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In this journal in 2014, Jennifer Glaser reviewed three studies of 
Jews and early America published between 2011 and 2013: Michael Hober-
man’s New Israel / New England: Jews and Puritans in Early America (U of 
Massachusetts P, 2011); Laura Arnold Leibman’s Messianism, Secrecy and 
Mysticism: A New Interpretation of Early American Jewish Life (Vallentine 
Mitchell, 2012); and Tudor Parfitt’s Black Jews in Africa and the Americas 
(Harvard UP, 2013). Glaser situated these books—two intellectual histo-
ries and a study of Jewish Atlantic material culture—within dual scholarly 
trends: “renewed interest in the figuration of difference and otherness in 
an early American context” (202); and “recent theorizations of what some 
scholars have called ‘the Jewish Atlantic’” (202). In addition, she repeated 
and endorsed Adam Sutcliffe’s earlier claim that Atlantic Jewish history 
had the potential “to destabilize traditional nation-based narratives of the 
past” (211), as well as to defy “the fixity of all social categories” (211).1

Not all scholars were as buoyant as Glaser about the state of Jewish 
Atlantic historiography in 2014. Writing in the same year, Holly Snyder 
accused scholars of early modern Jewish history of fainthearted allegiance 
to traditional nation-centered narratives. She lamented both that “the geo-
graphical center of Jewish historical study for the early modern period 
has remained grounded in Central Europe” (414) and that “Christocen-
tric” (427) general histories of the early modern Atlantic World paid scant 
attention to Jews. Snyder was trenchant in her criticism of the existing 
scholarship, though she did laud literary historians Hoberman and Leib-
man for planting “the first tentative steps toward putting forward a trans-
atlantic analysis of early modern Jewish culture” (424). 

Eight years on, the publication of new books by Leibman, Aviva Ben-
Ur, Stanley Mirvis, and Brian Ogren give us an opportunity to take stock 
once again of early American and Atlantic Jewish historiography. While 
Ogren’s Kabbalah and the Founding of America demonstrates the endur-
ing appeal of nation-based narratives, the other titles suggest that research 
on the Jewish Atlantic is rapidly expanding and enriching early Ameri-
can Jewish historiography. Sorting out the intersections and divergences, 
currents and crosscurrents, between Atlantic, hemispheric American, and 
United States histories of Jews and Judaism has become an increasingly 
urgent task. These books signal three possible paths forward. 

First, Leibman’s scholarship sets Atlantic Jewish history and US Jew-
ish history in dialogue with each other. Once We Were Slaves and The Art 
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of the Jewish Family are two carefully researched and beautifully written 
books that feature biographies of Jews who moved between the Carib-
bean, Europe, and North America. Leibman leverages material culture to 
recover previously lost histories of multiracial Jews and early American 
Jewish women. Furthermore, she disrupts the standard periodization of 
United States Jewish history by straddling the traditionally divided pre-
1820 “Sephardic” and post-1820 “German” or Ashkenazic phases. Whereas 
Leibman’s 2012 study, Messianism, Secrecy and Mysticism, focused on 
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Jewish American and Atlantic his-
tory, Once We Were Slaves and The Art of the Jewish Family extend from 
the eighteenth century through to the mid-nineteenth century. They there-
fore deal more extensively with the Age of Revolutions, the abolition of the 
transatlantic slave trade, and the mass migration of European Jews to the 
United States that shifted the center of hemispheric American Jewry from 
the Caribbean to New York. By entwining the decline of Caribbean Jewry 
and rise of United States Jewry, Leibman invites us to rethink the begin-
nings of US Jewish history in a geographically expansive fashion.

Admittedly, a grand reperiodizing of early American Jewish history is 
not the main priority of either Once We Were Slaves or The Art of the Jewish 
Family. These books are most concerned with retrieving untold aspects of 
Jewish American and Atlantic history, as well as confronting and explain-
ing the archival silences that previously obscured those aspects from view. 
Once We Were Slaves follows the lives of two multiracial siblings, Isaac 
Lopez Brandon and Sarah Brandon Moses, from childhood enslavement 
on Barbados in the 1790s through to nineteenth-century “white” member-
ship of New York’s Jewish community. This book is not about concealed 
racial passing, but about the open negotiation of shifting racial categories 
and assumptions in the Caribbean, England, and the United States. In 
Leibman’s hands, the life journeys of Isaac and Sarah are simultaneously 
“extraordinary” and illustrative of a barely recorded multiracial Jewish 
population that may have comprised up to half of the total Jewish popu-
lace in some parts of the early Americas (xvi). Once We Were Slaves ex-
poses the racialized archival biases that either omit or whiten this group. 
But for a footnote in the archives of Barbados’s Nidhe Israel synagogue 
and two ivory miniatures now held at the American Jewish Historical So-
ciety (AJHS), the multiracial background of the Brandon siblings would be 
undetectable today. 
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As a landmark account of multiracial early American Jewish history, 
as well as a book that abandons the conventional periodization of Ameri-
can Jewish history, Once We Were Slaves encapsulates current efforts to 
move boldly beyond themes, throughlines, methodologies, and normative 
assumptions of early American Jewish history inherited from the twenti-
eth century. Preferring to show rather than tell her historiographical inter-
vention, Leibman begins with an elderly Jewish heiress, Blanche Moses, 
fretting in 1942 about how her family’s collection of daguerreotypes had 
gone missing at the AJHS. Eventually found, these daguerreotypes now sit 
in the society’s Moses and Seixas collections along with the miniature por-
traits of Isaac Lopez Brandon and Sarah Brandon Moses, Blanche Moses’s 
great-uncle and grandmother. Living in New York’s Upper West Side in the 
1940s, Blanche Moses had no inclination of her African heritage or that 
she was two generations descended from slavery. As Leibman points out 
in her epilogue, assumptions about the whiteness of American Jews also 
endure today even though multiracial persons currently comprise 12 per-
cent of American Jewry (182). 

Born on Barbados in the 1790s, Isaac and Sarah were the mixed-race 
offspring of Abraham Rodrigues Brandon, a white merchant on his way 
to becoming the wealthiest and most influential Jew on Barbados, and 
(Sarah) Esther Lopez-Gill, an enslaved woman owned by a Sephardic 
widow, Hannah Esther Lopez. On an island where “concubine” (20) re-
lationships between white men and enslaved women were quite common, 
Brandon and Lopez-Gill maintained a relationship for more than thirty-
five years. Similarly, Lopez-Gill’s enslaved mother had four children with a 
white Barbadian schoolmaster, a man who fathered children with several 
Afro-Barbadian women. 

The sexual agency of vulnerable Barbadian women, enslaved and free, 
is a muted theme in Once We Were Slaves. Leibman notes that enslaved 
women often sought long-term relationships with white men as a way to 
avoid being prostituted by their owners to random strangers. She points 
out that such “concubine” relationships were “not always voluntary, nor 
were they equal partnerships” (6), but she does not overtly confront the 
likelihood that they involved physical coercion or rape.2 Jewish domes-
tic spaces, just like non-Jewish domestic spaces, undoubtedly put enslaved 
and free household servants at risk of forced sex on colonial Barbados. 
Suggestive evidence of the sexual harassment of enslaved and free women 
appears throughout Once We Were Slaves. Most notably, Leibman reports 
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that in 1812 Barbadian Jewish regents investigated and dismissed a com-
munal spiritual leader (hazan) who had apparently impregnated a young, 
hired “Negress” (47) servant while his wife was expecting their second 
child, as well as allegedly tried to “take improper Liberties” (49) with a 
white female employee. Later, we learn that Isaac Lopez Brandon may have 
bought a pregnant enslaved woman, Mary Ann, around 1832 because she 
was carrying his child.

If Isaac concealed his parentage of an enslaved child in the 1830s, then 
he broke with the precedent of his own father, Abraham Rodrigues Bran-
don, who had publicly recognized his mixed-race offspring by allowing 
Isaac and Sarah to take his last name in the 1790s. These Brandon chil-
dren lived initially in the Barbadian capital, Bridgetown, with their finan-
cially strapped owner, Hannah Esther Lopez. Other enslaved household 
members included Isaac and Sarah’s mother, grandmother, and great-
grandmother. Well-to-do Jews and free people of color, many of whom 
had Jewish ties, resided nearby. Financially and legally assisted by their 
white father, and like numerous other enslaved Barbadians, the Brandon 
siblings gained their freedom in 1801 just before a significant increase in 
manumission fees took effect. Not long thereafter, their white maternal 
grandfather bequeathed a Bridgetown house and several enslaved people 
to their grandmother and her family. Thus, within just a few months, 
young Isaac and Sarah acquired their freedom, “a home, servants, and a 
place in the world” (25). Several years later, Isaac inherited ownership of 
his own great-grandmother from Hannah Esther Lopez. He did not own 
another enslaved person until he purchased Mary Ann.

Sarah, who was baptized as an Anglican, and Isaac, who apparently was 
not, may have been raised in a Jewish household, but they did not belong 
to Bridgetown’s Jewish congregation. Formal conversions to Judaism were 
rare on Barbados. So in 1812 the Brandon siblings traveled to Suriname, the 
“only Jewish community in the Americas that regularly accepted people 
with African ancestry into its fold” (27). There they converted. On return-
ing to Bridgetown as official members of the Portuguese Sephardic na-
tion (nação), they joined the city’s Nidhe Israel Synagogue. Meanwhile, a 
white member of the Lopez-Gill clan, Hannah Esther Lopez’s son, Moses, 
a former leader of the Nidhe Israel congregation, floundered in the United 
States. As a widower, Moses Lopez had relocated with two young sons to 
North America in the 1790s. He endured a financial reversal and exclu-
sion from Jewish congregations until he inherited a large portion of his 
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mother’s estate in 1816. Flush with new wealth, he finally gained synagogue 
membership in Philadelphia. His story serves as a counterpoint to the 
biography of Isaac Brandon Lopez. Caribbean Jews “who rested on the lau-
rels of previous generations” (69) struggled in “the land of self-made men” 
(68), Leibman explains. By contrast, the early nineteenth-century United 
States suited men such as Isaac Lopez Brandon, who actively reinvented 
themselves.

Sarah was as adaptable as her brother. She moved with her now-wealthy 
white father to London in 1815 to gain an elite British education and pre-
pare herself for entering upper-class Jewish American society. In the 
British capital, she had her portrait painted on an ivory miniature as a way 
to advertise herself to suitors. Leibman describes this artistic process at 
length, emphasizing its intimacy as well as the fact that the painter used a 
glowing watercolor technique reserved for white women, rather than the 
hatching technique used for most women of color. Evidently, the portrait 
served its purpose. Sarah married Joshua Moses, a New York–born but 
temporarily London-based Jewish business partner of her father, in 1817. 
The newlyweds moved to New York months later.

Isaac also relocated to the United States, but for entirely different rea-
sons. Starting in 1819, Barbadian Jewish elites petitioned to convert the 
Bridgetown synagogue into a vestry, an action that would have theoreti-
cally allowed propertied Jews (regardless of their race) to vote and hold 
office. Unpropertied Jews and white Christians opposed the move in large 
part because it potentially enfranchised wealthy men of color. To appease 
these concerns and secure passage of the Vestry Bill, Jewish regents with-
drew Isaac Lopez Brandon’s status as a full member of their congregation 
in 1821. That concession ultimately failed as the British Crown vetoed the 
Barbadian Vestry Act in 1822, leaving both Jews and free men of color dis-
enfranchised on Barbados until 1831. Amid the controversy, Isaac left his 
homeland for the United States. 

Isaac moved first to Philadelphia and, later, New York, where he mar-
ried Sarah’s sister-in-law, Lavinia Moses. With a close relative of Joshua 
and Lavinia Moses sitting on the Mahamad (governing council) of New 
York’s Congregation Shearith Israel, Sarah and Isaac gained entry into 
New York’s Jewish community without any racial questions being asked. 
But tragedy struck in 1828 when sisters-in-law Sarah and Lavinia separate-
ly died after giving birth. Their husbands carried on as best they could and 
met different outcomes. Joshua Moses died indebted in 1837, while Isaac 
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Lopez Brandon prospered, returned to Barbados, and became a full mem-
ber of Nidhe Israel, the same congregation that had demoted him from 
that rank years earlier. In 1853, this once-enslaved Caribbean Jewish gentle-
man returned to New York and lived out his final days in his son’s Manhat-
tan mansion. His circuitous life journey, like that of his sister, speaks to the 
inseparability of eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century North Ameri-
can and Atlantic Jewish history. 

Leibman’s The Art of the Jewish Family covers a similar time period 
(1750–1850) but is more geographically confined to New York City. In place 
of the usual themes of United States–oriented late eighteenth-century and 
early nineteenth-century American Jewish history—the continuation of 
hard-won civil rights, Jewish American adoption of republican values, and 
transformative Ashkenazic immigration into the United States—Leibman 
identifies a different set of trendlines tied to Jewish American women’s 
history. Jewish women, she argues, assumed more public roles as Man-
hattan’s Jewish population expanded. By 1850, and following Christian 
example, growing numbers of Jewish women shirked arranged marriag-
es and wed for romantic reasons, a change that helped to redefine Jewish 
kinship in America around spousal family ties more than blood relations. 
Meanwhile, other Jewish women chose not to marry at all. Even as male 
intermarriage rates rose dramatically during the early national era, Jew-
ish women increasingly remained single and sustained their Jewish ties 
through education and charity work instead of child-rearing. Human anat-
omy was reimagined along a male-female binary during this period; “by 
the 1840s,” Leibman writes, “women’s dress—particularly corsets—helped 
remake the ideal female body as radically different from that of both men 
and working women, whose physical activity precluded the ‘privilege’ of 
tight lacing” (18). Racialized religious and social divisions came to the fore 
as well. Politicized commentary on the physical appearance of Jews esca-
lated after Jewish men gained the right to vote and hold public office in 
New York in 1777. “‘Ashkenormativity’ (the assumption Jews are either by 
default Ashkenazim or white)” (23) similarly gained traction in the ante-
bellum era. 

In addition to drawing those narrative arcs, The Art of the Jewish Family, 
like Leibman’s earlier work, turns material culture into a powerful tool of 
historical recovery. Based on a series of lectures, Leibman’s book is orga-
nized as five chronological chapters that each use objects to retell the lives 
of Jewish women in New York. In chapter 1, Hannah Louzada’s 1761 written 
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request for relief money from Congregation Shearith Israel allows Leibman 
to identify “poverty, education, laws, and mental illness” (23) as the four 
main structural reasons for the absence of early American Jewish women 
from the archival record. Six silver beakers belonging to Reyna Levy Moses 
(1753–1824), niece of silversmith Myer Myers, feature next. Prioritizing 
Reyna over her famous uncle, Leibman uses that silverwork to highlight 
the roles that women and marriages played in sustaining commercial and 
religious ties around the Atlantic World. Chapter 3 of The Art of the Jew-
ish Family reiterates some of Once We Were Slaves by examining Sarah 
Brandon Moses’s ivory miniature and its subject’s evolution from enslaved 
“mulatto” Barbadian to accepted “white” member of the New York Jewish 
community. A commonplace book belonging to Sarah Ann Hays Morde-
cai (1805–94) then provides insights into the social and emotional world of 
antebellum New York Jewish women, before Leibman’s final chapter offers 
the silhouette of Jane Symons Isaacs (1823–84) and her family as evidence 
of the importance of women to Jewish education and charity in the 1840s. 
Set together in consecutive order, these objects and lives trace a histori-
cal progression for Jewish American women from poverty, poor educa-
tion, financial dependency, and archival silence toward greater communal, 
legal, and archival recognition. Plus, they demonstrate that early American 
Jewish women had considerable “agency as creators of Jewish identity” (6). 

Leibman’s books have deservedly reaped much praise. Arguably, how-
ever, they leave the Atlantic World undertheorized, presenting it mostly as 
an ahistorical crucible where Jews move around, sustain long-distance net-
works, establish congregations, build synagogues, interact with non-Jews, 
negotiate discrimination and persecution, and grapple with individual and 
communal questions of identity. In Leibman’s telling, then, the Atlantic 
World is largely a backdrop for Jewish activity, albeit one that that serves 
laudably to highlight previously underappreciated Jewish women and mul-
tiracial Jews, as well as to demonstrate that mobile early American Jews 
enmeshed in cross-cultural environments were more religiously dynamic 
and innovative than previously scholarship has allowed. 

Such criticism cannot be leveled at either Ben-Ur or Mirvis, who rep-
resent what we might view as a second approach to managing overlap-
ping and competing Atlantic, hemispheric American, and US Jewish his-
tories. Both Ben-Ur and Mirvis provide rigorous definitions of the Atlantic 
World as a historical phenomenon viewed outwardly from the Caribbean. 
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Putting clear water between herself and scholars such as Leibman who 
“tend to conceive of the Atlantic World as a geographical space,” Ben-Ur 
identifies the Atlantic World as “a coherent system of exchange and inter-
action that preceded the rise of globalism in the nineteenth century” (11). 
Mirvis, meanwhile, foregrounds inherent tensions between Atlantic and 
local dimensions of eighteenth-century Jamaican Jewish life. Neither au-
thor engages extensively with the history of North American Jews, though 
both draw comparisons between Caribbean and North American Jewries. 
In essence, Ben-Ur and Mirvis ignore United States–oriented narratives of 
early American Jewish history and instead pursue new hemispheric and 
Atlantic interpretations.

Mirvis’s The Jews of Eighteenth-Century Jamaica: A Testamentary His-
tory of a Diaspora in Transition is the most complete account yet of early 
modern Jamaican Jewry, the “largest population of Jews in the English 
Atlantic World outside of London” (1). Like Leibman, Mirvis recovers 
poorly documented history through the astute and innovative use of new 
primary sources. Because the pre-1912 communal minutes of Jamaican 
Jewry have all been lost to fire and earthquake, Mirvis relies on 450 pro-
bated wills, which he analyzes as a “consolidated body” (3) of formulaic 
and impersonal testimonies reflective both of the Jamaican Jewish com-
munity and the trans-Atlantic Portuguese Jewish Diaspora of which that 
community was part. This approach reveals a central tension within the 
Jewish Atlantic World between, on the one hand, locally rooted and racial-
ized experiences of Jewish colonials in a particular Caribbean slave society, 
and on the other hand, the same Jamaicans’ transcendent, diasporic iden-
tity as Portuguese Jews. 

The Jews of Eighteenth-Century Jamaica presents the Atlantic World his-
torically as “the accelerated contact and blending of ethnicities and cultures 
from across four continents” (vii) that evolved out of three intersecting 
processes: European colonization of the Western Hemisphere; the related 
decimation of Indigenous American peoples; and the rise of transatlantic 
slavery. Local and long-distance concerns often pulled in different direc-
tions. Eighteenth-century Jamaican Jews encapsulated “the tension inher-
ent in two parallel yet contradictory historical realities” (18) because they 
generated Creole identities reflective of the ethnic, racial, and religious di-
versity of their colonial towns, while at the same time remaining part of 
a transcendent Portuguese Atlantic Jewish diaspora. Mirvis, it should be 
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noted, prefers the historically precise label “Portuguese Jews” over the oft-
used term “Western Sephardic Diaspora,” on the basis that the majority 
of early Jewish Americans—as the rejudaized descendants of Portuguese 
Jews forcibly converted en masse to Christianity in 1497—described them-
selves as “Portuguese,” not “Sephardic.”

Mirvis’s study spans a long eighteenth century that starts in 1673, the 
date of the first known Jamaican Jewish will, and extends to 1815, by which 
time the “Portuguese-dominated period of Jamaican Jewish history had 
begun its decline” (11). The book challenges histories of the so-called West-
ern Sephardic Diaspora that, taking Amsterdam as their main reference 
point, have identified the mid-eighteenth century as a period of Jewish 
Atlantic economic and demographic decline. Like Leibman, Mirvis asserts 
that Caribbean Jewry prospered at least through to the American Revo-
lution, which “altered the balance of power in the Atlantic, relegating the 
West Indies to a marginal role in trans-Atlantic trade” (10). As Mirvis puts 
it, Jamaica’s eighteenth-century Portuguese Jews “were part of a Diaspora 
in transition” (16), not of a diaspora in decline. 

The first four chapters of The Jews of Eighteenth-Century Jamaica de-
scribe the social inclusion and exclusion of Jews in eighteenth-century 
Jamaica. They examine the early Jamaican Jewish community of Port Royal 
from its emergence in the 1660s through to its destruction by earthquake 
and tsunami in June 1692, after which the towns of St. Jago de la Vega and 
Kingston became the main Jewish centers on the island. Whereas scholar-
ship on early American Jewish history overwhelmingly emphasizes the 
mercantile economic activities of early American Jews, Mirvis acknowl-
edges the important role of Jamaican Jewish planters, calculating from his 
database of wills that they “made up 15 percent of Jewish Jamaican testators” 
(67). The remaining three chapters concern the communities, households, 
and usually endogamous, sometimes-consanguine marriages of Portu-
guese Jamaican Jews. The prevalence and informal acceptance of legally 
unrecognized multiracial families involving married and unmarried Jew-
ish men was apparently as common on Jamaica as on Barbados. Although 
his sources do not yield detailed information about the sexual choices and 
agency (or lack thereof) of women of color in this period, Mirvis does offer 
some general commentary, making plain that white men’s actions included 
the sexual exploitation and raping of enslaved women.

Mirvis establishes that the terms “reputed” or “natural” referred 
euphemistically in wills to “children born outside of officially sanctioned 
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marriages” (174) and that “in many, if not most, cases, mothers of ‘reputed’ 
children were the victims of rape” (176). He adds, “Those who were not the 
victims of sexual violence were nevertheless victims of sexual exploitation 
by virtue of their unequal status within a racially hierarchical slave society” 
(176). Moreover, he warns against assuming that Jewish wives automati-
cally opposed their husbands’ concubinage with women of color, and he 
holds out the possibility that Jewish wives themselves maintained sexual 
relationships with people of color. Additionally, after indicating that rab-
binic tradition permitted surrogacy for childless Jewish couples, he reveals 
“several possible cases of Jewish surrogacy with women of color in the pro-
bate record” (184). 

Creolization is a central theme of Mirvis’s book, as it is of Ben-Ur’s work. 
Contradictions abound. Jamaican Jews largely married among themselves, 
lived close together, and stood out because of their spoken Portuguese. 
But they also integrated themselves into the wider community by serving 
in the militia and fulfilling a wide variety of economic roles. Operating as 
part of a transatlantic Portuguese trading nation that crossed national and 
religious boundaries, Jewish merchants faced accusations of disloyalty and 
foreignness from their Protestant commercial rivals. Calls to expel Jews 
from Jamaica grew louder before the 1692 destruction of Port Royal and a 
1694 French invasion of the island, which Jews helped to repel. The threat 
of a Jewish expulsion thereafter declined and antisemitic sentiment mani-
fested in other forms. A special tax on Jews lasted from the 1690s through 
to 1740. Also, in 1711, the Jamaican Assembly prohibited Jews, as well as 
free Black people, from practicing law, holding public office, or serving 
on juries. Popular anti-Jewish sentiment and accusations of Jewish treason 
and disloyalty increased further during the First Maroon War (1729–40). 
Termination of that conflict, plus passage of the 1740 Plantation Act, which 
facilitated Jewish naturalized citizenship, ushered in a “period of Jewish 
demographic growth and optimism for full civic integration on the island” 
(69) in the 1740s. An influx of Jewish migrants from England strengthened 
Jamaican ties with London Jewry. The Jewish population of Jamaica num-
bered six hundred to eight hundred by midcentury and possibly reached 
one thousand (or approximately 8 percent of the island’s free population) 
in 1776. The Jewish congregations of Kingston and St. Jago de la Vega 
modified their synagogues to accommodate and reflect that growth. 

The first signs of a prolonged decline emerged during the Seven Years’ 
War (1756–63), which raised fears of foreign invasion and latent suspicions 
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of Jewish disloyalty. Even worse, the 1760 slave insurrection known as 
Tacky’s Revolt panicked white Protestants into thinking Jews might plot 
with the enslaved to overthrow the colonial government, an alarm that 
overlooked the reality of Jewish plantation and slave ownership on Jamaica. 
Anti-Jewish incidents subsequently exploded on Jamaica as the American 
Revolution, Haitian Revolution, and Napoleonic Wars eroded the colony’s 
overseas trade and plantation economy. A series of destructive hurri-
canes that took lives, devastated property, and disrupted trade during the 
1780s, as well as outbreak of the Second Maroon War in 1795, exacerbated 
the situation for Jamaica’s Jews. Amid several overlapping crises, articles 
and editorials printed in a Jamaican monthly, The Columbian Magazine 
or Monthly Miscellany, fueled anti-Jewish sentiment. Though the steady 
leadership of Rabbi Joshua Hezekiah Decordova brought some commu-
nal stability, many Jamaican Jews relocated to the United States in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth century.

Mirvis’s account of Jamaican Jewry is impressively complete, especially 
given the absence of eighteenth-century communal records. Aware that 
his database of probated wills excludes the most impoverished Jamaican 
Jews, including those poor that the Jewish communities of Amsterdam and 
London offloaded onto the colony, Mirvis examines patterns of commu-
nal welfare assistance, discovering an overrepresentation of Jewish women 
among the destitute. Turning back to his probated wills, Mirvis then re-
veals the mixed-race families that single and married Jamaican Jewish men 
sustained with free and enslaved women of color. Around 14 percent of the 
Jewish male testators in Mirvis’s database included explicit or “possibly 
veiled” (175) references to family members of color in their wills. Still, as 
Mirvis explains, “familial affection could not truly exist between owners, 
the owned, or the formerly owned” (176) in a slave society. Manumission 
records reveal that Jamaican Jewish slave owners freed ninety-five enslaved 
children between 1779 and 1799, but only in two cases did the white owners 
identify their paternity as a motivating reason for doing so. Unfortunately, 
without communal records to go on, the extent to which the eighteenth-
century Jamaican Jewish community accepted nonwhite members cannot 
be known with certainty. 

The Jewish community of Suriname has attracted more research than 
that of Jamaica not just because, as Ben-Ur notes, it “represented about one-
quarter of all Jews living in the Americas by the late eighteenth century” 
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(263), but also because it produced and preserved a wealth of records. Ben-
Ur’s Jewish Autonomy in a Slave Society is a masterful work based on a 
deep and astute reading of that material. Among its achievements, it over-
turns fanciful but long-held notions that Jews created a new Jerusalem in 
the Surinamese rainforest; provides insightful, archivally grounded analy-
sis of the paradoxical relationship between Jewish liberty and transatlantic 
slavery in the early modern Americas; and presents an innovative para-
digm for Atlantic Jewish history that “combines comparison, connection, 
and localism” (255). 

Situated in the northern part of South America, Suriname developed 
into a sugar-producing slave society under Dutch colonial rule, which 
commenced in 1667 and was handled mostly by private interests, particu-
larly the Chartered Society of Suriname. As Ben-Ur pointedly remarks, 
“Suriname was a colony ‘overqualified’ for the slave society label” (5); more 
than 90 percent of its late eighteenth-century population was enslaved. All 
the same, it afforded unparalleled economic, political, and religious free-
doms to early modern Jews. Pragmatism rather than ideology lay behind 
these Jewish privileges. Dutch authorities granted territorial and commu-
nal autonomy to Surinamese Jews in order to sequester and control that 
non-Christian group while simultaneously creating a Jewish buffer against 
Indigenous peoples and Maroons (escapees from slavery who found ref-
uge and freedom in the rainforest). A notoriously harsh slave society sati-
rized for its brutality in Voltaire’s Candide, Suriname was at the same time 
“the only place in the Atlantic World (and perhaps on the entire globe) 
where Jews possessed their own village, a place called Jodensavanne, or 
Jews’ Savanna” (9). 

Ben-Ur dismantles Jodensavanne’s mythical status as an idyllic Jewish 
haven. She describes this riverside village, populated almost entirely with 
enslaved Africans and impoverished Jews, and dating from the 1680s, as “a 
fledgling outpost with an uncertain existence, where deprivation and vio-
lence were ongoing realities” (257). The main synagogue square, messianic 
in its architectural design, regularly saw the physical torturing of enslaved 
Africans. Jodensavanne was shaped by several Atlantic pressures: wide-
spread Jewish poverty; the fall of Dutch Brazil in 1654; the failure of other 
Jewish American colonies; Jewish messianism; and the dominance of Por-
tuguese Jews over other Jewish Atlantic groups. To be sure, its Jewish resi-
dents largely governed themselves, faced no local economic restrictions, 
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and practiced their religion freely. But they were also required to belong 
formally to the Jewish community, and most of them remained indigent. 
The multilayered and competing jurisdictions of the Dutch Atlantic World 
meant that the authority of Suriname’s Jewish leadership was continually 
contested from within and without. Lay Jews unhappy with their commu-
nity’s legal rulings could petition colonial and metropolitan authorities for 
more favorable decisions. 

The increasing rootedness of Surinamese Jewry is one of the main stor-
ylines running through Jewish Autonomy in a Slave Society. Non-elite Jews 
cultivated a sense of permanency through their longevity in the colony, 
growing population numbers, endogamous marriages, introduction of 
Portuguese as an everyday Surinamese language, and interactions with 
the Afro-Creole majority society. The formation of new congregations and 
building of synagogues played a key role. Suriname’s capital, Paramaribo, 
gained a Portuguese Jewish congregation by 1708. A separate Ashkenazic 
prayer house appeared in the same city by 1716, though the communal split 
between Portuguese Jews and Ashkenazim did not legally occur until 1734. 

The sizable presence of African and Eurafrican Jews in Suriname, largely 
overlooked or denied in previous scholarship, is heavily documented and 
richly analyzed in Jewish Autonomy in a Slave Society. Ben-Ur largely at-
tributes the “ethnogenesis of Suriname’s Eurafrican Jews” to the brutal 
reality that enslavement, by rendering “the owner the proprietor of both 
the labor and body of the slave,” made the raping of enslaved women “al-
most inevitable” (140). “Sexual access to enslaved females was the unques-
tioned prerogative of the master,” Ben-Ur writes (140). Neither rabbinic 
tradition nor colonial law explicitly prohibited sex between elite white 
planters and enslaved women. By contrast, local statutes formally banned 
lower-class whites and, after 1725, “free male artisans of slave origins (vrije 
ambagtslieden)” (141) from engaging in sexual activity with the enslaved. 
Colonial law also forbade sexual relationships between white Christian or 
Jewish women and African or Indigenous men; such relationships were 
apparently rare and initially punished harshly. According to Ben-Ur, a 
rapid increase in the ratio of persons of African descent to every white 
in Suriname from 5:1 in 1690 to 25:1 in 1775 intensified sexual contact be-
tween white men and enslaved women. Sexual violence probably occurred 
most on the large plantations, many owned by Jews, that contained “more 
African-origin females vulnerable to sexual exploitation” (142). Ben-Ur 
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acknowledges enslaved women’s sexual agency was severely limited, even 
if some enslaved women may have used sexual relationships with white 
men “to negotiate for privileges for themselves or for their progeny” (165). 

The Surinamese archives indicate spiritual agency was more consider-
able than sexual agency among the enslaved. Based on her research, Ben-
Ur conjectures that the African and Eurafrican Jews’ “identification with 
Judaism and the Jewish people was genuine, rather than purely utilitar-
ian” (165). Through innovative local practices of inclusion that coupled 
patrilineal inheritance with formal conversion, children of white Jewish 
fathers and enslaved African-origin women assumed Jewish identities in 
the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. By the mid-eighteenth 
century, the Eurafrican Jewish population of Suriname reached the point 
whereby children of Jewish-born Eurafrican women started to inher-
it their Jewishness automatically through the traditional matrilineal line. 
The Eurafrican Jewish population expanded swiftly. According to Ben-Ur, 
“Jews of Eurafrican descent likely came to constitute the majority of com-
munity members [in Suriname] by the early 1800s” (163).

Eurafrican Jews sought equality, first individually and then collectively, 
toward the end of the eighteenth century and as part of the Age of Atlantic 
Revolutions. In 1794, after several years of tense legal struggle, Surinam-
ese Eurafricans gained permission from the local Mahamad to organize a 
Eurafrican Jewish society, Darhe Jesarim, as an official branch of the Por-
tuguese Jewish community. Internal problems hampered this brotherhood 
and Surinamese Jewish regents eventually dissolved Darhe Jesarim in 1817. 
Progression toward racial equality within the Jewish community neverthe-
less continued as Eurafrican membership and activism prompted Surina-
me’s Portuguese and Ashkenazic congregations to remove all legal distinc-
tions between white and nonwhite Jews by 1841. Drawing on her careful 
examination of Jewish communal minutes and other archival sources, 
Ben-Ur then shows that unruly public celebration of Purim, an annual 
Jewish festival, in Suriname, held a subversive appeal to enslaved people, 
and functioned as a carnivalesque space of Jewish and Afro-Creole inter-
action. 

Ben-Ur ends her study in the era of Jewish Emancipation. In Europe 
and British America, Jewish Emancipation involved the removal of legal 
restrictions on Jews. However, in Suriname, as in Dutch Curaçao, Jew-
ish Emancipation had the opposite effect of removing Jewish privileges. 
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Thus, in 1825, Suriname’s Portuguese Jewry lost its corporate autonomy. 
This dramatic development occurred at a time when the social status of 
Surinamese Jews was already in decline. Jews integrated into the racially 
mixed Creole society, but they kept their distance from the white Christian 
minority. “Rather than convert en masse to Christianity, intermarry with 
white Christians, or . . . enter the middle class,” Ben-Ur observes, “Jews of 
the Caribbean displayed their ability to integrate by continuing to produce 
progeny with the majority African-origin population, in some ways a so-
cial demotion” (240). Jewish creolization therefore meant integration with 
the Afro-Creole majority not with the Christian, white minority. 

Both Mirvis and Ben-Ur demonstrate the importance of describing the 
Jewish Atlantic paradigm at the macro level as well as at the micro level 
emphasized by Leibman. Ben-Ur goes furthest, however, by proposing a 
“new methodology for integrating the Jewish past into Atlantic history” 
(11). A historically grounded framework for present and future discus-
sions of Jews and the early modern Atlantic World, Ben-Ur’s methodology 
emphasizes four themes: “the demographic and economic centrality of 
Caribbean Jewry among hemispheric American Jewries; Portuguese Jew-
ish hegemony among Jews in the Atlantic World; the era of slavery; and 
the triad of privileges, disabilities, and Jewish Emancipation” (12). Signifi-
cantly, this model decouples Atlantic Jewish history from United States 
history, wedding it instead to hemispheric American history. Ben-Ur’s 
intervention does not render North American Jewish history irrelevant, 
but it does invite scholarship that compares and connects early modern 
Jewish communities throughout the Western Hemisphere. 

While Leibman bridges national and Atlantic histories, and Mirvis 
and Ben-Ur locate the gravitational center of Atlantic and early Ameri-
can Jewish history in the Caribbean region, paying little attention to North 
America, Ogren presents a third way to adapt to rapidly developing early 
American and Atlantic Jewish historiographies: challenging the traditional 
nation-centered narrative from within. Ogren’s erudite text-based study, 
Kabbalah and the Founding of America, argues that Protestant intellectual 
engagement with Judaism, particularly the Jewish esoteric tradition known 
as Kabbalah, was “quite integral” (191) to the founding of the United States. 
Kabbalah, Ogren explains, literally means “reception,” or “that which is 
received” (7). Originally, it recalled Moses’s reception at Mount Sinai of 
the divine instructions, laws, and knowledge known as the Oral Torah. 
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Since the Middle Ages, however, Kabbalah has also been specifically iden-
tified with the most esoteric part of the Oral Torah. It is, Ogren states, 
“the strand of revelation that somewhat paradoxically remains concealed” 
(9) except to an elite few. Early American Protestant kabbalists claimed to 
know these sacred truths that were hidden to others. And, on that basis, 
they promoted new forms of apostolic Protestantism, enduring notions of 
American identity, and an “eschatologically driven American exceptional-
ism” (1).

Ogren recounts that story through interlocked chapters on five promi-
nent early North American thinkers: the Scottish Quaker theologian and 
New Jersey colonial surveyor George Keith; Puritan ministers Increase and 
Cotton Mather; the Judeo-Christian convert and Harvard University He-
brew instructor Judah Monis; and Yale University president and Congre-
gational minister Ezra Stiles. Cameo appearances by Thomas Jefferson and 
John Adams confirm Ogren’s desire to draw a line from the colonial era 
through to the early national period. The fact that four out of the five main 
protagonists in this book are New England Congregationalists under-
mines Ogren’s assertion that his group study spans a broad swarth of early 
American Protestantism. Ogren is on firmer ground when he asserts Prot-
estant engagement with Kabbalah was just one strand of an American cul-
tural “tapestry woven of divergent threads” (2). 

However, after invoking this tapestry metaphor, Ogren distances him-
self from rosy characterizations of the United States as either a melting pot 
or haven of cultural pluralism. He suggests that America’s cultural blend-
ing has involved unsavory appropriation and repurposing. Furthermore, 
he contends that “the current language of multiculturalism, and much of 
the idea of [American] exceptionalism through historical culmination” 
(18) is itself a legacy of colonial contests over religious doctrine, includ-
ing Kabbalah. Thus, Ogren concludes, we need to reassess the pictures 
of cross-confessional dialogue, Christian philo-Semitism, and cultural 
pluralism drawn by Lee Max Friedman and other mid-twentieth-century 
scholars who took the United States’ cross-pollination of diverse cultural 
traditions as evidence of the nation’s cultural openness and exceptional-
ity. Borrowing from Sacvan Bercovitch, Ogren proffers that Protestant en-
gagement with Jewish kabbalistic thought during the colonial era was an 
early example of American cultural parasitism as much as it was of Ameri-
can cultural pluralism.
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The haphazard and contested nature of Protestant American interest in 
esoteric Judaism is another overriding point of Kabbalah and the Found-
ing of America. Ogren begins by locating Keith within an English Chris-
tian kabbalistic circle associated in the 1670s with philosopher Anne Con-
way. He then follows the Scottish Quaker’s journey to America in 1685, 
and he contends that kabbalistic ideas strongly influenced Keith’s Chris-
tian Quakerism, a doctrinal orientation that broke with Quaker orthodoxy 
by asserting that Christ existed not just as an inner light within individual 
humans, but also externally. A previously unstudied 1688 manuscript once 
owned by Increase Mather and now held at the American Antiquarian 
Society plays a central role in the chapter. Ogren identifies Keith as the 
almost-certain author of this work, which connects early Quakerism to 
Kabbalah and the related ideas of German Pietist Jacob Boehme. After 
being arrested and convicted for sedition in Philadelphia, Keith returned 
to England in 1693. Still, Keithian Christian Quakerism, with its kabbalistic 
conceptualization of a dual Christ, continued for a while longer.

The “Keith” manuscript somehow reached Boston and passed into the 
hands of Puritan minister Cotton Mather, who in 1691 issued a counter-
treatise criticizing Keithian Quakerism and its kabbalistic elements. 
Ogren’s second chapter examines this treatise in detail, demonstrating 
Cotton’s textual engagement with Kabbalah. Ogren subsequently circles 
back to Cotton’s father, Increase, whose nontextual messianic “enacted 
hermeneutics” (92) envisioned the transformation of America into the 
“New World” in anticipation of the end of times promised in the book 
of Revelation. Like Keith, Increase Mather absorbed religious and intel-
lectual developments on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. Specifically, 
the Jewish messianic movement of Shabbetai Tzevi that swept through the 
Jewish world in the 1660s fueled Increase Mather’s messianic thought and 
passion for the conversion of Jews. Mather consequently sponsored Judah 
Monis’s conversion from Kabbalah-infused Judaism to Congregational 
Christianity in 1722. 

Ogren’s final chapters deal with Monis and Ezra Stiles. As a prominent 
Christian convert who confirmed, in the mind of Increase Mather at least, 
an Americentric Christian eschatology, Monis delivered a baptismal public 
speech at Harvard and published three tracts titled The Truth, The Whole 
Truth, and Nothing but the Truth. In Ogren’s estimation, Monis wrote Noth-
ing but the Truth, “the first kabbalistic text wholly produced and published 
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in North America” (15), to demonstrate the intellectual compatibility of 
Kabbalah and Protestantism, and in so doing signal the sincerity of his 
own conversion to Christianity. A half-century later, Stiles read Monis’s 
work and embarked on a lasting engagement with Kabbalah that informed 
his presidency of Yale College between 1778 and his death in 1795.

Ogren’s often-dense textual examinations raise an intriguing argument 
about the Protestant American integration of Jewish kabbalistic thought. 
Ultimately, however, Kabbalah and the Founding of America remains 
trapped within the same phenomenon that it seeks to examine critically: 
America’s deep-rooted propensity to declare its newness by subjugat-
ing “old” truths. “This book offers a new intellectual history of religious 
thought in colonial America” (1), Ogren announces on his first page. He 
promises too much as it soon turns out that his “new intellectual history” 
is traditional in its national orientation and rests mostly on a critique of 
mid-twentieth-century portrayals of colonial America as a paragon of cul-
tural pluralism and inclusion. The anachronism that Ogren detects behind 
those portrayals also exists in the national “founding of America” story of 
his book. 

What might an Atlantic version of Ogren’s book look like? The im-
portance of Kabbalah to early modern Jews throughout the hemispheric 
Americas is now well documented.3 Moreover, as the examples of Keith 
and Isaac Mather demonstrate, the “real-time competitions for textual and 
intellectual hegemony” (2) that Ogren probes operated in their own day as 
strands of a transatlantic not proto-national intellectual tapestry.4 A full 
circum-Atlantic intellectual history of Kabbalah could help to counteract 
the Christocentricism of Atlantic World scholarship noted by Snyder and 
refuted in various ways by Leibman, Mirvis, and Ben-Ur. It may also find 
greater divergences between Jewish and Protestant kabbalistic thought 
than Ogren detects in North America. On this front, it is worth noting 
that Leibman concludes her earlier work, Messianism, Secrecy and Mysti-
cism, by emphasizing the gap between Jewish and Protestant messianism 
in the early modern Atlantic World. Overall, then, Ogren’s work points 
to the intellectual risks and shortcomings of pursuing a nation-centered 
approach to early American Jewish history amid thriving Atlantic and 
hemispheric research. 

The weakening hold of a tired national paradigm that has domi-
nated scholarship on early American Jewish history since at least the 
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mid-twentieth century is a cause for cheer. The five books reviewed in this 
essay suggest early American and Atlantic Jewish historiography is awash 
in innovation. Leibman scrutinizes material culture to recover the lost 
stories of multiracial Jews and Jewish American women. Mirvis examines 
several hundred probated wills to highlight the contradictions inherent in 
the diasporic and local allegiances of Jamaican Jewry. Ben-Ur offers up 
a powerful new methodology for combining Jewish and Atlantic history. 
And Ogren unveils a new intellectual history of colonial North American 
religious thought. Their books show the geographical and historical con-
tours of Early American Jewish Studies are in flux, but the same could be 
said about Early American Studies generally. The more important take-
aways are that scholarly dissatisfaction with old themes and assumptions 
about early American Jewish history has escalated since 2014, and new 
methods and interpretations are developing apace.

Notes

	1.	This quoted text originally appeared in Sutcliffe (p. 20).
	2.	On concubinage and slavery in the United States, see Stevenson.
	3.	See Ben-Ur; Leibman; and Sarna.
	4.	Ogren notes the importance of the Republic of Letters in passing (see p. 3). See 

also Kiron.
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