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An Israeli report uses icon Jerry Seinfeld:as a litmu~ .test 
_- _ for the eyolving attitude toward US Jews_. . · 
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Antisemitism 
in America: 
Jerry Seinfeld 
then and now 

How the beloved comedian who 
epitomizes 'New York Jew, is · 
reflecting the changing attitudes 
toward US Jewry · 

• ALAN ROSENBAUM 

W
ith antisemitism reaching record levels, one 
might have expected that the Center for the 
Study of Contemporary European Jewry's An
nual Report for 2025 on antisemitism would 
have featured a cover image of anti-Israel dem

onstrators, the remnants of a burnt-out synagogue, or an iconic 
image symbo~g the scourge of antisemitism. 

However, the figure that graces the cover of this year's report 

is a caricature of Jerry Seinfeld - the famous comeaian and star 
of Seinfeld, the legendary TV sitcom that dominated the ratings 
in the late 1980s and 1990s - soaring above the New York sky
line, Superman-style, with a Star of David emblazoned on his 

suit and a grin on his fa<;e .. 

AMERICAN COMEDIAN Jerry 
Se infeld pt,rforms in Tel A · 
2015 . (t\jir [lid~ Rt·utH\) VIV, 
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What doesJeiry Seinfu;d ~a~; t;~o with antisemitis~? . 
Recei:itly, . .this-~porter interviewed Pr f U . . . - · 

of the center.since 2022 -·whf .h I b o . nya Shavtt, heat! 
. • c s ased In Tel Aviv, to dis-

cuss the connection between Jerry ·Seinfeld ti 1 1 
and the future of American Jewry. The Cent~r ~~r :~';1 S~;• 
of Contemporary European Jewry at Tel A · u· • y 

nnrts res arch J - • h vtv mverslty 
sup.,::\.-... e . on e~1s history, culture, and politics, 
and every year it issues its annual report on a ti ·ti 
'tied "F Ri ht " n semi sm, 

ti or a g eous Cause, on January 27 lnte r I 
Holocaust Remembrance Day. . • ma iona 
. !?e purpose of the report, Shavit explains, is to highlight 
m1tiatives and programs - ~th governmental and nongov
ernmental - that were established to advance the fight · t 
ther extremism a d · I agams ? . . . . ~ -raasm at arge, with an emphasis on 

1mti~tives m countries t~at receive less media attention. This 
years re~rt features articles on Gibraltar, the Netherlands, 
the M~slim "'.or!d, a_nd the United States, among others. 

S~~vit_spec1ahzes m research o? lsla~c l_aw, theology, and 
politics in ~oder~ Isl_am, Muslim mmonties in the West, 
processes of h~ral~ti~m and ~emocratization in the world, 
and the haredi s?aety m Israel. And while he mayhot have 
a formal degree m the fictional _world of Jerry Seinfeld as he 
appeared on NBC, he has a formidable body of knowledge 
aboutthe series an,d its characters. · - -
. In ari .earlier stage of his career, Shavit worked· at Haaretz 
and was the editor of w~kend supplements for Maar.iv and 
Makar Rishon. He -also contributed-book-reviews fcir Yediot-
Aharonot. · - __ ,. - : . · . . 

When Seinfeld became popular in Israel, Shavit was servi~g 
in the IDF and didn't have time to watch much TV.• . 

"I think I really became a devout fan only in the late 1990s, American, and it's clear that he is the master of the domain 
in my mid-twenties, watching reruns," he explains. "Ever called New York. He is in charge, and is comfortable in his 
since, I have watched the masterpiece episodes _- there are at own ·skin, whereas they are the ones who are speaking a 
least 30 that deserve this title - at least 100 times each." . language that's not the language of the majority. It's as if he 

Shavit was present at a press conference that ~infeld gave was American, atl\•kttto,,c,;~e not: 
during a visit to Israel in 2007. It is his intimate acquaintance - . .''.I. tlfinkJerry Seinfeld .of the 1990s - both Seinfeld the 
with the 180 episodes and Seinfeld's real-life ·experiences this -. p~t~o11·a~!-1;S,~~W4,t#.,l~~~s - manife~te? the.sense of ~o~c 
year that provided him with the inspiration to use qo~h the :fort .that Jews fel,t- - -tliiifTbey are Amenca and Amenca 1s 
fictional and the nonfictional versions to treat the subject _of them:'' · · 
antisemitism in the United States. . 

While the real Jerry Seinfeld grew up on Long island, at- · Jt!wlsf1 StfMttlvlfy ohhr •~leitt·fel<l1 S(l'fi<lS· •. 
tended Hebrew school, and volunteered in Kibbutz Sa'.ar. in · _ Isiae) is' mentiQned ·jus!:twice in the 180 episodes of Sein
northern Israel at the age of.16, his fictional counterpart'rare- · fell/, notes Shavit, and·1orily"once directly, in Episode 74, titled 
ly displayed any overtly.Jewish characteristics on the show. ... ' "The_clgar Store Indian," which first aired in December 1993. 

Instead writes Shavit ~The 'Seinfeld persoria . .was mad,e ,. · '"When Jerry__ ·, man carrier of Chinese extraction if he 
r~ of all~~iq~·-1µ19_"11~'ewAorldc~ns and traditj!).~~-fi1~~\~~~-0f a g_ : ·nese ~estauran~ In, the _ne\gh~orhood, 
~-:baseoaij'-td c(i~:1:p;Sijperman: No ~tar, ot:D~~Pf :JJ<r::.~~.~~-ari b _ es upset with him for his ethmc insen-
!;, ·iighting<>f the [Hartnkhh'J'candles-when others have ~sv:•,$iti:l'.1ty,' at- th~ s -, ,., ,:tiine that Jerry is trying to convince the 
· mas trees, no Yiddish phrases, no Heb,rew, no rallying.for Na1;iv.e.,Am~~1can Woman that he _-_wa_nts~to-~!lte tl1~t he is 

Israel, no comical gigs inspired by Archie Bunker 1970s-style politlcally.corr~ct. , . -_. _ _,.: -..,., .. _.,_.::~~:: · . • .--.. •>" -' .. _ 
prejudice directed against him." . . Jei;rr complams !o George that people ar~. becoming too 

While Jewish characters occasionally appear m the senes, sens1t1ve and says, If somebody asks me which way is Israel, 
such as a mohel, a rabbi, and Jerry's dentist, who converts I don't.~y o!fthe handle." ,, _ · , ·. ·. , 
to'judaism just so he can tell Jewish jokes, they make up a S~avit fu~t?~r ·bolste~s ltlis- poinfs-iibolit the· sefies' lack of 
relatively small part of the Seinfeld corpus. . . ,. . · Jewish sensitivity by discussing three well-known. episodes 

"What's very interesting about the entire senes, says 
Shavit "is that it is no secret that Seinfeld is Jewish, and 
he's s~rrounded by Jewish characters such as the rabbi who 
cannot keep a secret, and the mohel with trembli_ng hands. 

"They are all very Jewish, and we can reco~ruze-them as 
Jews, but there is nothingJewish aboutJerry Semfeld-- no_th
ing that is visibly Jewish ideologically, cul~rally, or anything 
aside from the fact that he tells jokes, which 1s no! _re~Uy a 
'Jewish• thing. There are J~h ~omedians, but telling Jokes 
does not make someone Jewish. : 

In the 1990s, says Shavit, being aJ~w a~da:i ~e~:1::; one and the same, both for the fict1ona ,_ .. 
Seinfeld. . . ' t ., ~it;., Shavit 

"Seinfeld's casual approach to his roo s, .,... - ot' 
ti n· the~ence 

"was enabled by a social transfo~a o . · - ican:sQci~..:":/·'. 
secular Jews w~o felt fully ~ccq,te4 Ul_Atn~atact'ei{ ' 0.j_ppear 

Many ethmc- · ~nd-__ ~ :~~:'-J{'?!1.J' -~utb Roieau.s "arid 
through~ut the ~tj.es;~~·fb•~mfelj;l,' ~ :-~ _ 

!'~;;~[~:·:::~:ZJ~~i[l~~tti!ir:~~{s--

. · PROF_: URIYA SHAYrt, head, ce·nter for 
· :the 'Study of Contemporary.European 

Jewry. (Tel Aviv University) · 

PERHAPS THE apex of ~einfeld's , 
awakening to Israel and _the war w~s · 
his appearance on the 'Honestly with _ 

· Bari Weiss' podcast on May 28, 2024: J 

(Screenshot; YouTube) 
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Nazi-related themes: 

IN 'THE Limo' episode of 'Seinfeld,' 
George and Jerry get entangled with 
the head of the Aryan Union. Pictured: 
Chilean neo-Nazis. 
Oorge Sanchez/AFP via Getty Images) 

IN 'THE Raincoats,' Jerry and his 
girlfriend get into trouble for making 
out during 'Schindler's .List.' The ... , 
March 1943 liquidation of the Krakow 
Ghetto is the subject of a 15-minute 
segment of that film. 
(Photos: Wikimedia Commons) 

'NO SOUP for you!' The So~p Kitchen 
International restaurant was the 
inspiration for the famed 'Soup Nazi' 
episode. 
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joke went too ~::tunning when you think ab~ut.it now . 
"I think that 

I 
watched the first time, I didn't think ~n tet. 

rospect. ~h:~hat after October 7, it became somethi~ 
0
ut it 

at all. I thi_n in the limousine and have this speech read t~ H?w 
could he sitb the one reading it and not feel that this fhi rn 
or actually e • . . · . . , a fects · 

Jew?" · · · · 
him as a e of the mosi: famous Seinfeld episodes is " 

· . Perhaf!,?(Season 7, Episode 6), which aired in 1995 i he 
soup ~ focuses on the bad-mannered, tyrannical .s he 
storyhne t wner who obsesses over the conduct of hi oup 
restauran ~s at ;hem, and rejects customers' orders i/tcuh s. 
tomers, ye . . . • ... ey 

. behave m hne. . . · .. 
rrush ·t says that the episode made the word "Nazi" syn 

S avi "th someone who is unkind and aggressive. ony. 
mous Wl • d · d I · · "I think that before the episo e aue , peop e would h . 

t describe a clerk who did not give them good treatmesi. 
tate o ,, H •t "Th" ent 
. bli"c as a Nazi he notes. e wn es, . is could not h 
m pu ' . Id h . ave 
h ned Unless for Semfe , at t at tlme, .the term was . 

appe , . . . Just 
another taboo to brea~. That mainstream televmon and a Jew 

e so comfortable with such a usage meant everyone migh 
wer ,, . . _ t 

. ·legitimately feel the same. . · · . . . . · 
. . The third Nazi-related episode, which aired m April 1994 

. is titled "The Ra~~coats." A
1
significant part of the storylin~ 

.. centers on the vmt of Jerry s p~ren~s ~o New_ York. They are 
: ·staying in his apar~ent, maki_n_g it _imp?ssi?le for him to 

. :- . , . • :,;·· .. -spend time alone with ~chel, his Jewish ~irlfne~d. 

' • • " • 
11

., Nazi "' .. t:. Jerry'sparentsurgehimtoseeStevenSpielbergsaward-win-
that have Nazi-related themes - The Limo, The Soup . !.. · · • · Holocaust drama Schindler's List, and Jerry and Rach I 
and "The Raincoats 11 • . ; , mqg_ . f • . . e go 

In "The Limo" (Season 3, Episode 19), which aired Jn ·. ·. see .the moVIe but spend moSt O ~he time_making out in.the 
February 1992, George goes to the airport to pick up Jerry, darkened theater. N~wman, Jerry s_ nemesi~, spots the couple 

· but his car dies on the way there. -Needing a way to get back, a~d i~forms Rachels father of t~eu behavior, who then for. 

George sees a limousine driver standing in the (erminal hold- bids hi~daughter t<:> se~Jerry ~gai_n . . 
ing a placard with the name of a Mr. O'Brleq, waiting to drive "Fictional Jerry 1s simply mdifferent to anything which 
him to the city. George pretends·t;o be-G>'Brien, and Jerry pre- is serious," says Shavit, "because he is like Peter Pan. The 
tends to be his sidekick, Dylan Murphy. Holocaust and antisemitism are no exception, and it works so 

, .. ;ro . th,e,ir horr~r, they find ou~ . tq.at. O~),lrien is the-never- · well because it's real - because Jerry Seinfeld, in his 30s and 

seen-in-public head of-the "Aryan Union" .and author of an early 40s, was that kind of person; that's why it projects such 
antisemitic tract. While Jerry is terrified when things get out reliability." • . - . . _ . 
of hand in the limousine, he is not frightened, writes Shavit, 
"asJerrytheJew." . · .· · 

· "It's striking," says Shavit, "that Seinfeld doesn't really 
have .a. moral or an id~ological problem with being associ
ated with the neo-Naz1, even as a joke. When both of them 

-are ex1:1os~d,_ and the neo-Na2,is threaten, he becomes very 

1, much 1_ntmudated ' '.~ot as a Jiew buJ ~s,,c1 i:;omedian whose 

.. ... , 
j • • _ _. • • • 

:.. , .. .. .. ...... . . 
.. ~ : •' . ·. •. ! 
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Oct. 7 and onwud 
• Aft~r Seinfeld ended in 1998, Jerry Seinfeld married Jessica 
Skla·r m 1999, had three children, and continued his comedic 
career, albeit with a somewhat lower profile. 

He performed in Israel in 2015 and 2017 and those visits 
gave him a gre~ter sense of his importanc~ as a Jewish per-
former , , 

. Spea~'ng ~f tho~e visits wit'h B~ri Weis~~~ the Hon;stly with 
B;'i Weiss podcast, he said, "The first time I went to Israel, 
~ ter I finished the show and I saw the way they reacted to me, 

said this is not the normal interaction of a celebrity public 



intei::face. It is different. I meant soinething which I never 

knew, and it gave me a wonderful feeling like, 'Oh, I didn't 

realize what I was doing had another value that I didn't know 

about.' I loved it." 
In October 2022, after a spate of antisemitic incidents 

and rapper Kanye West's antisemitic tweets, Jessica Seinfeld; 

Jerry's wife, posted a response on Instagram, "I support my 

friends and the Jewish people,'' and encouraged her 580,00 

followers to share the post. Jerry supported his wife's post, 

writing, "This is no time to be silent about antisemitism." 

Beyond that, though, he was not particularly known as an 

outspoken supporter of Israel or Jewish causes, echoing his 

fictional self. 
After Oct. 7, everything changed for Jerry Seinfeld. • 

On October 10, three days after the Hamas attacks on 

Israel 's South, he released the following post on Instagram: "I 

lived and worked on a kibbutz in Israel when I was 16, and.I 

have loved our Jewish homeland ever since. My heart' is break

ing from these attacks and atrocities. 
"But we are also a very strong people in our hearts and 

minds. We believe in justice, freedom, and equality. We sur

vive and flourish, no matter what. I will always stand with 

Israel and the Jewish people." Attached to the post was a 

poster of a girl covered with the Israeli flag and the banner "I 

Stand with Israel." 
Seinfeld also signed a petition, along with hundreds of other 

figures in the entertainment industry, supporting Israel, con

demning Hamas, and calling for the immediate release of the 

hostages in Gaza. Among the signatories were Gal Gadot, Ja

mie Lee Curtis, and Mayirn Bialik, but none was as prominent 

as Jerry Seinfeld. 
Two months later, he traveled to Israel with his wife and vis

ited communities in Israel's South, including Kibbutz Be'eri, 

and met with survivors. Jessica also funded pro-Israel count

er-demonstrations on college campuses. 
After expressing support for Israel in the wake of the war, 

the feedback that Seinfeld received from some audiences was 

predictable. In May, one of his performances was interrupt

ed by a member who yelled "Free Gaza." Seinfeld was called a 

genocide supporter.and Nazi scum. . 
His commencement speech at Duke University was marred 

by chants from some students al}d walkouts. Reporting ontlie 

controversy, The New York Times (May 4, 2024) wrote, "The 

comedian, long beloved for his apolitical riffs, has been wres

tling with what it means to be Jewish amid the lsrael-Hamas 

SEINFELD VOLUNTEERED in 
Kibbutz Sa'ar, up north, at age 16. 

War. Not everyone is pleased." 
Perhaps the apex of Seinfeld's awakening to Israel and 

the war was his appearance on that Honestly with Bari Weiss 

podcast on May 28, 2024. Weiss discussed-the art of comedy, 

his movie Unfrosted, and what it's like writing comedy. 

Midway through the ·podcast, . .Weiss· 11~kecl hi_m about his 

trip to Israel during the war:-He replied, "[U-was] the-most 

powerful experience of my life.'' When she as1<-ed him why 

it was so special, he lost his composure and could only nod 

his head before he could continue speaking. It was clear that 

what he had seen had made a deep impression. 
Commenting on Seinfeld's pro-Israel stance, Shavit says, 

"Jerry Seinfeld is in a league of l;lis own, and he is like ·an 

American icon. I think that his speaking out will be remem

bered in cultural history and social history as a day of reck

oning for American Jews in the sense that our identity is. 

something that is part of us and has a political meaning. We 

cannot escape it.'' 

Secular Jews in America - the future 
Despite his stand, Shavit is somewhat discouraged about 

the outlook for secular American Jews. "In the end when 

Seinfeld finally became manifestly Jewish, he alsc:i'ma~ifested 

the old question of whether AmericanJewjsh secular identity 

can'surviv.e without either Israel to fight for, or antisemitism 

to fight against ,because'the question .remains ·_ what else is. -
there? · . · -

."If there is no Israel ·and there is no antisemitism what 

defi?es tlie way yqu define your.identity? What mak~s you 

Jewish? In the end, the Jerr-y Seinfelds of the world would 

ha~e to seriously c_onsider this_. position if they want this . 

passed on to their children and grandchildren. If the day 

comes when there is no longer any antisemitism, and 

Israel is peaceful and safe, what would that make you as an 

American secular Jew?" 
Shavit says tliat it is unlikely that Jewish life in the US wjIJ 

return to the relatively carefree days of the 1980s and 1990s_, 

and he notes that antisemitism was on thl!..!!se even before 
Oct. 7. . 

When one considers Israel's still-precarious position in 
the worlp today, it seems likely that these two reason,s -

antisemitism and the continued threat to Israel's existence 

- will ensure that many American Jews will retain their loyal

ties to Israel for many.years to come. Not that there's anything 

wrong with that. ■ 

In the 1990s, says 
Shavit, being a Jew 
and an American was 
on-e and the sdme 

. ; 
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