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Were we to judge a book by its cover, Jewish
Entanglements in the Atlantic World sets out the
tone right at the start with the unabashed use of
Zacharias Wagener’s painting featuring the
amorphous masses of enslaved Africans being
sold at Recife’s Rua dos Judeus in seventeen-
th-century Dutch Brazil.

Jewish Entanglements is a recent addition to
the multitude of monographs, edited collections,
and journal articles that have challenged the
nationalistic, US-centered approach of studying
Jews in the Americas by shifting the center of
gravity to the Adlantic. The booK’s stated goal is
to reorient this history beyond conventional
approaches that center Jewishness as a category
of analysis of the Jewish past in Europe, Africa,
and the Americas. The book foregrounds the
Atlantic as the connective tissue among Jewish
communities that bridged empires, transcended
boundaries, and engaged with diverse actors
around them. It aims to “revolutionize” the study
of Jews in early American history by using the
notion of entanglement to conceive Jews in the
Atlantic “as a constitutive force of their environ-
ment” (9). To do so, the editors emphasize four
elements in the study of Atlantic Jewish history:
the demographic and economic centrality of
Caribbean Jewry; the Portuguese Jewish hege-
mony; slavery; and the intertwining of privileges,
disabilities, and Jewish Emancipation (8). The
editors argue that Atlantic Jewish studies is a new
subfield of Atlantic history with the potential to
revolutionize Jewish studies, as well as the
subfields of American Jewish and Latin American
Jewish history.

The chapters in the volume cover a wide
variety of topics, places, and time periods. The
first chapter by John M. Dixon explores the
nationalist assumptions and narratives of early
American Jewish history and emphasizes entan-
gled history as a “coherent and precise Atlantic
paradigm” that “prioritizes the intersections,
interconnections, and intermingling of national
and imperial spaces” (40). The following three
chapters emphasize the economic centrality of
Caribbean Jewry in the Americas. Oren
Okhovat’s essay explores the commercial entan-
glement of Portuguese Jewish merchants not
only as intermediaries, but as equal partners in
the Adlantic economic system, highlighting the
contradictions “between idealistic rhetoric and
popular practice” (45). Yda Schreuder continues
this pattern and examines how Sephardic
merchants participated in this system by trans-
ferring their trade networks from seventeenth
century Brazil to the English and French
Caribbean sugar-producing islands, thus “being
and becoming” entangled against the rivalry and
competition between imperial powers (63).
Zooming into Philadelphia and the Franks
family, Toni Pitock highlights how private
economic interests underpinned British expan-
sion and dominion and how Jews were entangled
with imperial projects that led to the displace-
ment and extermination of Native populations,
where “Jewishness was not an obstacle” (101).
The violence of imperial expansion, both
physical and symbolic, of which “Jews in the
early modern period were victims as well as
agents” (97) is also the theme of Victor Tiribds’s
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essay, which focuses on the military service of
Jews during the conquest of northern Brazil in
1630 by the fleet of the West India Company
(WIC). While the economic and military parti-
cipation of Jews was welcomed for imperial
expansion, Judaism and Jewish ethnic identity
were stumbling blocks for sociopolitical partici-
pation, and Holly Snyder examines the entan-
glement of Jewish rights and liberties in early
nineteenth-century Lower Canada. Wim
Klooster’s chapter offers a sweeping view of the
many revolutions taking place on either side of
the Atlantic and goes beyond their impact on
Jewish communities to study how Jews them-
selves participated in these revolutions and how,
in the eyes of many, civic and legal equality
threatened Jewish communal autonomy and
cohesion, “jeopardizing the Jewish way of life”
(176). Two chapters by Stanley Mirvis and Aviva
Ben-Ur, respectively, foreground the entangle-
ment of Jewishness with color and race in the
British Caribbean. Mirvis emphasizes the ethnic
and cultural blending resulting through
often-violent encounters “among peoples and
traditions with little preexisting contact” (154)
and examines the legal entanglements between
Jews and free people of color in Jamaica, noting
both their shared struggles and their competition
for civil liberties, as the growing presence of Jews
of color gradually challenged the association of
Jewishness with whiteness. Continuing the
theme of race and color and introducing the
additional lenses of class and gender, Ben-Ur
zooms in on the synagogue yard in Barbados and
offers a close reading of intercommunal strife
arising from the entanglement of destitute Jews,
enslaved synagogue workers, and the communi-
ty’s elite governing body, expertly demonstrating
how stories that seem uniquely Jewish in fact
reflect the integration of Jews into the slave
societies they inhabited, and inviting scholars to
identify patterns that “are not uniquely or even
intrinsically Jewish” (196). The final chapter, by
Laura Newman Eckstein, examines the material
aspects of the newspaper Occident to trace the
role of the Jewish press in creating community

and fostering a network of an anglophone Jewish
diaspora that connected the Atlantic world. All
chapters contain copious endnotes that point to
further literature and sources, reflecting both the
vibrancy of the field of Atlantic Jewish studies,
as well as the dispersed, fragmentary nature of
available archival collections.

As the editors acknowledge, the chapters in
the volume aim to reflect participation in a
shared methodological approach, “rather than to
showcase sea-changing research” (20). Indeed,
the introduction does a great job in laying out
and justifying the rationale for an Atlantic
reorientation, and the collected chapters,
spanning the Atlantic, are solid proof of the need
for this reorientation. Despite this, the Atlantic
lens remains peripheral throughout to a large
degree. Most chapters, though grounded in the
Atlantic-as-geography, do not inhabit the
Atlantic-as-system. This might be an organic
outcome reflecting the disciplinary situatedness
of the authors in Jewish studies. As such, most
of the chapters center the Jewish identity as the
analytical lens without engaging with the seismic
transformation this identity underwent once
Jews started inhabiting the slave societies of the
Adantic. The chapters by Aviva Ben-Ur and
Stanley Mirvis are the only ones that center the
intersection of Judaism with race in an Atlantic
context. Through ground-breaking research and
astute mining of the sources, these chapters
exemplify the volume’s methodological shift and
indeed offer sea-changing research. The
centering of the Jewish identity in nearly all the
other chapters presents an expansive view of
Judaism in the Americas but prevents the volume
from reaching its stated goal of revolutionizing
the study of Jews in the early Americas, and
seeing them as a constitutive force in the societies
they inhabited. Beyond the above mentioned
two articles by Mirvis and Ben-Ur, most articles
still present a canonical view of the Jewish past
in the Atlantic, focusing on economic, legal,
political, and business aspects that necessarily
reflect an androcentric view of Jewish
communities in the Adantic. Without engaging
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with recent scholarship on gender, race, slavery,
and particularly the work of Black feminist
historians, the volume only partially
accomplishes what it sets out to do.

This is undoubtedly the result of the type of
sources used throughout the volume, and the
emphasis in the introduction on the historicity
of sources and (written) evidence of Jewishness.
In an Atlantic context though this is problematic
and results in scholarship that necessarily prio-
ritizes written (dominant) voices and results in
“archival silences.” While the introduction recog-
nizes that multiple disciplinary aspects expand
our awareness of the Jewish past in the Atlantic,
it points to the fact that “the interdisciplinary
nature of Jewish studies means that not all treat-
ments have been grounded in methods of
inquiry that are historically sound, even if they
may reverberate strongly for scholars of litera-
ture, ethnic and racial studies, and critical race
theory” (10). If “historically sound” methods of
inquiry are taken to mean scholarship based on
empirical proof and written evidence, then we
end up excluding both Jewish and non-Jewish
actors that have left behind little to no written
documents. In particular, as archival studies
scholars of the Caribbean, such as Jeanette
Bastian and Stanley Griffin, have pointed out,
the memory of such actors does not lie in docu-
mentary evidence, but in performances, songs,
and intangible culture that have seldom been
preserved in archival institutions. Adantic Jewish
history is much richer and more nuanced when
indeed material culture or intangible aspects are

taken into consideration, as recent scholarship
shows. The “prodigious primary sources” that
Jews produced prove indeed that Jews were “a
constitutive force” (8) in building the Atlantic.
For Atlantic Jewish studies to succeed in its
stated goal of revolutionizing the study of Jews
in the early Americas, scholars must critically
examine which sources have been deemed
“Jewish” and preserved as such in archives, how
that designation came to be, and shift their gaze
from the sources that were produced to those
that were not—and ask why. Decentering
Jewishness, as the editors invite us to do (20),
and questioning the processes that underpin
knowledge production about the Adantic can
help Atlantic Jewish studies to present a para-
digm shift by foregrounding entanglement and
the intersectionality of Jews in an Atlantic
context (21).

Despite such shortcomings, mainly due to
disciplinary orientation, the chapters in this
volume are important contributions that will
be useful to scholars in different disciplines and
give a snapshot of Jewish life in the Atlantic.
Some offer groundbreaking research that will
push the field further, while others are impor-
tant starting points that can be springboards for
further research. Published ten years after the
volume The Jews in the Caribbean, edited by
Jane Gerber, Jewish Entanglements offers a
collective state-of-the-field bird’s-eye view of
recent scholarship, and is a welcome contribu-
tion by scholars covering the far-flung corners
of the Atlantic.
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