of white American 
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culture, is there a perceptible Jewish identity left to be had by American Jews?  

Both Vincent Brook and David Zurawik conclude their books by saying that 

Jewish Americans must now negotiate and define what it means to be both 

Americans and Jews.  Jewish social critics argue, like Epstein, that American life 

has become so comfortable for Jews, as illustrated by their willingness to 

intermarry and assimilate, that they have “lost their true identities” (252).  The 

2000 Jewish Population Survey cites a 43% intermarriage rate, down from 

1990’s 52%.  However, when this statistic was combined with the growing 

numbers of non-practicing, non-affiliated, and cultural Jews, the religious Jewish 

community in America grew visibly afraid for the Jewish future of America.  In an 

article titled Try It, You’ll Like It published in Moment magazine in August, 2002, 

Jewish evangelism is discussed for the first time as a viable and employable 

option being used now to increase Jewish awareness and encourage converts. 

In the past, Jewish ethnicity in America was reinforced and even bolstered 

by the State of Israel.  However, while the State of Israel proved to be a unifying 

force among American Jewry in the early decades of its existence, the growing 

belief among gentiles that American Jews would favor Israel over the United 

States, first cited in sociological surveys performed in the early 1980s, has 

partially contributed to a new generation of Jewish Americans driven to 

emphasize their American identity.  In the March 19, 2004 edition of the online 

periodical Jewsweek, staff writer Bradford Pilcher emphasized that despite their 

Jewish heritage, Jewish Americans are, indeed, American, especially when it 
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comes to politics.  In the article titled “We Don’t Live There,” he writes, “[i]ts time 

we reshuffle our political priorities, and move Israel down the list.”  Without Israel, 

American Jews have only their immigrant culture to fall back on in their claim of 

an ethnic heritage.  This cultural shift, along with the rise in the number of secular 

Jews could, arguably, bring Jewishness full circle, back to its origins as a 

Diaspora culture with a desire to avoid religious affiliation in favor of a white, 

gentile American status.  However, since this status has arguably been attained, 

where could American Jews go from there? 

More importantly, for this study, where are sitcom television’s 

representations of Jewishness going next?  It has been established that 

Jewishness is malleable and fluctuates and refigures itself in accordance with 

what is going on both in the television executive boardroom and, especially in the 

case of the previous decade, the Jewish community at large.  Therefore, I would 

conclude this study by hypothesizing that the future of television Jewishness lays 

in those two places, and the negotiation between them.   

Should Jewishness remain within the context of white American culture, 

how would it be figured?  As in the case of Seinfeld and Everybody Loves 

Raymond, white gentile characters who exhibit elements of Jewishness often do 

so by taking on negative stereotypes, such as the schlemiel or the overbearing 

mother.  If Jewishness is to be considered part of American culture, should it 

always be figured as the laughable, negative aspect of being a white American?  

The blatantly Jewish Jerry depicts his Jewishness successfully compared to his 
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white, Jewishized counterparts.  When it comes to Jewish women, however, 

audiences still prefer the technical Jewesses like Monica and Rachel, versus the 

definitive Jewesses Fran and Grace.  What does it say about sitcom television 

Jewishness when the only positively Jewish-owned Jewishness belongs to 

definitively male and technically female Jews?  Groucho Marx once quipped that 

he would never join any club that would accept him as a member.  Ironically, at 

the time he made that joke, American Jews were being denied acceptance into 

white clubs often because of their overly ethnic appearance.  I would question 

whether or not it is this “whites only” preference that is being applied to sitcom 

Jews nearly a century later, in order to keep television Jewishness from looking 

“too Jewish”.         

It is also apparent that the phrase “too Jewish” will linger in the 

boardrooms of television networks for a long time to come.  While Seinfeld and 

its fellow sitcoms seemed to have finally retired the phrase through their 

complete Americanization of Jewishness in the early 1990s, the late 1990s saw 

continual questioning of Jewish female characters and their “too Jewish” 

appearances.  I would argue that as long as the fears of appearing “too Jewish” 

govern the Jewish American mind, the countering problem will always be the 

issue of not being Jewish at all, and what that means to the maintenance of a 

visible Jewish ethnic identity in network sitcom television. 
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