Decoding Seinfeld’s Jewishness

Jarrod Tanny
(UNIVERSITY OF NORTH CAROLINA WILMINGTON)

The hit series Seinfeld is w?dfaly regar'ded as one of the best situation comedies in the
history of American tel_evnsmn. Dun.ng its nine-season run, it climbed the rating
harts, reaching the zenith of popularity b)‘/ the time its finale aired in May 1997. It
brought fame and fortune to its cast and. writers, who engendered a cultural phenom-
enon through quirky characters, deceptively simple storylines, and an endless spate
of “Seinfeldisms "—stock phrases that found their way into the daily discourse of
millions of viewers. Television critics and scholars also recognize the show to have
heen a watershed in the depiction of Jewishness in situation comedies. Before the
1980s, Jewish characters were few and far between, but following Seinfeld’s success,
they began to surface on every network. Although Jewish executives, producers, and
writers had always been the driving force behind network television, the “Jewish
sittom” was a new phenomenon.

Yet the nature and extent of Seinfeld’s Jewishness remains subject to debate, so
much so that William Novak and Moshe Waldoks, the editors of the canonical Big
Book of Jewish Humor, concede that “the precise relationship of Seinfeld to Jewish
humpr is a complicated question that we are happy to avoid,” though “neither the
Quality of the product nor its Jewish flavor have ever been in doubt.”" Indeed, there is
litle that s overtly Jewish about Seinfeld. Of the four principal characters, Jerry,
J(:J:eorgse, .Elaine., and Kramer, all of whom are thirty-something single Ne};v Yorkers,
ocglyr ueriﬁeld 1s the onl_y one explicitly identified as Jew1sh;' mOreover, this doei,j no(;
Winky tlh the 74th episode and only recurs on four occasions In the‘?ne _hun ll'e
nes” 5, lat followeq. A mere six episodes have what mlghF be called Jew1_sh P (;lt'
COHVénsti)l}dl;g. a l?l'lS, a bar mitzvah', a _Jewish singles night, and a dentist who

i Paudltl axts:m 1n order tg tell Jewish j!okes. ' o o i the
5 patent}{ O“JJC“.JS’ JUdalSE’l, and Jewish stories on Semfe‘d CO:;I; T

aliop’s essay ; ev.mh ﬂcftvor ha§ not gone UI,’II’IOtlfed. Con5f 6;( i i

¢ Actyq Y, “Seinfeld is a Jewish Show, Isn’t It?. or Rosalin Krieg ey
5% Say the Word Jewish? ” or David Zurawik’s apt description of Seinte

t . -
hoy, ¢ %0 Jewish/not Jewish enough Jew for the *90s.”? This paradox may explain

¢ ; . ‘&, L
hatingly asﬁzngton Post's TV critic, Tom Shales, could slam Seinfeld as "t00 sei‘f‘
DefamatjoerSh’” while Abraham Foxman, the National Director of the Anhlo

" League, cafleq the show “human” and “universal,” with characters w
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-judaized Jewish comic clandestinely exploited them

antisemites, the de il : .
cating, as Heary Bial puts it, “one message to Jewish audiences while Sima -
communicating another, often contradictory message to gentile sl ":neouﬂy

Encrypted Jewishness was priman'ly‘ achieved through language, o5 Tudis
textually grounded and linguistically driven religion. Groucho’s debateg i n:ils_m is g
over the infinite possible outcomes of an imagined scenario evoke S hm?self
(sophistry), but also bear the imprint of Tevye’s unidirectional Conversat ic pzl,?,,l
God—monologues filled with second-guessing, objection, and reSjgnatioons With
Sherman’s musical parodies may be devoid of Yiddish words, but convey ';_Affan
through syntax (“Sarah Jackman, how’s by you?”).* Bilko’s machinationg hab']ddlSh
follow the narrative of the classic Jewish kvetch: the expression of Ent_[]llually
through complaint, argument, and justification. His tendency to gesticula: ement
speaking with his heavy New York accent marks him as an outsider but one wfel W}']en
the Marx Brothers, dexterously inveigles his way into white Christ,ia Amer 0, like
to subvert its hierarchical social order. 7l AAmerica, only
vis?gnieai?;gi’r ;englwtlgg Jf{w1§hn.ess had become a sophisticated practice on el

of the permissbl ’IPhc: the elimination of some taboos had expanded the boundare
occasions, but nor;ethele\:snéiii)g(i: ;[e " ,:Z.F - use_d ,JeWiSI_] Cha‘r acters on few
ponpt is the third episode, in which the Wls_ iscourse Yvnhm their scripts. A case in
accident, solicits the services of a Jewi I;Tellldlced Ard'“e L HeT Ay
shrewd Jewish attorney.” Whe, ths law ﬁ”?h having bought into the myth of the

Bunker if he js comfortable, B o lawyer arrives and asks the ostensibly injured

the lawyer Jaughg hySIeric;U unll;er rep11§s, “I'make a living.” Taking this as a joke,

a;:mowizz. Rabinowity, andyizabl;; thej ioke is on Bunker, since the law firm of
med that Bunker would not want?ljltz l?as sent over their “token goy,” having
tism, jts Jewm?v:] :‘1/ his home. Although this episode play-
telling a classic Yigq: the lawyep N oF li rooted in Q1a10gue, not p'loF, for
e Yiddih j query with “I make a living,” he is unwittingly

ent makes for an ironic twist becavse it I
ming whe ep\s] Bunker’s encodeq yiddénﬁrr.ne(.i antisemite—who are “speaking
Although pe Wasl hat anyone wh, 1IShkelt signifies what Lenny Bruce had 17
Worlg War fra B C\l:bmg the fluig eth

]

ves in New York is Jewish by definitio™
fo-cultural boundaries of the post-5ec”

Cl.lhure. Jew
: h 4 €bun ¢
i r-andf)" 2 d‘SCemibIe, i Ii)g % myth of the invisible Jew in Americal
sc.hsmxssiv “ $ e m{) l” Possessed the tools to decode it. .
o o Tewish oo 4 B knew their history, which expli™

00 Jewigh» at asseg )
Detwork :s'f 'S dogmg an“"’ New Yoy - ?mem of Seinfeld. And like Lenny Bro*®
p Elevisi enCrypy, Se fmeant o0 Tewich™ In 1989, wh?"

Sllc()m o @ i ewi
¢ is
Of Jewigp hS:lned 0 be g g 1‘iln‘feld and nessvas strategy were still e ntrenched i
was iy . mor. Ty, ¥ dig ning mom, g avid were o the brink of co-creatmg
Hemmeg fmmn e co ples : ino . erican entertainment and the histo™y
smlT"““”e ils}:f Mistory Zc'";"‘a“in ; 2} OMmula for jmplicit Jewishness
.3 . teg .l an ;
" famijiy g Semfezd:,f ofAs enai?;ge, Titual, and stereotyp® !
Pes thy, (8 ewry,
tar

mQSt M .
ften fOUn(I]I oticeably throygh physical, bf"have
™M antisemitic discourse and 7 th

o «
- Why did it all turn out like this for me? I had so m

; i ; shness
Decoding Seinfeld’s Jewisnnes. o

1 work of a}]egcdly sclfjhatjng' Jews such as P_hih'p Roth and Woody Afjen,
Jerry Semfeld and his family—the only principal characters defined on
occasion s Jeyvs—dlsplay some of these stereotypes, they are far more developed in
Jerry's best friend, George Costanza, and his parents, Frank and Estelle. TV critics
pave noted George’s seeming Jew1shne§s; the decision to give him an Italian family
pame was likely the product qf‘the permstent. self-censoring of “too Jewish” among
the Tartikoffs of network television. And, as‘Vmcem Brook argues, “for media watch-
dog groups concerned over offenswf: Jewish portrayals, George’s miserly misan-
thropy becomes tolerable” once he is portrayed as ostensibly Italian.” In similar
fashion, Abraham Foxman could refer to Seinfeld’s Jews as comfortable, because the
Jew who radiated perpetual discomfort claimed an Italian pedigree.

And yet David and Seinfeld undoubtedly envisioned George as Jewish, basing the
character on David himself.?” Although Jason Alexander initially played George as if
he were Woody Allen, Alexander maintains that he gave little thought to George’s
packground “until they cast his parents....Estelle Harris played George’s mother.
And she can’t be anything but Jewish. So I thought his folks must have had a mixed
marriage.” Estelle Costanza’s ethnicity is never mentioned, but her refusal to buy a
Mercedes because “I won’t ride in a German car,” is in all likelihood an allusion to a
post-Holocaust revulsion against German products.” Jerry Stiller, the Jewish actor
who plays Frank Costanza, once told a reporter that “we’re a Jewish family in the
Witness Protection Program under the name Costanza.”*

There is more than humor behind Stiller’s quip: Hollywood had a history of using
the Italian as a stand-in ethnic for the unwelcome Jew. Chico Marx often played a
generic immigrant with an Italian accent. Frank Capra’s A Hole in the Head (1959)
featured the Manettas, though the title was a literal translation of the Yiddish expres-
sion “a lokh in kop” and Arnold Schulman had adapted his script from his Broadway
Play about a Jewish family.* On Happy Days, Arthur “Fonzie” Fonzarelli, the icom:c
sitcom rebel of the 1970s, was presumably Italian, yet he had becn raised by his
Grandma Nussbaum. And on The Golden Girls, Dorothy and Sophia Petrillo (played
by Bea Arthur and Estelle Getty, both Jewish actors), spoke with a discernible New
York Jewish inflection. “The Irish and Italian Catholics,” Patricia Erens argues,
Were minorities that “counter the dominant WASP image” yet, as Christian, wgre
:n:re acceptable on screen than Jews.*2 Italians migrated to the Umtedftabtes d:;:;’g’
andsfme cra as East European Jewry, and both groups were labeled as’ l'rll‘[el:;/ i
were icondltxonally white” for their purported lack of Apglo-Saxgq civility.

Rterchangeable in Hollywood’s climate of constrained ethnicity- i

But the 1im; ici ili . cos
; d with George Co
its of ethnic interchangeability are reveale y imputed to East

satirica
Although

embodies th f y icall
¢ stereot i i ne, and anxiety historic ada
yped misery, misfortu Jewish affliction.

uro [ i
Pean Jewry, a shlimaze] who succeeds best at failing. He 00265 : :
fessing an entitlemen

eliey; . )
Ing he was destined for such a fate yet paradoxically pro " promise,"'" ™
v B
Fiches to Jerry, bewildered that his best (Jewish) friend could be s0 satisfied
ves you pleasure?

Georop. ) ;
Jerorge' There’s gotta be more to life than this. What g1  T'm on t0p of
" Listening to you. I listen to this for fifteen minutes an

the world. Your misery is my pleasure.™
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George represents the Ashkenazi Jew in exile, confirming the Jow;
reprimands God for having “chosen us from among the nations__w[l]sh Proverh g,
you have against us?” (“atah behartanu mikol ha’amim—yvos host a[.’ 0 Lorg did
oyf undz?").% P Ongcasy
'(Tjeor_ge’s misery is inscribed on his body through stereotypes roofeq |
mitic discourse that are European in origin but surface as humor n i
World War America. The Jewish body, argues Sander Gilman, i By
strucuf.d as the sickly antithesis of the healthy Gentile body; it cx;diz ol oy
fﬁemmacy cngendered by circumcision, the “symbolic sub,stitution Z; czztthm'o giia\l
e I s oo fn e
; _ . insatiable sexual perversions and mental d;
generally associated with women, such as hysteria i Cnlé{ o
e : and neurosis.” Jewish wri
ironyailoggfu;:?hgzze gf JCWISh- pglh(_)logy, though they often added touc‘lrsseg
i b sickncsssé?:es of E‘I‘SSlmllall.Ot]. Fpr Heinrich Heine, there was “no heal-
Roth, i semved ot the‘ ! “\fvas thfa Jewish sickness of the centuries.” For Philip
protagonist incessantly mas:::‘é:f:l fe(ir Pt(;rmo%) , C_O”W[a'i"f’ W'hose oy
fear of genital disease and feminiz )t’ SU“ - fFQm e
Portaoy agonizes, “what i Y ation. “What if breasts began to grow on me,’
hand? Wag | being transforr{lechls WCH[_ L T el
established the damaged Jo Into a girl?” Roth and his comedic successos
Costanza emerging asbthe mW as an American cultural archetype, with Georg
ost perfectly realized damaged Jew in the history of

network teleyisj
; vision: he syf
suf . .
[h]ng bu[ name, 1 fers frOm Helne’s lncurable “Jer’Sh Sickness,” in every-

: George's effeminae
1 One episode, 3 grg

N angge.

Y and .
lering; in “The Oup: up of k?gss ?arlllcﬁl(:gal Sexuili[y are recurring themes onvSeinfeEl:]f-
tion becayge ;1 Outing,” he expregses cop Mary” for leaping over a puddle fike a e
eorge is >YOICe “always soundg cern to a journalist recording their convers®
“Significan OC}.(Ed Wwhen seep naked 50 high and whiny” on tape;in “The Hamptons
eorge dise Mrinkage.” g eXposi after swimming because the cold water €@,
A Hi:O;ers his father'g la.rglg gbhls symbolic castration; and in “The Doormah
Ophe: "2d of sexyg ; reasts and fears he has inherited “the bosom

Xual inag ;
¢quacy is often revealed through & discourse 0

€n
€ last 4 Woman g

Reallyy e a won, 3ys, “make love to me,” it’s intimidat”é

an sgg;
1d that to me, I wound up apologili“g to

- Mak "
versa love to me. What am 1, in the circus

atholg Y map;

g l:\? !fin an imagined state of infirmity and SIlfc

y: accidentally impregnated 2 worn '

ore MPortan l‘;&n SWim!”# Bop George, mumphmgo(;d-

N is a0 the burden of unexpected f2¢ “f hich

s Stcrc()[ypes! includjng cheapncSSy W &,
.. pulim

- Whe '
termg, " P suspects his girlfriend

==

Jewishness

Decoding Seinfeld’s
59

Elaine:

So you’re concerned.

George: Elaine, of course I'm concerned. I'm payin’ for those meals. It's like

Jerry.
George:

But George’s cheapness is rooted in principle rather than stinginess, and he justifies

throwing money down the toilet. i
In a manner of speaking.
Let me digest it. Let me get my money’s worth.* :

it through flawed logic and genetics:

George:
Elaine:
George:

Elaine:
George:

I can’t park in a garage.

Why?

I don’t know, 1 just can’t. Nobody in my family can pay for parking,
it’s a sickness. My father never paid for parking; my mother, my
brother, nobody. We can’t do it.

I’[l pay for it.

You don’t understand. A garage. I can’t even pull in there. It’s like
going to a prostitute. Why should I pay, when if I apply myself,
maybe I could get it for free?*

The family has been a theme in Jewish humor at least since the 19th century, when

the Jewish

mother emerged as an iconic figure who smothers and manipulates her

children. According to Joyce Antler, the late 1950s marked a transition in the Jewish

mother’s depiction. Humorists began to proje
assimilation and loyalty to tradition onto her,
“pushed and prodded her offspring to succeed bu
dency.”” On Seinfeld, both Jerry’s and George

Jewishoess,

than Jerry. Perhaps this is because Jerry’s parents retire

stayed in Q

George when the Costanzas consider moving sout

fresher, you
perhaps it is

;’;};Z:}'en ground him for having had sex in their ’bed. .Or perh
in ma?kl".g the Costanzas nominally Italiz?n, Seifz]‘eld‘s writers €
include ne GCOL:ge as an implicit Jew with suffocating parents,

atour of a highway restroom where they change & seven-

Camera,

de
can

E ;

niStell; Costanza’s Jewishness is captured through her
ﬁf ation of George: the Jewish son is imagined as 2 P
ever live up to her expectation. Her reactio

ot their own postwar anxieties over
constructing a fierce matriarch who
t relegated them to aclinging depen-
's parents bear familial markers of
ther's damaging influence far more
d to Florida, whereas George's
ucens. “You have no idea how your life is gonna improve,” Jerry tells
h, “food tastes betier, the air seems

5 148
Il have more energy and self-confidence than you ever dre.amefi of " Or
ces him to move in with his parents,

because George’s unemployment for e s g
njoyed greater license
whose home movies
year-old George on

though George suffers from his mo

ultaneous adulation and
t the real son
qt to the

sim
rfect being, bu
n to George’s engagerm®

ASP; :
1sh Susan Ross is a case in point:

George:
Estelfe.
CEOr ge.
Estelf,.
GeO rge:
Este le:

Ma—guess what!

Oh, my god!

No, it’s nothing bad. I'm getting married.
You’re what?

I'm getting married! ...

Frank ... Georgie’s getting mastied: -~




B

Voh
ral

J
6 A70d Tapy
Grou 9
:, any cl Frank: 10 g oman. ... Let me talk to her ...
Estele; OFcourse® ¥ hat I love your son very much
Be The susqn:  1just want you 10 know tha 5 -
importan Estelle:  Really? .. .] May I ask why?
the desire Estelle’s “may I ask why” imply suspicion that no woman is good enoughf,
piple o cious Georgie? Or is she baffled that anyone would marry her idiot son, whop,
schieve s her preciou therapy “so that someday,” muses George, “I might be able to walk
i dafpeeiy ) Rt I'm still a good person’ 7% »
studying 0.2 woman and say, ‘yes, I'm bald, but I'm still a good p ?
Jewish hu There is no escape from the Jewish mother, neither through psychotherapy p
only prov: through flight into the arms of a .shzksa. Ale)f’anfier Portnoy knows this. Ang
ish humor Woody Allen’s protagonist in “Qefllpus Wl’eck's Q1scovers this when his mother,
Sadie Millstein, ends up surrealistically hovering in the sky, where she continye
case forth to badger her son over trivialities in front of a million Manhattanites.* George
any cultur discovers this, too, when his fiancé moves her doll collection into his apartment,
A rec including one that strikingly resembles his mother. Like the colossal Sadie
inten Ame Millstein, the miniaturized Estelle compounds George’s neuroses, rebuking him
sense of I (in his own mind) in public for his poor eating manners and clothing. “I almost
what being threw it down the incinerator, but I couldn’t do it,” George admits to Jerry, becau§e
with or ex “the guilt was too overwhelming” George’s hesitancy is not the shame of commit-
fng Tewish ting SUYTIOgate matncld.e, bgt is rather due to Susan’s intense gttaphment to the
doll, which she even brings into their bed. When Susan attempts intimacy, George
As these crumbles,
S Alexander Portnoy’s obsessive masturbation is his refuge from his mother, and
speech. It | peﬁhaps 35 a nod to Philip Roth, George’s mother makes her first appearance o
people in ﬁé’;{ ezd“‘“ a C.elebyated epi_sode about a masturbation contest, when Estelle catchesf
lenge auth But \sie:;at;‘g his l’)ody like it was an amusement park,” as she colorfully putsi-
ticians; in i - CWMOY'S auto-erotic compulsions engender a fear of disease, Estele®
T shocking encounter with her exposed s " d lands her in the
consumpti hospital. Both instances tigly o ¢ (;)n causes ber to collapse an  oviance,
tions of p« smothering mother, ang disabiljt undamental link betwee? Se xua h ickness,’ ®
ity. Howev dls:rder rooted in thejr common1 géggfg siftes fr0R1 Hlgie's “Jowlal
" ortnoy’, £ c. .
flumornxs‘d afﬂictioni:sai)x;agg begat Seinfeld, and the child inherited the parent’s Je\t\l/il;g
ily as insic Roth, Seinfeiq's Wrﬁem:gdy’ Sexua? dysfunction, and neurosis. But unlike th
those who the Structure of Joyig, percfszd their heritage, purging explicit Judaic conter i
A Clu 10 harness Jeyigh humor'g rmance and discourse, And to achieve this they n -
general the Ozlizslem Elll‘ope_ 8reatest agge: the linguistically driven culturé imp
il msappe:ra:c?efasmnu of any minors e comP®
grained, hi: a disperseq pe: lns language. the faten:)l ;;?‘W_ group rarely results in tl reasons.{%s
ized interdi Simultan uslypp: %o ne, i, 1ddish was distinct tjor‘ severa Hjioéd wh“f
consumptio Yews lived iy , unacqc ogy rOUmca_te with their Christian ne2 . Furd s
~Orplive Vocabu]guls fluid epy; Oted in ancestral Semitic tong® Jations and
2:2?“6' the yeshiyg ;. . ‘dish embodir:c;l ment. With its Germanic foun red 0 lh;
OUISe payee $ ang a: itplaca. wp exibility; it connected the S8°= ¢ n
S

: gs101” " v
en op Y€ Was a direct flow of expl'en omér
the two domains of life, study &

>
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ites Benj atin Harshgv.” Yiddish‘ Was not merely a language: it was a
resilient cultur‘a]' container tha.lt facilitated the survival of g Stateless pegolreoug yet
linguistic plasticity also e)fplalns why the Jews were exceptionally skil] ed‘;n ad :ch
ing local languages on thelr.own terms: European Gentiles viewed this phenome pt-
with anxiety, and they questioned the sincerity of their formerly heretical nej hbgo','
assimilation into modernity. Language emerged as a symbol of treachery; asgs . (;'s
Gilman argues, antisemites accused the Jews of sounding “too Jewish”’and ar:'r
doxically, of speaking a “hidden language. ko

953 ”
, lage.™ Whether overt or disguised, “the
informed listener hears the Jew hidden within.”s*

Speaking Jewish was conceptually nebulous, elastic in practice, and replete with
historical baggage. The ability to traverse linguistic boundaries with ease (and on the
sly) translated into cultural currency, particularly for Jews entering the relatively ¥
open creative professions. Observers noted the permeation of Yiddish into American i
English as early as the 1940s, which occurred through structure and style, not just
vocabulary: through reduplication (“fancy-shmancy”), syntactical borrowings (“I
should worry”), and literal translations of common expressions (“I need it like a hole Lo
in the head.”).” “So much Yiddish is finding its way into TV usage at the very time ; :
when the tongue itself is losing ground,” wrote Lillian Feinsilver in 1957.5 Fifty i
years later, Jeffrey Shandler elaborated: “the atomization of Yiddish has also : ‘
expanded the potential for reconceptualizing it as a semiotic system, in which its

signifiers might be inflections, melodies, gestures, or objects,” such that “Yiddish

culture does not require Yiddish fluency or, for that matter, any use of Yiddish at
all.”s?

S R e

Indeed, dialogue on Seinfeld is replete with Yiddishisms despite the almost com- B2
Plete absence of Yiddish words. In one episode, Jerry’s mother berates her son for not
asking out a waitress, declaring that “I should drop dead if she’s not beautiful””*® The
St?temem’ morphologically Yiddish, is actually one of the more transparent
Yiddishisms. More often, these surface in the form of interjections and calgues,
icluding “enough with the...”, “what’s with...”, “again with...”, and the use of

> ’

already” at the end of a sentence:

Elaine’s friend: Elaine. Move to Long Island and have a :
baby already. i

Jerry’s mother: Enough with the comedy.

Ceorge: Enough with the bar already.

Jerry: What’s with the eyebrows?

George: What's with this Russell?

Jer)y;

Again with the sweatpants?
Again with the pepper? \
Ma, again with the ketchup?

fr‘ank Costanzg:
€rry’s Uncle Leo:
i :
i Panese businessman
n Japanese Wit

h English subtitle]:

Again with the oranges.
"120 the Barpey-

Oh-fah, again wid-a Edward-a-.Smssgg:I:)c:’.
How can you have 8 hand-a-hki-oa’s prf
eh? Show me one-a person W

hand-a like-a scissor!”
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62 Jardeanny
; is often characterized as brash and afg“mentatiVe,

i:lvézlt]esri)ﬁzc?%h-cemury Yiddinh proverb,.“God protect ns.fr g

Jewish tongues” (“Got zol op’hitn fun goyishe nent un yl(-hShE. reyd”) giv:d
weight through the work of ZQFh-century American linguists. Debory, n
demonstrates that Jewish families .tend to.converse through debate ang 4
ment, regardless of the subject and 1ls gr:mty. She concludes that “Jewisp
use argument as a vehicle for sociability, nnd what appears to pe ﬁghting 1 in pegy
ity “the tolerance of conflict...made possible b.y ihe talfe-for-granted level of i
macy of the relationship.”® Deborah Tannen similarly 1nter§ that the Stereqiype
“pushy New York Jew” is merely conversing through a tenacious ang diffuse gqy,
vention brought from Eastern Europe and then absorbed by non-Jewisp New

Yorkers.® To be from New York is to be Jewish, and to be Jewish is to COnverge
through argument,

Speaking Jewish on Seinfeld is rooted in th
interjections and intonation bind seemingly abrasive dialogue through ironic repetj-
tion, the inversion of statements into questio

ns, and the insertion of Jewish stereo.
types that suggest intimacy. When Jerry and Elaine visit Jerry’s parents, Morty and
Helen, in Florida, squabbling immediately en

a S[el'eo
om Gengile . Ve

e way discourse is structured, the way

sues:
Morty:  So, what took you so long?
Jerry: We waited thirty-five minutes in the rent-a-car place.
Helen: 1 dopt know why You had to rent a car. We would have picked you
up.
Jerry; What’s the difference?
Helen: You could have used our car.
Jerry: I'don’t wanna use your car,
Helen:  Whqyps WIong with our car9
Jerry: Nothing, it’s 4 fine car. What if you wanna use jt?
Helen: e don’t use jt,
Morty: What are You talking? We yse it.
Helen: ¢ you were using it, we Wouldn’t use j
Jerry: So what Would you do, you’d hitch?
51elen: How muych isa Tent-a-car?
erry: Idon’t know, twent
. g Y-five bucks a day,
7elen. What? Oh, you're Crazy. ’
erry: God it’g S0 hot ip her . : i
. conditioning? " Why don e
elen: ou don’t need i i ‘
those? the ajr conditioner. ., Where are you going With
Jerry: I'm onn i
a .
Helen: Don'gt sleeppilr: ilame o i ez,
Elaine: Ican't o you Zre. You cap use the bedroom.
Helen: r ¢ edroom,
; M up at g 0’clock j i
Elaine- Lcan't kic 2 ToMing,
Helen:  we o o208 OUt of your bed,
€ don’t €ven slee
Jerry: Mat B
i3

feld’s Jewishness

pecoding Sein 8
But this is a sofa bed, you’]] be uncomfortaple.

Helen: . What about you?

Jerry lto M gl Why should I be comfortable?

Morty: :  What about him?

Jerry [10 Heien] Don’t worry, he’s comfortable,

Helen: I'll sleep standing up. I'll be fine,

e thers Jerry, infantilizing him through argumen;. She imposes her concep-
Helen smo!

«comfort” onto him by ostentatiously sacrificing her own welfare and by
ion of “comfo s what is best for everybody. But her words produce discomfort,
claiming she kno“’,S ironic interruptions, and the passing reference to an “unneces-
revealed by M,O,rtzer despite the oppressive humidity. The Jewish boy is asphyxiated
sary” air Condl’tl(;inguistic domination and the stifling heat of a condominium com-
by his moth";:hs (implicitly) Jewish retirees.* _ o
plex filled W i were hardly the first to construct comedic Jewish discourse

Selnfeld’s wmetrs One can find it, for instance, in the writings of Sholem
through ar, gume]nzanowill and Philip Roth. It was also a strategy useci tn mark
Aleic‘hem, Israe as i?nplic’it Jews during the era of “de-Semitized” television. On
certain charactefs hed (ABC, 1964-1972), the protagonists live across the 'street
the sitcom Bewitc :j i Kra,vitzes’ a hysterical wife whose constant badgering of
ﬁgﬁj;‘;ﬂ;?jzkes him to respond with insults characteristic of Borscht Belt
humor:

1 !
Gladys: Abner, a wonderful thing has happened, guess what I’ve got!
Abner:  Heartburn. ... ' s e S o o
: ry perception...I was over al " ho
e ?lttr:;z: r:f: }iliall?d to believe, Abner, but I moved all their pictures on
i i ing them. .
heir wall, without even touching t ’ R
Abrer: tY((:lllr moved their pictures, huh? Over here I'd be glad if you ]
dusted the pictures. ,
Gladys: You don’t believe me do you? ave peace?
Ab(rlziyr:s Woililen is this all gonna stop? When? When am I[egontr:)aprotec?;our-
The last time it was yoga, before that it was km}d go o sotme it
self from strangers. To tell the truth I wish you
and meet a stranger.%

L intermittent appear-

On a sitcom set in tranquil suburbia devoid of explicit Je:v‘fé t:;ucture of Bewitched
ance of the Kravitzes fundamentally ruptures the narra lt does not break the narra-
With Jewish discourse, On Seinfeld, in contrast, argur'negf disputation.
tive floy, because each episode unfolds through a chamtive. it is the rule 9f iangagg:

Sociable argument on Seinfeld is not merely norma f[h’e show’s linguistic eruto
ment, and the violation of this code signifies a breach omly elastic and nebl]l(')usute
. Yet the boundaries of Jewish-speak are S"fﬁaie an analysis of the dli?rhe
&commogage such ruptures, and they usually provzh Schiffrin puts it 10
Sl at the “metacommunicative level,” as Debor

Ostp

to dis-
he refuses

an after s

Onemen; George questions his engagement t0 Sus

Cusg toilet Stalls:

g e

—

e s

o
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. farog g,

George: I will never understand the bathrooms i, e y
Why is it that the doors on the stalls dg p Céfﬂ Counyy
Call th

way down to the floor?
Well, maybe so you can see if there’s someone j
n Ihere

Susan.
George: Isn’t that why we have locks on the doors?
Susan: Well, as a backup system, in casc the lock js brokep

» You

can see if it’s taken.
A backup system? We’re designing bathroom doors wi
il

George:
our legs exposed in anticipation of the locks nof work
ing? That’s not a system. That’s a complete breakdc(:r ‘
of the system. Wn

Susan: Can we change the subject, please?

George: Why? What’s wrong with the subject? This is a bad sy,
ject?

Susan: No, fine. If you wanna keep talking about it, we’ll wlk
about it.

George: It’s not that I want to keep talking about it, I just think
that the subject should resolve itself based on its own

S momentunt.

usan; Well, I didn’t think that it had any momentum.

Geo i . ;
7ge [to himself]: How am [ gonna do this? I'm engaged to this woman?
She doesn’t even like me. Change the subject? Toilets
were the subject. We don’t even share the same interes!s.

Altho

his anl;gi:tf ?:ii:oizgm share George’§ (weli-documented) obsession with toffel&

attempt to rupture fhe ﬁUCt of her ostensible unwillingness (o “speak Seinfeld.” I

is trapped, because h oW of sociable argument. She—not George—is the on¢ Who
€T Tesponse spawns a debate about the nature of debate, which

resurfaces later
Wwhen George relates the conversation to Jerry:

George: This ;
. S .
Jerry: g s what she said to me, “Can we change the subject?”
George: ©¢. now that I don’t care for, :
p 8 © Right. 1 mean, we’re o 3 _ 4
€rry: It shoul n a subject. Why does it have to be chang®
Geopge: That’su d resolve of js own volition
) exact] . :
Ji p» Y What I
Ge S Momemum__same :;Ih?ald’ except I used the word “momentunt
eorge: Same thing & ng.

Perhaps §

usan’s unwifj;

a shiksq, | on i ey . : 1 be
€r aversion g 84ge in “speaking Seinfeld” stems from hi] can't

Spend the N 18 shared .

P e;ecst of my life coming inzi’t;l_nother shiksa, Elaine, who declares: 10pO°

Where ever 1 UM Minutie of .. . - INKING apartment every ten minutes 0P
ti on the‘fhiksm Ot every sin le dai »68 is i

€S 0 partcipgge g ook JEWish—eye i e daily event.”® Yet this 18 " oy
Show ah ¢ In the rigq); N i they claim otherwise—an

- mnﬁ‘;‘gl}oghln " One ‘:J:]dlrzed debates that);arned S;ireljl;:;,d its repu[a[ioﬂ as

Indecig; and : : .

] ;on. One undr andseventy-sm episodes of analysts: ar;  ourse

€Cognized g, o Seventy-six episodes of talmudic lTa]mud

'SES, though g o, - POMant relationship between !¢

Precise connection—in true talmudic <

L ——
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js subject o debate.” To modern eyes, the Talmug Misleading]

pecause of its mean.denng discussions over seeming trivialities ‘(’ig ¥ appears fupny
Jack of firm conclusror.ls. The “hairsplitting” so oftep imputed to’mlg;fsslons, and the
a subject of ridicule since the Haskalah, coming to represent one° falmud has been
guropean Jewry’s backwardness and sickly diasporic condition 70?{ the sources of
ever, have been exploiting the talmudic form for centuries, ml'l;lickjum?nsm-, how-
tional structure and ascribing comical dialogue to its sages, Perhapsngl ustdlsputa.
with the 14th-century Tractate Purim (Masekhet Purim), and more re:):nt?otal?ly
Gerson Rosenzweig’s Talmud Yankee, a satire of life in America.! The fact [gmwt;h
mudic discourse served both as an object of ridicule and as a rhetorical device tc;
engage in ridicule underscores its all-encompassing role in framing Jewish culture
What began as halakhic debate during the rabbinic era became the portable homeland
of diasporic Jewry, trickling down to the masses, particularly in Eastern Europe.
There, conversational Yiddish came to reflect the talmudic form, and, as Harshav puts
it, “dialogue within dialogue within dialogue was the name of the game."”

The weight of talmudic discourse in normative Judaism led to its penetration
into non-halakhic spheres, including philosophy, literary criticism, folklore, and
humor.” Open-ended discussions are the backbone of Seinfeld, governing the
overarching storylines and the multitude of little debates within each episode: Are
there degrees of coincidence? Is it permissible to parallel park headfirst? Is it poor
hygiene to “double dip” a chip? How long must you keep a greeting card before
you can throw it out? Why does Jerry’s new girlfriend wear the same dress on

every date?

In the episode titled “The Good Samaritan,” the subject of discussion is the ques-
" to a woman who sneezes, if

tion whether it is appropriate to say “God bless you’

her husband has not said it. George does so, at a dinner engagement, and then
inadvertently puts the matter to the test when he follows up his chivalrous gesturé
with an ill-conceived attempt at humor: pointing t0 Michael, the sneczer b hl;:-
band, he notes that “I wasn’t gonna say anything, but then I could see tga:) jue
wasn’t gonna open his mouth.” Michael explodes with rage; subsequ?ﬂ:ly’ E?ainé
the sneezer in question, decides to have an affair with “Mr. Gesundhelt,” 35

sardonically dubs George. i

"“The Good Samaritan” appears to be driven by a linear plot,
With humorous dialogue having a descriptive function. But It ]s-fm sneeze event
Produces plot; the discursive deconstruction of what may be called - 5wa;d. The ini-
is the episode s core, and the course of its analysis drives the story a?ad George 0Ver
tial sneeze event is followed by an intense debate betweel Jerry
What trap spired:

George: 1 said “God bless you.” Was that s0
Jerry: The question is, did you allow a SP

with his “God bless you™? Because as the
ay this: Once ¢

typical of sitcoms,
the dialogue thaf

wrong? pand to come if

the hus ;
ace 1”01;1 usband, e s the right

passes 00

G to first refusal... e s
€orge:  Yes, yes, I definitely waited. Buf .let mfor grabs- and he’s
that option, that “God bless you' 1§ e multiple s"eczcrshye series:

Jerpy- these S
Y. No argument. Unless, she’s oné © ance, until P completes

holding his “God bless you” i1 80¢¥
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Jarrod Tan
. . . ny
George:  Well, I don’t think she is a multiple Sneezer, becayge she

again later, and it was also a single. Sheezeq

George meets Robin for a romantic tryst, but it is the furth

er deconstmc i
. {10
sneeze event—not the sex—that defines their encounter: 1 0f the

George:  Oh my God. I must be crazy. What have | done?

Robin:  Ohno, what’s wrong?

George: What’s wrong? I'll tell you what’s wrong. I just committed aqy).
tery.

Robin:  You didn’t commit adultery, I did.

George: Oh yeah.

Robin:  IfI didn’t do it with you, I would have done it with someone else,

George:  Well, I wouldn’t want you to do that. You know there’s a Iot of Josers
out there.

Robin:  Maybe even someone who didn’t say “God bless you.”

George:  Well, that’s a given,

Robin:  In three years with Michael, not one “God bless you.”

George:  Must be hell living in that house,™

Seinfeld is linguistically driven insofar as the plot is dependent upon debate,
which often transpires in a manner reminiscent of havruta, the paired adversarial
study of Talmud in the yeshiva, “an interactional language game which imposes
a set of conversational obligations on its Players,” as Shoshana Blum-Kulka,
Menahem Blondheim, and Gonen Hacohen Suggest in their study of talmudic dis-
course in Israeli media.” The Talmud’s rules of engagement shape Jerry and

George’s daily havruta, which in tun produces the direction and delimits the
boundaries of plot.

Seinfeld is celebrated as “a show about nothing”
maskilim and their successors derided the Talmud: “Tt consists in eternally disputing
about the bpok, without end or aim” Wrote Solomon Maimon in the 18th century.”
But talmudic argumentation s in fact sophisticated tool, developed in the Babylonian

. ¢ uosity was achieved through verbal confrontation,
“the violence of debate,” as Jeffrey Rubenstein calls jt, o as the sages put it, the
wars of Torah."” Victory is attaj e " i

found its way into Jewish humor just

for the same reason that the

supporting him,
Seinfeld’s characters are masters .

justify their behavior, and destroy their adversadesr.lilzrrllguag'e to attain chI'rcgo(:z:;
that he is losing a promised apartment to another tenan bee episode George' is o
vor of the Andrea Doria shipwreck, Upon learning thar am Cause the latter is a e
(“Fifty-one peopie?...That’s no tragedy! How Many peg Tl‘e 51 passengers dro "l
cruise? Thirty? Forty?”), George confronts ghe Survivor g ¢ do you lose on a no ol
ment he believes is rightfully his: » Getermined 1o get the ap

in manipyly

~

o o~——

, infeld’s Jewishness
ding Sein
peco pe

Ahoy! Mr. Eldridge. T understang

Gif?ﬁ(;‘e; Yes, it was a terrifying ordea], You were op the Andreg Dorig,

?earrge : ltellya, I hear People really stuff themselyeg g those crujge <
The buffet, that’s the real ordeal, huh, Clarence? ise ships,

Eldridge: 'We had to aba_ndon ship.

George:  Well, all vacations have to end eventually,

Eldridge: The boa}t sank. ' .

George: According to this [book], it took ten hours, It eageq into the wger

like an old man into anice Wwarm bath—no offence, So, uh, Clarence
how about abandoning this apartment, and letting me shove off i,;
this beauty?

Eldridge: s that what this is all al?out? I don’t think I like you.

George:  It’s my apartment, Eldridge! The Stockholm may not have sunk ya,
but I will!

George challenges Eldridge’s alleged suffering by dep]oyin-g phrases (“Ahoy,
“It eased into the water like an old man”) that embed his argument within
Eldridge’s discursive framework; he gains the upper ha.nd. b}.: evoku?g, disparag-
ing, and trivializing Eldridge’s narrative through linguistic infiltration and sub-
version. S . . o

Yet there is another side to George’s linguistic mampglat_xon, rooted in his own
misery. Perceiving himself a victim, George demands restitution:

; ’ i ent. He doesn’t deserve it, though! Even
George: So, he s keeping the apartm A s
if he did suffer, that was, like, forty years ago! , :
for me lately? I’ve been suffering for the past thirty years up to an
including yesterday! . . _
Jerry: You knocw, if this tenant board is so impressed with suffe,gng, maybe
you should tell them the “astonishing tales of Costanza™
George: 1 should! .
Jerry: I mean your body of work in thi.s field is unpartﬁiel'«;i-] "
George: 1 could go bumper to bumper with anyone on this p
board, an extended kvetch about

i ingly, George prosents hiscase 10 th fent 42 dejected Eldridge realizesbe

his miserable existence. He reduces them to tears, an -

is sunk, mych like the boat that failed to sink him four decadzseiﬁltl;trs the attributes
In professing entitlement through self-denigration, Ge}‘(’rgdeﬁne as “a Jewish beg-

of the shnorrer, whom William Novak and Moshe Wald(; :nands it, and considers I

8ar with chutzpah. He does not actually solicit help; hf’ d‘; scourse of ViCﬁmh(TOd ©
S Tight 79 George persistently deploys the shnorrer Shis “areer, In 1€ epis esy

Ahieve ignoble ends, including the advancgment Of er mistakenly tinks he £
€0rge gets a new job because his prospective empoY

Andicappeg:

Jer,»y. Y, 1 - eyffeatm‘e
: ou got the job? ere. They this

George: Je”}’fgit’s fatftastic. Ilove the people;::‘;iggpp , they 2% e

50 great. You know they think o
incredible office, a great view.
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Jerry:  Hold on, they think you're handicapped? L
George: Yeah, yeah, well, because of the cane. You shoyig se

they gave me! € the bathyy,
Jerry:  How can you do this? n
George: Jerry, let’s face it, I've always been handicapped. Iy ;

the recognition for it. Name one thing I have that pUtUSt now &etting

tion of advantage. Huh? ... SMe in 5 o5,
Jerry: Do you know how hard it’s getting just to tell people I k
George: 1love that bathroom. It’s got that high, high toil 1OW you)

goyle perched on the ledge of a building.® e [ feel like A gar-
F}eorgef is handicgpped because his self-pity is rooted in an imagined
ity, Heine’s “Jewish sickness of the centuries,” the disease of e;(ile th
Jc?w’s body and (halakhically) imprisoned his mind. But the diaspor
himself entitled to more—“restitution,” as George so often demanlzis
thg c}}osen'one whom God unjustly abandoned to a life of sufferin H
thls dialectic of chosenness/abandonment (or, in the secular context gﬁtitfe;xprsss'es
:rrguh;(i)t tlkzrh(;uitéhlntmgulfn; manipulation stemming from a theolc’)gy of ri&lli\;z
P J e éeyopsiesc g.;;r:zrac;t; jﬁ:etl folqure is the comical incarnation of the
’ 8 X 1 :
rogé’l:Owho.sumr'nons tradition to transcencliJ r}ﬁl:;;ﬁlce i::s;:ii)ar? fescendent e
charlat;iisl;?; ;;nr]ralgztl?(r: b;(;ause llggUIStic deception is his modus operandi, and his
B e g ; erry Seinfeld apd Larry David’s far greater act of impos-
Tew remained wamelonn ;I‘L}:fggn of Jew1§hness in an industry where the explicit
acl_lieved high ratings With;)ut e is(;_l\;ajlmu_chcally speaking, raises a question: if they
episodes that satirize Judajsm 1'ilzkiI ;WI-ShneSS’ iy pother producing ahandfu@ !
lLeague? Indeed, critics respor,lded 1111 SR e e e
1ts portrayal of a newrotic and cg arshly to a fifth-season episode, “The Bris,” for
and “‘circumcises” Jerry’s finger. o gnkerous mohel who slips during the ceremony
later, when a g0ssipy rabbj Vioi Vents seemed to repeat themselves two seasons
show. The Anti-Defamatiop Lea s El?me’s confidence on his weekly television
viewers, far more complaints thagrllJ EI:\Irecewec{ shoee i a et galls om el B
BCever received over Seinfeld’s lampooning o

mosexuality, ang : :
€ss involving J, the handicappeg 52 Apparently there was a 1in¢ of

rtrayal of the m(flvxisl 3:}3(; C;)uld not be crossed. "

these were not th to subjecttttf rabbi fits within the tradition af Jewfx
e only instanceg of explici ¢ to satire on network television- B

are far more jj1ym; thm,JeWIShness on Seinfeld. In fact, the fe¥

msofar ag they grapple with importaﬂ‘

America. In one episode, Jerry i cangh

I a movie theater during a showing
Jends

state of disaby].
a t damageq the
1c Jew beligye
—becauge pe is

thls ma g
hiad ; Y strike . ;
exploitatiop of Holoc ngs. It may be 5 Some as offensive, the eplsode
&, a .

0 iyt v
used for the Purpose u;t Memory jp Am:u-btle critique of the sacralizatio? aﬂj
ence of natj fic i ' o
between the Old Wor;latlonal self-congra:t]v:hlchv as Peter Novick arg;fffer—
an, ation. .. to d the
e -..to demonstrate ;

W, ,
and to Celebrate, by showing its negatld

7
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pecoding Seinfeld’s Jewishness
fiie American way of life.”® Convqse]y, Jerry's —
eneraﬁonal indifference to the historic sufferiy g of th :
a giso de, Elaine attends the bar mitzvah of her forp, € Jewish peq,
Egiﬂ g told that hg is “a man today,” grabs Elaine and
When she explains to“hun that he is hardly a map 4 age 13,
mitzvah a sham and renounces”.hls Judaism. But Elajpe’s ’tr oe l<)ilecla1res his bar
receives invitations to more bar mitzvahs and is subjecteq 1o sex: 1 e g
pumerous Jewish men because, as George explains, “you've ‘:‘)[a‘dve}nces from
Jewish men love the idea of meeting a woman that’s not liki i S_mksappeal‘,
Although this episode, like “The Bris,” may be interpreted as ridiculielr Jmot‘her."ﬂ.i4
could also be read as a critique of American Jewry’s superficial relj ilcl)i Udmsm, it
which seem to define “Jewish manhood” as an enfitlement to haveg sexs pr,?tl;tmes,
Jewish women. Both the Schindler’s List make-out and the bar mmah\;lak non-
exhibit what Richard Raskin calls “inferpretive margin,...an openness to alte;(;l:t
ways of understanding the point of the joke, coupled with the possibility of simule:
tancously holding positive and negative atitudes toward the embodiment of
Jewishness in the punch line.”®

Even more revealing is Jerry’s relationship with his own Jewish heritage, men-
tioned only five times, and all but once indirectly, in an eighth-season episode
that explores the murky boundary between ethnic humor and political correct-
ness. After his dentist, Tim Whatley, converts to Judaism and proceeds to make
self-deprecating Jewish jokes in public, Jerry becomes distressed, suspecting that
“Whatley converted to Judaism just for the jokes.” Jerry’s distress turns into out-
rage when Whatley later makes a Catholic joke, which he defends on the grounds
that he used to be Catholic. Jerry decides to report Whatley to Father Curtis,
Whatley’s patient and presumably his former priest. But Jerry’s amiable conver-
sation with Curtis leads to disaster after Jerry makes a “dentist joke”; Whatley
finds out, and is offended because Jerry is not a dentist and hasl no busmefs
mocking “my people.” After the “offensive” joke circulates, Jerry 15 b.m“de‘:“a
rabid anti-dentite.” The professional Jewish comedian has crqssed the 1111e, wl 1;
his dentist is on the road to possessing “total joke-telling 1{11munll‘?' ﬂ“‘l’;’ie
identity fraud. “If he ever gets Polish citizenship,” Jerry ruminates, ‘there
10 stopping him.”

Whatley’s quest for the right to offend with imp
Use of Jewish humor in America, where identity 1 Of rsed, and
culltural and denominational boundaries can be 'negqua(tied»w‘;?;’h is révealed when
With relative case. But there is another layer to this CPI_SF‘;I :;lbs ardity of a Jew ener

Nce may he Interpreteq a
Ple. In ap,
€I employer’s S0n, who ?;f;

81ves her ap Open-mouth kjgg

unity cleverly problerlr::(tlizeshth;
id than ascribed, whe
ore fluid et

Jerry visits Fath e e eonfessional. .
: er Curtis in his church’s coniessie o rscored by thelr
Ing a Catholic confessional to inform on his (Jewish) dentist 1S i
dialogye:

Father, Tell me your sins, my son. _

fr T¥:  Well, I should mention that I'm Jewish. -

Jather: Well, that’s no sin. alk to you about Dr Whatl:e)s(-l 2

€ . 3 v
. e wante;idt (zot Judaism pure’y for the €

suspicion that he’s convert



J
Father: And this offends you as a Jewish person, Artog T"lmy
Jerry:  No, it offends me as a comedian.
But within this absurdity lies its hidden meaning, Jerry’s casual
Curtis belies the centuries of Jewish persecution by the C atholic :ntﬁr Rty
Irc sat T

Vatican II, to be Jewish was not only to sin—it made one complicit i 1. CStuy
Jerry and Father Curtis exhibit a lack of awareness of Christian am-ln d?lFide.B h
encounter is double-coded, in that it covertly implies the conVO;SenH[1§m~ The;
European antisemitism, the agonies of Jewish integration, and the r:)lg‘;d h1s}o 0
of Jewish visibility in American popular culture. It is implied by V}v)h Tatic pgy
on the sole occasion that Jerry says “I'’m Jewish.”"#6 atis lefi Unsaig
‘ The 1990s marked a turning point in the Tepresentation of Jewishne
sion. Bet\yeen 1992 and 1998 alone, twelve series featurin g explicitly Je:,S‘ ;ﬂ teley.
ters premiered, with many more to follow.”” The shift was due to severlzjl 1f o
including changing demographics and the rise of independent stations andacmrs‘
-charmels, which engendered the decentralization of the hitherto oligarchic televc'a'b,e
H.ldustf)’f“ Even if Seinfeld’s success was not the immediate cause, the new “Je:;(s)l?
IS;LC?H&S’ as Vincent Brook argues, bear the influence of the show subsequently
cied as decade—deﬁmng: “Jewish sitcoms had become not only ‘safe’ but also
P"Eﬂ;‘a’lly lucrative commodities "
Bawid e;'}‘]/i’l‘:u;::;‘::n:geCtz)llx:;nnat(iion of the “too Jewish-” barrier, 'it was Lany
fact the clever e, tTmCJ that Y’vhat had_transplred on Se{ry”eld' was in
series, Curb Yoy Enthusins OOh.eWISh. Much .hke Seinfeld, David’s hit HBO
debate, the violation of ritua;'l (g ch Premlered.m OCtOl,)er 2,00,0) g 18 fmven. by
Given that David wag e Clrlze‘ codes of bel?awor, and linguistic mampulauor:j.
George Costanza on himse]f, e;:lVe for'c ? behind Seinfeld and that- ].)aWd basz
Curb, Naomi p fefferman o "t ¢ affinities should hardly be surprising. Indef};
identity and race ¢ cringe_wrl is’ p“Shf?S “politically correct notions of JeV[VIIlS[
15 the subtext of much of ¢ orthy and hilarious extremes.” “The Jewishness (2
text of ‘Curb, »1 o ‘Seinfeld,” maintains Jason Zinoman, “becomes
A few examp| . :
succeed, Larry fnlsu‘s’:g‘}f;;re this I'e]ationshjp' Where George feigns djsabj‘hty l(_J
S, even Mmasquerading as an Orthodox Jew (0 d’Shon.

estly secure 4 kid

- ney for hic a:1: .

Y, but Jerryy Y "or his ajling friend. Both gerjes parody the Holocaust's $4°
tot

: unseem) ;
g-n‘mo:l engendered o 3; :;ehavlor at Schindler’s List pales in comparison o
o the realiry Ty show <. en a Holocayst survivor quarrels with 2 contest®
Survivor.” ere George ; W‘vlw.)r over who suffered more and is thus 2 genul?
the emergency &€ 15 humiljqteq through penife shrinkage, Larry endS

nile shrinkage,

: room be

ment wj - Cause g X ; v

Sander é?la frl,end ife over iiog bites hig penis, moments after he had 3 i 0

embeddeq zzlinh's “Symbolic ti ) ,fylas less of a Jew-face.” Both instance® zs is
On Seinfeyy l?mer; X.tp;iicmy JeWisl;] ,tezuatzLarry ’s painfully ascribed Jewisi™

considers conyar: o relationghe - .

iS girlfy; : DS ar ; Geors

girifri to Lagy € deajt i when
end. By tacklla thodoxy (4, Wwith elhptxcauy, as 10 ple?*®
8 the issye O what, exactly, is uncleal 10 javw

“4don when Larry’s Christian siste"’

»~

o

n

Dpec oding Seinfeld’s Jewishness

Jew who is converting for he
ets engaged 0 a Sy ; T. Chaos enspes .
disrupts the baptism, mistaking the ritual dunking in the me:_v?;:an madvenenﬂy
cide. The bride-to-be confronts Larry, accusing him of feignin ig-ttempted homi-
hidden Jewish agenda: 8 1diocy to mask 5

:  You happy about this, Larry, is this wh o
Becky dick. .. what the hell is the matter with you;t you had in mind, yq,
Larry: I thought that he was drowning him, OK, I'm sorry,
Becky: Bullshit, you didn’t think he was drowning him, you just didn’t wap;
him to convert....
Larry: What do I care, Idon’t care if he converts, what do I care. ...
Becky: You didn’t want to lose a Jew and you know . :

Larry: 1don’t care if I lose Jews, take "em all, T don’t need ‘em.

The Christians are not buying his excuse and neither are the groom’s Jewish
relatives:

Larry, you don’t know me, I’m the schmuck’s brother-in-law.
What you did is a very gutsy thing...one Jew to another, it's a
gutsy thing to come in and step in on something like this.

A mitzvah for my family, thank you....

You're with us now. &

Jewish man:

Jewish woman:
Jewish man:

With his denials falling on deaf ears, Larry the shlemiel transforms himself into
Larry the Jewish charlatan, embracing his ascribed identity:

The way you told them you’d never seen a baptism before. .. that

Jewish man:
was brilliant.
Jewish man: You’re a genius, a genius. .
Larry: Well, you know I thought somethmg hafi to bfe 30118. really....
Jewish man: Whoever steps up and does something like this?
Larry: I feel good. .
2 tzvah.
Jewish man: Listen, I'd like you to talk at my daughter’s bat mitzv
th irony on

, - ions Wi

Curb confronts the problematic history of Jelesh-ChﬂSt(liaﬂ :;I:E::: approached.”
numerous episodes, treading on terrain that Seinfeld could ne casual confession 0

But the underlying message is the same, which JCI_UI;DS ss in American enter
Judaism to Father Curtis demonstrates: the place of Je“,lfnlcebitter Jegacy of medi
tinment can only be understood in its historical context.”ewish cculturation 21
€val antisemitism coupled with the astonishing Succes’ ° ular culture problematic:
Mobility in the modern era made Jewish visibility m]iora)l

e‘_’ertheless, the Jewish upstarts transformed. the C; te The 'nguisticv 0
SOcieties by drawing from the wellspring of their Penlsgse'rv as effectie 1008
of Judaism and the performative nature of its ft2 was ostensibly univers
Mtrating entertainment and for crafting humor thhitoﬂc mi
"MPlicitly Jewish and often subversive. Seinfeld 13 cedented:
eXtent of jyg covertly inscribed yiddishketf Was unp;:wiSh." a relic
%M1ty hammered the final nail in the coffin of “10°

0 X .
Constrained Jewish visibility.

Y
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