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This issue begins with two articles which are precursors to our upcoming special 
issue on the most recent Pew study of Jewish Americans, 2020. These two articles 
use earlier data to interrogate how we measure “Who is a Jew?”, a question which 
gets at the very boundaries of whom Jews and non-Jews, Diaspora and the state of 
Israel, Reform and Conservative and Orthodox and ultra-Orthodox include in this 
definition, with wide-ranging implications. It has implications at the very micro lev-
els of who can belong to a Jewish congregation and what roles they can have in pub-
lic ritual, to whose “credentials” allow them to marry in a Jewish wedding without 
some form of conversion, to how large we consider the Jewish population for mul-
tiple purposes. All of these considerations inform decisions which have wide-rang-
ing implications for the functioning of the Jewish community, its status in broader 
contexts, and sometimes its eligibility for the benefits of belonging (and the costs 
of not belonging). For this reason and more, it is a source of controversy among 
both researchers and lay people and sometimes a source of confusion for both those 
who consider themselves Jewish and those who reach different conclusions about 
the former. Professors of Jewish studies often need to clarify at the beginnings of 
their classes their own standpoints, while acknowledging that there are other view-
points—as with most parts of Jewish life—introducing the very negotiable nature of 
contemporary Jewish thought and behavior which is the basis of this very journal.

Kenneth Wald and Michael Martinez compare how Jews are defined for inclusion 
in samples from 2012 to 2021 (whether solely by their religious self-identification or 
on a broader basis inclusive of non-religious considerations) and the ramifications 
in terms of how we understand Jews’ political preferences and predicted choices 
for American presidential elections. The omission of Jews who define themselves 
as Jewish but not by religion significantly underestimates the liberal/Democratic 
political orientation of American Jews, which results in faulty predictions of vot-
ing behavior. They conclude by recommending the conceptualization of Jews as 
members of an ethnoreligious community not defined solely by religious preference 
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when considering the electoral behavior of American Jews, giving us a very con-
crete example of how important this conceptualization is and the importance of 
transparency in the reporting of how researchers define the Jewish population.

Richard Heiberger gives us a painstakingly detailed comparison of how Jewish 
boundaries are conceptualized in the Pew study of Jewish Americans in 2013, com-
paring their sample to several other surveys. He then compares Jewish engagement 
using a variety of attitudinal and behavioral indicators across different configura-
tions of this conceptualization. Heiberger also shows us the ramifications of includ-
ing persons of Jewish background and Jewish affinity alongside other Jews who self-
identify on the basis of non-religious considerations, in terms of how we understand 
the attitudes and behaviors of the broadly defined “Jewish enterprise.” Like the pre-
vious article in this issue, he advocates not only a broader conceptualization of the 
Jewish population but a commensurate broadening of the attitudes and behaviors of 
what constitutes contemporary Jewish engagement.

In the next article, Sergio Goldbaum also looks at new identities that are emerg-
ing among Brazilian Jews in an attempt to explain increasing income inequality in 
this population between 2000 and 2010. The increasing income inequality among 
Brazilian Jews contrasts with a reduction in income equality in the broader Brazilian 
population. His conclusions suggest that the explanation lies in emerging new Jew-
ish identities rather than structural change in the more traditional community; that 
is, the primary worsening of income distribution among Jews was found outside of 
more traditional areas of Jewish residence (São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro). Situating 
what is happening vis-à-vis the rest of the Brazilian society allowed him to focus 
in on changes developing within the Jewish community, namely among the “new 
Conversos.” His suggested directions for further research include the extension of 
similar analyses in other countries, wherever appropriate data are available.

Adi Binhas draws our attention to the challenges of reconciling the religious and 
academic identities of Haredi women completing their doctoral studies, a minority 
of the Haredim pursuing higher education, also a relatively new development. Bin-
has presents case studies gleaned through personal interviews with a small sample of 
these women, suggesting that the challenges are akin to immigrants to a new cultural 
setting. Binhas’ research demonstrates the coping strategies used by these women to 
integrate their new cultural values stemming from their academic culture and their 
core religious values from their more traditional living environments. Their strate-
gies and results have ramifications for both their more traditional home and family 
settings and the broader society with whom they interact in their academic lives.

In the final research paper in this issue, Ronit Pinchas-Mizrachi and Adi Finkel-
stein focus on differences in smoking behavior between Haredi and non-Haredi pop-
ulations. Using data from Maccabi Healthcare Services, they show how interactions 
between religious identities, gender and socioeconomic status influence smoking 
behavior, results which can be applied to planned interventions to reduce smoking 
in these respective populations. Utilizing this new data source enables comparison 
of these subpopulations with intriguing applications, and should be considered seri-
ously by public health officials.

We conclude the issue with three book reviews, also dealing with the interaction 
of religious identities with other identities in a variety of settings. Ilana Horwitz’s 
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God, Grades, and Graduation: Religion’s Surprising Impact on Academic Success, 
reviewed in this issue, deals with the interaction of religious identity and religiosity 
on academic success, raising questions similar to those dealt with in Binhas’ article 
on Haredi women completing their doctoral studies, but in a very different setting. 
Do they reach similar conclusions? How does the difference in settings and methods 
complicate the comparison of the results?

Rachel Sharaby’s Constructing Ethnic Identities: Immigration, Festivals and 
Syncretism, also reviewed in this issue, details how revivals of ethnic festivals of 
immigrants from North Africa, Kurdistan and Ethiopia have helped to legitimate 
ethno-national identities within the state of Israel and to position these immigrant 
populations to more easily benefit from cultural, social and political capital in the 
cultural mainstream. These revivals cut across several different subpopulations, 
which enables a type of ritual syncretism, reflecting the complexities of multiple 
configurations within contemporary Jewish life in this setting.

The third book review in this issue is of Lilach Lev Ari’s Contemporary Jew-
ish Communities in Three European Cities: Challenges of Integration, Accultura-
tion and Ethnic Identity. The book focuses on  Jewish minorities in three different 
host societies and cities–Paris, Brussels and Antwerp–, considering the influences 
of the various host society settings on these differing Jewish communities, and their 
respective challenges and strategies.

The final book reviewed in this issue is Daniel Ross Goodman’s novel of A Single 
Life which explores the intersections of Jewish, racial and life cycle identities in the 
quest for stability, meaning and belonging in contemporary life.

Coming from very different research orientations, all of these papers and books 
engage with the concept of Jewish identity in various historical, geographical and 
cultural settings, emphasizing the need for nuanced and intersectional analysis to 
best reflect lived reality. All show the interaction between methodology and con-
ceptualization in reaching sophisticated conclusions for future research. I hope it 
inspires those among you engaged in research to contemplate well your research 
designs and take complex factors into consideration, as well as a heightened appre-
ciation, among all of you, of the rich complexities of contemporary Jewish life.

We conclude with Research Updates, and a List of Books received.
As always, happy reading, and inspirational thoughts!
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