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Abstract 
 

Over 200 years since its origin, Progressive Judaism has the highest affiliation of any Jewish 

denomination, and continues to acknowledge and celebrate the multifaceted and pluralistic nature 

of Jewish identity, faith and community. Despite growing membership, however, the Progressive 

Jewish community of Perth, Western Australia remains very small. Moreover, as an intimate 

community within the most isolated capital city in the world, engaging with Jewish religious, 

cultural and social practices poses unique challenges. This research seeks to examine how changing 

definitions of Jewishness and Progressive Jewish values are navigated and negotiated within the 

community of ‘Temple Beth Shalom’ through ‘going on a shpiel’, that is, the social act of storytelling. 

 

Through the theoretical framework of Pierre Bourdieu’s ‘theory of practice’, it is argued that the 

Progressive shpiel performs identity through displaying a Jewish habitus and an individual’s mastery of 

social, cultural and religious practices. This argument is strengthened by results from three semi-

structured focus groups, an informal interview with the Rabbi and his wife, the Rebbetzin, and over 

two years of engagement with ‘Temple Beth Shalom’ as a member and insider researcher. In 

thematically analyzing the data through NVivo coding software, three main themes emerged, in 

that this unique form of storytelling served to perform notions of legitimacy, collectivity and 

authenticity. 

 

Moreover, as a small minority even within the city’s wider Jewish diaspora, ‘Temple Beth Shalom’ 

must navigate tensions between faith, liberal progressive values and modern Australian identities. 

Emergent stories of family recipes, Jewish childhood experiences and generational tales of survival 

are thus not simply mundane, everyday occurrences, but socially significant acts that work to 

legitimise and validate Progressive Jewish identities in an ever changing world.  
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Chapter One 
 

Interrogating ‘Jewishness’ 
  

Spiel (n.) Yiddish (shpeel): A long, involved story or tale. Sometimes refers to a sales pitch or 

persuasive argument. (Eisenberg and Scolnic 2006, p. 161) 

 

 

The Yiddish word shpiel (alternatively spelled spiel) is often used in popular culture to describe a long 

story, anecdote or sales pitch. It is also used, albeit less frequently, to describe a kind of play, an act 

or a game. Many of the meanings and interpretations inherent in the word shpiel and its popularity 

within both Jewish and non-Jewish lexicons have informed much of the theorising of this research. 

In the context of Anthropological and Sociological enquiry, any individual going on a shpiel, both 

within and beyond Jewish communities and regardless of its topic, audience or purpose, holds 

significance. It is not simply a mundane, everyday occurrence, but rather a social act that can reveal 

unique ways in which individuals make sense of the world around them and their role within it.  

  

This is particularly the case within Perth’s small Progressive Jewish community of ‘Temple Beth 

Shalom’, where complex notions of Jewishness are navigated and negotiated through the identity 

work of the shpiel. This research thus seeks to answer the question:  

 

How do members of ‘Temple Beth Shalom’ use the shpiel to negotiate and maintain a positive Progressive Jewish 

identity? 
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‘Community’1 in this particular context refers to the members and regular attendees of Western 

Australia’s only synagogue belonging to the Progressive denomination – Temple Beth Shalom 

(TBS)2. The synagogue is approaching its 70th anniversary, and has a reasonably modest 

membership of around 250 people, with fewer attending synagogue on a regular basis. Congregants 

of TBS follow the religious practices of Progressive Judaism, often referred to as ‘Reform’ or 

‘Liberal’ Judaism, which encourages individuals and families to embrace Judaism in a way that is 

personally meaningful to them3. Rejecting the innate divinity of Jewish religious texts, Progressive 

Judaism emphasises the core moral values and principles of Judaism but advocates for religious 

practices that are inclusive, pluralistic and justice-seeking.  

 

With its socially progressive stance and willingness to embrace change and adaptation, the 

Progressive denomination both overseas and in Australia has received much criticism. Importantly, 

while the majority of affiliated Jews in the United States (approximately 35%) identify with the 

Progressive denomination (Pew Research Center, 2013), it is the Orthodox congregations that have 

the highest membership numbers in Australia. Moreover, Australia’s Progressive Jews are the 

minority of a minority, with only 90,000 Jews in total across the country. In the context of identity 

and tensions between denominations in Australia, Temple Beth Shalom has often had to defend its 

                                                

 

1 I have decided against using the term ‘diaspora’ in this thesis, even though it has been used frequently to 
describe Jewish populations across the globe (see Asscher 2018; Forrest & Sheskin 2015; Zemel 2015). While 
‘diaspora’ has a multitude of meanings and interpretations within the social sciences, it raises themes 
surrounding the State of Israel and concepts of a Jewish ‘homeland’, topics which are beyond the scope of 
this research. 
2 Pseudonym 
3 Use of the terms ‘Reform’ and ‘Progressive’ are contested within the denomination. Progressive Judaism is 
technically the umbrella term for all Progressive congregations and members, whether they identify with the 
term Reform, Progressive or even Liberal (a popular term in the United Kingdom). In the context of this 
thesis, the term ‘Progressive’ will be used predominantly, with ‘Reform’ only used when talking about the 
history of the denomination. If a specific source or participant uses the term ‘Reform’, however, it will not be 
changed. 
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validity as a Jewish community in the face of criticism from the larger, more traditional 

congregations in the city. In utilising Pierre Bourdieu’s ‘theory of practice’ (1977; 1983; 2013) I wish 

to argue that the shpiel is not simply an everyday act of storytelling, but one that serves as a tool for 

gaining social capital by reinforcing the perceived ‘Jewishness’ of its narrator. 

 

An example of the social practice of ‘going on a shpiel’ and its significance in the context of narrating 

identity can be found in a symbolic performance well known within all Jewish communities. 

Showcased across the globe during the annual Jewish holiday of Purim, this performance is called 

the ‘Purim Shpiel’, often referred to as simply ‘the Shpiel’. ‘The Shpiel’ is a dramatization of the 

historical tale from the biblical Book of Esther from which the holiday of Purim gains its 

significance. Richly entwined with symbols of identity, peoplehood and survival, it celebrates the 

perseverance of the Jewish people as they free themselves from a tyrannical ruler in the ancient 

Achaemenid Persian Empire.  

 

Mirroring in many ways more modern Jewish tales of survival in the face of hardship, the Purim 

Shpiel is simultaneously an allegory, a performance and a game, as the audience is encouraged to 

participate with vigour. In the context of this research, the ‘Progressive Shpiel’ can also be 

understood to have the same attributes, as it is a form of storytelling that is performed in front of an 

audience and similarly symbolic in nature. This term will thus be used throughout the thesis to 

describe the way in which members of Perth’s Progressive Jewish community mediate and negotiate 

notions of Jewishness by publicly narrating and performing their own Jewish experience.  

 

Through an in-depth theoretical analysis drawing on several focus groups, interviews and long 

periods of participant observation (detailed in the methodology chapter), this thesis seeks to further 

reveal the multifaceted nature of being Jewish in Australia. That identities are complex is well 

known by social scientists, and that Jewish identities are complex is similarly understood by the 
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many ethnographers who have worked with Jewish people. But how are these multi-layered and 

constantly shifting complexities navigated the unique context of Perth? How do Jews, particularly in 

the pluralistic and egalitarian Progressive community, perform ‘Jewishness’ in a, frankly, very non-

Jewish setting? 

 

Furthermore, this chapter will introduce the concept of the Progressive Shpiel as a practice, social in 

nature, that constructs, reproduces and transforms Jewish identity. While ‘going on a shpiel’ or telling 

a story about oneself is often understood as a mundane and routinised everyday activity, I wish to 

argue that it is a socially significant act. By further exploring this phenomenon in the context of 

practice theory, boundary work and the narration of self, it is possible to challenge these 

understandings through illustrating the role the shpiel plays in shaping and constituting the field of 

Perth’ Progressive Community. The seemingly banal action of telling a story is revealed to be a 

powerful act, embedded within a system of meanings that shapes the very ways in which individuals 

view the world around them. The following section thus aims to explicate the role of social theory, 

particularly theories of practice, in imagining and approaching the phenomenon of the shpiel. 

 

Practice theory and the shpiel 

In considering this research, Bourdieu’s practice theory provides a useful framework from which to 

analyse the shpiel, as it allows for an interrogation of social practices on both an individual and 

structural level.  In simple terms, practice theory aims to recognise the dialectical relationship 

between structure and agency, and to overcome the problematically dualistic categories of 

individual/society and subjectivity/objectivity. Theories of practice critique these categories as 

reductionist dichotomies that ultimately serve to limit the potential of the social sciences (Jenkins 

1992, p. 18). If the social world is indeed a complex, multifaceted and constantly-changing system of 

meanings, then the use of such dichotomies is inherently limiting. Furthermore, in first imagining 
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practice theory, Pierre Bourdieu (1977) used what he saw as ‘fundamental problems’ within 

philosophy and sociology in order to interrogate established understandings of the social world and 

advocate a more suitable epistemological and methodological approach.  

 

Bourdieu’s Outline of a theory of practice (1977) and Logic of Practice (1990) provide the basis for a 

theoretical and methodological study of embedded, mostly invisible structures of power that govern 

society and its agents (Askland et al. 2012, p. 119). Bourdieu’s complex texts and theories can be 

understood as a reaction to the perceived inadequacies of sociology, as his work is situated in 

opposition to many of the dominant accounts of society and culture at the time (Accaioli 1981, p. 

22). First and foremost, Bourdieu seeks to transcend the ‘ritual choice’ between subjectivism and 

objectivism, a dualism that had proven to be pervasive and polemical within academic discourse. 

He both rejects the structuralist tendency to ‘over-order’ culture and objectify social reality but also 

argues there is more to social life than the subjective consciousness of the agents within (Jenkins 

1992, p. 17).  

 

For Bourdieu, the cultural and institutional structure of the social world and the subjective 

experiences of the individuals within are entwined in a dialectical relationship: everything in the 

social world is practice. One cannot be studied without considering the other, as ‘macro’ 

phenomena are ‘made up of the same material’ as ‘micro’ phenomena (Lamers et al. 2016, p. 271). 

Moreover, practice theory is described by Schatzki (2016, pp. 48; 48) and other practice theorists 

(Giddens 1979; Marston et al. 2005; Sawyer 2005) as a ‘flat ontology’, in that all social phenomena 

exist on one single level or reality, and structures of institutional power are rooted in the social 

practices of individuals.  

 

Bourdieu’s works could be seen as revolutionary in many ways, carving out a new political and 

theoretical space largely influenced by the strongly divergent currents of structuralism, 
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interactionism and relativism (Jenkins 1992, p. 10). In mediating these phenomenological and 

theoretical forms of knowledge, practice theory thus attempts to create a ‘science’ of the dialectic 

between the objective structures and individual dispositions which realise and reproduce these 

structures (Accaioli 1981, p. 26). Key terms such as field, doxa, habitus, practice, strategy and disposition 

form the basis of Bourdieu’s arguments, and understanding these terms is crucial to the application 

of practice theory. These terms will be used frequently throughout this thesis as I explore how they 

can help investigate an analysis of the Progressive shpiel. 

 

In regards to the theoretical foundations of this research, Bourdieu’s theory assists in drawing 

attention to the multi-faceted nature of Progressive Jewish identities and the ways in which identity 

more broadly is built upon tensions between agency and structure. Through providing a framework 

for exploring these tensions, practice theory allows for a more critical approach to understanding 

social phenomena and the complex nature of identity formation. Moreover, while the Progressive 

shpiel is an individual actors’ social performance of identity, this performance is largely dictated by 

invisible ‘rules of the game’ that operate on a structural level. A dialectic relationship between the 

agent and these rules – rooted in crystallised notions of what constitutes  ‘Jewishness’ – means that 

one cannot be studied without the other (Lamers 2016).  

 

In addition, practice theory assists in exploring how identity is built upon taken-for-granted 

presuppositions surrounding notions of the ‘self’. By exploring his ideas surrounding ‘habitus’ and 

the dispositions of individuals, or ‘agents’, it is possible to view the Progressive shpiel as a social 

practice undertaken by individuals embedded in an established order. The performance of the shpiel 

both manipulates this order and preserves it by existing within the field of what is possible. While 

individuals may use the shpiel as a tactical means to overcome the ambiguity of Progressive 

Jewishness, they effectively reinforce the ‘order of things’ by utilising a standardised way of acting 
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(Accaioli 1981, p. 29). Furthermore, what appears to be an insignificant act of telling a story is in 

fact a tool that serves to both navigate the social world and reproduce it.  

Practice theory as critique 

 

Many theories surrounding the notion of ‘self’ and the social performance of identity (see Åkerström 

et al. 2011; Goffman 1959; Riessman 2012) have been critiqued as problematically agentive, that is, 

too heavily focussed on the study of individuals and their motives (Benwell and Stokoe 2006, p. 34). 

These interactionist and phenomenological theories are concerned with the structure of society as 

created and maintained by social interactions, as well as the complex meaning-making processes of 

individuals. Often called ‘micro-sociological’ approaches (Spaargaren et al. 2016, pp. 20-21) these 

theories are seen as interrogating only ‘small phenomena’ and the smallest behaviours, something 

many practice theorists view as problematic (Schatzki 2016). Moreover, the studying of individual 

agents as separate or ‘bracketed’ off from broader social structures is seen as inherently problematic, 

as practice theory aims to ‘decentre’ the individual by focusing on the socially mediated nature of 

phenomenon (Glover 2016, pp. 112-113).  

 

Practice theory and notions of the habitus also problematise many structuralist and objectivist forms 

of knowledge, as they are seen as failing to adequately acknowledge an agents capacity for thought, 

reflection and mediation (Turner 2018, pp. 592-593). According to Bourdieu, structuralist theory 

has a propensity to ignore the practical nature of individuals and fetishise the ‘objectifying glance’ of 

academic observation (1977, p. 24). It follows that Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus can be seen as 

an attempt to overcome problems associated with interactionist and phenomenological theorising as 

well as the objectifying gaze of structuralism. This is done by placing the actor as a ‘knowledgeable 

and capable human agent’ yet one that remains situated within and inseparable from the social 

structures they reproduce (Spaargaren et al. 2016, pp. 25; 29). Moreover, the habitus can be 
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understood as an embodied system of experiences, perceptions and actions that are socially situated 

and govern the way in which individuals navigate their lifeworlds. 

 

In short, the habitus, the product of history, produces individual and collective practices, and hence 

history, in accordance with the schemes engendered by history. The habitus is thus a past which 

survives in the present and perpetuates itself into the future by making itself present in social 

(Bourdieu 1979, p. 82). In regards to this research, the powerful influence of history on actors can be 

seen in the shpiel as it manifests itself as a habitual and taken-for-granted way of seeing Jewish 

identity, belonging and peoplehood. As Spaargaren et al. suggests, however, practices produce 

agents as much as agents produce practices (2016, p. 29). While ‘going on a shpiel’ may appear an 

agentic practice, the decision making of agents remains ‘repertoire of the habitus’ and a result of its 

organising action (Jenkins 1992, pp. 76-77).  

 

Social practices are produced through the encounter between the habitus as well as the social field 

within which the actor is situated (Jenkins 1992, p. 78). Inscribed in the ‘body schema’ and thought 

processes, the habitus and its dispositions are cultivated through lived experience (Bourdieu 1977, p. 

15). A quote from Wittgenstein, one of Bourdieu’s key influences, further explicates the idea of the 

habitus as culminations of a historical past: 

 

I did not get my picture of this world by satisfying myself of its correctness: nor do I have it because I 
am satisfied of its correctness. No: it is the inherited background against which I distinguish between 
true and false (Wittgenstein 1969, p. 15e). 

 

Drawing from Wittgenstein’s thoughts on this ‘inherited background’ and perceived ‘correctness’, 

Stephen Turner (2018) remarks on how in the context of practice theory, truth and validity are 

‘practice-relative’ in opposition to ‘practice-justifying’ (p. 9). Instead of recognising scientific 

practices as justifiable due to their revealing of truths, practice theory posits truth as ‘only that which 
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our practices of representation enable us to construct as true’ (Turner 2018, p. 9). Moreover, our 

dispositions are the means through which actors perceive the world and ‘know what to do next’ in 

both a cognitive and embodied, physical sense (Spaargaren et al. 2016, p. 25).  

 

Locating Bourdieu’s ‘field’ and potential limitations 

 

Another key aspect of practice theory derived from Bourdieu’s works is the notion of the field and 

the idea of a ‘collective unconscious’ that provides and reinforces the taken-for-granted guidelines 

that limit the actions of agents (Turner 2018, p. 601). Moreover, the notion of the field suggests the 

existence of disparate regions of social practice and activity that develop according to a common 

negotiation for resources. Bourdieu notably discusses this concept in The Field of Cultural Production 

(1993) where he explores ideas of literature, art and class, the ways in which ones ‘taste’ is built upon 

taken-for-granted presuppositions of culture and meaning. Moreover, an individual’s belonging 

within a field is reliant on their practical mastery of the laws of said field, rendered possible through 

their habitus, dispositions and schema (Bourdieu 1993, p. 96). The history of the field is 

subsequently described by Bourdieu as the ‘history of the struggle for the monopolistic power to 

impose the legitimate categories of perception and appreciation’ (Bourdieu 1993, p. 106).  

 

In order to navigate a social field, according to Bourdieu, one needs to possess something vital: 

capital. The concept of the field is thus inherently tied with his concept of capital, as it is capital 

through which a field is actualised, internalised and subsequently reproduced. The positions of 

individuals within a particular field is described by Bourdieu as ‘nothing other than the structure of 

the distribution of the capital of specific properties which govern success in the field’ (1983, p. 312). 

Furthermore, the acquisition, possession and maintenance of capital is what orients the network of 



The Progressive Shpiel  Interrogating ‘Jewishness’ 

 

16 

relations between agents in a particular field, and this is the driving force behind Bourdieu’s notion 

of ‘cultural production’.  

 

An additional aspect of practice theory is that the ‘customary rules’ of a particular field are never 

constituted as explicit principles due to the learned ignorance of agents within. Moreover, conformity to 

‘rules’ and the acquisition of forms of capital can bring prestige, respect and power, what Bourdieu 

sees as a ‘reward… apparently motivated by nothing other than pure respect for the rule’ (Bourdieu 

1977, p. 22). The field thus offers vital resources and relations that are utilised by agents to negotiate 

and transform their habitus and provoke expectations of thinking and acting ‘both in the present 

and in the future’ (Askland et al. 2013, p. 120). As Bourdieu argues, the earlier an agent enters a 

field the greater their learned ignorance, as the so-called ‘rules of the game’ are internalised and 

unquestioningly abided for an extended period of time (1990, p. 67). 

 

Lastly, the concept of doxa is used to describe the totality of taken-for-granted conditions of social 

practice. The term doxa, derived from ancient Greek, can be translated to ‘to appear’ or ‘to think’ 

and refers to common belief or dominant ways of thinking. According to practice theory, it is 

established and maintained through symbolic power and is effectively hidden by the ‘learned 

ignorance’ of the agents and fields contained within (Myles 2004, p. 92). All of the conceivable 

thoughts, actions and decisions made by individuals exist within the limitations of the doxa. 

Moreover, it is a ‘symbolic power’ due to the fact it does not require overt displays of domination to 

ensure the ‘rules of the game’ are followed. The doxa’s strength thus derives from the power of 

misrecognition: the failure of agents to recognise the constructed nature of their reality and its 

perceived limitations. 

 

Bourdieu’s concepts of capital and the field are often accompanied by language like ‘rules’, ‘games’ 

and ‘strategy’. In this particular context, the ‘game’ could perhaps be understood as the ‘field’, the 
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‘rules’ are the ‘doxa’ and taken-for-granted principles which inform the field, and ‘strategy’ brings us 

back to notions of habitus and dispositions. The main trick of the ‘rule’, as Bourdieu describes, is to 

be forgotten by agents (Bourdieu 1977, p. 22). In being forgotten, these agents now have an interest 

in obeying the rule by ‘being in the right’ (Bourdieu 1977, p. 22). For Jewish identity, these rules 

serve to dictate what being a Jew means for individuals and communities, and limits the religious, 

social and cultural practices that are deemed acceptable. As these rules are internalised and taken-

for-granted, there is a process of ‘forgetting’ and the rules are often perceived as just ‘the way things 

are’.  

 

Progressive practices: Linking the shpiel 

 

Within the theoretical framework of practice theory, the Progressive shpiel can be understood as a 

taken-for-granted social practice which exists within the limitations of a particular field. Returning 

to Reckwitz’s definition of social practice, it is to be understood as a routinised type of behaviour 

that consists of several elements: embodied and cognitive activities, material objects and a 

background knowledge or ‘know how’ (2002, p. 249). The shpiel, I argue, is an example of a social 

practice that is embedded in the ‘rules of the game’ or doxa. The doxa, in this context, is the taken-

for-granted social, political, cultural and religious rulebook to the ‘game’ of being Jewish. This doxa 

or ‘rules of the game’ have been largely crystallised and internalised by social actors to become ‘the 

way things just are’ and to form the only conceivable notion of what ‘Jewish’ means. While aspects 

of the doxa can be manipulated, adapted and even resisted, the core rules must remain the same in 

order to avoid being labelled as an ‘other’ outside of the game. 

 

The tactical, strategic nature of the shpiel is derived from its ability – if practiced successfully – to 

display ones mastery of the ‘rules of the game’. A successful shpiel displays, in an informal manner, 
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that one possesses the ‘know how’ and embodied disposition of Jewishness, and subsequently places 

them in a comfortable position within the field. Moreover, by sharing a story that contains 

information and background knowledge that only an ‘insider’ could possess, a successful shpiel 

performs a Jewish authenticity that is rewarded with social and cultural capital. This capital ensures 

an individual’s membership and acceptance within the field, and is a way of overcoming the often 

paradoxical nature of Jewish identity. 

Considering limitations of applying Bourdieusian ‘field’ theory to Progressive Jewry 

 

‘Temple Beth Shalom’ occupies a unique space or ‘field’ that is reflected in the social practices of 

the agents within. As it is a comparatively small Progressive Jewish community in contrast to the 

larger Orthodox community which makes up the majority of Perth’s eight thousand Jews, 

Progressive values are not considered to be dominant within Perth’s Jewish community as a whole. 

This contrasts with to Jewish populations in other dominant Western countries like the USA, 

Canada and the United Kingdom where Progressive communities have a much higher 

membership. At times this has led to the community being distanced from wider Perth Jewry due to 

tensions surrounding religious, social and political practices. 

 

Furthermore, if ‘Temple Beth Shalom’ is the ‘field’ in which this research is focused, what becomes 

of the city’s wider Jewish population? Arguably, the Orthodox communities of Perth could be seen 

as occupying a separate field due to its differing social, political and religious values. Yet the core 

idea that unites the community is shared by its Progressive counterpart: being ‘Jewish’. Moreover, as 

there are many commonalities between the community of study and the surrounding community 

with which it tenuously aligns, conceptualising them as inhabiting completely separate fields is 

problematic. For this reason, Bourdieu’s notion of the field has notable limitations in regards to this 
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research, and will thus be complemented with theories of community and, in particular, Frederik 

Barth’s notion of boundary maintenance (see Barth 1969; Glenn & Sokoloff 2011; Webber 2014). 

 

As Rutland notes, Perth’s Modern Orthodox community constitutes the majority of Perth’s eight 

thousand Jews and is concentrated in several northern suburbs (1988, p. 38). Additionally, Perth was 

seen as having developed a stronger Jewish community in comparison to other smaller capital cities 

due to the concentration of Jews in certain suburbs as well as the relative stability of religious 

leadership (Rutland 1988, p. 38)4. The high numbers of Jews migrating to Perth from places like 

South Africa and Russia were more likely to settle in the ‘Jewish’ areas or close to family and 

friends. This lead to many joining the already popular Orthodox congregations unless they were 

previously affiliated with a Progressive Synagogue, and as the community grew in size, demand for 

community-specific services, resources and initiatives was met and the insularity and self-sufficiency 

of the community was guaranteed. 

 

The majority of Jewish services and organisations in Perth are run by members of the larger 

Orthodox community and located in the Jewish ‘hubs’, including the city’s only Jewish day school, 

Jewish retirement home and the largest all-Kosher supermarket. Chances are if an individual or 

family uses any one of these services, they are using all three. As Gitelman argues, behaviour is an 

active and visible way of expressing identity, and enrolling in a Jewish day school, attending a Jewish 

community event and reading Jewish publications are examples of behaviours that reflect a strong 

sense of Jewishness (2003, p. 160) 

                                                

 

4 Interestingly, Rutland does not seem to touch upon the Progressive community that had been around for 
almost thirty years at that point. The community did not experience a stability of leadership for many years, 
and were not as concentrated in particular suburbs, possibly due the fact that members of the Progressive 
community are more likely to be comfortable with driving to synagogue on Shabbat.  
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As the Orthodox community constitutes Perth’s Jewish majority, their socio-political, cultural and 

religious values are seen as dominant. Moreover, the community has been quite vocal about their 

issues with Perth’s Progressive community’s core practices, notably the Progressive acceptance of 

patrilineal Jews and the role of women in the congregation (Moore 2008, p. 152). Like many other 

Orthodox communities, it has expressed doubts over the viability of Progressive Judaism as a faith, 

and it’s often questioned whether their members are even ‘real’ Jews (Cohn-Serbok 1984, p. 11). 

This raises interesting concerns surrounding the intersection or overlapping of the fields of both 

communities and who or what really generates the ‘rules of the game’ within the Progressive 

Community. I wish to argue that although the community and their core beliefs strongly resemble 

many other Progressive congregations around the globe, the particular socio-political context of 

Perth Jewry has led to the community being comparatively more conservative. 

 

This research argues that the slightly more conservative nature of the community and the unique 

practices of the individuals within results from the ‘rules of the game’ at times overlapping, and even 

being controlled by, the wider Orthodox community. In many ways, in order to be seen as 

legitimate, Progressive Judaism must remain within the boundaries of dominant understandings of 

‘Jewishness’. In the context of Perth, while the Progressive community greatly differs in many of its 

approaches to religion, community life and social justice, their social practices are dictated by the 

rules from a different, more dominant field. Considering the relative conservatism of Perth Jewry, in 

order to attract members and remain viable as a legitimate congregation, the Progressive 

Community has to perform an ‘ideal standard’ of Jewishness.  

 

Moreover, the boundaries of fields are porous and constantly shifting (Jenkins 1992; Barth 1969). 

The Progressive shpiel, I argue, is a way for members of Perth’s community to temporarily overcome 

the paradoxical nature of Jewish identities and legitimate their position by performing an ‘ideal 
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standard’ of Jewishness. It is a way of ensuring that the boundary between themselves and other 

fields of Jewishness, namely wider Perth Jewry, remain porous, while the boundaries between Jewish 

and non-Jewish are maintained.  According to Barth (1969), differences between particular groups 

and their boundaries have been long investigated, yet the very nature of these boundaries have not 

(p. 9). By focusing more on the nature of boundary maintenance practices within Perth’s Progressive 

Jewish community and less on attempts to use Bourdieu’s ‘field’ theory, this research will attempt to 

reveal the inherent complexities of these boundaries and the ‘cultural stuff’ that it encloses (Barth 

1969, p. 15). 

 

According to Mannur & Braziel (2003) Jewishness ‘disrupts the very categories of identity’ as it is 

simultaneously national, genealogical, religious and cultural in nature (p. 109). Moreover, attempts 

to locate any Jewish community within Bourdieu’s paradigm of the ‘field’ is problematic, as the 

many layers of belonging resist categorisation. I wish to argue that while there do exist tentative 

boundaries between Jewish denominations and between affiliated and non-affiliated Jews, perhaps 

the strongest boundary is between Jews and non-Jews. As the separate fields of ‘Jewish’ and ‘non-

Jewish’ are too broad to be useful for social analysis, however, I will simply focus on the ways in 

which these imagined boundaries are constructed. 

  

In using the word ‘imagined boundaries’, this research resists the tendency to view differences as the 

result of pre-given or ‘ascribed’ ethnic or cultural traits (Bhabha 2012, p. 3). More importantly, the 

articulation and performance of differences between and across groups is complex, shifting and 

constantly transforming. Through resisting bounded notions of belonging, perceived borders of 

Jewishness will be further explored and investigated without the limitations of Bourdieu’s ‘field’. 

While many aspects of practice theory inform this research, closely related theories of communities, 

collectivity and membership will also be used to complement my analysis where needed. 
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The shpiel as displaying ‘know-how’ through the narration of self 

 

Considering the complex socio-political position of Perth’s Progressive Jewish community, this 

section argues that the Progressive shpiel is a unique way for members to display their ‘know-how’ 

and mastery of the rules of the game. By sharing stories that present an ideal standard of Jewishness, 

whether it be their biological origins, the story of their grandmother’s Babka recipe or how their 

family spends Shabbat, individuals are able to legitimise their Jewishness and belonging within the 

community. Moreover, a successful shpiel is thus a strategic way of gaining social and cultural 

‘capital’, despite the fact that the practice most often occurs in a casual, un-thinking manner. 

Theories of the narration of self (see Clifford & Marcus 1986; Polanyi 1981; Riesmann 1990, 2013) 

will thus be used to help in explicating the role of storytelling in the performance of a ‘knowing’ 

Jewishness. Additionally, these theories will assist in complementing the agentic aspects of practice 

theory that focus on the unique ways in which individuals use narrative storytelling to negotiate and 

mediate the social world around them. 

 

The practice of accumulating ‘capital’ in the community of study revolves around notions of 

Jewishness. An individual can only truly begin accumulating capital if they are considered an 

insider, as social and cultural forms of capital within the community all mirror the dominant norms, 

values and traditions of ‘being Jewish’. Social practices that may assist a member in gaining social 

and cultural capital can include:  

 

Ø Having had a Bar/Bat Mitzvah 

Ø Having spent time in Israel, or having family and friends who live there 

Ø Going to synagogue with family members who are also Jewish 
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Ø Practising Tikkun Olam – ‘Giving back’ and Jewish forms of charity and goodwill 

enshrined in religious and cultural texts 

Ø Practising family traditions that were passed down through the generations  

Ø Using Yiddish phrases, jokes and acts 

Ø Having stereotypically Semitic features 

Ø Having knowledge of Jewish popular culture 

Ø Being familiar with Jewish psalms, prayers and religious practices 

Ø Being able to read or speak Hebrew, even at a basic level 

 

These means of gaining capital within Perth’s Progressive community can be displayed through the 

shpiel, and if successful, they display the narrators knowledge of the rules of the game. In considering 

Goffman’s theories of social performance (1959; 1974; 2003) the narration of self in the shpiel is a 

kind of play or act, and one which seeks to manage the impression their audience has of them. As 

Butler (1988) similarly argues, identity is a ‘performative accomplishment which the mundane social 

audience, including the actors themselves, come to believe and to perform in the mode of belief’ (p. 

462). Moreover, identity is accomplished through social interaction in a myriad ways, varying 

depending on the particular context. In the case of Perth’s Progressive community, one of the ways 

in which identity is ‘accomplished’ is through the shpiel and the sharing of opinions, stories and 

anecdotes. The shpiel serves to manage the impressions of its narrator, positioning them as an insider 

within the community and a fellow Jew who shares the ‘rules of the game’. 

 

 As Bourdieu notes, ‘the earlier an agent enters a particular group or community, the greater their 

‘learned ignorance’ (1990, p. 67). More time spent within this space, particularly from childhood, 

leads to an enhanced understanding of the ‘rules of the game’ which have been internalised and 

enacted for an extended period of time (Bourdieu 1990, p. 67). Moreover, individuals that were 

‘born Jewish’ and engaged with Judaism and Jewish people for most of their lives are more likely to 
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be successful in gaining social and cultural capital within the community. Not only do they know the 

‘rules of the game’, but this know-how is embodied and internalised in their habitus and they are the 

masters of competence in ‘being Jewish’. The complex and often ambiguous nature of Jewish 

identity is present yet not a source of anxiety, as their Jewishness is rarely questioned by others and 

subsequently themselves.  

 

As Duffy suggests, ‘anxieties about authenticity’ often correspond with concerns in maintaining an 

idea of an essential or ‘ideal’ identity that is both actualised and maintained through specific ethnic, 

cultural and linguistic characteristics (Duffy 2005, pp. 688-689). It follows that many Jewish 

anxieties over identity and the paradoxical nature of Jewishness could derive from a need to 

maintain boundaries between ‘the self’ and ‘the other’, ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ or ‘Jewish’ and ‘non-

Jewish’. For individuals who were not born into a Jewish community or have recently ‘returned’, 

displaying one’s knowledge of the rules of the game is a more complex affair.  

 

Moore (2008) discusses how identity is both ‘ascribed’ and ‘achieved’, and this dualism plays an 

important role in how this research theorises Jewishness, the Progressive community and the shpiel 

(p. 129). Jewishness, in particular, is certainly both ‘ascribed’ and ‘achieved’ in that the identity is 

perceived as having innately biological characteristics, yet social, cultural and religious practices are 

a vital part of being Jewish. However, an individual must ‘be’ Jewish in order to do these practices, 

it is a necessary precursor to ‘doing Jewish things’. It follows that Jewish identity must be ascribed in 

order to be achieved, unless an individual is undergoing a conversion process.  

 

Understood in the context of practice theory, Jewishness as ‘ascribed’ suggests the possession of 

biological characteristics as well as an internalised Jewish habitus. Being ‘born Jewish’ assumes an 

individual is descended from Jews and their habitus has been acquired through experience and 

socialisation in early life (Jenkins 1992, p. 79). Moreover, Jewishness as an ascribed biological 
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‘essence’ that one possesses on account of their ancestors, supports the notion that habitus is the 

outcome of a collective history (Jenkins 1992, p. 79). The importance of Jewishness being ‘ascribed’ 

is thus un-questioningly internalised by individuals and communities and subsequently taken-for-

granted. Underlying tensions surrounding the ‘self’ are then revealed when ‘achieving’ an identity 

proves problematic.  

 

Moreover, the acquisition of forms of social, cultural and religious capital remains of vital 

importance to maintaining a Jewish identity. In Perth’s Progressive community in particular, 

considering its unique socio-political context, the narrative storytelling of the shpiel becomes a way 

for individuals to overcome tensions between the ‘ascribed’ and ‘achieved’ dichotomy. Through 

sharing their Jewish stories, experiences and anecdotes, individuals are able to perform an 

‘authentically Jewish aesthetic’ and gain specific forms of capital that legitimise and crystallise their 

identity as Jews and sense of belonging within the community (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2013, p. 8). 

 

Moving forward: grounding the shpiel 

 

This section has served to introduce and further explicate the theoretical grounding of this research. 

By looking at the core ideas of a number of practice theorists (Askland 2002; Jenkins 1992, 

Spaargaren 2016, Schatzki 2002) as well as the foundational texts of Bourdieu himself (1977; 1979; 

1983; 1990) it was possible to explore the implications of the theory’s origins, critiques and 

applications. Moreover, key terms such as social practice, habitus, and capital are at times 

ambiguous but nonetheless vital aspects of the theory and will subsequently feature throughout 

much of this thesis. Bourdieu’s theory of the ‘field’ has been problematised in the context of Jewish 

identity, as the syncretic and constantly shifting nature of Jewishness does not fit comfortably in any 

particular field or boundary. For this reason, theories of boundary work will assist in exploring the 
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ways in which imagined borders of the ‘self’ and the ‘other’ are negotiated and mediated by social 

actors.  

 

In conceptualising the significance of the Progressive shpiel as a strategic social practice, this section 

also investigated the complexities of Perth Jewry and its unique socio-political context. Importantly, 

the Progressive community is often subject to critique from the wider, predominantly Orthodox 

Jewish community due to differing cultural, political and religious beliefs. Moreover, in order to 

attract members and remain viable, the community must maintain an ‘ideal standard’ of Jewishness 

that reflects the doxa and internalised ideas of ‘who is a Jew?’. Although the community subscribes to 

liberal Progressive Jewish values of pluralism, acceptance and diversity, their practices must remain 

in line with the ‘rules of the game’ which are partially moulded by the more traditional values of the 

surrounding community. 

 

The Progressive shpiel is thus a strategic, yet taken-for-granted way of temporarily overcoming the 

tensions surrounding Jewish identity by performing an ‘authentically Jewish aesthetic’ (Kirshenblatt 

Gimblett 2008, p. 3). This is usually done by telling a specifically Jewish story that may share the life 

stories of an ancestor, special family recipes or how they like to run a Passover seder. What makes the 

shpiel different from similar social practices of storytelling is the unique social context of the 

Progressive community, and the specific anxieties over boundary maintenance between themselves 

and non-Jews. Furthermore, if the shpiel is successful, it displays an individual’s mastery of the ‘rules 

of the game’ and their Jewish know-how.  

 

A successful shpiel is thus a tool for both demonstrating and acquiring capital within Perth’s 

Progressive community. It is practiced by members of differing backgrounds yet is particularly vital 

to those who may not have been born and raised within the Jewish ‘field’. If an individual’s Jewish 

identity is perceived as ‘ascribed’ and they are seen as possessing fixed, biological characteristics of 



The Progressive Shpiel  Interrogating ‘Jewishness’ 

 

27 

Jewishness, anxiety over the legitimacy of their identity and the community is less pronounced 

(Saroglou 2011, p. 1343). For members who may be considered Jewish yet have an identity that is 

more ‘achieved’ than ‘ascribed’, the shpiel is a social practice that assists in overcoming anxieties of 

authenticity by actualising and replicating dominant notions of Jewishness and displaying their 

possession of it. 
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Chapter Two 
 

Contextualising the shpiel 
 

Progressive Judaism extends the scope of religious observance by granting full equality to all Jews, irrespective 

of gender and sexual orientation, while championing the values of the ancient Hebrew Prophets, calling for 

justice, equality and commitment to peace (World Union for Progressive Judaism 2017). 

 

 

This particular quote from the World Union for Progressive Judaism is a useful example of the 

moral and ethical values of the denomination and the emphasis it places on pluralism, social justice 

and equality. No longer is religious adherence the most important aspect of practicing Judaism for 

Progressive Jews, rather it is the way they treat others, the world around them and themselves. This 

chapter is devoted to contextualising this unique setting and its implications for the shpiel by 

discussing further the sociology of religion, Judaism and Progressive Judaism in the past and present.  

 

 Jewish identity cannot be conceptualised separately from Judaism and its beliefs and practices. 

Through a critical analysis of sociological perspectives on religion offered by a number of key 

theorists, this chapter explores complex relationship between Judaism and Jewish identities. 

Moreover, some aspects of these theories are more analytically useful in regards to this research, 

with others proving to have limitations. In discussing the advantages and disadvantages of each 

theory in regards to understanding the Progressive shpiel, this chapter will assist in further situating 

this research within methodological and epistemological paradigms. 

 

Introducing the sociology of religion 
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The diversity of religious belief and practice has long caught the curiosity of social scientists, with 

the sociology of religion finding its origins in the positivism of the nineteenth-century (Hamilton 

1995, p. 1). According to Cipriani (2015) the most straightforward way of defining the sociology of 

religion is as an ‘application of sociological theories and methods to religious phenomena’ (p. 28). 

These theories and methods can differ greatly, depending of course on the personal beliefs and 

approaches of the sociologists. It seems as time has gone on, however, theories regarding the past, 

present and future of religion have become increasingly diverse. Beckford and Demerath (2007) 

note that, 

 

Long-standing expectations that religion would merely wither away as modernisation progressed 
have proven simplistic, Religion has become more complicated, newsworthy, contentious and 
problematic (p. 1). 

 

Vasquez (2013) argues that the sociology of religion embraced the ‘critical thrust of the 

enlightenment’ and placed an emphasis on human reason over theological absolutisms, effectively 

distancing itself from theology (pp. 24-25). Moreover, one of the primary tasks of sociology in the 

nineteenth century was to attempt to account for the presence of religious practices in the social 

world. These sociological questions were rooted in the perceived rationalism of modernity, however, 

and effectively positioned religion as an epistemological other. Religion was largely seen as a 

‘primitive, traditional, supernatural, enchanted and sentimental other’ against which science had 

‘positional superiority’ (Vasquez 2013, p. 27). 

 

Moreover, 19th century theories regarding the sociology of religion can be characterised by a view of 

religious belief and practice as revealing inherent sociological ‘truths’ surrounding the origins and 

evolution of the social world (see Durkheim 1975, Marx 1978, Weber 1958). For example, Emile 

Durkheim viewed the social world as inexplicably tied to religious belief and practice, as the very 

earliest systems of representation were religious in nature. Our ‘categories of understanding’, thus, 
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the way we make meaning of the social world, are ‘born in religion and of religion: they are the 

products of religious thought’ (Durkheim 1975, p. 22).  

 

Gradually, however, the sociology of religion began to distance itself from the previously othering 

discourse of rationalism and secularisation that marked the sociological thought of the time. While 

the ‘founding fathers’ of the discipline made significant contributions, these contributions must be 

understood as situated in a specific historical context and intellectual paradigm. Moreover, an 

increasingly postmodernist and epistemologically self-conscious sociological field sought to practice 

‘full reflexivity’, and as Bourdieu noted, break the ‘enchanted circle of collective denial’ (1997, p. 5). 

This involved re-conceptualising religion, the self, and the other, and moving away from the 

tendency to view religion as an autonomous force removed from the social world in which it is 

embedded (Pagis 2013, p. 95). 

 

While the development of post-modern phenomenological and symbolic interactionist approaches 

to religion were influenced heavily by early theorists like Durkheim, Marx and Weber, they were in 

many ways a reaction to the perceived limitations of early sociological discours. These new post-

modern theories sought to understand individual and collective representations of religion as rooted 

in historical context and human experience, and argued against explanations that ‘went beyond the 

understandings of believers themselves’ (Hamilton 1995, pp. 3-4). Bender et al. calls this ‘deep 

contextualisation’, approaching the study of religions with considerations of the time period and 

contexts in which they were produced (2013, p. 286). 

 

As Clarke (2009) suggests however, epistemological paradigms within the sociology of religion have 

moved at a slower pace than other branches of the social sciences, most notably in regards to 

investigating new theories (p. 12). While the contributions of queer, feminist and postcolonial 

theorists to other areas of sociological thought have been profound, in many ways the sociology of 
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religion has been limited by the central ideas and concepts from which it originated (Clarke 2009, p. 

12). It follows that many Sociologists today are working to challenge and ‘de-center’ the taken-for-

granted categories that constitute the sociology of religion, effectively allowing for a greater diversity 

of sociological thought (Bender et al. 2013, p. 1).  

 

In regards to this research specifically, the sociology of religion, particularly the more recent move 

to ‘deep contextualisation’, is thus a tool from which to analyse and better understand the role of 

Judaism in the construction of Jewish identities. The following sections will further engage with both 

modern and post-modern theories of religion, assisting in contextualising the analysis of Judaism, 

Progressive Jewishness and the unique social, cultural and historical context of the Progressive shpiel. 

 

Key theories: Functionalism, Marxism and Phenomenology 

 

For functionalist Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), religion could be defined as a ‘system of ideas’ 

through which individuals make sense of the social world (1912, p. 135). Religious belief and 

practice give reason to the complex nature of human existence, effectively binding the followers of 

the religion together in a common faith and system of meaning. Rejecting the idea of the social 

world and the ‘sacred’ as an a priori objective reality, Durkheim argued that religious beliefs and 

practices were socially generated (Paden 2009, p. 33). As previously noted, his perspectives were in 

many ways influenced by the rationalist thought of the Enlightenment, as he critiqued theological 

and metaphysical understandings of religion that viewed objects and ‘the sacred’ as divinely 

ordained.  

 

Durkheim argued that religion should be understood as an ‘expression of collective realities’, 

supported by a collectivity and then enacted through notions of the ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’ (1912, pp. 
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111; 117). The ‘sacred’ can take the form of rituals, traditions, objects and beings that are symbolic 

in nature and signal holiness and divinity; i.e. God, the Jewish Torah, the Western Wall in 

Jerusalem and Bar/Bat Mitzvah ceremonies. These ‘sacred things’ are protected and isolated by 

rites or ‘rules of conduct’ that effectively control how individuals engage with them (Durkheim 1912, 

p. 117). Theoretically, as the sacred has a social origin, it can only be explained in sociological terms 

(Pickering 1975, p. 98).  

 

Just as Durkheim conceptualised the sacred in regards to its social construction and representation, 

so too were his ideas of the ‘profane’ rooted in notions of a collective consciousness. Sacred things 

exist in opposition to the ‘profane’, or that which offends and disrupts the sacred, not to be confused 

with the mundane or ‘what is outside of the system’ (Paden 2009, p. 39). In the context of Judaism, 

the consuming of Pork and other treif (non-Kosher) foods or engaging in work during the Jewish day 

of repentance, Yom Kippur, could be seen as ‘profane’ acts. As Paden (2009) notes, Durkheim 

argues that characteristics of ‘sacredness’ and  ‘profanity’ are not innate, divine characteristics 

enacted upon objects, but socially constructed meanings that signal the ‘shared identity capital’ of a 

specific group (p. 36).  

 

In participating in religious practices of the same ‘essence’, a particular group is able to recognise 

and perpetuate a collective consciousness, ensuring the preservation of the group and its survival 

(Paden 2009, p. 37). These notions of a ‘collectivity’ are particularly useful in regards to 

conceptualising Jewishness and religious practice, as the ‘shared identity capital’ Durkheim speaks of 

could be compared to concept of ‘the tribe’, an informal term used to define the Jewish people as a 

group. The importance of community, collectivity and boundaries of belonging is essential to the 

formation and preservation of Jewish identities, and a major component to the Progressive shpiel. 
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Moreover, Durkheim saw the socially derived nature of religion as essential to understanding its 

function in society and its influence on individuals and communities. Religion is conceptualised in 

an etic manner, as it is argued that religious forms cannot be understood separate from the ‘public 

institutions’ from which they derive (Durkheim 1912, p. 98). His theory thus focuses more on the 

role of religion in our social world, the dialectical relationship between individual and institution 

and the highly contextualised nature of its origins and practice. It follows that, for Durkheim, only 

the ‘exterior and apparent’ forms of religious practice are theoretically open to observation and thus 

it is these forms that must be studied (Durkheim 1912, p. 87).  

 

Durkheim’s perspectives on religion are understood by most as belonging to the theory of structural 

functionalism, a theory arguing that complex structures of society must work to promote coherence, 

solidarity and unity if they are to be successful. Moreover, religion is understood as a vehicle for 

establishing social cohesion, as to endure through history it must have served as a positive social 

force (Van Krieken et al. 2010, p. 352-353). From this perspective, religion’s ability to transcend 

differences of nation, race and peoplehood is a way of forging strong connections between people 

from diverse cultural, ethnic and geographical backgrounds, something that is seen as greatly 

beneficial for wider society.  

 

In considering Durkheim’s notions of functionalism, solidarity and social cohesion, there are strong 

parallels to the Jewish people, Jewish religious belief and the many tales of ‘survival against all odds’. 

As Bershtel suggests, Jewish history is understood by many as a long-running ‘adversarial encounter’ 

with a succession of enemies (1993, p. 4). The dominant Jewish discourse of an ever-threatened and 

persecuted people and the ‘mystic vitality’ of Jewish life in the face of hardship greatly informs the 

shared identity capital of the group (Paden 2009, p. 36). From the perspective of structural 

functionalism, the Jewish narrative of relentless survival suggests that Judaism and related religious 

beliefs and practices have prevailed due to the solidarity and meaning provided by its core values.  



The Progressive Shpiel  Contextualising the shpiel 

 

34 

 

Critiques of Durkheim’s functionalist perspectives on religion are concerned with the limited data 

that is used to back his claims (Hamilton 1995, p. 103). The majority of his theories were generated 

from his work with Australian Aboriginal communities, theories which were then used to make 

broad statements about religion, society and the far-reaching influence of religious belief and 

practice. Additionally, Durkheim aligned himself with aspects of secularisation theory, positing that 

secularising processes are inevitable in a world where religions are becoming more alike, less clearly-

bounded, and more vulnerable to the relativisation of religious truth claims (Clarke 2009, p. 5). 

Bender (2013) argues that by reducing religion to society, Durkheim’s sociology of religion positions 

religious belief as a dis-embodied, de-temporalised and ‘private’ affair that is a matter of choice, and 

thus highly susceptible to processes of secularisation (p. 139).  

 

Durkheim’s notion of ‘religion as society’ shares a number of commonalities with the theories of 

sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920), who placed religion at the ‘centre of the social world’ (Turner 

2013, p. 94). Unlike Durkheim, however, Weber refused to define religion, as he believed definitions 

were not always free from predilections and could lead to the prejudgment of empirical issues (1995, 

p. 19). Moreover, he was more concerned with the impact of religious outlook upon the social world 

than explaining the existence of religion per se (Hamilton 1995, p. 138). As Collins suggests (2007), 

there are two main ‘Weber theses’, the first being the ‘Protestant Ethic’ and the second being a 

comparative sociology of world religions and their respective roles in the development of societies (p. 

30). 

 

For Weber’s first thesis, he theorised a significant connection between the beliefs and practices of 

Protestantism in Europe and North America and the emergence of capitalism as the primary 

economic system in these regions. The specific ethics and religious ideas of the Calvinists, 

particularly the value given to personal drive, hard work and frugality, were argued to have fostered 
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the specific attitudes that allowed for a ‘capitalist spirit’ to flourish (Gellner 2009, p. 49). It follows 

that Weber was interested in investigating whether non-Western ‘civilisational traditions’ had within 

them the same religious and cultural tools from which to develop a similar capitalist spirit (Gellner 

2009, p. 49).  

 

For his second thesis, Weber engaged in a comparative study of religious including studies of Islam, 

Confucianism, Hinduism, Buddhism and Judaism, eventually formulating his theory of 

‘disenchantment’ (Kippenberg 2009, p. 66). This concept argues that the rise of intellectualism 

presupposes a disenchantment with the ‘world’s processes’ as they lose their magical significance 

(Weber 1978, p. 403). Moreover, disenchantment suggests that there is a reciprocal, dialectical 

relationship between modernisation and religion (Kippenberg 2009, p. 67). Kippenberg argues that 

this must be understood as a distinct theory from secularisation, however, despite their many 

similarities (2009, p. 67). The concept of disenchantment does not suggest the inevitability of a 

secular, godless world, rather a transformation or ‘re-fashioning’ of religion as the social world 

becomes increasingly rationalised (Bender 2013, p. 145).  

 

Though Weber’s theories share similarities with those of Durkheim’s, his methodological approach 

is a significant point of departure. While Durkheim argues that religious forms cannot be 

understood separate to the ‘public institutions’ from which they derive (1912, p. 98), Weber argues 

that understanding religious belief and practice can only be gained through verstehen, or privileging 

the viewpoint of ‘subjective experiences, ideas and purposes of the individuals concerned’ (1978, p. 

399). In contrast to Durkheim’s at times problematic epistemological perspective, Weber recognised 

the eurocentric nature of his approaches to religion and modernity, noting that all knowledge of 

cultural reality is knowledge from particular points of view (1949, p. 81).  
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According to Hall (2007, p. 171), in practicing verstehen and utilising his concept of ‘ideal types’, 

Weber was able to further ‘open up social phenomena’, linking the structural and institutional with 

these subjective experiences. Weber’s concept of ‘ideal types’ was used to describe the way in which 

‘concrete individual phenomena are arranged into a unified analytical construct’ (1949, p. 90). 

Methodologically, these ideal types are an abstract ‘interpretive scheme’ or means of comparison 

that can be used to make sense of ‘substantial features’ of particular phenomena (Zaleski 2010, p. 

320). It follows that his methodological approaches of verstehen and ‘ideal types’ were in many ways a 

critique of functionalist and materialist theories of religion that he saw as overly deterministic, 

particularly those theories found in Marxism (Forte 2008, p. 435).    

 

The sociology of religion posited by Karl Marx (1818-1883) shares commonalities with both Weber 

and Durkheim, particularly in regards to their ideas surrounding the social impact of religion. As 

Hamilton notes, Durkheim’s notion of ‘religion as social cement’ and Marx’s ‘religion as social 

opium’ share similarities, as both see one of religion’s major functions as maintaining the status quo 

(1995, p. 101). For Marx, religion was a ‘compensating and comforting’ illusion that effectively 

rendered class society and social order as something fixed and divinely ordained (Van Krieken 

2010, p. 354). Like other early theorists, many of his theories similarly align with the concept of 

secularisation, as he believed that religion would cease to exist once society lost its need for the 

‘illusion’. 

 

Importantly, Marx’s theories of religion were influenced greatly by the French Revolution and 

accompanying social, political and economic changes (Collins 2007, p. 21). Collins notes that in 

transitioning ‘into the realm of ideology’ Marx viewed religion as the ideology ‘appropriate to an 

unemancipated stage of historical development’ (2007, p. 21). Criticising religion was thus a key 

feature in his thinking, as he believed religion prevents and inhibits real, revolutionary action against 
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the status quo. Believing in a higher, divine power and the possibility of an afterlife ‘quelled exactly 

the discontent’ that was seen as a precondition for a revolution on earth (Christiano 2007, p. 43). 

 

Marx’s theories on religion, power and the social world have been particularly influential to black, 

feminist and queer theorists. A key criticism of religion has centred around the fact that nearly all 

world religions are patriarchal and subscribe to a heteronormative understanding of the roles of 

men and women, effectively legitimating systems of oppression (see Anderson 1998, Burns 2012). 

Additionally, religious texts have been used to legitimise racial inequalities, deeming the unequal 

treatment of particular groups of people as justified based on the world or will of a higher power. As 

Van Krieken suggests, however, it is problematic to see religion as an exclusively conservative social 

force, as it has the power to both support or challenge the status quo (2010, p. 358). For many 

contemporary sociologists, religion continues to transform, adapt and re-invent, allowing space for 

social change, resistance and cohesion in the face of adversity (see Brettschneider 1999, Nepstad & 

Williams 2007).  

 

For phenomenological anthropologist Clifford Geertz, ‘religion, meaning, identity, power and 

experience’ are all interconnected in a constant state of negotiation (1999, p. 18). Not unlike 

Durkheim, he suggests that faith is not ‘made in solitude’, rather it is another socially constructed 

category that shapes our ‘ethos’ and the way we make sense of the world around us (Geertz 1999, p. 

18). As part of a cultural system, religion is understood as a system of sacred symbols from which 

individuals formulate concepts of a ‘general order of existence’ (Hamilton 1995, p. 157). As Geertz 

describes: 

 

The ethos is made intellectually reasonable by being shown to represent a way of life implied by the 
actual state of affairs which the world-view describes, and the world-view is made emotionally 
acceptable by being presented as an image of an actual state of affairs of which such a way of life is 
an authentic expression (2016, p. 623). 
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Moreover, religion for Geertz is as a way of making sense of the social world through an internalised 

‘general order’, as the chaotic, unpredictable nature of existence and experience generates a kind of 

cosmic anxiety (Van Krieken 2010, p. 158). Phenomenological understandings of religion thus 

perceive religious beliefs as a means by which existential and often overwhelming questions of life 

can be answered. These beliefs are not static, however, rather they are in a constant state of 

negotiation (Van Krieken 2010, p. 158). 

 

Phenomenological ideas of sacred symbols and subjective meanings connect to the concept of the 

‘sacred canopy’, a term coined by sociologists Berger and Luckmann to describe how religious 

beliefs provide a metaphorical canopy that is able to provide concrete answers to often 

unanswerable questions (1967). As Bender suggests, the concept of the sacred canopy ‘reinvigorated 

classical theoretical bases’ in its connection of religious plurality and secularisation (2013, p. 139). If 

one of the main functions of religion is to provide palatable explanations for disruptive and 

disordering experiences, then the ‘canopy’ is precarious in nature (Hamilton 1995, 162). 

Furthermore, aligning with theories of secularisation, Berger and Luckmann perceive religious belief 

and practice as inherently threatened by the perceived rationalism of modernity (Van Krieken 2010, 

p. 357). 

 

Moving from theory to analysis 

In the context of this research, specific aspects of the theories discussed are analytically useful. 

Durkheim’s ideas of the ‘clan’ or religious collectivity are useful in conceptualising Jewish 

collectivity, as well as his notions of the ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’. Additionally, functionalist ideas of 

religion, social cohesion and solidarity mirror discussions surrounding ‘Jewish survival’ and the 

vitality of Jewish communities. While these particular concepts will be useful, however, Durkheim’s 
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alignment with aspects of secularisation theory will be critiqued, arguing instead that religion is 

transforming, exemplified through Progressive Judaism.  

 

Weber’s use of verstehen and his concept of ‘ideal types’ will be similarly useful in conceptualising the 

Progressive shpiel in the unique context of Perth’s Progressive Jewish community. As Verstehen works 

to privilege individual standpoints and recognise their situated, perspectival nature, it can assist in 

drawing attention to the often problematic position of the researcher, something that is vital when 

wishing to engage in reflexive and epistemologically self-conscious practice. Additionally, an 

interpretation of the concept of ‘ideal types’ will be used to make sense of constructions of 

Jewishness. In this research, the ‘ideal type’ is the ‘ideal Jew’, an individual that exemplifies the 

dominant, taken-for-granted notions of what makes someone Jewish. While the notion of ‘ideal 

types’ can be limiting in its reductionism, it will be used to further problematize Jewish identity and 

‘common-sense’ understandings of the self, belonging and peoplehood. 

 

As previously touched upon, Durkheim’s notions of the ‘clan’ are relevant in considering the 

strength of Jewish collective identity. Despite the fact that global Jewry is increasingly ethnically, 

culturally and linguistically diverse, notions of all Jews as belonging to ‘the tribe’ can be found in 

many communities. Additionally, Geertz’s theories of ‘sacred symbols’ and their function in religion 

are similarly useful in understanding the strength of Jewish identity, as collectively engaging with 

these symbols is seen as fostering a particular ‘ethos’ (2016, p. 623). These symbols and the ‘ethos’ 

establish ‘powerful, persuasive and long-lasting moods and motivations’, suggesting a dialectical 

relationship between the beliefs and practices of Judaism and long-held notions of a distinctive 

‘Jewishness’ (Hamilton 1995, p. 158). 

 

In regards to the Progressive shpiel, the outward performing of ‘Jewishness’ relies on an individual’s 

knowledge of Jewish culture, ritual and tradition. To display one’s mastery of the topic at hand and 
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thus gain social and cultural capital, it is necessary to have the know-how of the ‘rules of the game’. 

In Judaism, rules tend to fall into two main categories: what to do – sacred – and what not to do – 

profane. By utilising Durkheim’s terms, yet rejecting them as a rigid dichotomy, it is possible to 

explore how the shpiel, in many ways, recognises and replicates dominant notions of Jewish belief 

and practice. As the following sections will reveal, while Judaism and Jewish identity are multi-

faceted and in many ways open to re-definition,  they are deeply rooted in historical, crystallised 

notions of the ‘self’ and ‘other’. 

 

The Jewish faith 

To further assist in contextualizing the Progressive shpiel and the Progressive denomination more 

generally, this section will provide a summary overview of the Jewish faith. As the religion of the 

Jewish people, Judaism is the oldest or ‘mother religion’ of the three major Abrahamic faiths 

(Kaplan 2013, p. 5). Judaism is monotheistic in nature, believing that there is only one God with 

whom the Jewish people have a covenant (Tobias 2013, p. 8). Moreover, its adherents are 

understood as being in an ongoing relationship with God, to simplify the Jewish concept of B’rit. 

This special relationship requires a commitment from the Jewish people to God, to be his witness 

and serve him through prayer, ritual and belief (Tobias 2013, p. 26). Judaism is thus marked by a 

number of social and religious practices that continue to be upheld after over three thousand years, 

practices that distinguish Jews as a unique and extraordinarily enduring people. 

 

The central text in Judaism is the Torah, often referred to as the Hebrew bible, a sacred document 

that is highly revered and plays a central role in the religious lives of Jews. The Torah consists of the 

five books of Moses, Bresheit (Genesis), Shemot (Exodus), Vayikra (Leviticus), Bamidbar (Numbers) and 

Devarim (Deuteronomy). The term ‘Torah’ is also frequently used to refer to the entire canonized 

scripture and the Oral Torah, including discussion, debate, tradition and other teachings. The 
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Torah, as Tobias describes, provides the ‘solid base’ from which interpretations of the religion were 

built (Tobias 2013, p. 53). A scroll version of the Torah is stored safely in the ‘ark’ of a synagogue, a 

sacred structure usually at the front of the sanctuary. The Torah thus forms the cornerstone of a 

Jewish service, with a weekly portion read, discussed and often debated. 

 

An individual who leads the Torah readings, provides unique interpretations as well as leading and 

supporting a congregation is called a Rabbi, derived from a Hebrew word meaning ‘master’ or 

‘teacher’. Moreover, a Rabbi will often have had to study rabbinical literature for many years in 

order to be deemed sufficiently knowledgeable to interpret Jewish law and tradition. As Hoenig and 

Gilbreath note: 

 

‘...The rabbi has a two-fold purpose. First, he must encourage his people to live as positive and 
creative Jews and, second, he must help them develop wholesome and integrated personalities’ (1969, 
p. 20). 

 

Besides providing the congregation with religious and traditional guidance, the Rabbi is also often a 

figure of support, empathy and friendship. First and foremost, however, their role is to provide a 

religious education, guiding the congregation through the complex world of Torah. 

 

The interpretation of the Torah and the laws resulting from these interpretations are called Halakha. 

Halakha roughly translates to ‘the way’ in Hebrew, and is described by Sagi (2008) as an expression 

of the worldly living link to God (p. 27). A fundamental characteristic of Judaism, Halakha is the 

collective body of Jewish religious law derived from three main sources; the written and oral Torah, 

religious laws instituted by the Rabbinical body, and from long-standing customs (Irshai 2010, p. 

58). The laws which constitute Halakha are referred to as mitzvot and are binding, despite there 

being significant differences in the way they are applied across the various sects of Judaism.  
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There total 613 mitzvot, ranging from rules as vital to everyday Jewish life as Kashrut (keeping 

Kosher) and how to conduct one’s daily prayers, to highly specific laws governing the way 

individuals cut and style their hair or wear garments. The most observant of Jews use mitzvot as a 

sort of spiritual guide or partner throughout their life, governing the most mundane of everyday 

activities to extremely sacred rituals and practices. For many Jews, however, only a small number of 

mitzvot are followed on a regular basis, depending on what an individual finds meaningful or 

relevant. Despite varying degrees of interpretation and application, Halakhic law remains the main 

form of religious governance for the Jewish people, and is what Sagi (2008) describes as a ‘normative 

system’ that allows transcendence to manifest in the Jewish world (p. 27).  

 

The concept of Torah and mitzvot as a ‘system’ ties with Durkheim’s notion of religion as a ‘system 

of ideas’ from which individuals make sense of society and their relations with it (Durkheim 1915, p. 

255). Although all 613 mitzvot are rarely followed on a regular basis by practicing Jews, they are still 

accepted as holy. As Moore describes, ‘[Torah] may no longer stand as the authoritative word of the 

commanding god, but it remains the most essential sanctum of the Jewish people’ (2009, p. 214). 

The words of the Torah and guiding mitzvot delineate that which is ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’, and as 

Durkheim notes; 

 

It is because of this that at every instant we are obliged to submit ourselves to rules of conduct and of 
thought which we have neither made nor desired, and which are sometimes even contrary to our 
most fundamental inclinations and instincts (1915, p. 207) 

 

The ‘rules of conduct’ which Durkheim describes is, for many Jews, mitzvot and the word of the 

Torah. These rules are not always explicitly divine or religious in nature, however, but can be 

derived from Jewish cultural traditions, rituals and practices that are perceived to be just as sacred. 
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As Tobias suggests, ‘Judaism is so much more’ than a belief system (Tobias 2013, p. 7). It is not only 

a religion but a culture, with unique literature, traditions, rituals and practices that have developed 

over thousands of years in Jewish communities across the globe. It follows that it is problematic to 

conceptualise Jewish religion, ethnicity, culture or spirituality as aspects of Jewishness occupying 

separate spaces. Judaism may be the religion of the Jewish people, yet many Jewish people, 

particularly within the Progressive denomination, do not follow Judaism and are still proud Jews. 

Moreover, while the religion’s written and oral laws and unique rituals and practices may be at the 

very core of Jewish identities, complex notions of belonging, ethnicity, nationalism and social justice 

are entwined and play varying roles in how individuals identify Jewishly.  

 

Progressive Judaism: A brief history 

Progressive Judaism is a religious denomination that finds its origins in the Reform movement of 

early 19th century Central Europe, namely Germany, as the result of a number of social, political 

and economic forces enacted upon the Jewish population at the time. Over 200 years since the 

conception of Reform Judaism there now number over 1.8 million Jews worldwide who are 

members of, or identify with, a Jewish community in the denomination (World Union for 

Progressive Judaism, 2017). Moreover, it is the largest denomination of Judaism in the United States 

and has a moderate membership in the United Kingdom, with smaller pockets of communities 

elsewhere.  

 

When the Reform movement emerged in Germany at the beginning of the 19th century, with the 

first Reform synagogue opening its doors in 1810, profound changes were taking place in the 

external situation of the Jewish people (Meyer 1995, p. 30). German Jews had absorbed many of the 

rationalist perspectives of the Enlightenment and were becoming increasingly involved in secular 

German life. This trajectory continued with the introduction of a socio-legal process called the 
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emancipation, allowing Jews to be German citizens and integrate further into broader society 

(Kaplan 2013, p. 54). As the emancipation afforded much of the Jewish population the opportunity 

to learn new languages, further their secular education and explore new economic options, there 

was increased opportunity for self-exploration and philosophical questioning (Strauss 2008, p. 13).  

 

According to Furman, as many Jews started to explore other aspects of their identity, the 

authenticity of established traditional religious views were effectively weakened in the face of 

competing systems of meaning (1987, p. 18). In experiencing numerous changes to their socio-

political location and developing broader perspectives on secular society, Jews began to become 

aware of significant incongruences between Judaism and the modernist European world they now 

identified with (Meyer 1995, p. 213). The particularistic nature of traditional Judaism contradicted 

the universalistic ideas many now aligned with, and for many the Talmud became uncomfortably 

outdated (Wiese 2007, p. xxv). Meyer (1995) describes this as a ‘dissatisfaction with contemporary 

normative Judaism’, a dissatisfaction which led to a whole new dynamic understanding of Jewish 

prayer and life within the Reform community in Germany (p. 41).  

 

Early Reformers emphasised more heavily the universal ethical teachings of Judaism and ideals of 

social justice and peace, purposely distancing themselves from rigid ritual observance of Halakhic 

law. Accompanying the rationalism of the Enlightenment and the growth of critical intellectualism 

resulting from the emancipation, many Jews began to critique what was seen as the innate divinity 

of Jewish religious texts, and recognise the man-made and contextual nature of Halakha. As Paden 

suggests, the ‘sacred’ was no longer seen as an essentialised, ‘a priori religious reality’ (Paden 2009, 

p. 33). Moreover, Reformers began to reject traditionalist notions of Jewish law as an obligatory 

force, with some practices seen as obstructing rather than promoting contemporary religiosity 

(Kaplan 2013, p. 5)  
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It follows that the early trajectory of Reform was heavily influenced by the discourse of 

secularisation that was prominent at the time. Many early Reformers and Jewish intellectuals 

aligned with secularisation theory, believing that unless Judaism was to adapt to the rationalism and 

modernisation of the time it would effectively fade into insignificance. Many were convinced that 

the future of Judaism was ‘effectively doomed’ unless it ‘made peace with the modern world’, and 

many ceremonial practices, dietary practices and modes of dress began to be seen as stifling, 

inappropriate and even embarrassing (Furman 1987, p. 18). Moreover, once the innate ‘sacredness’ 

of certain rituals, traditions and practices within Judaism were questioned and problematised by 

rationalist discourse, Reform Jews were more willing to challenge taken-for-granted collective 

representations and change what they saw as irrelevant. 

 

Furthermore, total adherence to Halakhic law was no longer seen as a rational or reasonable 

practice, as many aspects of the religious law were irrelevant to their present situations. As Gunther 

Plaut notes in his discussion of the growth of the Reform movement: 

 

The letter into which the Talmud forces everything is its be-all and end-all. It rejects the concept of 
gradual religious progress and sees the ideal of Judaism only in its past, in the return of Israel to its 
old independence and separation as a state with all the relevant religious laws of yesteryear. It has 
developed its formalism into a colossus which for us today makes it literally impossible to breathe 
(Plaut 2015, p. 61) 

 

Plaut’s perspective, in many ways, exemplifies the rationalist, modernist Reform thinking that 

influenced much of the denominations practices today: 

 

The first criterion of the truth of a proposition or of the validity of a principle is not its conformity 
with the Tradition but its consonance with reason and experience. Far from judging all things by the 
standard of Torah, he [the modernist] tests Torah against the standards by which he judges 
everything else. And only in so far as Torah passes muster does he accept it as authoritative (Plaut 
2015, p. 266). 

 

Plaut’s critical approach to interpreting Halakha is typical of a Reform stance and an example of the 
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dissatisfaction with normative Judaism that Meyer discussed (1995). Further mirroring discourse of 

secularisation, a rigid following of religious law became seen as nonsensical, ‘freezing Judaism in 

some anachronistic time-frame’ (Kaplan 2013, p. 85).  

 

Furthermore, considering the many ideological changes occurring in the Jewish population during 

this time, early Reformers sought to transform Judaism into what they saw as a modern, 

distinguished and respectable religion. Traditionalist religious, social and cultural practices that 

once dominated Jewish life were now seen as limiting the ‘Jewish spirit of inquiry’ and stifling any 

capacity for change (Plaut 2015, p. 266). As Kaplan suggests, recognising the human role in the 

composition and construction of the oral and written Torah and thus freeing themselves from the 

‘shackles of Halakha’ meant that Reform Jews were able to conceptualise Jewishness and Judaism in 

new ways (2013, p. 4). It follows that the first major changes that were initiated by early Reformers 

were related to Jewish ritual and the aesthetic nature of religious practices, moving away from 

Eastern-European influences towards a westernised, Protestant-inspired focus on decorum, sermon 

and community worship (Furman 1987, p. 16). 

 

These initial changes called for a change in traditional services, attempting to conform to Western 

tastes in a critique of traditional worship models (Furman 1987, p. 31). Moreover, the concept of 

Jewishness and Jewish people as a collectivity became effectively de-emphasised and Judaism as a 

religion became the ‘fundamental unifying element’ of Jewish existence (Plaut 2015, p. 229). 

Outward signs of Jewishness including the wearing of kippot (Jewish skullcaps) or tallit (a prayer 

shawl) were banned in many classical Reform synagogues, and ‘non-rational, emotional aspects of 

religious experience’ were increasingly discouraged (Furman 1987, pp. 38; 56). German Reform 

synagogues introduced a formal choir and organs, distancing themselves from traditional chanting 

performed by a chazzan that was typically associated with traditional Eastern-European style 

worship. The image below is an example of a Reform synagogue today that is very much influenced 
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by the early classical Reform movement, as the building is large, modern and minimalist, and if 

there were not individuals wearing kippot and tallit, it may not be instantly recognisable as a Jewish 

congregation. 

Figure 1: A Reform Synagogue in the United States (Alan Novick, n.d.) 

 

As a point of comparison, the following image is of a synagogue belonging to the Chabad 

movement, a more modernised sect within the Hasidic or ultra-Orthodox denomination. The 

synagogue is smaller with more traditionally Jewish signifiers in terms of religious garb, ritual objects 

and the embodied use of space – the women can be seen separated from the men to the top left of 

the image. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: A Chabad synagogue in Odessa, Ukraine (Chabad Shul, n.d.). 



The Progressive Shpiel  Contextualising the shpiel 

 

48 

Despite their initial trajectory, many of these – at the time very radical – changes made by the early 

Reform movement have since been abandoned, altered or adapted depending on the needs of the 

Progressive denomination today. Traditional religious garb is permitted in Progressive synagogues 

and most require men to wear kippot as a sign of respect, yet the wearing of more traditional attire 

like tefillin (two small boxes worn on the head and hand and bound with leather straps) is very 

uncommon. While it may contradict some Progressive perspectives on modernism, allowing 

members to wear traditional attire aligns with the movement’s belief in individual autonomy and the 

ability of contemporary Jews to decide for themselves the religious practices that most enrich their 

lives (Tobias 2007, p. 254). The legacy of early classical Reform prevails, however, and many of its 

perspectives on religious observance, community purpose and social justice continue to be upheld, 

particularly in the United States. 

 

The denomination in recent times 

As mentioned previously, around 1.8 million Jews identify or are affiliated with the Progressive 

movement across the globe (World Union for Progressive Judaism, 2018). The present state of the 

movement has been influenced heavily by a ‘traditionalistic and nationalistic turn’ that occurred in 

the early and mid 20th century, understood as the product of an influx of Eastern European Jews to 

the West and the devastating effects of antisemitism and the Shoah (Furman 1987, pp. 34-35)5. While 

early or ‘classical’ Reform practices are still upheld in a number of Progressive communities, 

particularly in the United States and Germany, Progressive Judaism today is very much a blend of 

old and new, progressive and conservative, and formal and informal.  

                                                

 

5 Shoah is the Hebrew word used to describe the Jewish holocaust, and will be used in this research due to its 
preference within the community of study. 
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Furman argues that those studying social change have had a tendency to ‘dichotomize tradition and 

modernity’, suggesting that forces of modernisation inevitably result in a ‘truncation of the past’ 

(Furman 1987, p. 23). Rather than viewing these two forces as static and oppositional in nature, 

however, Furman remarks that tradition and modernity are in fact part of a dialectical process that 

is in a continuous state of flux (Furman 1987, p. 23). The multiple ways in which Progressive 

Judaism is practiced today is very much dependent on the local and international social, political 

and cultural climate, and thus shifts, changes and adapts frequently. Whether it is events in Israel, 

within the Feminist and LGBT movements or international and local politics, Reform Judaism has 

equipped itself with the ability to maintain a relevant and inspiring voice (Plaut 2015, p. 470). 

 

Many early theorists in the sociology of religion predicted processes of secularisation, believing that 

the social function and role of religion would be threatened with the influx of rationalism and 

science. Early reformers similarly subscribed to many of these notions, although they visualised the 

possibility of Judaism surviving if it were to undergo a process of transformation. As Demerath 

suggests, secularisation ‘involves a transition in which things once revered become ordinary, the 

sanctified becomes mundane, and things other-wordly may lose their prefix’ (2007, p. 66). In the 

case of Progressive Judaism today, however, it has proved itself to be a denomination that is robust 

in the face of great change and willing to adapt and evolve with broader social change. 

 

As prominent American Reform Rabbi Daniel B. Syme remarks: 

I am a Reform Jew because Reform never shrinks from self-criticism, from a constant re-evaluation 
of its growth and evolution, rooted in a history that allows for creative and constructive change, 
never demanding blind loyalty to the past, never demanding uniformity in order to achieve unity 
(1989, p. 219) 

 

Furthermore, the ever-increasing success of the Progressive movement directly challenges the 

notions of secularisation that once dominated the sociology of religion, and continue to feature in 
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wider social discourse. According to Bender, contra to secularisation theory, it can be argued that 

‘secularising processes’ do not necessarily diminish religion, rather ‘re-fashion’ it (2014, p. 145). In 

the context of Progressive Judaism, it continues to re-fashion and transform itself while maintaining 

the perceived distinctiveness of Jewishness and a Jewish community. While certain ‘rules’ may have 

been rejected or adapted, the ‘game’ remains the same, and thus Progressive Judaism has managed 

to stay simultaneously religious, modern, and most importantly, Jewish. 

 

Moreover, Syme’s proud commentary on Progressive Judaism as a force for Jewish solidarity, 

growth and broader social change is one that is shared throughout many Progressive congregations 

around the world, particularly in a time of great civil awareness. It follows that one of the main 

pillars of the Progressive movement today is its liberal approach to issues of human rights and social 

justice, an approach that finds its inspiration not only in Jewish religious texts but in modern social 

movements and sociological theory. As Plaut discusses, many Reform Rabbis and congregants 

played pivotal roles in prominent social issues during the late 20th century, from involvement in the 

Vietnam war, reproductive rights for women, gun control and LGBT rights ‘to name a few’ (2015, 

p. 461-462).  

 

This dedication to an array of social issues is seen by many Reform Jews as an obligation without 

measure, rooted in the religious concepts of Tikkun Olam, ‘repairing of the world’, and B’tzelem 

Elohim, the idea that all people are created ‘in the image of the divine’ (Kaplan 2013, p. 181; World 

Union for Progressive Judaism, 2018). Following these ideas, the movement frequently reiterates 

their position that every individual, regardless of sexual orientation, race, religion or ethnicity, has 

the intrinsic right to be treated with dignity and justice, and expressing these sentiments is for many 

a religious practice in itself. As Kaplan remarks, the flexibility and fluidity of Reform Judaism has 

allowed the movement to be able to respond fiercely and compassionately in ways that could be 

considered ‘outside of or even in contradiction to’ Halakhic law (2013, pp. 174-175).  
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Reform Judaism’s stance on gender equality and its frequent alignment with the feminist movement 

is an example of how the movement works to embody the concepts of Tikkun Olam and B’tzelem 

Elohim. According to Plaut, the impact of feminism on Reform has been momentous, and its striving 

towards complete gender inclusion could be seen as one of the major ‘hallmarks of the movement’ 

(Plaut 2015, p. 455). Moreover, the Jewish feminist movement has played a significant role in 

transforming the public space of Reform Jewry, particularly in the United States (Moore 2009, p. 

221). Growing both from the Second Wave feminism of the 1960s as well other civil rights 

movements occurring at the time, the movement was able to bring about a ‘religious and cultural 

transformation’ through education, discussion and resistance (Prell 2007, p. 3). 

Figure 3: Rosie the Riveter wearing tefillin (Miriam Atta, n.d.) 
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The Progressive feminist organisation Women of Reform Judaism (WRJ) is one of many Reform 

feminist groups that works to support and strengthen both women within the denomination and 

Jewish and non-Jewish women across national and religious borders. As the website notes: 

 

The centerpiece of WRJ’s social justice work is our advocacy for the advancement of women in all 
arenas: in the rabbinate and synagogue life, in the workplace, and in society at large. We fought and 
will continue to fight to end violence against women and wage discrimination, and to ensure that all 
women have access to full reproductive rights (WRJ, 2018) 

 

While the feminist movement is perhaps more visible and accepted (to a degree) in Progressive 

communities, Jewish feminists exist in every denomination and continue to question not only 

dominant notions of gender in Judaism but in broader secular society. In the context of this 

research, however, the far-reaching influence of feminism and other social justice causes in the 

Progressive community is particularly significant, as it contextualises discussions surrounding Jewish 

identity and what it means to be a Progressive Jew in 2018. 

 

Reform Judaism’s involvement in civil and political causes has certainly evolved with the times, 

evident in its advocacy of LGBTQ rights, the rights of people of colour, indigenous persons and 

refugees. Reform Judaism was the first Jewish denomination to open a gay and lesbian 

congregation, Beth Chayim Chadashim, in Los Angeles, California, and there is now a significant 

number of Reform Jewish LGBTQ spaces across the world. While these safe spaces exist within 

other Jewish denominations, the Reform community has been the most outwardly supportive of the 

movement and continues to loudly advocate for positive social change. 

 

We are taught that each person is created b’tzelem Elohim, in the Divine image. Our 2015 Resolution 
on the Rights of Transgender and Gender Non-Conforming People elaborates on this idea: “From 
this bedrock principle stems our commitment to defend any individual from the discrimination that 
arises from ignorance, fear, insensitivity, or hatred.” Transgender and gender non-conforming 
individuals are our siblings, our parents, our congregants, our friends, our neighbors and our leaders. 
It is their right to have a safe and successful education (Religious Action Center 2018) 
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Furthermore, Progressive Judaism’s core beliefs and values can be seen as an embracing of 

modernity, contemporaneity and pluralism. As Syme notes, the movement did not emerge as a 

‘sudden revolution’ in Jewish life, rather a ‘gradual manifestation’ of the desire of many Jews to 

embrace a modern lifestyle (Syme 1989, p. 2). With the movement finding its origins in the 

rationalism of the Enlightenment, Progressive Judaism advocates flexibility, openness and liberal 

values, and a ‘lack of prejudice against change’ (Shapiro 1966, p. 28). 

 

Inter-denominational relations and common critiques of the Progressive movement 

 

Considering the significance of the changes introduced by early Reformers, it was considered to be 

the ‘first conscious group adjustment’ to the socio-political conditions of the age (Shapiro 1966, p. 

28). For this reason Reform Judaism is also frequently referred to as the first modern Jewish 

denomination, as it was the first recognized movement to formally challenge the status quo of Jewish 

theology and practice. As Kaplan notes, however, acknowledging Reform Judaism’s position as the 

first Jewish denomination does not deny the existence of Orthodox Jews prior to this time, but only 

that Judaism did not previously have any distinct subgroups (Kaplan 2013, p. 57). The formalised 

groupings of Orthodox Judaism and Conservative Judaism emerged as a reaction to Reform’s 

conception, forming the three major denominations which we recognize today. 

 

Present relations between Progressive, Conservative and Orthodox Judaism vary greatly depending 

on the social, cultural and political climate both on a local and international level. As the 

officialising of Conservative and Orthodox Judaism emerged as a means of distancing the 

denominations from the ‘too-radical’ Reform movement, inter-community tensions have continued 

to exist due to fundamental differences in approaching religious practice, social justice and Zionism. 

According to Cohn-Serbok (1984), Reform Judaism’s flexibility in regards to the authority of 
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traditions rooted in the Torah and Talmud presupposed a rise in individualism and a focus on 

personal autonomy, subsequently allowing for a wide divergence of views among Progressive Rabbis 

and members as to what exactly constitutes the Jewish faith and way of life (p. 10). Many critics view 

this as an inability for Progressive Jews to reach a consensus on what it means to be Jewish and the 

ways in which Jewishness is conceptualised and outwardly expressed. 

 

In countries where Progressive Judaism constitutes the majority of affiliated Jews, predominantly the 

United States, tensions between denominations are more subtle. As Moore notes, while Reform, 

Conservative and Orthodox Judaism offer their respective members their own unique religious, 

social and political commentary, there is a tendency to view the perspectives of other movements 

with disdain (2009, p. 152). Many Progressive Jews see Orthodox and occasionally Conservative 

Jews as engaging in nonsensical practices, while many members of Conservative and Orthodox 

community see the Progressive movement as a ‘religion of convenience’ (Kaplan 2013, p. 30). 

 

According to Kaplan, the Progressive movement outside of America faces struggles of acceptance as 

a legitimate form of Jewish religiosity, particularly in countries like England, Australia, South Africa 

and New Zealand where the majority of Jews are Orthodox affiliated (2013, pp. 109; 186). 

Moreover, the Progressive movement has been heavily criticised by many for ‘changing the rules of 

the game’, with the Orthodox denomination refusing to accept the validity of Progressive 

conversions, Bar/Bat Mitzvahs and even weddings (Kaplan 2013, p. 229). While some Orthodox 

communities are more accepting than others, the Progressive denomination still faces a number of 

challenges in fostering intra-Jewish relationships. This context is important for the Progressive shpiel, 

as Perth’s Progressive community has faced similar struggles in establishing a relationship with the 

majority Orthodox community. 

 



The Progressive Shpiel  Contextualising the shpiel 

 

55 

Progressive Perth  

 

Temple Beth-Shalom was first established in the 1950s by a small group of European (mostly 

German) Jews who recognised the need for a Progressive Jewish space in the city, which at the time 

consisted solely of Orthodox synagogues (Masel 1962, p. 4). Services began to be held at local halls 

and centres, before a Synagogue was built in the mid 1950s to cater to the growing number of 

members. Membership has continued to grow rapidly, though the community remains significantly 

smaller than Perth’s Orthodox community, which includes most of the city’s 8000 Jews. While 

geographically close to these neighbouring Orthodox synagogues, there is limited contact between 

the two communities. 

 

Furthermore, as Perth is the most isolated city in the world and the Progressive Jewish community 

the only community of its type in Western Australia, it could be understood as one of the most 

geographically and demographically isolated Jewish Diasporas on the globe. Despite having high 

numbers of membership overseas, the Progressive community in WA is comparatively very small. 

This social context provides an important base from which this research will draw upon, as 

according to Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (2013) the historical condition of diaspora has intensified the 

desire in the modern period to identify an ‘authentically Jewish aesthetic’ (p. 8). It follows that the 

isolated nature of Perth’s Progressive community could be understood as playing a key role in the 

maintenance of its strong collective identity.  

 

I wish to argue that religious engagement still plays a vital role in performing Jewishness amongst 

the Perth’s Progressive community, as the local synagogue is the only community ‘hub’ for the city’s 

Progressive Jews. Unlike cities like London or New York, where there are many diverse spaces in 

which to express one’s ‘symbolic’ Jewishness, Perth’s Progressive community is limited to their local 
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synagogue, a space which carries explicitly religious connotations. As Neitz suggests, religious 

symbols can be the vehicles from which groups negotiate their ‘public and private faces’ (1990, p. 

107). For the Progressive community, Jewishness must be performed publicly in the synagogue, as it 

is other Progressive Jews who are the intended audience. The synagogue is thus ‘the stage’ from 

which this identity is consciously and unconsciously performed and subsequently internalised into a 

collective representation (Goffman 1959, p. 27). 

 

Furthermore, Perth’s Progressive community faces paradox. Members must subscribe to the main 

tenets of Progressive Judaism that promote unity, diversity and plurality and encourage active 

critique of religious practice, yet simultaneously be able to perform an ‘ideal standard’ of religious 

Jewishness that fosters a collective representation of authenticity. Even though the Progressive 

community perceive their contemporaneity and openness to change as points of pride, boundary 

work and the preservation of Jewish people as a distinct group remain vital to ensuring that the line 

between Jew and non-Jew is still clear, and that the Progressive movement’s status as a Jewish 

organisation remains. 

 

With prevailing tensions between the Progressive and Orthodox denominations, Progressive 

communities have often had to fight to be seen as rightfully Jewish (Moore 2008 p. 152). An 

example of these tensions within Perth can be seen in an article from a local Jewish blog, in which its 

reason for not linking Perth’s Progressive community in their directory of Perth Jewish organisations 

is explained: 

 

‘The issue that I have with the [community] is that the rejection of Halacha means that some of their 
members are not Jewish, and some of their values contradict Judaism itself. Therefore, the 
unfortunate need to resist any merge of their religious activities with mine . . .   
Jewish identity is a paradox. You can receive Jewish identity as a birthright, through your maternal 
descent, and choose to do nothing with it.  Yet you are still considered Jewish.  Conversely, you can 
be born to a non-Jewish mother and strive towards Jewish observance yet you remain excluded from 
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the religious-legal system that accords a Jewish rite of passage. The reason for this paradox is that 
Jewish identity is not just about ethnicity, and not just about religion.  It is about a fusion of the two.’  
 
(Reference expunged for reasons of confidentiality) 

 

Furthermore, the legitimacy of Perth’s Progressive Jewish community has often been called into 

question, as it is seen as going against the values of ‘Judaism itself’. As asked by Glenn and Sokoloff 

(2010, p. 3) does being Jewish require descent, religious belief, and institutional affiliation, all of 

these, one of these, or none at all? Considering the somewhat negative perceptions of the 

community, individual performances of ‘authentic’ Jewishness can be seen as contributing to what 

Goffman would call a ‘collective representation’ of authenticity (1959, p. 27). The sharing of Jewish 

personal narratives – the Progressive shpiel – is thus a way of proving one’s identity as an ‘ideal 

standard’ as well as simultaneously proving the identity of the community. 

 

Connecting theory, religious practice and Jewishness 

Through a discussion of sociological perspectives on religion, Judaism and the Progressive 

denomination, this section has provided a ‘deep contextualisation’ to Progressive Jewish identities 

and the shpiel (Bender et al. 2013, p. 286). Understanding the setting of this research and its unique 

social, political and historical context is essential for grasping the significance of the shpiel as identity 

work and its broader implications. Despite its micro nature, it speaks to macro processes that are 

changing conceptualisations of Jewish identity and what it means to be a Progressive Jew. 

Moreover, religious selves must be understood not as measurable objects, but as ever-changing and 

dynamic processes that are realised and re-imagined in a multitude of ways (Pagis 2013, p. 96). 

 

As Durkheim argues, rituals express patterns of social relations (1965). Conceptualising religion -- 

specifically Judaism and Progressive Judaism -- as rooted in collective representations and meanings, 

assists in further understanding the beliefs and practices in Perth’s Progressive community. 
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Additionally, through utilising Durkheim’s notion of the ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’, it is possible to 

further investigate the role of Jewish religious law, Halakha, in establishing the Jewish ‘rules of the 

game’. From the perspective of structural functionalism, the ‘sacred and ‘profane’ are means of 

establishing social cohesion, unity and solidarity through the sharing of collective representations 

(Hamilton 1995, p. 101). Although Progressive Judaism has rejected, transformed and adapted 

many of these ‘rules of the game’, its many congregations continue to grow and remain strong in the 

face of opposition. Contra to prominent theories of secularisation, the denomination has not faded 

into insignificance, but rather has the tools to change and adapt to a dynamic world.  

 

The common Jewish narrative of adapting to survive and ‘the mystic vitality of Jewish life’ ties in 

with functionalist theories of religion as serving an ultimate purpose of solidarity and social cohesion 

(Bershtel & Graubard 1993, p. 5; Van Krieken 2010, p. 352). While Jews today may not experience 

as overtly oppressive forces as in the past, discourses of survival still saturate Jewish rituals and 

practices. According to Geertz, religion functions to generate meaning and make moral sense out of 

experience, inequality and injustice (1966). The symbolic nature of the ‘Jewish struggle’ narrative 

that is so prominent in Jewish religious texts has functioned to strengthen solidarity, working to, as 

Geertz suggests, ‘synthesise a people’s ethos’ (1966, p. 3).  

 

In the context of this research, the global success of the Progressive movement can be partially 

attributed to its adherence to a taken-for-granted, dominant ethos of a ‘Jewishness’. While the 

denomination’s beliefs and practices may be pluralistic in nature, it works to remain a distinctly 

Jewish community and thus remain within the ‘Jewish’ field. According to Glenn and Sokoloff, there 

is a ‘heightened awareness’ of the geographic, linguistic, cultural and political diversity of Jewishness 

and the dynamic nature of boundaries of difference (2010, p. 5). Identity work like the Progressive 

shpiel is thus an attempt to reinforce the most prominent of boundaries: Jewish and non-Jewish. By 

acknowledging the Progressive values of equality, pluralism and contemporaneity whilst 
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simultaneously enacting a dominant, ‘ideal standard’ of Jewishness, performers of the shpiel both 

realise and replicate taken-for-granted notions of identity, belonging and peoplehood. 

 

Furman argues that modern Jews, in many ways, have broken with the ‘sacred canopy’ (Berger & 

Luckmann 1969). I wish to argue that this statement is perhaps more applicable to ‘Progressive 

Jews’, as the denomination’s rejection of the divine nature of Halakha has challenged the core 

notions of religious belief and practice. As Max Weber argued, religious concerns emerge from the 

precarious, uncertain nature of the social world and subsequent feelings of an existential, cosmic 

anxiety (Hamilton 1995, p. 139). Judaism was thus a vehicle for making sense of the world and the 

experiences of the Jewish people, bracketing off often uncomfortable and unanswerable questions of 

existence, meaning and purpose. When the very essence of this was challenged, however, so was the 

very fundamental nature of Jewishness. 

 

The Progressive shpiel, in considering the historical, social and political context of the Progressive 

denomination, is a means of enacting an ‘ideal standard’ of Jewishness. This ‘ideal standard’ is based 

in common sense, taken-for-granted notions of Jewish identity and seeks to perform boundaries 

between what is Jewish and what is non-Jewish. As the very fundamental nature of Jewish religion 

and its origins has been questioned by the Progressive movement, anxieties surrounding borders of 

identity have emerged, particularly in the face of external critique. Moreover, in the context of 

Perth, the Progressive community faces a degree of skepticism from the wider, majority Orthodox 

community. Through displaying one’s mastery of particular religious and cultural knowledge 

through the sharing of typically ‘Jewish’ stories, members of the community are able to temporarily 

overcome the complex and at times paradoxical nature of Progressive Jewish identities.
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Chapter Three 
 

Methodology 
 

This chapter will explore the methodological foundations of this research, and explore the 

qualitative tools that were used to generate meaningful, significant data. Carefully considering a 

methodological approach was an important aspect of the planning and preparation for this thesis, as 

I had to both consider my own social location within the community of study as well as the kinds of 

data I wished to generate. As this research seeks to explore the symbolic, socially significant ways in 

which identity is enacted through narratives, in-depth focus groups and interviews were decided to 

be the most useful methods. Additionally, being an insider within the community allowed me to 

engage in frequent participant observation, providing a unique insight into the lifeworld of 

participants and the setting in which the shpiel takes place. 

 

 Furthermore, taking into account the theories of social constructivism that form the foundation of 

this research, the decision was made to take a phenomenological and feminist approach to 

methodology. These foundational theories argue that individuals generate meaning and 

understandings through social interaction, and thus our perception of ourselves and the world 

around us is in a constant state of negotiation (Boylorn 2013, p. 94). Our identity as an individual 

and in a group is therefore as Boylorn suggests, ‘co- created’ and re-created in a dynamic daily 

social performance (2013, p. 29). With these theories in mind, and focusing specifically on the 

context of Perth’s Progressive Jewish community, the decision was made to pursue 

phenomenological ethnographic methods as a means to generating the most meaningful data. 

Additionally, by utilising many aspects of feminist theory that promote reflexivity, accessibility and 

understandings of positioning (Archer 2004, p. 47), I could ensure my arguments were clear and 

cogent, yet epistemologically self-conscious. 
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Sociological perspectives on focus groups and interviews 

According to Brinkmann (2007) the act of interviewing typically aims to probe the experiences and 

perceptions of the participants. Brinkmann calls this ‘doxastic’ interviewing, and is commonly used 

to refer to common belief or dominant discourse (2007, p. 1116). They argue that these techniques 

essentially under-utilise the knowledge-producing potentials of social interactions, and remarks that 

if we wish to generate knowledge – episteme – we must work to engage in an equal, dialectic 

examination of a topic (2007, p. 1116). Gubrium and Holstein (1995) would describe this as a form 

of ‘active interviewing’ in recognising that the process of meaning production to be as important to 

research as the meaning that is produced (p. 4). Furthermore, in order to investigate exactly how 

members of Perth’s Progressive Jewish community performed Jewish identity, the interviews needed 

to utilise techniques that would enable any underlying tensions and assumptions to be visible. 

        

As Butler remarks, individuals are ‘reflexive participants’ in that we are prompted by others to give 

an particular account (2005, p. 23). This account has meaning and is understood by others through 

its referring to a specific set of norms, a ‘social dimension of normativity’ (Butler 2005, p. 23). 

Through conducting interviews there is thus the potential to reveal the underlying, taken-for-

granted assumptions that may characterise a statement or discussion. Moreover, the decision was 

made that conducting semi-structured focus groups and interviews would be the most useful way to 

generate both doxastic and epistemic data, and some occurrences of performative storytelling. As 

Edwards argues, semi-structured ‘interviewing for narratives’ allows participants to share their 

thoughts and tell things in ‘their own way’, in contrast with other formats which may systematically 

prevent in-depth discussion (1997, p. 28). 
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Barbour (2008) defines a focus group as any group discussion where the researcher is ‘actively 

encouraging of, and attentive to, the group interaction’ (p. 21). Focus groups typically range from 

around four to ten individuals, with at least one ‘mediator’ or ‘facilitator’, usually the researcher 

conducting the focus group, who uses their procedural power to guide the ebbs and flows of 

dialogue. Focus groups thus differ from everyday conversations in that they are mediated and pre-

planned, despite many attempting to foster as ‘natural’ conversations as possible. For this reason, 

focus groups have been critiqued as a viable methodological tool as they carry the possibility that 

participants may not represent their true opinions and beliefs (Hollander 2004, pp. 609-610). Issues 

of conformity and social desirability, as well as the concept of ‘Groupthink’ suggest that in the 

process of interacting with other members of the focus group, participants may be influenced into 

displaying ideas that they might not have expressed individually (Hollander 2004, pp. 609-610). As 

Goffman argues, however, individuals in social interaction wish to reflect a perceived ‘ideal 

standard’, and will forgo or conceal any actions which may not align with these standards (Goffman 

1959, p. 41; Smithson 2000, p. 105). 

      

From the perspective of social constructivism and practice theory, critiques of focus groups 

inhibiting ‘real’ and ‘natural’ dialogue that allows for individuals to express their underlying beliefs 

is inherently problematic. These base theories argue that individuals make meaning through 

processes of social interaction and a constant mediation between structure and agency, and 

therefore there does not exist an ‘underlying’ self that can be revealed through any kind of analytical 

or methodological process. As Hollander describes, concerns expressed in regards to focus groups 

limiting ‘organic’ interaction thus derive from essentialist perspectives (2004, p. 610). In arguing that 

there exists an ‘essential self’ or, like popular media discourse suggests, a ‘real you’, one suggests that 

there is an ontological space removed from social interaction that one may inhabit. It follows that 

this concept has been problematised, as Åkerström suggests, there does not exist an ‘inherent or 

fixed self’ that is presented in social interaction, but a ‘situationally desirable self’ that we wish for 
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others to recognise (2011, p. 103). Identity isn’t something that we just ‘have’, it is something that is 

enacted in everyday social life, and so critiques of focus groups as problematically ‘artificial’ neglect 

the fact that even the most mundane of daily interactions are meaning-making social performances.

   

 

Furthermore, focus groups can be useful for bringing attention to the more ‘micro’ symbolic 

interactions between individuals as well as the more ‘macro’ elements determined by varying social 

contexts (Barbour 2008, p. 59). Research undertaken by Agar and MacDonald as to the use of LSD 

amongst adolescents, found that while they set out to obtain data from a sort of ‘group ethnographic 

interview’, their focus group produced data of a different kind (1995, p. 85). While they gained 

‘doxastic’ insights into the participants lifeworlds, the most significant data generated by their focus 

groups was ‘epistemic’, revealing the unique ways that LSD use is conceptualised through group 

interaction, groupthink and ‘folk models’ (Agar & MacDonald 1995, p. 85). They emphasise, 

however, that focus groups cannot serve as a ‘qualitative shortcut’ into the world of focus group 

members, and that prior knowledge of the group at hand is essential (Agar & MacDonald 1995, p. 

85). 

 

Interviewing for the shpiel 

      

Considering my own position within the group of study I would be researching and the fact that I 

already possessed substantial knowledge of Perth’s Progressive Jewish community, I felt confident in 

pursuing focus groups as a methodological tool. I approached the president of the local Progressive 

synagogue to which I belonged, the Rabbi, as well as a couple of key members of the community, 

and arranged a formal meeting in which I formally explained my research and proposed focus 
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group. Once I had both formal approval from the Board as well as informal approval from 

members who had voiced their support, I began the process of recruitment. 

      

Ramazanoglu and Holland (2002) remark how once a feminist researcher begins the social process 

of undertaking research, abstract theorising of methodology must be ‘brought down to earth’ and 

their implications considered from a practical point of view (2002, p. 27). I wanted to be able to 

foster meaningful dialogue in the focus group – dialogue that revealed the underlying, taken-for-

granted assumptions of Perth’s Progressive community – and so I had to ensure that the 

recruitment, pre-planning and location of the focus groups would allow for this.  

      

It was decided that the most effective means of data collection was to undertake three focus groups 

with members of the community and one interview with the Rabbi and Rebbetzin. Additionally, 

considering my own social location within the community, I would be drawing upon years of 

participation as a member of ‘Temple Beth Shalom’ and the unique privileges this afforded me. 

While I did not engage in a structured form of participant observation, it was an inevitable means of 

analysis for this research as I attended services as frequently as possible and often spoke to members 

of the congregation about my research topic.  

 

I decided to recruit four participants for each focus group – with an equal number of men and 

women – as I believed this to be an appropriately sized group for observing as well as listening; 

generating both ‘doxastic’ and ‘epistemic’ data. While conducting more focus groups would have 

been ideal, as more participants and thus more data is always useful, there were evident limitations 

of time and word count. Additionally, recognising that the recruitment process of research could be 

quite lengthy, the decision was made to steer away from the technique of snowball sampling, instead 

approaching people directly who fit the recruitment requirements and would most likely be 

available. Most participants were contacted via email, some were contacted via a messaging app, 
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and a small number I would ask in person. As I would see most of the participants regularly at 

synagogue, I confirmed with most of them in person that they were interested. 

     

The key requirements of my recruitment was that the participants were all current members of 

Perth’s Progressive community, and so were all considered as ‘Jewish’ within this community. The 

participants chosen were all active members of the community, heavily involved in all aspects of 

Progressive Jewish life, and many were present or previous board members. Despite all of the 

participants holding a much higher symbolic and authoritative position than myself, I knew all of 

them personally, to varying degrees, and so did not feel intimidated at any point during the 

interactions. 

 

Despite my familiarity with the participants not proving to be problematic during the focus group 

process, their positions within the community did have implications for the ethics of this research. 

While taking all reasonable precautions in ensuring that the participants (and the wider community) 

had complete external anonymity by using pseudonyms and editing or removing any obvious 

personal and community signifiers, it was difficult to completely ensure their anonymity within the 

community due to its close-knit nature. A way of addressing this issue of internal confidentiality was 

being completely transparent with my participants, and ensuring that there was a mutual 

understanding throughout the whole process (National Statement of Research Ethics 2015). 

 

As I wanted the focus groups and interviews to be only semi-structured, I had similar questions 

ready for each. These questions were only intended as a guide, however, and used only if needed or 

if the discussion became tangential: 

 

Ø How do you think of Jewishness? 

Ø How are you a Progressive Jew? 
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Ø How is Jewish identity changing? 

Ø What is the role of storytelling within Jewish life? 

Ø What is it like being a Progressive Jew in Perth? 

 

While most of these questions were not used in the actual focus groups and interview, the topics they 

related too usually arose organically from conversations between participants. If a particular issue 

did not arise, I would use the question to prompt these ideas. By fostering a sense of ‘organic’ 

dialogue, I hoped to be able to not only generate interesting answers from participants, but 

hopefully create a space in which the shpiel could emerge. 

 

The tables below provide a simple representation of the participants for each focus group and the 

interview, breaking them down by age, gender and a brief statement on their Jewish background6. 

This will hopefully assist the reader in making better sense of the data presented in the following 

chapters through providing some further context. 

 
NAME AGE BRACKET GENDER JEWISH BACKGROUND 

FOCUS 
GROUP 

ONE 

Sara 25-35 F Migrant, halakhic descent, Conservative 
Judaism upbringing 

Alan 55-65 M Child of survivors, 2nd generation migrant, 
halakhic descent, raised Orthodox 

Tom 25-35 M Multi-ethnic background, patrilineal 
descent, raised mostly Progressive 

Liz 65-75 F Migrant, halakhic descent, found out about 
Jewish heritage late childhood, ‘returned’ 

 

 
NAME AGE BRACKET GENDER JEWISH BACKGROUND 

                                                

 

6 All participants identified as cis-gendered. 
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FOCUS 
GROUP 

TWO 

Lucy 65-75 F Migrant, halakhic descent, raised 
Progressive, atheist 

Jack 35-45 M 2nd generation migrant, patrilineal descent, 
raised Progressive 

Laurie 35-45 F Interfaith background, migrant, halakhic 
descent, not raised with Judaism 

Rob 35-45 M 3rd generation migrant, halakhic descent, 
raised Orthodox 

 

 
NAME AGE BRACKET GENDER JEWISH BACKGROUND 

FOCUS 
GROUP 
THREE 

Wendy 65-75 F 2nd generation migrant, halakhic descent, 
child of survivors, atheist 

Isaac 45-55 M Migrant, halakhic descent, raised mostly 
Progressive 

Jonathan 55-65 M 3rd generation migrant, halakhic descent, 
raised Progressive 

 

 
NAME AGE BRACKET GENDER JEWISH BACKGROUND 

INTERVIEW 
Rabbi Ben 35-45 M Israeli migrant, halakhic descent, qualified 

as Progressive Rabbi 

Rebbetzin 
Shira 35-45 F Israeli migrant, halakhic descent, raised 

Orthodox 

 

The three focus groups were successful, and all ranged in time from around an hour to an hour and 

a half. While I had originally planned to utilise the synagogue’s boardroom to conduct the groups, 

after some thought it was decided that this location would perhaps be too formal a setting 

considering I knew all of the participants well and wanted to foster a relaxed atmosphere. 

Kusenbach (2003) discusses how a ‘phenomenological sensibility’ must be used to expose the 

complex and subtle meanings of place in our everyday lived experiences (pp. 455-456). Moreover, 

recognising that the boardroom was perhaps too formal a location, I decided to hold the focus 

group in the Rabbi’s office, a small yet intimate space that was frequently used for meetings 

involving the Rabbi, other leaders of the community and members. The small size of the office 
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allowed for an intimate yet relaxing atmosphere, and the plethora of Jewish books and items around 

us complemented the discussion at hand.  

 

Perhaps due to the fact most participants knew one another previously, there was a significant 

amount of dialogue, groupthink and co-narration throughout the focus groups. While this was 

obviously welcomed, it did make transcribing challenging at times, as often three or more people 

were talking simultaneously. Additionally, while the focus groups were intended to be semi-

structured, they turned out to be more open-ended. For all three, I only asked two or three 

questions as a mediator, and was able to sit back and listen as the participants discuss the issues. 

 

As mentioned previously, in order to complement the focus groups and to provide key data to the 

research it was decided that an interview would be conducted with the Rabbi. After approaching 

him initially he expressed his interest, and remarked that he would most likely be able to bring along 

his wife and the Rebbetzin, Shira. Although I had at first considered interviewing only the Rabbi, it 

was decided that having both Rabbi Ben and Shira together would be a useful way of ensuring they 

both felt comfortable and creating an informal atmosphere. Additionally, I knew that having both of 

them together in an interview would certainly lead to instances of groupthink and in-depth 

discourse.  

 

The interview ultimately continued around an hour and was similarly held the Rabbi’s office. 

Snacks and coffee were provided, and we all engaged in informal discussions before and after the 

official interview. Per the other focus groups, I had the small list of questions with me but only as a 

general guide to the direction of the interview. I did not end up needing the questions at all, 

however, as the interview proceeded like an organic conversation that did not require any 

mediation. Furthermore, my initial thoughts regarding the usefulness of interviewing both Ben and 

Shira simultaneously were correct, as the interview went smoothly and both participants had many 
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opinions, stories and anecdotes to contribute. Interviewing them together was advantageous to the 

level of discourse and dialogue, and there were numerous instances of the shpiel and co-narration.  

 

Transcribing and data management 

 

In the case of the three focus groups and the semi-structured interview, I attempted to transcribe as 

accurately as possible. The audio recordings were transferred onto my password-protected 

computer, where they were slowed down significantly in order to be able to transcribe continuously. 

After the transcription was completed, all audio files were erased. While this process of transcription 

enabled me to include a great amount of detail, in considering limitations of time and for ease of 

analysis I did not include a small number of words, phrases or pauses I deemed unnecessary. Agar 

and MacDonald (1995) argue that it is essential to move beyond a casual use of transcripts, as 

conducting a detailed analysis can assist us in revealing the underlying, taken-for- granted normative 

assumptions that characterise social interaction (p. 85). In the context of this research, however, and 

considering limitations of time and word count, I decided to transcribe in a simple format. In order 

to preserve the conversational nature of the interactions, I have included small details like laughter, 

murmurs of agreement and interruptions (marked by ‘---’). 

 

As Bhopal (2010) notes, in utilising a feminist approach to methodology, exercising self-disclosure 

and transparency as a researcher are ways to potentially create more of a ‘level playing field’ (p. 

194). Considering this level of transparency, transcripts were emailed to participants as soon as the 

transcription process was completed. Participants were not required to read them, however I 

encouraged them to have a look through at their own pace and to contact me if they had any issues 

or queries. I wanted it to be clear that if there was anything that a participant did not want included 

in the transcript I would be more than happy to make these changes without prejudice. No 
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participants requested any changes after the transcripts went through, however, and so it was 

assumed that all were satisfied with the material. 

 

Once all transcripts were sent out to participants and no changes or omissions were required, it was 

decided that NVivo coding would be the most efficient tool for organising the data thematically (see 

Bazeley 2007). NVivo is a qualitative data analysis software program that allows researchers to code 

text, images, audio and video data (Wainwright & Russell 2010, p. 2). This is done by creating 

‘nodes’ that are essentially codes or themes, used to group particular aspects of the data together. It 

was decided that coding would be done in a general manner without too many specifics, as it was 

simply a means of streamlining the process of interpreting the data. Moreover, I attempted to 

minimize the amount of codes created, as to avoid the process becoming too convoluted.  

 

NVivo coding was certainly useful, but there were a few challenges in regards to the overlapping 

and intersecting of nodes. In considering the main themes within this research, there were 

difficulties in coding particular sets of text which contained or alluded to multiple issues. Because of 

this, many aspects of the transcripts were coded into several themes at the same time, as it would 

have been limiting otherwise. This meant that the process was not as simple as originally intended, 

and would have perhaps been more successful if I had chosen to undertake structured focus groups 

and interviews rather than informal and semi-structured. In the context of this research, however, 

the methodological approach of informal focus groups and interviews was more appropriate, and so 

the complex nature of the NVivo coding was perhaps unavoidable. Moreover, while the process was 

challenging at times, it was certainly a useful practice and one that greatly assisted in making sense 

of the data collected. 
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Implications of insider research 

 

The words ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ are often prominent in discussions surrounding the implications 

the researchers ‘social location’ (Fine 1993, p. 291). Moreover, the degree to which this ‘social 

location’ is situated inside or outside of the boundaries of a particular area of study is seen as having 

significant effects on the ability of the researcher to make truth claims and draw conclusions. Many 

critical and feminist theorists even argue that conducting research with a community that one is not 

a member of is inherently problematic, as long-standing structures of class, gender, race and power 

could have heavy methodological and epistemological implications (see Ramazanoglu & Holland 

2002). Moreover, the polemic of insider versus outside remains, with the muddiness in between a 

point of contention. 

 

In the context of this research, my position within the community of study does not fit neatly within 

either terms ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’. While I am considered to be Jewish by the community and 

formally recognised as a member, my life experience and habitus differs greatly from many other 

members. In being raised without religion and in a secular household that celebrated the popular 

holidays of Christmas and Easter with great enthusiasm, my upbringing was far from Jewish. I did 

not attend a synagogue, have a Bat Mitzvah or attend Hebrew school. I was, however, raised with a 

Jewish identity imparted by my father – born halakhically Jewish through his mother’s side and with 

a rich Ashkenazi Jewish heritage. Moreover, while there were no Jewish practices involved in my 

upbringing, it was always an aspect of my own conceptions of self. 

 

I have now been a member of ‘Temple Beth Shalom’ for almost three years, joining upon moving 

out of home and very close to the synagogue. Despite being born of a Jewish father and a non-

Jewish mother, rendering me a non-Jew by traditional halakhic law, I was accepted as a member 
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due to the fact I was raised with a strong sense of identity and affinity with the community. Upon 

having my membership accepted, I decided to take night classes on Judaism and Hebrew to catch 

up on some key knowledge of Judaism and Jewish life that I had missed out on growing up in a 

secular household. I also took on a number of responsibilities within the community, even joining 

one of the organisational committees. For this reason, I made many friends within the community 

and familiarised myself extensively with its structure, and this no doubt has a significant effect on the 

epistemological and methodological implications of this research. 

 

In order to sufficiently explore these implications, I decided to complement my phenomenological 

methodology by utilising feminist theories of positioning. Feminist standpoint theory suggests that all 

knowledge is situated and ‘perspectival’, and that it is impossible to inhabit an Archimedean point 

from which we can objectively analyse a subject (Hekman 1997, p. 342). Feminist theory thus rejects 

the idea that any perspective or standpoint can be epistemologically privileged, instead recognising 

particular social situations as more likely to generate more ‘objective’ knowledge claims than others 

(Hekman 1997, p. 354). In the case of this research, utilising a feminist methodology entailed a high 

degree of reflexivity and self-consciousness as to the way I was theorising, writing and conducting 

my research. 

       

Despite this thesis not delving into issues of gender and power, I saw feminist standpoint theory as a 

vital means to ensuring that the situational nature of the knowledge generated by my participants 

and myself was a constant focus of analysis. Archer (2004) argues that it is necessary to move away 

from simplistic and homogenised concepts of social reality, and instead utilise feminist 

understandings of ‘positioning, reflexivity and difference’ to reveal the complexity of the social world 

(p. 47). In order to ensure this research was successful in generating meaningful discourse around 

the taken-for-granted nature of ‘identity’, feminist theory assisted in further explicating my own 
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position as researcher and the ever-shifting positions of the individuals and wider community under 

study. 

      

Fozdar (2014) discusses how being situated within a particular boundary is often perceived as 

allowing a researcher to gain access to more ‘authentic’ information, even positioning them as more 

empathetic and trustworthy (p. 60). Particularly when conducting ethnography in minority 

communities, insider researchers are often perceived as being faced with fewer ethical issues, 

position and power due to their ‘social location’ (Fine 1993, p. 281). This social location, perceived 

shared experiences and mutual understanding are seen as allowing them to more accurately convey 

the purpose of the research, as well as to collect qualitative data itself (Voloder & Kirpitchenko 

2014, p. 27).  

 

While these arguments do hold merit, insider researchers are no less free from considerations of 

epistemological and methodological positioning than those conducting research in communities to 

which they do not belong. As Taylor (2011) remarks, an insider position does not presuppose a 

correct way of seeing or reading an individual or community (p. 6). Moreover, the position of an 

‘insider’ does not carry an inherently fixed or static quality, and is in fact as permeable and porous 

as any other position (Taylor 2011, p. 6). While in many ways I am an insider within the community 

of study, the uniqueness of my childhood and secular upbringing position me on the fringes of 

community experience. Different aspects and dispositions of my habitus place me in varying positions 

of belonging at Temple Beth Shalom, and support the argument that one’s ‘social location’ as a 

researcher is in a constant state of negotiation. 

      

Many ethnographers have long debated how ‘close’ researchers need to get in order to deliver a 

sense of ‘being there’ (El Or 1992, p. 54-55). Some phenomenologists would suggest that the closer 

one can get to the lifeworlds of their informants, the more epistemologically grounded their data. 
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For Geertz, a phenomenological Anthropologist, a culture is an ‘ensemble of texts’, texts which we 

strain to read over the shoulder of their owners (2005, p. 86). Following Geertz’s remarks, an insider 

researcher would have the most ideal position in which to ‘read’ these texts, as their ‘closeness’ 

allows them access to the codes which decipher them.  

 

From a social constructivist perspective, however, the concept of ‘closeness’ becomes problematised. 

Symbolic interactionism suggests that humans make meaning of the world around us through social 

interaction, and so our understandings and perceptions are constantly shifting and changing. 

Boylorn (2013) references ‘bleeding borders’ and ‘bleeding identities’ as concepts that critique the 

‘false boundaries’ that limit our social possibility, as notions of borders and boundaries between 

individuals and communities are revealed to be unstable and porous. Moreover, this suggests that 

concepts of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’, ‘self’ and ‘other’ and ‘close and ‘distant’ are not as dichotomous 

as they might seem. Van Mol et al. (2014) supports this, arguing that the position of the researcher is 

thus ‘ever-shifting and permeable’, both negotiated through interactions with informants as well as 

underlying social and political contexts (p. 94). 

     

Furthermore, while being an insider certainly allowed for a greater ease of access in gathering 

ethnographic data, it provided only a slightly deeper insight into the lifeworld of my informants. 

Pre-existing relationships with the informants and the wider Progressive community are dialectic, 

constantly being re-assessed and re-aligned, and so any claims to revealing ‘real’ or ‘accurate’ data 

are ill-founded. This is not to say my position as a member of the community was not 

methodologically and epistemologically useful, but rather that this usefulness resulted mostly from 

my own personal experiences of Jewishness and pre-established understandings of the community in 

question. 
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Tzadik-Fallik (2014) discusses how conducting insider research can be seen as a sort of ‘twenty-four 

hour ethnography’, as being directly involved with a community means we are constantly observing 

and reflecting (p. 136). As concepts of ‘Jewishness’, identity and community play a significant role in 

my daily life, boundaries between my personal life and research became blurred, and arguably non- 

existent. While this could be seen as unavoidable, it did require a high degree of reflexivity and self- 

consciousness throughout the whole process. By utilising research notes and writing journal entries 

as this thesis progressed, I was able to reflect on my positionality and any epistemological and 

methodological implications that resulted from this. 

      

An final implication of conducting research as an insider was that careful consideration was 

required in deciding how much the focus group participants would be involved in the writing 

process. As Zinn remarks, an insider position within the research setting can foster a sense of 

obligation to the people under study (1969, p. 216). In the context of my social location, there was 

an obligation to be transparent with the participants as there already existed a significant degree of 

trust. In knowing all of the participants personally, albeit to different degrees, keeping them 

distanced from the writing and transcribing process seemed problematic. Considering this, 

participants were not only sent the transcripts but encouraged to contact me freely and read up on 

my progress. As I saw most of them regularly, I was also able to update them in person as to how 

my research was going, and this assisted me in putting my feminist methodology into practice.  

 

Critiques of previous research on Jewishness 

According to Samson et al. (2018) theories of identity have sought to liberate ideas of ‘the self’ from 

being approached epistemologically as ‘fixed products’ and definite forms (p. 100). Despite this, they 

argue that theories of the fluid and performative nature of identity have not been adopted as widely 

within Jewish scholarship, and that problematic conceptions of more ‘authentic’ and ‘essential’ 
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Jewish practices continue to prevail (Samson 2018, pp. 100-101). An example of this can be seen in 

research that dichotomises religious and non-religious Jews according to their synagogue attendance 

and participation in annual religious holidays, even though these things can be experienced non-

religiously (Samson et al. 2018, p. 101). Considering this, Samson et al. and other ethnographers 

(see Bershtel & Graubard 1993; Bruder 2008) advocate for a more phenomenological, 

epistemologically self-conscious approach to researching Jewish identities that privileges the 

individual experiences of participants.  

   

Methodologically speaking, this critique from Samson et al. (2018) provided a strong guide for both 

the data-gathering process of this research as well as any theoretical analyses. Through conducting 

semi-structured focus groups and interviews that allowed for a more ‘organic’ flow of dialogue, the 

lifeworld experiences of the participants were privileged and I attempted to use these experiences in 

a meaningful way when constructing my argument. While this research does delve into the 

implications of concepts like ‘a collective Jewry’ and a ‘Jewish essence’, they are critiqued and 

problematised, assisting in revealing the pluralistic and shifting nature of Jewishness. 

 

As this research utilises practice theory, however, there must remain a balance between agency, 

structure, and the recognition of the social effects of systems, boundaries, borders and discourses. 

While participants’ individual accounts and experiences will be discussed in regards to their 

broader, ‘macro’ significance, I was careful not to overlook the ‘micro’ individual negotiations of 

Jewishness (Samson et al. 2018, p. 104). Considering my own position within the community of 

research, this epistemological self-consciousness went hand in hand with the reflexive negotiation of 

my insider status.  

 

Throughout the next three chapters I will be presenting my analysis, and in considering the 

approach of informal, semi-structured focus groups and interviews, the data presented is often in the 
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form of extensive quotes. As  participants were encouraged to discuss their ideas in a relaxed, 

conversational manner, many of these quotes are fairly long and quite informal. Moreover, the 

reader is encouraged to recognize the situated, every day nature of the participants dialogue. The 

data presented will reveal the role the Progressive shpiel plays in the performance of legitimacy, 

collectivity and authenticity amongst members of ‘Temple Beth Shalom’.
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Chapter Four 
 

“Aren’t they a bunch of Christian cult people?” 
Performing legitimacy through the shpiel 

 

The quote within the title of this chapter is from Rebbetzin7 Shira, who in her interview discussed 

her previous misconceptions surrounding Progressive Jews. Like many others Jews who were raised 

outside of the Progressive community, Shira once had a limited and often misinformed 

understanding of the denomination. Progressive Jews were regarded as ‘cult people’, misguided in 

nature and championing a religion as foreign to Judaism as Christianity. Moreover, Progressive 

Jews even today are still largely perceived as not ‘playing the same game’ but rather following a 

religion that no longer resembles Judaism. Shira’s quote draws attention to the unique nature of 

Jewish anxieties surrounding boundaries of identity, between Progressive and Orthodox and, most 

importantly, between Jews and non-Jews. This chapter will argue that one of the functions of the 

Progressive shpiel is to perform a degree of ‘legitimacy’, defending Perth’s Progressive community 

against these prevailing critiques and reinforcing boundaries between themselves and the non-Jews 

they are so often compared to. 

 

As Syme (1989) notes, many critics of the Progressive denomination believe it is a kind of ‘watered-

down Judaism’ with no obvious direction or expectation of its members (p. 217-218). Due to 

perceived differences in religious belief and practice, tensions have long existed between the 

Progressive and Orthodox denominations. These tensions are mediated and negotiated in a number 

of ways depending on the specific context, and are largely dependent on which denomination holds 

                                                

 

7 Rebbetzin is the Hebrew term for the wife of a Rabbi.  
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the influence in any particular place. As Kaplan notes (2013) Progressive Jews in Australia live in 

communities where the vast majority of Jews support the Orthodox system of synagogue life and its 

‘insistence on the centrality of Jewish laws’ (p. 109). Moreover, this can lead to Progressive 

communities feeling a certain degree of pressure to conform to the Orthodox ‘rules of the game’ if 

they are to be seen as legitimate (Kaplan 2013, p. 109). 

 

 I wish to argue that in the unique social context of Perth, tensions between the Progressive 

community and the much larger surrounding Orthodox community are constantly negotiated 

through identity work. This identity work is evident in the Progressive community in many ways, 

most notably from the performative narration of Jewishness in the Progressive shpiel. Through 

sharing individual narratives that perform collectivity, authenticity and legitimacy, the Progressive 

community reinforces the bonafied nature of their Jewishness. The shpiel, essentially, is a way of 

saying “We are playing the same game”.  

 

This chapter will thus explore how Jewish identity is imagined, enacted and reinforced through the 

Progressive shpiel and how this works to legitimise the position of the Progressive community. By 

displaying one’s knowledge or ‘know-how’ of the ‘rules of the game’, one is positioned as an insider 

within the boundaries of Jewishness, lessening any anxiety surrounding the increasingly fragmented 

nature of modern identities. This ‘know-how’ is displayed in a number of ways through the shpiel, 

working to further define imagined boundaries between ‘Jew’ and ‘non-Jew’ and position the 

Progressive community as legitimate.  

 

Inter-denominational tensions and Jewish descent 
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Since the very beginnings of Progressive Judaism, then known as Reform Judaism, it was faced with 

vigorous and relentless opposition from those who subscribed to largely crystallised, traditional 

forms of Judaism (Plaut 2015, p. 244). As Progressive Judaism began to critique ancient religious 

practices that were seen as outdated and anachronistic, and would attempt to adapt and reimagine 

these practices to keep up with a changing world, the inherent conservatism within traditional 

Judaism came under threat. As Ferziger (2009) notes, the official establishment of Jewish Orthodoxy 

as a movement was itself a product of efforts by traditionalists to ‘set boundaries between themselves 

and the nascent Reform movement’ (p. 59). While these hostilities did not slow the growing 

popularity of Progressive Judaism, and there is now an increasing degree of understanding and 

connectedness between the major Jewish denominations, these deep seated tensions remain. 

Particularly in communities where Orthodox Judaism is the majority (or even state-sanctioned, in 

the case of Israel) the Progressive movement’s legitimacy is called into question. 

 

Moore (2008) notes that even today Progressive communities have often had to fight to be seen as 

rightfully Jewish in the face of criticism from other denominations (p. 152). Kaplan supports this, 

arguing that hostility towards Progressive Judaism in Israel is representative of larger issues, and that 

‘Reform Judaism on a macro level is under attack’ (2013, p. 188). An example of these criticisms 

from the Orthodox can be seen in an article from a prominent local Jewish blog, in which the 

author explains their reasoning behind not including Perth’s Progressive community in their 

directory of Perth Jewish organisations: 

 

‘The issue that I have with [Perth’s Progressive Jewish community] is that the rejection of Halakha 
means that some of their members are not Jewish, and some of their values contradict Judaism itself. 
Therefore, there is the unfortunate need to resist any merge of their religious activities with mine . . . 
Jewish identity is a paradox. You can receive Jewish identity as a birth right, through your maternal 
descent, and choose to do nothing with it. Yet you are still considered Jewish. Conversely, you can be 
born to a non-Jewish mother and strive towards Jewish observance yet you remain excluded from the 
religious-legal system that accords a Jewish rite of passage. The reason for this paradox is that Jewish 
identity is not just about ethnicity, and not just about religion. It is about a fusion of the two.’ 
(Reference expunged for reasons of confidentiality) 
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From this particular quote it is evident that the author does not align themselves or their website 

with the Progressive community as they disagree with one of the core tenets of Progressive Judaism: 

maternal descent or Halakhic Jewishness, while essential for Jewish identity in traditional forms of 

Judaism, is not an automatic prerequisite for membership in the Progressive community. One can 

be born to either Jewish parent, as long as they have been raised Jewishly. Moreover, as Kaplan 

argues, this approach to defining Jewish identity could be considered as even more rigid than the 

Orthodox (2013, p. 229). If someone had a Jewish mother yet was not raised in a Jewish household, 

did not undergo Jewish ritual life-cycle events or was raised without a Jewish identity, then they 

would not necessarily be accepted for membership. This is frequently the case for Perth’s 

Progressive community, which often will require individuals who are Halakhically Jewish but have 

been distanced from Jewish practices to undergo an ‘affirmation’ of their identity.  

 

An affirmation is a process in which individuals with existing Jewish roots affirm their identity 

through undertaking one to two years of Jewish studies, engaging in the Progressive community and 

further developing their personal Jewish identities. This practice is in contrast to most Orthodox 

communities, who would usually accept a Halakhic Jew as a member as long as they have the 

appropriate documentation to prove their identity. One of my participants, Alan, discussed this in 

his focus group: 

 

Alan: See I like the idea that we don’t automatically accept the maternal birth as a reason for 
membership, uhh for membership, in our community. And equally we don’t automatically reject 
someone because they’ve got a Jewish father not a mother, rather we just say okay what exposure 
have you had to a Jewish life..? 
 
[murmur of agreement] 
 
And I think that’s the, and I think that’s the sane way to look at it.  
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Indeed, it could be argued that the Progressive community’s pragmatic approach to determining 

membership is in many ways stricter than the practices of the Orthodox, yet the denomination is 

continually critiqued for its perceived lack of ‘standards’ (Syme 1989, p. 217). In the context of 

practice theory, these critiques could be understood as attacking Progressive Judaism’s distancing 

from the ‘rules of the game’. As matrilineal descent is one of the core ‘rules’ of traditional Judaism, 

rejecting it as an absolute is seen by many non-Progressive Jews as abandoning Judaism itself. In the 

following discussion between Rabbi Ben and Rebbetzin Shira, however, they note the problematic 

nature of conceptualising matrilineal descent in this way. Shira again notes the powerful effect her 

Orthodox upbringing had on how she perceived Progressive Jews and, importantly, those without a 

Jewish mother: 

 
Shira: It also took me years to accept that people like you were Jewish. I did not regard people like 
you, Alice, as Jewish for a long time. Many years. Even being in the Progressive community, even 
now--- 
 
Ben: ---Patrilineal descent--- 
 
Shira: ---Like I was sitting in the car with my mom, and I was talking about this woman that we need 
to phone, and I was saying that I couldn’t remember if her mom was Jewish or whether her Dad was 
Jewish, and mom goes, ‘No she’s not Jewish, her Dad’s Jewish’. And so she’s just not Jewish, point 
blank. That’s it. 
 
Ben: ---Thank God your mom is not a Rabbi.. 
 
Shira: ---No I know, but I’m saying that that was one of the hardest things to accept because that is a 
very core line that I grew up with, you know you have some red lines, that’s one of them. 
 
Ben: ---And once again, it’s a core line that started in the 15th century in Europe. It wasn’t always a 
part of Judaism. On the contrary, in the Torah, you will find that it’s patrilineal descent, not 
matrilineal--- 
 
Shira: ---Absolutely! 
 
Ben: ---So… 
 
Shira: ---But it’s again, it just takes a long time--- 
 
Ben: ---Otherwise, all the descendants of Moshe are not Jewish, all the descendants of Joseph are not 
Jewish… There is no such thing as twenty per cent Jewish. You are either Jewish, or you are not. 
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For Shira, matrilineal Jewish descent used to be one of the ‘red lines’ that simply wasn’t crossed. 

Even though Rabbi Ben argues for the relative recency of this aspect of Halakha, noting its 

emergence in the 15th century, this religious ‘rule’ has been well and truly crystallised within Jewish 

discourse. As Saroglou et al. notes, matrilineal descent lends itself to conceptualisations of Jewish 

identity as essentialist in nature (2011, p. 1343). Moreover, having a Jewish mother as a prerequisite 

to claiming Jewish identity was a means of reinforcing imagined boundaries between Jew and non-

Jew. When one of the very core rules governing these boundaries was questioned by Progressive 

Judaism, the effect was that many believed the denomination had no clear criteria for who they 

would accept as members. Obviously this is untrue at least in Perth, as the Progressive community is 

relatively strict in their approach to membership, but the damage has already been done, and many 

Progressive Jews continue to face criticism. 

 

Even though many participants that were of Halakhic descent had been personally affected by these 

tensions within Perth, it was the patrilineal participants who seemed to have experienced the most 

overt exclusion. Tom, a patrilineal Jew like myself, discussed these feelings of exclusion from the 

wider community: 

 
Tom: ---It’s funny isn’t it, like if someone says ‘you should get in touch with your religion’ it’s like 
well if I get in touch with certain parts of my religion they exclude me exclusively.  

 

A number of other participants gave examples of Jewish friends or family they knew that were not 

accepted by non-Progressive communities and the perceived effect this had on their self-esteem. 

Sara mentions one of her cousins, a patrilineal Jew raised in a Jewish-practicing household, and the 

significant struggles they faced due to the timing of her mother’s conversion: 
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Sara: See it was completely a part of who she was! And then, as she got older and her mom’s 
conversion had finished, she was 15 I think, she was too old to go into the mikveh with her8. And then 
because there is no Reform shul -- there’s only Conservative and Orthodox -- no one would accept 
her. 
 
Tom: Yeah and I think that really does, it does affect us, here. Even though we are running a 
Progressive synagogue, and I think most Jews know that there are sects of Judaism that will accept 
you and won’t judge you, like, knowing that there are some Jews that think it’s okay to reject other 
Jews like that.. I think for those of us that are not Halakhically Jewish I think it kind of hangs there, 
and you kind of wonder like, is this gonna be a synagogue that will reject me? Because having your 
identity rejected, it’s almost saying like… those memories you had, they’re not real memories of 
being Jewish--- 

 

Another patrilineal Jew, Jack, appeared relatively unconcerned regarding the possibility of exclusion 

from the Orthodox community. For Jack, an individual was only likely to experience this if they 

were to attempt to directly engage with an Orthodox organisation, like Perth’s private Jewish 

school: 

 

Jack: Patrilineality does affect you because if I want to put my kids into the local Jewish school, they 
can’t apply for a scholarship, and they’re not seen as Jewish. We’re not seen as a Jewish family. Like, 
if that’s what you desire, it will have real world effects.  

 

Moreover, being a patrilineal Jew led to feelings of exclusion, anxiety and self-consciousness. Not 

being seen as legitimate by a large portion of the Jewish community had real ramifications for both 

Tom and Jack, who were aware of their limitations in terms of participation within non-Progressive 

Jewish denomination. As Progressive Judaism’s rejection of the absolute nature of maternal descent 

was seen as going against the ‘rules of the game’ for many, it has not been fully accepted as a 

‘legitimate expression of Jewish religiosity’ (Kaplan 2013, p. 186). Navigating these tensions, 

especially palpable in Perth’s unique Jewish community, means finding ways in which to perform a 

                                                

 

8 A mikveh is a ritual bath used for purification. A mikveh is a compulsory practice for those converting to 
Judaism, women who observe niddah (laws of menstrual purity) and women who are getting married. For 
many other observant Jews of all genders, immersion in a mikveh is a highly symbolic ritual that features in 
their daily lives. 
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legitimate Jewishness. These performances often conform to crystallised, taken-for-granted notions 

of identity and attempt to re-define and negotiate boundaries between the self and other, insider and 

outsider. 

 

Progressive experiences of ‘othering’ 

 

It follows that these critiques surrounding Progressive Judaism’s perceived abandoning of tradition 

and a ‘lack of standards’ often extend to their championing of gender equality, LGBT rights and 

accepting of interfaith families, arguing that the denomination has fallen too far from its 

conservative traditions (see Corrsin 1998). According to Cohn-Serbok (1984) the lack of ‘theological 

certainty’ and strong divergence of views between Reform Rabbis raises real concerns regarding the 

viability of Progressive Judaism as a religious faith (pp. 10-11). His perspective is mirrored by a 

number of other critics, who often regard Progressive Judaism as a largely unsustainable religion of 

convenience; lacking community structure and religious rigour (see Ferziger 2009; Shapiro 1966; 

Wertheimer 2008). In the United States, where the Progressive community forms the majority, this 

interdenominational tension is perhaps less palpable. In Australia however, where Orthodox Jews 

constitute the majority of affiliated Jews, its effects are more immediate. This was to be a popular 

topic of discussion amongst my participants, and while many believed that perceptions of 

Progressive Judaism in Perth were improving, others argued that this tension was worse than ever.  

 
Rob: I think Perth is worse than other places. When I lived on the Gold Coast we didn’t have a 
cemetery where Progressive Jews were buried separately from Orthodox Jews! They were all buried 
in the same area. So there are some things in Perth which are very segregated. So I think… 
 
Lucy: --And that would be from the original power politics.. 
 
Rob: I just found that very uncomfortable. 
 
Lucy: --I agree.  
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In this dialogue, Rob and Lucy are discussing the fact that the Jewish section of Perth’s main 

cemetery is segregated between Progressive Jews and the larger Jewish community. This segregation 

is often perceived to be the result of both inter-denominational tensions and power politics within 

Perth: with Perth’s Orthodox community significantly larger than the Progressive community, they 

have a stronger degree of influence over decisions made for all Jews in Perth. Ultimately, this has led 

to many members of the Progressive community feeling ambivalent towards the Orthodox and 

reluctant to engage with them. A number of my participants, even those that were Halakhically 

Jewish, would thus share their first hand experiences of being ‘othered’ as a Progressive Jew in 

Perth: 

 
Jonathan: See I have a mate of mine, and it was probably last year now, but he built a house next to 
an Orthodox Jew, and he said “Oh I’ve got a mate that goes to the Reform synagogue”.  
“Not a real Jew”, his mate said. That was his comment. My mate later told me.  
 
Wendy: Yeah I was told that when I started working at the Jewish aged care centre. That I wasn’t a 
proper Jew. But that has changed! Now, eighty percent of the volunteers at the centre are from the 
Progressive community. They’ve changed their attitude. They’re now much more accepting, but I’m 
going back fifteen years.  
 
Isaac: It’s a ridiculous attitude. 
 
Jonathan: And I guess we do get better coverage in the [local Jewish newspaper]. But I’ve 
experienced, like when I was a kid, I would be round at a mates place. And they would start having a 
go at the Progressive community, and then suddenly realise I was there and then stop. You know. As 
a kid you just don’t know what to do.  

 

As these participants argue, the tensions between denominations in Perth are still prevalent even 

though they have perhaps improved over time. For Wendy and Jonathan, who both grew up in 

Perth and whose parents were heavily involved in the early days of the Progressive synagogue, they 

experienced a great deal of judgement from other Jews. Even though both are halakhically Jewish, 

their belonging to the Progressive community was met with disdain: 

 

Wendy: I’ll give you an example. There’s an old boy at the Jewish aged care centre that comes from 
Cardiff. I said “Jews? From Cardiff?” and he said “Yes, there’s five synagogues!” 
 
Isaac: ---Five synagogues, wow.. 
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Wendy: ---And I said “Really, is one of them Reform?” and he said “No, I don’t count the Reform” 
 
[laughter] 
 
Wendy: That’s exactly what he said! 
 

 

It follows that many of these examples from participants involve the very validity and legitimacy of 

their Jewish identity being questioned by another Jew. They were not only judged for their beliefs 

but were actively denied the label of ‘Jewish’ by others, instead labelled as an ‘other’, non-Jew, or 

even ‘Christian cult’ person. It could be argued that this tension, in many ways, was a reaction to 

the pluralism and flexibility of the Progressive denomination that began to further blur boundaries 

of Jewish identity. For those that championed traditional and normative Jewish practices, 

Progressive ideals represented a threat to the imagined borders of Jewishness. By distancing 

Progressive Jews from Jews themselves, those who felt threatened by these blurring boundaries were 

able to claim they were simply playing a different game with different rules. In the context of 

practice theory and Bourdieu’s notion of the ‘field’, the Orthodox arguing that the Progressive 

community does not play the same ‘game’ places them within a different field – a non-Jewish field –

and effectively an ‘other’ (1990, p. 67). 

 

This has raised questions, however, regarding the effects this has had on Progressive members. 

Many participants discussed experiencing struggles surrounding their Jewishness and periods of 

questioning the validity of their own identities. For Jack, this would manifest in the desire to be 

Orthodox in his younger years: 

 

Jack: So then I had a Bar Mitzvah. But I had an Orthodox Bar Mitzvah teacher, and I wanted to be 
Orthodox. And I think I wanted to be Orthodox because I wanted acceptance. We only saw Jews on 
Shabbat or holidays, so it was really confusing as to what was going on, and our differences. Most 
people are Christian, so there’s a big difference, but despite them not understanding my stories at all, 
I understood theirs. So I found that all rather confusing, and had a horrible experience with the 
Sydney Orthodox beit din, so yeah, had a Progressive Bar Mitzvah, and then as they say, never went 
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back. 
 

 

It could be argued that Jack’s past desires to ‘be Orthodox’ reflect the tensions experienced in being 

a Progressive Jew in the modern world. The rigidity of the Orthodox ‘rules of the game’ might be 

archaic and nonsensical for some, but reflect Berger and Luckmann’s ‘Sacred Canopy’ (1967)  in 

the imagined comfort it brings individuals and communities. When boundaries, rules and roles are 

more clearly defined, cosmic and existential anxieties over meaning, belonging and ‘the self’ are 

lessened. Moreover, as the Progressive community continues to advocate for individualism, 

pluralism and critical thinking, once defined rules and roles are blurred. Recognising the situated, 

human-made nature of religious texts weakens the comforting effect of religion as a ‘sacred canopy’, 

and for many of my participants this was something that they were reasonably comfortable with. 

Some noted, however, that they believed Perth’s Progressive community was conforming to the 

pressures of the Orthodox community by introducing aspects of rigidity into their social and 

religious practices. This topic arises in a conversation between myself, Wendy and Isaac in which we 

are discussing the affirmation process required for individuals who were not raised Jewishly: 

 

Alice: It’s kind of like a shortened version of a conversion, it’s basically, you already are Halakhically 
Jewish, but you were raised Christian or something, so you have not been raised Jewishly, so you 
have to go through an affirmation, which is learning a bit more religiously. Instead of conversion 
which is when you have no Jewish lineage.  
 
Wendy: So many Progressive Jews are actually secular. Me for example, and I know a lot of people 
who are like me, I’m an Atheist. But I’m very Jewish, and I’m a member of this community. But I’m 
not religious. 
 
Isaac: And I worry sometimes that these requirements are just to somehow keep the Orthodox 
happy, that we’re actually really gatekeepers and we’re not letting anyone in that really shouldn’t be 
in… 
 

 

This particular quote is interesting not only because of what Isaac is saying about ‘keeping the 

Orthodox happy’ but in the way that Wendy frames her self-identification. Throughout the focus 

group discussed her Jewish identity frequently, noting with confidence the fact that she was an 
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atheist. In this particular quote, however, she is responding to my explanation of what an 

affirmation process entails, and how it aims to build upon pre-existing Jewish heritage and develop 

an informed Jewish identity. Wendy then goes on to affirm her own identity, by noting that she is 

secular, immediately followed by the fact that she is ‘very Jewish’ and is a member of the synagogue. 

As noted by Åkerström et al. (2011) often the ‘multiplicity of selves or personas’ which individuals 

possess and perform involve categories which may be contradictory in nature (p. 104). As Wendy’s 

discourse suggests, there is an awareness that Atheism and Jewishness are perceived to be largely at 

odds for many, and so her brief narration is one of justification. Yes, she is an Atheist, but this does 

not detract from the legitimacy of her Jewishness.  

 

This is thus a useful example of how the Progressive shpiel works to legitimate Progressive Jewish 

identities through displaying one’s insider position within imagined boundaries of Jewishness. It is a 

means of arguing, through strategic social performance, that while many Progressive Jews certainly 

do not believe in God, that does not make them any less valid. In this way, Wendy’s shpiel is 

negotiating identity both on an individual and collective level, engaging to a degree Goffman’s 

‘impression management’ in order to claim her Jewish know-how. Nakano (2018) argues that the 

legitimacy of one’s membership within a particular community is largely determined by the sharing 

of narratives in terms of content and structure (p. 239). Moreover, as the Progressive community 

continues to be on the receiving end of vigorous critique from the Orthodox, individuals must find 

ways in which they can display their shared values and common ground. As Nakano further 

suggests, narratives attempt to construct senses of belonging within boundaries as individuals ‘co-

locate’ themselves within a similar narrative (2018, p. 217). 

 

Considering Nakano’s idea of co-location, after Wendy engages in a performance of legitimacy and 

belonging, Isaac engages in a critical questioning of the intentions of the Progressive community in 

their approach to accepting members. He vocalises his concerns as to whether the community really 
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believes in these specific practices designed to ensure that members are bonafide Jews, or whether 

they are simply appeasing the Orthodox by showing that they are still following the ‘rules’. Even 

though the Progressive community accepts members that the Orthodox would consider non-Jewish, 

they are quite rigid in their accepting of members in general, and Isaac questions the reasoning 

behind this. A similar idea is expressed by Isaac again later on in the focus group, as they discuss the 

relative rigidity of Progressive Judaism in Perth in contrast to practices of the Reform community of 

the United States.  

 
Isaac: Yeah see this is the thing, [the practice] was too American to everyone I think. 
 
Alice: Yeah see someone said to me that they thought that American Reform Judaism had kind of 
thrown the baby out with the bathwater.  
 
Isaac: Well yeah, if you come from a conservative point of view that would be true. But if you come 
from a true Progressive point of view you’d say, well look, our community is not Progressive, it’s 
somewhat Reform Orthodoxy. And I’ve always thought some people were trying to push it back 
towards the conservative side, perhaps to keep the Orthodox happy, I don’t know why.. 

 

Moreover, Isaac considers Perth’s Progressive community as not necessarily Progressive as 

commonly assumed, and distant in many ways from the Reform Judaism of the United States. He 

also wonders whether the community is experiencing pressures to be increasingly conservative to 

keep the Orthodox happy, and, if so, why this is happening. I wish to argue that even though 

Orthodox Jewry constitutes less than 10% of the Jewish population, the largely crystallised and 

hegemonic laws of traditional Judaism heavily influence the doxa and ‘rules of the game’ for all Jews 

regardless of affiliation. While significant aspects of traditional Judaism have been critiqued or even 

completely rejected, many of these ancient rituals, practices and traditions still inform how 

contemporary Jews perceive their identities today. Particularly in places like Perth, where the 

Orthodox community forms a comfortable majority, the pressure to conform to many of these rules 

is close to home. A performance of legitimacy thus comes from a desire to balance one’s perceived 

Progressive values with the ‘Ortho-doxa’, simultaneously co-locating oneself both within Progressive 
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Jewry and the ‘Jewish people’ as an imagined, bordered identity. 

 

Negotiating rules and boundaries of belonging 

 

Concerns surrounding locating oneself within the boundaries of Jewishness and navigating the ‘rules 

of the game’ as a Progressive Jew would arise frequently from participants. Many described feeling 

pressure around other Jews, particularly those from other denominations, as they were required to 

perform their ‘knowing’ of Jewishness in a public manner. Being the only Jewish person in a group 

was perceived as a comfortable position to hold, as one had control over their impression 

management and the rules by which they defined their identity. As Goffman (1959) suggests, 

individuals will actively segregate the audiences to their social performances as a form of impression 

management, accentuating aspects of the activity and suppressing aspects which may discredit them 

(p. 111). Across social fields and boundaries of belonging, and when Jewish rules of the game are no 

longer a primary organising factor, a Jewish individual has less pressure to conform and is able to 

define their identity and their distinctiveness much more freely. When Jews are around other Jews, 

however, the pressure to manage the impression they are attempting to foster can be overwhelming, 

evident in this story shared by Tom: 

 

Tom: I mean, how can you be Jewish when you’re surrounded by Jewish people? For example, you 
can be the token Jew, right, among your non Jewish friends, and it doesn’t take much effort. You 
don’t have to go to synagogue. You’ve got all the rules. 
 
[laughter] 
 
Sara: ---The token Jew [laughs] 
 
Tom: Like you know, ‘I’m Jewish and this is just what I do’. But I find there also comes a point 
where you wanna move beyond being the token Jew, where you live by your own rules about 
whether you’re Jewish, to being a Jewish Jew, where you don’t have anxieties about interactions with 
other Jews, cos you know, you’ll be called out. And I’ve got an example and this one is that you 
know, I always considered myself the token Jew, and then going to Chabad in Shanghai, on my own, 
not with my family, this is when I went back later, High Holy Days I think it was Kol Nidre? And I 
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actually went out of my way to go all the way across town to Chabad for the I think it was the Kol 
Nidre, and I had a white shirt on, and I had a black jacket. I believe it’s the Kol Nidre, where you’re 
not supposed to wear white? Or is it Rosh HaShanah? You’re not actually supposed to wear white in 
the Synagogue? On one of the nights? 
 
Alan: ---That makes no sense, because how, what else is.. 
 
Alice: ---Do you mean leather? 
 
[murmur of agreement] 
 
Sara: ---You’re not supposed to wear leather.. 
 
Tom: All I know what that there is, this is one of those rules that I never grew up with, its Jewish but 
it’s not my Jewish. There are some nights, some religious event that you’re not supposed to wear 
white in the sanctuary for this particular period. Alright. And umm.. 
 
Sara: ---Chabad and their rules [laughs] 
 
Tom: ---And I, so I was, I didn’t know that and I walked in and the, Chabad is very small right, 
there’s like twenty something people, and I walk in the back and the Rabbi is in the middle of a 
prayer and he kind of looks concerned and motions at me, and so I was like oh crap, you know, I’m 
doing something wrong and I don’t know what it is--- 
 
Alice: ---Oh no… 
 
Tom: And I turned around and I just kind of walk out and I’m standing there like, okay, well I 
obviously can’t just ask him because he’s leading services, I’ve done something wrong, in my own 
religion, I have no way of knowing what it is, should I just go home? Like, you know… 
 
Alice: ---That’s one of my biggest fears 
 
Tom: ---Should I even be here? You know, and it took an enormous power of will for me to just say 
you know what, I’m gonna go back in there and the second time it might be the shirt, I don’t know 
what it is, so I’d already put my jacket on to go out, so I came back on with the jacket and he saw 
and was like that [motions thumbs up].  
 
Alice: Ahhhh! 
 
Tom: ---And so I went in and enjoyed the rest of the service. And Chabad services are a lot of fun. 
Because it’s everyone singing and then you get drunk afterwards. 
 
[laughter] 

 

 

This experience, for Tom, ended up being an affirmation of his own identity, albeit a stressful one. 

By initially deviating from the rules of the game at the Chabad (an ultra-Orthodox) service, the 

legitimacy of his Jewish identity and belonging was thrown into question, and he contemplated 

leaving. As he explains: 
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Tom: For me that moment was making the decision between you know, if I left I’d still be Jewish 
according to my own rules, but if I went back in, you know, I’m gonna be part of the rest of you. 

 

As Roberman (2014) notes, more often than not practicing Judaism is no easy feat, and is rarely a 

performance that ‘flows naturally from a learned habit’ (p. 204). One’s habitus does not always 

provide us with the knowledge of what to do next, and we must stumble through the movements. 

‘Pushed into a situation where we must be Jewish’, Roberman argues, ‘we have trouble; unable to 

carry it off properly, we are embarrassed’ (2014, p. 204). For Tom, while he was eventually 

successful in participating in the service, he felt an initial shame in not knowing the rules to his own 

game. While he identifies as a Progressive Jew with accompanying values and practices, he still 

believed these ultra-Orthodox rules to be his rules to follow, not only as a sign of respect, but as a 

sign of shared collective Jewish identity. He clarifies this position in a dialogue with Alan: 

 

Alan: Well if you go to you know, if you go to a different religion, like a Muslim service or like we 
did, or Sikh as well, and you take your shoes off, and your problem is precisely.. and you put a 
turban on, which is what we did, so I mean the fact that there are local customs that as an act of 
respect, perform--- 
 
Tom: ---But you--- 
 
Alice: ---It’s different when it’s your own… 
 
[murmur of agreement] 
 
Tom: ---It’s different when you don’t know your own rules! 
 

 

As Duffy (2005) argues, the uneven-ness and roughness of a particular social performance reveals 

underlying tensions surrounding narratives of identity that may be discerned (p. 685). The perceived 

roughness of Tom’s social performance at the Chabad service and his concern over not knowing the 

rules to his own game thus reveals the complex and paradoxical nature of modern Jewish identities. 

Why is it that, even within the Progressive community, where collective values are built around a 
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questioning and critiquing of normative conceptions of Jewishness, traditional Orthodox rules of the 

game are still adhered to? I wish to argue that even though the Progressive community has the 

potential to critique taken-for-granted notions of identity in providing alternative ways to live 

Jewishly, the denomination must still remain within the borders of Jewish identity dictated largely by 

the ancient and long standing laws of traditional Judaism. For this reason, while Progressive Jews 

certainly have a degree of flexibility in how they approach religious practices, they will always be 

limited by the doxa of tradition and history if they want to be seen as legitimate. 

 

Interestingly, however, many of the participants simultaneously voiced feeling ambivalent or even 

critical towards the Orthodox, and would frequently engage in discussions surrounding the 

legitimacy of Orthodox practices, rituals and traditions. It should be noted, however, that the 

majority of participants who voiced these opinions were Halakhically Jewish, and seemed very 

comfortable in their own Jewishness. Additionally, while they often remarked at traditional practices 

they saw as nonsensical, they would still utilise taken-for-granted assumptions about Jewishness that 

had originated from the Orthodox community. One participant, Rob, had been raised within an 

Orthodox community and engaged frequently in this kind of dialogue: 

 

Rob: Look I have nothing against the Orthodox.. 
 
Jack: Some of my best friends are Orthodox!  
 
[laughter] 
 
Lucy: Just the hypocrisy. 

 

It’s important to note that when the participants mention hypocrisy, here, they are discussing 

adherence to Halakhic law. Many Progressive Jews do not believe in the divinity or absolutism of 

Halakha and thus choose not to follow it devoutly. For many Orthodox Jews, however, halakhic law 

features at the forefront of their lives, and it is these religious laws that deem Progressive Judaism to 
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be problematic. In reality, many Orthodox Jews only follow halakhic law to an extent, such as being 

Kosher or refraining from engaging in work, using technology or driving on Shabbat. Even these 

practices, however, are not always closely adhered to. Rob found this very frustrating: 

 

Rob: I didn’t find much difference between Orthodox and Progressive when it came to the people, 
it’s just how well you hid the fact that you drove on a Saturday. Here you might pull up in front and 
almost show off your car, while there you would park around the back.  
 
Jack: Conscious hypocrisy! 
 
Rob: And I found that really difficult. I remember one time it was a festival or Shabbat, anyways I 
was at an oneg or something, and because my parents couldn’t go I went alone and so I needed to get 
home. So they had a payphone which I used to call my parents, and as I was walking past someone 
said to me ‘You shouldn’t use the payphone..’ – so it must have been Shabbat -- ‘You shouldn’t use 
the payphone on Shabbat’, and then they walked out, got in their car and drove off.  
 
[laughter]  
 
Lucy: You should have gotten a ride! [laughs] 
 

 

A similar conversation arose in another focus group, drawing attention to the Orthodox ‘rules of the 

game’ and how often they were transgressed: 

 

Jonathan: But you know, I was married to an Orthodox girl. And we had this issue with driving to 
shul. She said, “You’re wrong because you say it’s okay to drive on the Sabbath. I’m less wrong 
because even though I drive, I admit it’s a wrong thing to do” 
 
[laughter] 
 
Isaac: That is so ridiculous--- 
 
Alice: That’s so Jewish [laughs] 
 
Isaac: ---But that’s the mentality, of how they think. Which is fine. 
 
Jonathan: The trouble is, the stronger the rules, the more you’re open to breaking rules, to hypocrisy, 
I mean, this whole thing of, you know, you’re not supposed to work on the Sabbath but it also says 
slaves and your workers are not supposed to either. So this whole idea of having a shabbos goy who 
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turns on the lights and comes and cleans up, breaks the rule as well9. So why… [sighs]. And it gets to 
the ridiculous point where they’ll have lifts that go up and down Israel because they can’t push the 
button to ask for the lift! It says to me that there is an inherent contradiction there. 
 
Wendy: Is it true that they say you’re allowed to have the lights on for shabbos as long as you put them 
on before shabbos and then don’t touch them until after? 
 
Isaac: ---Yeah! See it’s crazy.  
 

A final quote similarly exemplifies how a critique of Orthodox practices can serve as a performance 

of legitimacy from the Progressive community. Jonathan and Wendy are discussing the difference 

between Orthodox services and Progressive services, particularly in regards to decorum. In an 

Orthodox synagogue, participation in service is more individualised, the Rabbi and Chazan do the 

majority of the speaking and chanting, and conversations and other goings-on are usually accepted 

in the background. In the Progressive community, however, services are highly participatory and 

those attending are encouraged to engage with readings, songs and psalms but to remain seated 

quietly at all other times. In many ways this reflects the early Reform style of worship that was 

largely influenced by Protestant practices and in many ways was a reaction to the perceived 

‘uncivilised’ practices of more traditional synagogues of the time (Kaplan 2013, p. 55). 

 
Jonathan: During a service here they go ‘Oh we’ve got to be quiet’ because over there, they wander 
around, it’s a social thing, during the service. They’re talking to each other, and not many people are 
following the service--- 
 
Wendy: ---Well it’s all in Hebrew anyway, who can even understand it--- 
 
Jonathan: ---Well a lot of them don’t follow it or it doesn’t interest them.. 
 
Alice: [laughs] That’s very funny! 
 
Jonathan: See they find it funny here that we actually sit and follow the service. For all our quirks, 
they just have different ones! 
 
Wendy: At the Bar Mitzvah the other week there was an Orthodox family there, Jonathan do you 
know the [name omitted] family?  
 

                                                

 

9 A shabbos goy is an informal Yiddish term for a non-Jewish friend or acquaintance that may visit during 
Shabbat and perform tasks that are forbidden for Jews during that time (e.g. turning on the kettle). It is a sort 
of halakhic loophole if you will, and is a practice mostly frowned upon within observant communities. 
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Jonathan: I do! Was [name] and [name] there? 
 
Wendy: [name] was there! 
 
Jonathan: Oh I didn’t see him! 
 
Wendy: They were there, so the men were sitting on this side, and the wives sat on this side.  
 
Alice: Oh because of--- 
 
Wendy: ---Because they’re Orthodox, the women don’t sit with the men! I’m sure that’s what it was. 
 
Alice: Yeah. 

 

This quote is a strong example of a performance of legitimacy from Jonathan and Wendy as they 

discuss the relative peculiarity of Orthodox practices in contrast to their own, and engage in a shpiel 

surrounding the visiting family and who-knew-who. This conversational pattern of ‘Do you know 

so-and-so?’ would arise frequently in the focus groups, and reveals an interesting co-creation of 

Jewish collectivity in dialogue. In only a few sentences, Wendy and Jonathan had established that 

they both knew the Jewish families in question, and thus both succeeded in performing their 

position as an insider within the Jewish community, and not just within the Progressive field. By 

discussing the interesting nature of Orthodox services and simultaneously noting their ties to it 

through their Orthodox connections, Wendy and Jonathan both legitimised their positions as Jews 

and as Progressive ones at that. 

 

Moreover, these specific discussions surrounding critiques of Orthodoxy are significant, I believe, as 

they are an important aspect of the shpiel and the performance of legitimacy from Perth’s 

Progressive community. By questioning the very ‘rules of the game’, they are positioning Progressive 

values not as necessarily more legitimate, but certainly no less legitimate than the practices of the 

Orthodox. Furthermore, these critiques are not simply an attack on non-Progressive forms of 

Judaism, but a means of defending Progressive Judaism from accusations that it has a ‘lack of 

standards’ and has fallen too far away from the religion. By problematising Orthodox practices, 

participants are engaging in identity and boundary work that seeks to position the Progressive 
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community as a legitimate Jewish community and destabilise the Orthodox monopoly over 

definitions of Jewishness in Perth and elsewhere. 

 

The shpiel as a performance of legitimacy thus has the potential to critique taken-for-granted 

conceptions of Jewishness that are largely dictated by the rules and practices of traditional Judaism. 

This potential is limited, however, by the fact that most participants would still engage with, re-

create and thus reinforce normative ‘ideal standards’ of Jewishness in their discussions and shpiels. It 

could be argued that in the face of prevailing criticism from the outside, Perth’s Progressive 

community experiences pressure to conform to the Orthodox ‘rules of the game’ if they are to be 

seen as legitimate. While many of these rules could be negotiated and navigated in uniquely 

Progressive ways, they must remain within the boundaries of Jewishness dictated if they are to be 

considered as legitimate. For this reason, a function of the shpiel is to perform an identity that is 

Progressive in nature, yet remains within the broader Jewish doxa or ‘rules’ and thus resist claims of 

illegitimacy from the Orthodox. Through enacting and performing a specific kind of ‘Jewishness’, 

Temple Beth Shalom works to exist within the boundaries of both the Progressive Jewish 

community and the wider ‘Jewish people’ as an imagined, bordered identity.  
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Chapter Five 
 

“They tried to kill us, it didn’t work, let’s eat” 
Performing collectivity through the shpiel 

 

This particular quote is similarly from the synagogue’s Rebbetzin, Shira, and is an interpretation of a 

popular joke that circulates during the major Jewish holidays (Gubkin 1970). Shira’s quote and the 

original joke exemplify a strong theme that emerged frequently throughout the data gathering 

process. Notions of Jewish survival ‘against all odds’ and the ‘mystic vitality’ of global Jewry arose 

frequently from discussions with participants, with many perceiving history as an adversarial 

encounter between the Jews and external forces of oppression (Bershtel & Graubard 1993, p. 4). Not 

only is this discourse of survival a prominent theme within informal discussions around Jewishness, 

it is strongly woven through Jewish social, political and religious life. Moreover, prominent rituals 

and traditions are rife with symbolic performances of resilience and remembrance, incorporating 

the ‘collective past’ onto the individual Jew (Buckser 2003, p. 189). 

 

In Perth’s Progressive Community, this ‘collective past’ and perceived shared experience is 

embodied and interwoven with ideas of the self, the other, belonging and nationhood. It is heavily 

imbued with symbolism and largely informs the idea of a ‘Jewish soul’ or neshamah, an abstract 

notion of an innate Jewish essence. Additionally, it can lead to both particularistic and universalistic 

notions of ethnic, cultural and religious Jewishness, generating contested understandings of Jewish 

identity. As Berrett & Chaliand posit, what do the Jews of the various countries of the diaspora share 

in order for them to be understood as a collective, global Jewish community? (1989, p. 124). How is 

it that diversity of language, ethnicity and geography across the Jewish people is so immense, yet 

largely perceived as unproblematic when imagining a ‘global Jewry’?  
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This chapter will explore how, in the context of Perth’s Progressive community, stories of Jewish 

survival and resilience work to construct an imagined collective identity and reinforce ideas of a 

Jewish ‘soul’. This identity is informed by shared memories of trauma, recovery and vitality that are 

reproduced and re-enacted through Progressive Jewish social, religious and political practices. 

Moreover, this imagined collective Jewish identity assists in fostering a sense of solidarity in shared 

experience, and seeks to overcome any ambiguity or anxiety felt within the Progressive community 

with the increasingly porous nature of identities and boundaries. Through exploring ethnographic 

data collected from my focus groups and interviews, I will thus argue that a prominent function of 

the Progressive shpiel is to perform collectivity and the possessing of a neshamah. In utilising theories 

of practice and boundary work, dichotomies of Jew/non-Jew, insider/outsider and ‘the self’ and 

‘other’ that emerge through the shpiel will be examined and problematised. While not all of the 

following material will be direct examples of the shpiel; a unique oral performance of Jewishness that 

emerges in informal conversation, all emerged in discussions surrounding the question, ‘What does 

it mean to be Jewish?’ and reveal uniquely situated understandings of Jewish collectivity. 

 

Shared trauma, collective memory and Jewish solidarity 

 

Regarding the many tales of resilience and collective struggle contained within Jewish texts, Buckser 

(2003, p. 189) notes their importance in the symbolic construction of Jewishness, expressing ideas of 

commonality and a Jewish essence: 

 

They call on Jews to experience their common past in a particularly intense way. The distant past is 
not something far removed, but as basic to individual experience as the events of contemporary life. 
This theme runs through much of Jewish scripture, which calls on Jews to incorporate the collective 
past into the individual self on a profoundly intimate level. To be Jewish, in this sense, involves a 
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special relationship with one’s predecessors, whose trials and triumphs are not merely history or 
allegory but personal experience.  

 

In the context of theories of practice, this discourse of survival and the ‘shared experience’ of 

Jewishness is embodied within an individual’s habitus, and is subsequently experienced as a taken-

for-granted and largely axiomatic social reality (Jenkins 1992, p. 80). As Jenkins suggests, the habitus 

is a ‘shared body of dispositions’ and, importantly, the outcome of a collective history (1992, p. 80). 

The symbolic and highly meaningful role that this collective history plays in the lives of Jews across 

the globe, emerging through religious texts, cultural practices and life-cycle events, is thus 

internalised into the habitus and reproduced through social practice. The realisation and 

reproduction of an essentialised ‘collective Jewry’ is evident in the following discussion between 

Isaac, Wendy and myself: 

 

Isaac: Well at the end of the day human beings have to belong somewhere, we’re social animals.. 
 
Wendy: It’s the comfort, the security of belonging. And Judaism gives you that, because of its 
ancient-ness, it gives you a very strong sense of belonging.  
 
Isaac: And the fact that you’ve been a minority everywhere in the world--- 
 
Wendy: ---And survived--- 
 
Isaac: ---For the last two or three thousand years, yeah, and survived, that sends a pretty meaningful 
message. There’s trouble all along, everywhere, but at the same time it creates that sense of, you 
identify with your community because it’s basically god. Your family and community. 
 
Alice: You see I immediately get along with Jewish people as well.. 
 
Wendy: There’s definitely something there, you know when you meet someone and you find out that 
they’re Jewish something just clicks, definitely.  
 
Isaac: Absolutely.  

 

This short dialogue between participants Isaac and Wendy displays a co-construction of narrative, 

as both participants complement each other’s dialogue, agreeing with one another and filling in 

words and phrases. Moreover, the quote is an example of both doxastic and epistemic data being 

generated through focus groups (Brinkmann 2007, p. 1116). The doxastic information we can extract 



The Progressive Shpiel  Performing collectivity 

 

102 

from the quote is how the participants think and feel about the topic at hand, which is Jewish 

‘collectivity’. The epistemic data revealed is that both Isaac and Wendy are talking about this Jewish 

collectivity while collectively constructing this particular piece of dialogue, reinforcing the way in 

which identity is achieved and actualized through social interaction.  

 

Moreover, the participants perceive the systematic othering of Jews experienced in the past and the 

‘ancient-ness’ of the Jewish people as creating a sort of innate, collective bond. This essentialised 

way of thinking about Jewishness is similar to what Herbert Gans (1979) called ‘Symbolic Ethnicity’. 

Whilst Jews can express their identity in an explicit manner, through attending a local synagogue 

and engaging with other members, they can also identity with the Jewish people in solidarity, as a 

‘long-suffering collectivity’ that has produced a number of successful political, philosophical and 

intellectual figures (Gans 1979, p. 8). Moreover, as our late-modern society becomes increasingly 

fragmented, ethnicity takes on an ‘expressive rather than instrumental’ function (Gans 1979, p. 8). 

What Gans is alluding to is that identity has become something that is often ‘felt’ rather than 

actively displayed, and expressed in unique and complex ways. Considering this, Jewishness can be 

something that is expressed through ‘feeling’, and is a largely abstract and ambiguous force. 

 

For many members of Temple Beth Shalom, the atrocities and aftermath of the Shoah directly or 

indirectly affected their lives. A few have survived themselves, many are the children of survivors, 

and most have relatives that were victims. Moreover, memories of the Shoah have assisted in the 

formation of nation-transcending commonalities, exemplified in Shira’s quote, “They tried to kill us, 

it didn’t work, let’s eat”. These commonalities are not necessarily religious or sacred in nature, and 

reflect more the idea of a symbolic ethnicity (Gans 1979). Webs of belonging, woven by the 

collective memory of the Shoah and other historical struggles, unite Jews in what Botelho & Ramos 

call a ‘nuclei of solidarity’ (2013, p. P. 54).  Many members described this as a sort of Jewish ‘ether’ 
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that was not easily articulated, but was understood as transcending differences of social, cultural and 

religious practices. 

 

For Wendy, the child of survivors, the trauma of the Shoah led to her family feeling a degree of 

ambivalence towards religious practice and belief. This, however, did not negate Wendy’s sense of 

Jewishness -- in fact, she identified very strongly with her Jewish identity, but solely in ‘cultural’ or 

genealogical terms. The following excerpt is an example of performing collectivity through the shpiel, 

both in Wendy’s discussion of her late mother’s atheism and her short exchange with Isaac. One’s 

mother being well known within the community is a strong signifier of Jewish identity and of an 

‘insider’ position, and so Wendy is able to simultaneously discuss her mother’s lack of religious belief 

and reinforce her Jewishness. Through noting her mother’s position within the community as well 

as her experience in the Shoah, Wendy makes clear the validity of her atheism in the context of 

Jewish survival, collective memory and solidarity. 

 

Jonathan: ---Being an atheist and a Jew. I struggle with that [concept]. 
 
Wendy: Do you? I don’t. Not at all.  
 
Jonathan: I don’t understand it. 
 
Wendy: Look I’ll give you an example of where this came from. When I was very young, my mother 
was very---do you remember my mother Isaac? 
 
Isaac: Of course I remember your mother, are you serious?! 
 
Wendy: ---Well she was very refined, you know, a sophisticated woman, never swore, never swore. 
And one day--- 
 
Isaac: ---She was a lady--- 
 
Wendy: ---Yes she was a real lady. Well one day, we didn’t really talk about the past because well, it 
was Holocaust related, and they didn’t want to talk about it much. But one day she got going and she 
was talking about the Holocaust, and she said ‘If there is a God, he is fucked up’.  
 
[Murmur of agreement] 
 
Wendy: That’s the only time she ever used that word.  
 
[Silence] 
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Isaac: Wow. 
 
Wendy: And she, she was a declared atheist. 
 
Jonathan: ---Because of that? 
 
Wendy: ---Because of that! 
 
Isaac: ---Well yeah the Holocaust, makes.. 
 
Wendy: ---And I am an atheist for much the same reason.  
 
Isaac: ---Yeah you really start to wonder what’s going on… 
 
Alice: Yeah, of course.  
 
Wendy: Like if there is a God, what the fuck is going on? 
 
Jonathan: So you’ve never really believed in God?  
 
Wendy: For me, Judaism is a culture. My Judaism is my grandparents, my great-great-grandparents, 
the history of it all. What we do as Jews, culturally. Makes me Jewish. You can believe in the Ten 
Commandments and not believe in god. 
 
[Murmur of agreement] 
 
Wendy: I think if everyone believed in the Ten Commandments you know, we wouldn’t need any 
religion.  

 

Moreover, Wendy’s personal narrative is an example of the ‘identity work’ of the shpiel. Whereas 

Jonathan admits to struggling with the concept of being simultaneously Jewish and atheist, Wendy 

finds it unproblematic, as she believes the strength of her Jewish identity lies in ‘cultural’ practices 

and the acknowledgment of belonging to a shared history. Her shpiel thus works to critique 

understandings of Jewish identity in solely religious terms, yet reinforces the validity of her identity 

as a member of a strong and resilient ‘cultural’ Jewry. As Isaac was quoted earlier, ‘You identify 

with your community because it’s basically God’. For Wendy, and many others affected by the 

Shoah, problematic conceptions of ‘God’ and the goodness of the divine were replaced with an 

atheistic devotion to the community, built around shared memories of trauma and survival. Whilst 

many others touched by the Shoah were to retain their religiosity or even increase their religious 
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practices, many instead turned to other Jews around them for solace, finding comfort in their shared 

experiences of ‘otherness’. 

 

For Wendy, culture, community and shared history took precedence over her religiosity (or lack 

thereof). Her perspective is by no means unique within the Progressive denomination, where 

Jewishness is no longer reliant on one’s religious beliefs and the divinity of religious texts is heavily 

critiqued. As contemporary Progressive Jewry has continued to re-imagine and reconstitute 

boundaries of Jewish identity, retaining a Jewish distinctiveness has moved away from religious 

practices and towards the abstract notion of a Jewish collective. This is perhaps why, through this 

research, many participants were comfortable in voicing their lack of religiosity but none seemed to 

express ambivalence towards non-religious forms of Jewish expression. Moreover, I got the 

impression that being engaged with their ‘cultural’ community was, first and foremost, the most 

important aspect of their Jewishness for participants. In many ways religion is no longer the primary 

force of boundary work between Jew and non-Jew within Perth’s Progressive community, rather a 

degree of cultural competency and shared understanding that comes from a lived experience within 

a Jewish community is what matters. 

 

Narratives of collectivity and Jewish religious events 

 

As Rebbetzin Shira notes, discourses of a global Jewish community and Jewish ‘culture’ that 

emerged so frequently throughout the data collection process are enshrined within a multitude of 

religious texts: 

 

Shira: So in Israel when we were growing up, it was the narrative of the building from nothing, from 
the few against the many, and it starts all the way back. You know, you have the heroic story of 
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Masada that I grew up on … When I was growing up, that story was a symbol of the few against the 
many, it was part of the Jewish narrative of overcoming --- 
 
Ben: ---Of revival 
 
Shira: ---Of revival, we go all the way to nothing and then we’re up again, you know because it gives 
you hope. And I think that was the main thing, it gives you hope that you are in a tough situation, 
but wait a moment, that will flip any moment, and--- 
 
Ben: [speaks Hebrew] 
 
Shira: ---Yeah, exactly! Ben says the very famous saying, ‘If we have overcome Pharaoh, we will 
overcome this’. You know. And it’s a very strong saying that comes, again, from a story. Because it’s 
all built on these stories that have the same theme going on, it’s always the same thing, and as Ben 
laughs, it’s like ‘they tried to kill us, it didn’t work, let’s eat!’ 
 
Alice: [laughs] 
 
Shira: That’s the story! 

 

When Shira is discussing the ‘heroic’ story of Masada she is referencing the Masada siege, a highly 

symbolic historical narrative which tells the story of brave Jewish protagonists who died free rather 

than submitting to the Romans. They were aware that Masada, the large mountain on which a 

fortress was built and the last Jewish stronghold in 72 AD, was about to be captured by the Roman 

Governor and his army. When the Governor arrived however, they found almost a thousand men 

dead, with the only survivors being a handful of women and children. All of the Masada inhabitants 

were dead, killed at the hands of one another or themselves. They had died ‘free Jews’ and would be 

inscribed into history for their bravery.  

 

A similar story of ‘overcoming’, the Rabbi’s comment about the Pharaoh is rooted in the story of 

Passover or Pesach, a major holiday that both celebrates and commemorates the deliverance of the 

Jewish people from persecution in ancient Egypt. As Gubkin notes, the collective memory of an 

oppressive past is ‘ritually performed’ by Jews during the holiday, as the haggadah, a text which tells 

the story of their journey to freedom, is read every year (2007, p. 1). The haggadah is read at a seder (a 

word that translates to “order” in Hebrew), a highly ritualised meal that is commonly held on the 

first and second nights of Passover. As the haggadah is read, it is accompanied with the consumption 
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of symbolic foods as well as rabbinic commentary, songs, psalms and ritual actions (Gubkin 2007, p. 

22). The eating of horseradish is to evoke the bitterness of slavery, maror (bitter herbs dipped in 

saltwater) represents the tears of those who suffered, and charoset (a sweet and spiced mixture of 

apples, nuts and wine) the bricks and mortar used by enslaved Jews. Hands are washed for 

purification, cups of wine are drunk over prayers, and the story of the exodus is read aloud to all. 

The Haggadot from which the story is read can take many forms: a Harry Potter haggadah, feminist, 

queer haggadah and even a ‘god-free’ or ‘dogma-free’ haggadah are just a few examples (see image 

below). Despite the many niche versions, however, the key narrative and accompanying ritual 

practices remain much the same.  

 

Another major Jewish holiday, Purim, is a striking example of a highly symbolic performance of 

Jewish collective resilience. A joyous celebration, Purim celebrates the triumph of the Jews over an 

anti-Semitic, tyrannical ruler Haman during the 4th century BCE (Yanklowitz 2014, p. 159). The 

core narrative is found in the sacred Book of Esther, which is read two times during the holiday, and 

is usually a theatrical and lively affair. As well as the generally public affair of Book of Esther being 

read by a Rabbi or community leader, the narrative is performed, literally, in the Purim Spiel. 

According to Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1980) the earliest recorded references to these performances 

goes back to the 16th century Yiddish folk, and was already found in diverse forms (p. 5). The Purim 

Spiel, at its essence, is a theatrical dramatisation of the narrative found in the Book of Esther, 

complete with costumes, caricatures, props and audience participation. As long as the underlying 

plot is adhered to (mostly) the Spiel can take a multitude of forms, styles and genres, and generally 

features a large degree of poetic license (see examples below). Moreover, although usually thought of 

primarily in terms of its joyous character, the holiday of Purim remains, at its core, a celebration 

and performance of the vitality of the Jewish people. 
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Figure 4: A Purim Spiel poster, a play on 

words of the popular musical Cats  

(Emunah Hillel, 2015) 

Figure 5: Another Purim Spiel poster, 

drawing inspiration from Les Misérables  

(Adas Israel Congregation, 2013) 

 

These two posters are from two Reform synagogues in the United States, both inviting people to 

attend their Purim Shpiels. As you can see, Purim is often distinctly ‘Jewish’. While often congregants 

will chose to base the performance of a particular theme, like the musical ‘Cats’ or ‘Les Misérables’, 

they will construct a Jewish ‘spin’ which is often humorous, referencing pop-culture as well as 

Yiddish phrases and jokes. 

 

It follows that many other tales of Jewish survival and collective memory are crystallised within 

highly ritualised and performative events on the Jewish calendar, with Passover and the Purim Shpiel 

being only two examples. While rooted in religious text, engaging with these events is what 

Silberman calls an ‘ethnic far more than a religious act’, rather a way of actualising one’s ‘cultural’ 

and national identity (1985, p. 233-255). The act of remembering is thus seen as engaging in acts of 

solidarity with other Jews, regardless of one’s own religious beliefs.  
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As Buckser argues, what forms the foundation of a community is not mutual understandings of the 

meaning of particular symbols, but their use of a ‘common symbolic framework’ to construct 

understandings of the ‘self’ and ‘other’ (2003, p. 5). The universalistic, essentialised nature of the 

Jewish narrative that features in the Passover haggadah, the holiday of Purim and the Purim Shpiel, as 

well as a multitude of other Jewish holidays, lifecycle events and daily rituals thus informs this 

symbolic framework. As these narratives are seen as belonging to the Jewish people, with their 

shared history, collective memory and resilience, they are seen as transcending differences of 

ethnicity, geography, religious practice and political belief.  

 

A Jewish ‘Know-How’ 

 

This idea of a transcendent, Jewish ‘collective’ that is rooted in shared experience and practice is 

also touched upon by the Rabbi Ben when discussing the importance of community: 

 

Ben: I think that what brings Temple members together is their Jewish story, not their Jewish belief. 
A lot of people don’t believe in God, and they don’t have to, but they’re still good Jews. Because 
they’re practicing their Jewish values. And the Jewish community is your extended Jewish family. So 
the stories that we can share and the language that we can share together. And I’m not talking about 
the Hebrew language, I’m talking about the Jewish language; the Jewish idioms, the Jewish 
references that people will understand. Like, ‘We were sitting having a Shabbat meal’. A Shabbat 
meal is Jewish terminology that other people may not understand but we do. And I think that that’s 
what brings people together, that the opportunity or being able to share the story with someone who 
can understand, who has the previous knowledge. You talk to someone who can decode your own 
culture and you can decode theirs, and that’s what gives you the sense of familiarity, of community. 
Being part of it. 

 

The Rabbi is thus describing a sort of ‘knowing’ Jewishness, in that being what he calls a ‘good Jew’ 

is not necessarily reliant on religious belief. Believing in God is not necessarily a prerequisite to 

being a member of the community and the Jewish field, but rather possessing a Jewish ‘know-how’ 

that non-Jews simply do not possess. In considering Bourdieu’s notion of the habitus, this ‘know-
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how’ could be understood as a system of dispositions and an entire scheme of thinking that is very 

much the product of history (1979, pp. 29; 82).  

 

For the Rabbi, this ‘know how’, or ‘habitus’ for the sake of analysis, is something that cannot simply 

be gained through devoting oneself to studying Jewish religious, social and cultural practices. As 

Bourdieu argues, dispositions are cultivated through lived experiences (1977, p. 15). This is 

supported by Bilanuik (2010) who suggests that, through the habitus, individuals not only physically 

embody ideas of ‘Jewishness’ but learn and perform them (pp. 204-205). Moreover, being a member 

of the ‘Jewish story’ suggests a belonging to an essentialised Jewish narrative that effectively 

distinguishes Jews from non-Jews and gives individuals the tools from which to understand other 

members. As Spaargaren et al. argue, however, practices produce agents as much as agents produce 

practices (2016, p. 29). Essentialising Jewishness through symbolic performances of ‘collectivity’ 

could thus be seen as a way of boundary work between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ through emphasizing 

the ‘ascribed’ rather than ‘achieved’ nature of Jewishness. 

 

There is a contradictory nature to notions of Jewish collectivity, however, particularly in considering 

Jewishness as ‘ascribed’ or ‘achieved’. Many members of the congregation that were interviewed 

discussed how Progressive Judaism was a ‘thinking Judaism’, and that particular emphasis was 

placed on working towards one’s Jewishness instead of ‘taking it for granted’. This suggests 

Jewishness has an ‘achieved’ quality, in that members should not simply rely on being born as a Jew. 

An example of this can be seen in a dialogue between myself and Sara, on the topic of what makes 

someone Jewish:  

 

Sara: ---It is complicated! And particularly in the progressive Jewish world, where it’s not as black 
and white, in the Orthodox world it’s black and white, born a Jew live a Jew die a Jew, doesn’t 
matter you can convert to any other religion in the world, you will be buried in a Jewish cemetery.  
 
[Laughter] 
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Sara: ---You can’t get away! But progressive Judaism says, this is a thinking Judaism, and we will 
accept anyone who identifies as Jewish, but you’re gonna have to be committed to that Judaism. It 
gives you that cultural, so for those people who don’t feel that religious or spiritual pull, it gives the 
cultural and community--- 
 
Alice: ---Of course, yeah--- 
 
Sara: ---But it also says think about it, so like, you don’t have to believe in god but you have to think 
about it.  
 
Alice: Yep. 

 

It follows that on the one hand there is the notion of a sort of Jewish ‘ether’ that is a by-product of 

shared memory, trauma and practice and effectively ties members together regardless of difference. 

This largely abstract Jewish collectivity is enshrined in Jewish religious, social and cultural practices, 

and can only be accessed through possessing a Jewish ‘know-how’ and habitus that is the product of 

lived experience. On the other hand, however, is this largely contradictory (and radical) notion of 

Progressive Judaism as a ‘thinking’ Judaism that ‘accepts anyone who identifies as Jewish’ and places 

the onus of practice on the individual actor and away from structural power. Being Jewish, 

religiously or not, is seen as something that is not to be taken for granted: 

 

Alan: We as Reform Jews are very conscious of how each generation has to define its own religion--- 
 
Sara: ---It’s a conscious aspect--- 
 
Alan: ---It’s very much a conscious thing and I think that’s a very good thing, rather than the 
Orthodox where it’s always in reference to the Rabbi du jour. Who is doing the same thing, but of 
course there’s this external reference point, authority figure that defines what, what tradition now is-- 

 

Moreover, Progressive Judaism is compared to Orthodox Judaism in its approach to Jewish practice 

and the perceived agency with which respective members navigate their identities. Alan mentions 

an ‘external reference point’, whether a Rabbi or God, that transforms Jewish practice into an 

unconscious act. Progressive Judaism, however, encourages members to approach their Jewishness 

‘consciously’, rendering individual members culpable for their engagement -- or lack of engagement 

-- with aspects of their Jewish identity. Despite this perceived (and largely problematic) dichotomy of 
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‘agency’ and ‘structure’ between the denominations, notions of a Jewish ‘nuclei of solidarity’ rooted 

in collective history still heavily inform many of my participants understandings of the self and 

other.  

 

Moreover, I wish to argue that despite the Progressive denomination’s emphasis on a conscious 

approach to Jewish practice, displaying one’s belonging to something bigger, a Jewish ‘ether’, 

presents a powerful and evocative argument for validity. As Sznaider suggests, a shared history and 

memory plays a vital role in the maintenance of ethnic groups, offering a ‘symbolic language’ 

through which ideas of ‘common origin and substance’ are realised (2011, p. 17). Discussing one’s 

comfort around other Jews, belief in an innate Jewish connection and an ‘unexplainable’ attraction 

to other Jews is thus a key part of the Progressive shpiel. As Jewish identity remains in many ways 

heavily contested, particularly within the Progressive community, engaging with the discourse of 

Jewish survival and solidarity is a way of reinforcing boundaries by displaying a sense of 

‘rootedness’, temporarily overcoming the often contradictory nature of Jewish identity. 

 

One of my participants, Lucy, a very self-assured Jewish atheist, similarly expressed feeling this 

Jewish ‘ether’. Despite not believing in God, she sees an innate connection between contemporary 

Jewry today and the Jewish peoplehood expressed in the Torah: 

 

Lucy: But I was going to just say, we talked about this, there’s almost an ether or something, you get 
the sense of this, it’s cultural but it has, I don’t want to say spiritual or religious, the roots are clearly 
in some of the things in the Torah. It’s there! And it really has been there for years. So it does inform 
us somehow.  
 
Jack: I know what you mean. I moved to Melbourne to study, and lived in the bagel belt in east St 
Kilda, and was very comfortable there, just surrounded by Jewishness. 
 
Lucy: See I might not always like them, but I prefer to be around them.  
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Even as an atheist, Lucy found notions of a Jewish collective rooted in the Torah to be particularly 

pervasive. Despite her ambivalence towards religious aspects of Judaism, the many stories of 

peoplehood rooted in ancient texts had certainly affected her. Her interesting perspectives on a 

Jewish collective is similar in many ways to what Buckser (2003) found when interviewing Danish 

Jews about their understandings of identity. The research found that many felt significantly more 

comfortable with other Jews and felt a connection that they simply did not share with outsiders, and 

this perspective came not only from religious Jews, but Progressive, Reconstructionist and even 

unaffiliated Jews (Buckser 2003, p. 181). Just like Lucy, and Wendy mentioned previously, many 

individuals in the current study felt their ties to a Jewish ‘peoplehood’ were stronger than their ties 

to the Jewish religion. Arguably, while the concept of a ‘Jewish peoplehood’ or Jewish ‘essence’ is 

similarly abstract to many religious concepts, it was not seen as problematic by participants, instead 

a powerful and innate connection between a highly diverse peoples. 

 

Performing collectivity, reinforcing boundaries 

 

The Progressive shpiel is thus a way of expressing one’s belonging within a collectivity and 

reinforcing the imagined boundary between insider and outsider; Jew and non-Jew. As Barth notes: 

 
A dichotomisation of others as strangers, as members of another ethnic group, implies a recognition 
of limitations of shared understandings, differences in criteria for judgement of value and 
performance, and a restriction of interaction to sectors of assumed common understanding and 
mutual interest (1969, p. 15) 

 

In considering the Rabbi’s earlier quote regarding processes of ‘decoding’ and ‘speaking the Jewish 

language’, Barth’s comment is particularly relevant. Rabbi Ben commented on ‘the Shabbat meal’ 

as a phrase that only Jewish people would understand, similar to the sharing of Jewish idioms. In the 

context of Bourdieu’s practice theory, Ben’s comments on ‘decoding’ could thus be understood as 
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similar to the concept of ‘rules of the game’, often used in practice theory to describe the particular 

taken-for-granted rules and limitations within a specific field. Knowing the ‘rules of the game’ -- or 

in the context of this research, ‘knowing’ Jewishness -- thus positions one as an insider within the 

field. According to Barth, identifying another person as a ‘fellow member’ of a specific group or field 

implies a ‘sharing of criteria’ for understanding the world around them (1969, p. 15). This process of 

recognition also implies the two individuals are ‘fundamentally playing the same game’, both 

realising and reproducing the boundaries of the particular field in which they belong (Barth 1969, p. 

15). Tension can arise, however, when the ability to discern whether an individual is playing ‘the 

same game’ poses challenges. This tension is evident in Wendy’s discussion surrounding converts, as 

she was concerned they lacked a ‘cultural’ Jewishness or essence, comparable to an embodied Jewish 

habitus. 

 

Wendy: ---You know what I have an issue with, in Progressive Judaism, we are the congregation that 
has a lot of converts. And converts are good Jews, probably much better Jews that I am. But they’re 
religious Jews, and I’m a cultural Jew. They don’t know that culture, and that I find a little bit, like 
when I was at the Jewish aged care centre I used to be able to get people going by using Yiddish--- 
 
Alice: ---Yiddishkeit--- 
 
Wendy: ---And talking about shtetls and bubbes and all that, I can’t do that with converts because they 
don’t know that culture.. 
 
[Murmur of agreement] 
 
Wendy: Yeah, so, there’s that as well.  
 
Alice: And that raises interesting questions about, you know.. 
 
Wendy: Is Judaism a culture?  
 
Isaac: But part of identity too is that you’re not just born with an identity, you don’t even just have it 
at the end of childhood, it develops over time. For instance, my wife has taken on this very Jewish 
identity irrespective of conversion. I mean she only did the conversion relatively recently, but before 
that she was absorbing 25 years of my spouting off. So identity also develops. 
 
Wendy: Yeah I think converts would be far more enriched if they didn’t just see it as a religion, but if 
they took on far more of a cultural identity--- 
 
Isaac: ---Well I think they do, why do you assume that they don’t? 
 
Wendy: ---I don’t know 
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Isaac: ---I’ve heard a lot of people that have converted that say that they do it because they really 
love the sense of the community that Judaism has, not necessarily the religion. I mean some say ‘I 
love the community support’--- 
 
Wendy: I’ve always thought that converts did it because of the religion, the Bible and all that. 
 
Alice: ---Well I’ve been to some of the conversion classes to learn more about the religion and I 
would say that all of the converts I’ve met, some have been more religiously minded, most of them 
it’s a balance between religion and culture, and this sense of, you know, they’ve not previously had 
this sense of belonging to a community because they might not have that kind of background. And 
they’ve had that yearning for a community and so they really like that. 
 
Wendy: I’ve never realised, I guess I just assume that, you know you come across these Jews for Jesus 
and Christian, Messianic stuff, and the Torah is like taken literally--- 
 
Alice: Oh no no--- 
 
Wendy: ---So I’ve always thought of converts that way--- 
 
Alice: ---Oh no they’re definitely not--- 
 
 

For Wendy, the concern she feels surrounding converts is not about their knowledge of Judaism, in 

fact she remarks at converts being ‘probably much better Jews than I am’ in regards to their 

religious education. It is the perceived lack of Jewish ‘cultural’ knowledge and a Jewishness gained 

through lived experience that Wendy feels converts may be missing. As she is later questioned by 

Isaac, however, it is revealed that her ideas surrounding converts had been very much internalised 

and taken-for-granted, and, upon reflection, she was unsure of why she felt this way. Her 

perspective, however, is not uncommon within the Progressive community and broader Jewry, with 

many converts experiencing cynicism and even animosity from those ‘born Jewish’ or Halakhic.  

 

As Bilanuik (2010) argues, individuals who reside on the boundaries of identity and who may 

therefore blur them, are viewed with distrust, or even as a ‘threat to the identity itself’ (p. 206). 

Whilst in Perth’s Progressive community converts are very much seen as treasured and key 

members of the synagogue, there remains a degree of tension that is exemplified through Wendy’s 

discussion that takes place on a more subtle level. These tensions may reflect anxieties regarding the 



The Progressive Shpiel  Performing collectivity 

 

116 

increasingly porous, shifting nature of Jewishness and its at times paradoxical boundaries of 

identification (Jenkins 1992, p. 85).  

 

The degree to which a Jewish ‘soul’ or sense of culture is considered as essential to existing within 

the Jewish field, particularly in the Progressive community, is reflected in the synagogue’s approach 

to accepting membership applications. In many Orthodox communities, all that is required to 

become a member is valid documents to support one’s halakhic Jewishness; i.e. a Bar/Bat Mitzvah 

certificate, the ketubah (Jewish marriage document) of one’s parents, or a membership document 

from a previous synagogue. These documents prove the halakhic validity of one’s Jewish identity 

and are thus all that it required to discern an individual’s Jewishness. In Perth’s Progressive 

community, however, being a halakhic Jew (having a Jewish mother) is not always enough. 

Individuals who have not been raised with a religious or ‘cultural’ Jewish upbringing often have to 

undertake an ‘affirmation’ in which they take classes on Judaism and later affirm their Jewish identity 

in a ceremony. This ties back to Sara’s comment on Progressive Judaism as a ‘thinking Judaism’, 

and raises interesting questions regarding the boundaries of Jewishness and the importance of a 

habitus or neshamah that is built through lived experience. As the Rabbi notes: 

 

Ben: There are people that come to Temple with no Jewish background and we say, with all due 
respect, you need to do your affirmation. And there are people who are coming and in the discussion 
we discover that they had a cultural Jewish story to tell but not a religious one. And in this case I will 
accept them as members of the congregation, while I will advise them to work on their knowledge, to 
come more often, to engage in Jewish education. 

 

I wish to argue that in the context of Progressive Judaism, where one’s adherence to religious 

practice and belief is not essential for membership, expressing a neshemah and belonging to an 

abstract ‘Jewish peoplehood’ is an alternative way of re-imagining boundaries of difference between 

Jews and non-Jews. As Alexander (2004) suggests, a collective identity built upon ideas of shared 

memory, trauma and experience creates an assumption of ‘stability, permanence and continuity’ 
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that lies in opposition to the incessant change and fragmentation of today’s world (p. 112). While the 

notion of a collective Jewish soul is largely abstract and thus arguably unstable, participants found 

the concept to be unproblematic and almost undeniable. This then allowed them to feel comfortable 

in possessing aspects of identity that were seen as contradictory to dominant notions of Jewishness 

(like identifying as an atheist) as they were still ‘playing the same game’.  

 

Finally, returning to Wendy’s shpiel in which she discusses her mother’s and her own atheism, there 

is an interesting moment where she switches between collective and individual phrasing, found in 

the sentence ‘What we do as Jews, culturally. Makes me Jewish’. Using ‘we’ in this context reveals 

taken-for-granted ideas of the Jewish collective and the influence this has on her personal sense of 

self. Moreover, dominant ideas of a Jewish peoplehood are internalised and thus form part of the 

individual habitus, transforming into a taken-for-granted idea of what Jewish collective identity is. 

The ‘cultural’ practices Wendy refers to are anything but homogenous, and often differences in 

practices between Jewish communities can be just as, if not more varied than practices between Jews 

and non-Jews. The notion of a ‘Jewish people’, however, is strong enough for Wendy to feel 

comfortable in rejecting the idea of God altogether, something that many Jews would find 

unfathomable. 

Conclusion: The shpiel  as performing collectivity 

In this chapter I have used data collected from my focus groups and interview with the Rabbi and 

his wife, Shira, to argue that one of the primary functions of the Progressive shpiel is to perform an 

abstract ‘Jewish collectivity’. These taken-for-granted, internalised ideas of Jewishness are rooted in 

a pervasive narrative of survival, resilience and solidarity that links Jews together in perceived 

shared experience. Although Jews are anything but a homogeneous ethnic group, there remains 

strong ideas of a Jewish ‘essence’ that transcends differences of social, cultural and religious 

practices. This perceived ‘essence’ emerged as a theme in the data when participants discussed their 
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attraction to and identification with other Jews, an indescribable Jewish ‘ether’ and feelings of 

belonging to a shared history. For many participants, identifying with this collective or ‘cultural’ 

Jewry was significantly more important than shared religious practice and belief and they felt 

comfortable admitting so. 

 

Moreover, the values and attitudes of contemporary Progressive Judaism play a significant role in 

shaping how individual members perceive Jewish identification. As the denomination continues to 

move away from normative conceptions of religious practice and belief, boundaries that were once 

perceived as axiomatic social realities have been revealed to be blurred and unstable. Displaying 

one’s Jewish soul, neshamah, and identification with a global Jewry through the Progressive shpiel is 

thus a way for members of the community to reinforce and strengthen boundaries of difference by 

distancing themselves from those who do not know the ‘rules of the game’. As Anderson notes, 

‘communities are to be distinguished not by their falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which they 

are imagined’ (2003, p. 15). Unpacking taken-for-granted ideas of ‘the self’ and ‘other’ is not to 

doubt the validity of Jewish collectivity and feelings of belonging, but rather to draw attention to 

their role in the formation of Progressive Jewish identities. It may be largely abstract and 

essentialised, yet ideas of a ‘Jewish peoplehood’ continue to inform modern understandings of 

Jewishness, raising pertinent questions regarding identity, community and belonging on a more 

macro scale. 
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Chapter Six 
 

“I’m a nice Jewish girl from New York” 
Performing authenticity through the shpiel 

 

As argued in the previous chapter, the Progressive shpiel is a means of performing Jewish identity 

through a reinforcing of its perceived distinctiveness. This distinctiveness is often imagined in 

essentialised and universalistic ways, evident in the popular notions of a ‘Jewish collective’ or 

unifying ‘Jewish soul’ (neshamah). The identity work of the shpiel thus assists in enacting and 

reinforcing taken-for-granted boundaries of Jewish identity within the Progressive community, 

through sharing unique personal narratives that share a certain ‘ideal standard’ of Jewishness. This 

‘ideal standard’ is in many ways a Progressive one, but still utilises and thus perpetuates traditional 

and largely hegemonic notions of who is a Jew. Furthermore, I argue that the Progressive shpiel is, in 

many ways, a reaction to identity anxieties felt both in the Progressive community and the Jewish 

community more broadly.  

 

As Progressive Judaism and wider social discourse on individual and collective identity continues to 

critique taken-for-granted notions of the ‘self’ and ‘other’, tensions within dominant notions of 

‘Jewishness’ become increasingly palpable. As Charmé (1998) suggests, ‘tremors within Jewish 

identity’ are indicative of the problematic nature of identity itself, which is revealed to be inherently 

unstable in the face of shifting borders, boundaries and senses of self (p. 43). Moreover, as a reaction 

to this anxiety, hegemonic ideas of an ‘ideal’ or ‘authentic’ Jewish habitus are realised, re-imagined 

and reinforced within the Progressive community and through the shpiel. Like many other Jewish 

communities, Perth’s has to find unique ways to navigate and negotiate the complex and often 

paradoxical nature of modern Jewish identity, particularly situated in an isolated community. This 
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chapter will therefore argue that performing ‘Jewish authenticity’ is a key aspect of the shpiel and 

reveals instabilities not only within Jewish identities but ideas of the self more broadly.  

Social theory and authenticity 

 

The term ‘authenticity’ is not used lightly in this research, as it is a contentious term that has a 

multitude of interpretations within the social sciences. In his key text The Ethics of Authenticity Charles 

Taylor (1992) describes authenticity as the notion that each one of us has an ‘original way of being’ 

and a sense of self that is judged against a particular standard (p. 61). Taylor’s understanding of 

authenticity is political and moral in nature, however, as he understands it to be a driving force for 

activism, justice and the greater good (Moreau & Tavernier 2011, p. 441). Koltun-Fromm similarly 

frames authenticity as pertaining to ideas about the ‘really real’ and an axiomatic state of being, yet 

argues authenticity reflects a ‘peculiarly modern anxiety’ resulting from fears of in-authenticity or 

fakery (2015, p. 4). For Davis (2012) however, her notions of authenticity relate more closely to 

theories of symbolic interactionism and social performance from Goffman (1959; 2003). 

Authenticity refers to a ‘seeming spontaneity of action’ that reflects a ‘self that appears to simply be, 

rather than a self that is accomplished’ (Davis 2012, p. 1967). 

 

The way in which the term is understood in the context of this research is most closely related to 

Davis’ understanding of authenticity, in that it describes taken-for-granted ‘ideal standards’ of a 

Jewish ‘essence’ that is engendered within both Jewish and non-Jewish discourse. These ideal 

standards are perceived in a largely essentialised manner, positioning a Jewish identity and habitus as 

something that is ascribed rather than ‘accomplished’ (Davis 2012, p. 1967). Additionally, these 

ideas of authenticity often take shape as largely Eurocentric, romanticised and essentialised 

perceptions of Jewishness that tend to focus on white appearing, eastern-European Jews from a 
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traditional religious backgrounds. Moreover, I argue that Jewish ‘authenticity’ is determined by two 

criteria: 

 

1. The identity is publicly visible and reflects dominant, hegemonic and largely Westernised 

conceptions of Jewishness 

2. The identity is perceived by others to be embodied, ‘natural’ and spontaneous 

 

Authenticity is thus dialogic in nature, as although it relates to conceptualisations of the ‘self’ it 

requires recognition and affirmation as organic and ‘truly authentic’ by others. This ties in with 

Goffman’s theories of social performance and impression management (1959; 2003) which posit 

identity as constructed and mediated through social encounters. According to Goffman, social 

actors carefully manage the impression they give to their audience, and will often try to ‘foster the 

impression’ that their identity routine is their only routine, and is thus genuine (1959, p. 48). If an 

individual intends to express an ‘ideal standard’ through their social performance, they will have to 

suppress actions which may appear incongruous with or discredit this ideal, and accentuate aspect 

which support it (Goffman 1959, pp. 41; 111). Moreover, in considering theories of social 

performance, it is apparent that identities do not reflect an axiomatic ‘inner self’ that exists a priori, 

but rather a mediated and constantly shifting habitus that is constructed and re-constructed through 

social encounters and narratives (Riessman 1990; 2002). The constructed, dynamic nature of an 

individual’s habitus must be ignored in interactions, however, if the individual is to maintain a 

performance of ‘authenticity’.  

 

Performing authenticity could thus be understood as being a public practice, reliant on socially 

transmitted conceptions of how a particular person or group should act (Appiah 2005, p. 14). In 

regards to a Jewish authenticity, Levey notes a certain ‘dialogical irony’, as while ‘authentic’ 

Jewishness is portrayed as a unique identity that ‘rejects social convention’ it actively seeks public 
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recognition as legitimate (2015, p. 24). Koltun-Fromm supports this, noting that authenticity is not 

simply an organic ‘inner state’ but a ‘public display’ and visual performance that is primarily 

achieved before others (2014, p. 6). As taken-for-granted notions of authenticity work to stress the 

uniqueness of individual or group identities, boundaries are reinforced between the actors of ‘self’ or 

‘community’ and the audience of the ‘other’. As Charmé notes: 

 

Such essentialistic models of authenticity are attractive to all those who are troubled by the most 
difficult problem of identity: its fluid, shifting, overlapping, and intersecting boundaries. It is easier to 
see oneself as an expression of a group identity that pre-exists one’s birth and continues after one’s 
death (2000, p. 136).  

 

Furthermore, with the increasingly contested boundaries of Jewish identity, particularly within the 

Progressive community, anxieties surrounding boundary maintenance and Jewish authenticity can 

manifest in an active reinforcing of hegemonic understandings of identity. I argue that these 

anxieties are particularly visible in discussions with my participants, who in many ways frequently 

reinforced traditional, dominant notions of Jewishness despite being situated within a Progressive 

community. As Taylor suggests (1992) fragmentation can arise when individuals begin to see 

themselves as less bounded to a community in ‘common projects and allegiances’ (pp. 112-113). As 

argued in the previous chapter, a means for members of Perth’s Progressive Jewish community to 

temporarily overcoming these anxieties of fragmentation was to perform ideas of a ‘Jewish 

collective’ or Jewish ‘soul’. Expanding upon this, I wish to argue that performing a particular kind of 

‘Jewish authenticity’ is another form of identity work intended to reinforce boundaries and the 

distinctiveness of the Jewish people. It will be argued that participants’ notions of authenticity 

manifest in the shpiel through the sharing of stories surrounding ‘looking’ Jewish and ‘acting’ Jewish. 

 

‘Looking’ Jewish 
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According to Glenn (2010) understandings of ‘looking’ Jewish are entwined with understandings of 

‘ethnic authenticity’ (p. 66). As common-sense understandings of Jewish identity are built upon 

‘blood logic’, in that genealogy primarily determines one's Jewishness, defining Jewish ‘attributes’ is 

seen as a way of simultaneously defining insiders and outsiders (Glenn 2010, p. 65). Obviously this 

position is highly problematic, in that stereotypical understandings of ‘Jewish looks’ tend to focus on 

Ashkenazi (eastern-European) Jews, frequently exclude Jews of colour, and reinforce racial 

stereotypes of Semitic features. Kaufman agrees, arguing that ‘external markers’ of Jewish descent 

are highly unreliable as Jews are anything but a homogenous group and many do not fit the 

stereotype of looking Jewish and many non-Jews do fit these stereotypes (2012, p. 32). Why then, do 

these discourses prevail? Why is it that, despite the effort of Jews to dispel racial stereotypes, these 

very stereotypes are still very much a part of dominant ideas of Jewishness and Jewish authenticity 

within the community? 

 

I wish to argue that discussions (and frequently, humour) surrounding Jewish ‘looks’ could be seen as 

reflecting anxieties surrounding modern identities and the contested boundaries of Jewishness. An 

example of this kind of discussion can be seen in a discourse between participants Tom and Sara, 

who, like most others, took a humorous approach to conceptualising ‘looking’ Jewish: 

 

Tom: I always look at it in terms of my father versus myself. Because Alice I’m in the same situation 
as yourself, where my mother’s not Jewish and my father is Jewish, and my father is incredibly 
Jewish, like [laughs] both his parents are from New York City, grew up there, went to the Jewish 
community centre and played basketball, like one hundred per cent the American Jewish experience. 
And, you know, he can walk into any synagogue in the world, they’ll look at him, they don’t even 
have to say anything, they know he’s Jewish. 
 
[everyone laughs] 
 
Sara: ---That happened to me when I walked in here actually, I’m pretty sure the day I walked in I 
was pinged as someone who would be a future board member [everyone laughs], like “That one 
looks Jewish!”  
 
[more laughter]. 
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This short exchange between Tom and Sara is an example of the identity work of the Progressive 

shpiel, in that both participants utilise dominant notions of ‘looking’ Jewish in the context of 

themselves or close family. Tom says his father is instantly accepted into ‘any synagogue in the 

world’ on account of his appearance, and similarly with Sara, she suggests that she was instantly 

recognised as Jewish by others in the community. This interaction is also an example of what 

Langellier (1989) would call a ‘mutually-constructed’ narrative performance, in that the 

conversation was co-narrated and conceived as a ‘sequential accomplishment’ between both Tom 

and Sara (p. 256). As both members had shared knowledge and experience, they worked together to 

mutually construct and thus reinforce notions of possessing Jewish ‘looks’ (Langellier 1989, p. 256). 

Moreover, according to Koltun-Fromm (2015) notions of a ‘visual authenticity’ forms a discursive 

activity in which bodies ‘critically inform and anxiously produce’ notions of authenticity (p. 7). 

‘Looking Jewish’ is thus a marker of authenticity in that it suggests an embodied Jewishness -- a 

physical distinctiveness resulting from one’s ethnic background. 

 

As many theorists argue, Jews do not resemble anything approaching a homogeneous ethnic group 

nor do they constitute a biological entity (Bilanuik 2010; Kaufman 2012; Patai & Patai 1989). 

Indeed, the official position of the Union for Reform Judaism on racial justice supports this: 

 

Our deep sense of responsibility to one another also compels us to pursue racial justice for the sake of 
our own multiracial community. Jews of colour, Sephardi and Mizrachi Jews are members of our 
community who are directly impacted by racial injustice. Greater efforts must be made to center the 
voices and leadership of Jews of colour in our synagogues, communal spaces and Reform Movement 
institutions. The pursuit of justice requires that we seek out areas of growth, improvement and 
change of our own community to make racial justice a central feature of our Movement (Union for 
Reform Judaism 2017). 

 

Despite this position, however, ideas of Jewish physical distinctiveness have prevailed, leading to 

tensions surrounding the question of ‘Who is a Jew?’. These tensions, according to Glenn (2010) are 

produced by attempts to erase and the ‘compulsion to acknowledge’ Jewish physical differences in 
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popular media, Jewish folk discourse and the social sciences (p. 66). As Bilanuik notes in the 

‘Contested Logics of Jewish Identity’: 

 

There is a persistent, and perhaps unresolvable, tension between understandings of Jewish identity, 
some of which view it as predetermined, clearly bounded, and physically embodied and others as 
ideologically constructed, embodied through performance, and without clear boundaries (2010, p. 
203) 

 

Following the Shoah, and the racial antisemitism culminating from the notion that Jews were a 

definitive (and inferior) race, many Jews and non-Jews explicitly rejected attempts to identify 

Jewishness in a physical or biological sense (see Patai & Patai 1989; ). This, however, was 

problematised by the inherently biological nature of aspects of halakhic law that used to determine 

whether an individual is Jewish (Saroglou et al. 2011, p. 1343). Unless an individual had converted, 

they could only be considered Jewish if their mother was Jewish herself. This halakhic emphasis on 

one’s parentage implies in itself that Jews are a biological entity and Jewishness is intrinsically 

physical, and is thus frequently denigrated as a form of racial thinking (Kahn 2010; Kaufman 2012).  

 

‘Seeing’ Jewish 

 

As Glenn argues, notions of ‘Jewish looks’ are not always primarily concerned with a specifically 

Jewish ‘essence’ but rather an abstract state of otherness, ‘seen and unseen’ (2010, p. 65). Moreover,  

the ‘otherness’ implied with a Jewish identity is in tension with the increasingly privileged position of 

Jews in the modern world today, and this tension is resolved through tokenising particular elements 

of Jewish identity like curly hair, dark features and large noses (Glenn 2012, p. 12). This sense of 

possessing ‘token’ Jewish features is more often than not expressed through a humorous self-

consciousness, seen in this interaction between participants Lucy, Jack and Rob:  
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Lucy: It’s clearly a community that is important. But having said that, it’s a sense of Jewishness, it’s a 
Jewish community, it’s not a random community.  
 
Rob: I agree with that, but the thing is, there’s a thing that only Jews can identify with. And it’s 
almost hard to explain. It’s just a feeling you have inside. It’s like, I can spot a Jew a mile away. 
When I was at the cinemas the other day I saw this family standing in line and I just thought ‘Oh, 
obviously Jewish’. And I don’t know what it is, it’s probably Anti-Semitic for me to say that— 
 
Jack: --Nah, nah! I don’t spot them, I smell them  
 
[laughter]  

 

Jack’s comment may appear shocking, but is typical of a self-deprecating Jewish humour that 

attempts to satirically perform and thus critique racialised conceptions of Jewishness while 

reinforcing one’s belonging within the group. This brash style of humour is a marker of a belonging 

within the community and of an insider status, as if a non-Jew were to tell the same joke, it would 

certainly not have the same effect. As Finkin (2009) notes, humour is undoubtedly Jewish, and joke-

telling is an area in which cultural resources ‘feature prominently’ (p. 85). Moreover, if the telling of 

a typically dark-natured, racialised Jewish joke is successful and the audience to the joke responds 

positively, then one gains important social and cultural capital. To be able to successfully tell the 

joke is reliant on one’s position as an insider and embodied understandings of the ‘rules of the 

game’, and so pulling of a risky, potentially offensive Jewish joke is a strong performance of 

Jewishness. It also highlights tensions within the Jewish community surrounding the 

acknowledgment of Jewish difference, and hyper-awareness of racial antisemitism. 

 

As Rob voices his concerns that his comment that he can ‘spot a Jew a mile away’ was ‘probably 

anti-Semitic’ he is forging a sense of distance between himself and his Jewish identity by musing 

whether it is was a problematic and insensitive comment. Jack, taking it one step further with his 

joke, then furthers this distance between his and Rob’s senses of Jewishness by satirically playing the 

role of an anti-Semite. Ultimately, the reason why this playful yet thought-provoking dialogue does 

not problematise either participant’s Jewish identity, however, is because the audience to this 
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performance is convinced of their Jewish authenticity. They are able to push and subvert 

boundaries of Jewishness with general confidence, as their identity has been already deemed as 

bonafied by their audience, who believe they are ‘playing the same game’ (Barth 1969, p. 15).  

 

Additionally, Rob’s comment on how feelings of Jewish collectivity were ‘hard to explain’ relates to 

much of my argument in the previous chapter, relating to abstract notions of a ‘Jewish collective’ or 

a ‘Jewish soul’ that many of my participants claimed to feel in one way or another. This abstract 

feeling for Rob, however, overlaps with a taken-for-granted belief that Jewishness can be visible and 

thus externally identifiable. Buckser (2003) found similar attitudes within their research in a Jewish 

community in Denmark: 

 

Imagine yourself, I said, at a cocktail party, a large affair with perhaps thirty other guests. People are 
milling about, talking in little groups. In this room there is one other Jew, not someone you know 
personally. How long will it take you before you know who it is? The answers I received varied, but 
not much. Some said they would recognise the person immediately; others said it would take thirty 
seconds; a few suggested it might take up to two minutes. None of them thought that finding the 
other Jew would be difficult. When I asked how they would be able to tell, my informants usually 
became rather vague. It was not one thing, they stressed, but a lot of little things that would give the 
Jew away, little features of appearance or mannerism that were hard to describe but impossible to 
miss. They usually laughed as they struggled to put into words what it was that made Jews different. 
In the end, many of them resorted to a statement on the order of “maybe you have to be Jewish to 
see it”. (p. 181) 

 

Buckser’s example makes evident tensions within the Jewish compulsion to acknowledge an 

‘authentic’ distinctiveness and to actively reject any racialised or essentialistic perspectives on 

Jewishness from the outside world. Notably, if a non-Jew were to speak of being able to ‘spot a Jew a 

mile away’ they would likely be met with varying degrees of wariness or even hostility. Being 

accepted as an insider, however, gives one more room to use arguably problematic ideas of 

‘authenticity’ and ‘looking Jewish’. Additionally, claiming that the ability to spot other Jewish people 

is the result of sharing a Jewish ‘soul’ and common history lessens the emphasis on perceived visible 

differences, even if that may be the underlying belief. 
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It follows that this attitude towards looking ‘authentically Jewish’ and spotting other Jewish people 

was shared amongst a number of other participants in my research. This was particularly 

interesting, as I did not expect to hear so much of this rhetoric in a Progressive Jewish community, 

and especially one which strongly emphasises the diversity, plurality and multifaceted nature of 

global Jewry. An example of this can be seen in this interaction between Wendy, Jon and Isaac: 

 

Isaac: Mind you I’ve had German people look at me and you can tell that they know I’m Jewish and 
a big red light goes off in their brain [laughter]. Like ‘he’s one of them!’ 
 
Jon: [laughs] I’ve never gotten that! 
 
Alice: I’ve actually gotten that once before. I told someone that I was Jewish and they’re like ‘Oh I 
thought you were!’ and I was just like.. ‘Thanks? I think?’. 
 
[laughter] 
 
Wendy: I think also, you know, in Perth, if I hear someone with a South African accent I think yep, 
Jewish! 
 
[laughter] 
 
Jon: Like where are you from, Mount Lawley? Noranda? Menora? Yeah okay! 
 
Wendy: Or if they’re wearing enough bling!  
 
[laughter] 

 

This dialogue similarly displays the dynamic between acknowledging Jewish ‘looks’ and one’s social 

position in relation to the group. By discussing an interesting encounter with Germans in which he 

believed they knew he was Jewish, and my mentioning of an occasion where someone perceived me 

as Jewish without prior information, attention is drawn to the problematic nature of Jewish 

difference being acknowledged by an outsider. It follows that, according to Webber, Jews construct 

and constitute boundaries of identity in dialectic with how the majority perceive them (2008, p. 47). 

Charmé (1998) supports this argument, remarking that modern Jewish identities are constructed as 

a ‘principle of difference’ in contrast to hegemonic cultural identities of non-Jews (p. 44). One of my 
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participants, Tom, expresses this idea as he discusses the relationship between non-Jewish attitudes 

and Jewish identity: 

 

Tom: ---See I find it interesting that in this discussion of Jewish identity that anti-Semitism comes up 
that much, because my experience, anti-Semitism certainly exists, but if anything it reinforces your 
Jewish identity as you bristle against it--- 
 
Alice: ---Mmm! 
 
Tom: ---Whereas hyper-Semitism, a term I have just made up, which would be you know, saying 
‘this is what a Jew is’ very definitively, and anybody that falls outside of what I’ve drawn is therefore 
not a Jew, this can go away as far as I’m concerned. To me that is the greater challenge for Jewish 
identity. 

 

Indeed, Tom’s argument raises an interesting point regarding the constructed nature of Jewish 

identity. His initial comment serves to critique the common rhetoric that the biggest threat to Jewish 

identity is anti-Semitism. Tom instead believes that the forces of anti-Semitism actually assist in 

strengthening Jewish identities, supporting the notion that Jewishness is often imagined and 

constructed in opposition and as a reaction to the dominant attitudes of non-Jews. He then goes on 

to utilise an off-the-cuff but nonetheless powerful term, ‘hyper-Semitism’ to problematise clearly 

bounded and rigid definitions of Jewish identity.  

 

Moreover, notions of ‘looking Jewish’ or ‘hyper-Semitism’ are highly problematic, and while some 

participants acknowledged this fact, many still expressed the rhetoric. I wish to argue that the 

popularity of this essentialised discourse regarding Jewishness is the result of anxieties surrounding 

shifting boundaries of identity. Emphasising Jewish distinctiveness is thus a means of performing 

‘authenticity’ by displaying possession of organic Jewish qualities, qualities seen as exclusive to 

Jewish individuals who gained their authentic habitus through lived experience. As Charmé (1998) 

argues, essentialistic models of authenticity are attractive to many Jews as ‘it is easier to see oneself 

as an expression of a group identity that pre-exists one’s birth and continues after one’s death’ (p. 

136). It is easier because the reality of identity is that it has fluid, porous and ever-shifting 
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boundaries. This ambiguity, particularly within communities that find strength within their 

distinctiveness, can lead to anxieties surrounding assimilation and group survival. These anxieties 

are evident in the following quote from Kaplan (2013), a Progressive Rabbi, who notes:  

 

We will need to develop new and convincing justifications for maintaining the Jewish people as a 
separate ethno-religious group in an era where boundaries and borders of all kinds are fading, if not 
disappearing. We will need to clarify our theology and communicate these religious beliefs with 
conviction (pp. 313-314) 

 

Kaplan’s call for a continued maintenance of Jewish boundaries is an explicit example of an attitude 

that is often displayed, as evident in participants’ discussions, through the subtle identity work of the 

shpiel. The following section will compliment ideas of ‘looking Jewish’ as a means of boundary work 

with ideas of ‘acting Jewish’ which similarly serve to crystallise notions of an authentic, clearly 

bounded Jewish identity. 

‘Acting’ Jewish: Humour, opinions and the Yiddish Mama 

In discussing prominent Jewish celebrities in the sixties, Kaufman (2012) notes an intentional 

emphasising of their own Jewishness, a social practice he calls ‘playing Jewish’: 

 

Fully acculturated Jews in life, eschewing stereotypical behaviour and relatively unmarked as Jewish 
in appearance, their stage characterisations were intentionally more ethnically identifiable than they 
were themselves (p. 256) 

 

Kaufman’s notion of ‘playing Jewish’ shares similarities with the identity work of the shpiel in the 

context of this research, as it is predominantly a public performance of Jewishness that works to 

reinforce the perceived distinctiveness of the identity. It follows that, as well as expressing notions of 

‘looking Jewish’ and being visibly Semitic, ‘acting Jewish’ and giving expression to essentialistic 

models of Jewish humour, personality traits and behaviours is another way in which the shpiel works 

to reinforce boundaries between the Jewish self and non-Jewish other. For example, a common 
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rhetoric held at Temple, expressed in humour similarly to discourses regarding Jewish looks, is that 

Jews are avid debaters and that disagreement is enshrined within Jewish social practice. This idea is 

shown in the following quote from Tom; a response given to me when discussing the success of our 

focus group: 

 

Tom: Well you know if it’s a bunch of Jewish people they’re not going to be taking over with group 
think! There are going to be a lot of individual opinions. . .  
 

 

Tom’s reflection on what he perceives as typically Jewish behaviour, being opinionated, is a popular 

and largely crystallised stereotype that Jews often reference in good humour. Another example 

comes from a short dialogue between Lucy and Jack, a dialogue that once again displays the co-

creation of narratives of identity as Jack affirms both Lucy’s Jewishness as well as the perceived 

innate Jewishness of the act of being stubborn and headstrong: 

 

Lucy: When people tell me what Progressive Jews should do, I think.. don’t tell me what to do. 
 
Jack: That’s so Jewish! 
 
[laughter] 
 
 

Not only is this perception of Jewish stubbornness and headstrong attitudes very popular among my 

participants, it is also frequently referenced in Jewish popular media and by Jewish comedians and 

comics, often in a humorous manner. As Finkin (2009) notes, argumentation, competitive debate 

and ‘one-upmanship’ are in many ways built into aspects of Jewish practice, a by-product of 

thousands of years of study-house culture (pp. 86-87). These patterns of discourse, according to 

Finkin, find their origins in traditional rabbinical modes of communication (i.e. rabbinical debates) 

and have manifested in humorous Jewish practices of answering questions with questions and 

engaging in competitive argumentation (2009, p. 88). Moreover, being headstrong and opinionated 
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is something that is seen in many ways as an ‘authentically Jewish’ mode of behaviour, and can be 

seen in Rachlin’s comic below (2015). 

 

 

Figure 5: The Menschkins (Rachlin 2015). 

 

Within Perth’s Progressive community this discourse of doing things ‘Jewishly’ is certainly a 

laughing point for many. Yet it is also something that participants found to be a point of pride, as 

sharing the same ‘rules of the game’ in regards to particular modes of communication was another 

way in which the Jewish ‘collective’ was seen as bound together in solidarity. As Jack notes, he was 

immediately drawn to other Jews because of this perceived shared habitus:  

 

I often look up the Jewish community wherever I am. I’ve worked in lots of different places with lots 
of diversity and found it quite remarkable how often I would end up beside the other Jew there, just 
because of communication style and their ability to see through things and think through things. I 
don’t know what that is, maybe that ‘don’t tell me what to do, I’ll do it my way’ thing.  

 

Moreover, Jack mentions this abstract ‘Jewish ether’ that led him to being innately drawn to other 

Jews, a phenomenon that was discussed many times by other participants. For Jack, however, he 

believes this is due to these shared modes of communication. He speaks admiringly of the stubborn 

and headstrong nature of Jews, and whether these perceptions are well-founded or not, it seems to 

have an effect on how he relates to both Jews and non-Jews. A similar sentiment was expressed by 



The Progressive Shpiel  Performing authenticity 

 

133 

another of my participants, Laurie. For Laurie, engaging in lively discussions, and occasionally 

arguments, was something that she enjoyed about being Jewish. In fact, she directly compares 

Jewish communication styles with those of her non-Jewish family: 

 

Laurie: I think that’s one of the things that I really enjoy, not only the whole community but, you can 
have a conversation just about everything, with Jewish people. And looking back even though I 
wasn’t raised, now I can understand a bit more. My mum was definitely a Jewish mum, like I see 
with my father’s family who was very catholic, you just can’t have conversations with them. I mean 
at least we talk, we argue, but we talk! And that is important to me, being able to communicate. 

 

As Furman notes, discourses of Jewish ‘authenticity’ are predominantly an elaboration of identity 

around mechanism of uniqueness (1987, p. 99). In these quotes discussing unique ways of expressing 

Jewishness through communication, boundaries have been forged between Jewish and non-Jewish 

ways of being in the world. Stereotypes of Jews as being tenacious and at times argumentative spirits 

is perceived as a positive marker of identity in that it is ‘uniquely Jewish’, and positioned largely in 

opposition to the attitudes of non-Jews. Moreover, through de-prioritising individual behaviours and 

actions and privileging collective representations of the community, constructing clear ways of 

‘acting’ Jewish is another means through which ideas of authenticity can be enacted.  

 

An example of a dialogue in which individuals are enacting ideas of ‘authenticity’ through 

displaying stereotypically Jewish modes of communication can be seen in this exchange between all 

participants in one of the focus groups. Notably, this is the very first exchange from the focus group, 

and displays a stereotypically Jewish style of dialogue in which ideas are probed and critiqued in a 

frank manner. There is then a period of collective dialogue in which the participants come to an 

agreement and begin to co-create the narrative, all then contributing to the dialogue about growing 

up Jewish: 

 

Alice: Okay I’ll start recording it now… 
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Tom: Well if I could respond, Alan, to the idea you put out there that maybe if you’re uh, 
Halakhically Jewish I guess you would say, right, and raised in an environment where that wasn’t a 
big deal, then it might be somewhat easier to come to terms with your Jewish identity? Well easier 
than someone who, not quite has a choice, but um, has to actively fight for their identity? Was that? -
-- 
 
Alan: --- No... 
 
Tom:  --- You don’t think that’s an appropriately characterisation of what you said? 
 
Alan: --- No, but it’s part of what I said. What I said was that irrespective of how you’re born Jewish, 
Halakhic, reform--- 
 
Liz: --- It doesn’t really matter.. 
 
Alan: ---It is home. It is where you are. And as a kid you just simply say well that’s home and that’s 
just where I come from, you know, you accept--- 
 
Sara: ---It’s a part of who you are 
 
Alan: ---It’s a part of who you are, and you don’t question it especially.  

 

The first section of this quote exemplifies the kind of Jewish dialogue that is seen as so representative 

of the community. Between Tom and Alan there appears to be a degree of mutual understanding, 

as both share knowledge of the ‘rules of the game’ in which avid discussion and probing is allowed 

and actively encouraged. Moreover, these shared rules and expectations were generated through 

their habitus, a habitus which gave them the tools to ‘know what to do next’ (Accaioli 1981). In the 

context of the Progressive community, engaging in lively discussion is a ‘naturally’ Jewish act, 

authentic in its historical roots within the Torah and age old Rabbinical debates. If one is raised in a 

community which subscribes to these rules, they will be internalised into the habitus and into largely 

taken-for-granted ‘facts’ about the way things are. As Jenkins suggests, the habitus disposes actors, 

providing a ‘basis for the generation of practices’ (1991, p. 78). Displaying this disposition through 

social interaction is thus a means of gaining capital within the community, as it positions the actor as 

an authentic insider and one who is ‘playing the same game’ (Barth 1969, p. 15).   

 

The construction of the habitus involves the often unconscious internalisation of social 

performances, manifesting in abstract and stereotyped expectations of ‘the self’ (Goffman 1959, p. 
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27). As Jenkins argues (1992) ‘the business of social life would not be possible’ if it was not for its 

predominantly taken-for-granted nature (p. 71). Moreover, individual performances of Jewish 

‘authenticity’ within the community are observed and internalised into the habitus of the audience, 

which then replicates and thus perpetuates these ideas of authenticity through their own social acts. 

These ideas of Jewish ‘authenticity’ may not have emerged exclusively from the community, but 

rather broader Jewish and non-Jewish discourse, yet they are realised and recreated through 

performance. These performances are diverse yet they share common characteristics, which then 

assist in creating a collective representation of Jewishness that is absorbed into the community’s 

‘rules of the game’. As Furman notes (1987), understandings of Jewishness are not individual or 

collective in nature, rather ‘somewhere in between, formed by the interplay between individual 

projections and institutional objectifications’ (p. 3). 

 

Another way in which ideas of Jewish authenticity is enacted within the community on both an 

individual and collective level is through the social performance of traditional Jewish notions of 

family. Family plays a central role in Jewish identity, enshrined in religious practices, traditions and 

daily rituals. Moreover, displaying one’s belonging within a Jewish family unit shows that one’s 

Jewish identity is organic, a habitus gained through lived experience. A particularly significant way 

in which this is performed is through referencing the idea of a Jewish mother, another common 

stereotype humorously imagined within the community and wider Jewish discourse. The nagging, 

guilt-inducing, yet immensely affectionate Jewish mother is not simply a point of humour, however, 

but a symbol of the importance of being raised Jewishly and with a Jewish ‘soul’ (Neshamah). Kron’s 

comics below (2015) are both takes on the stereotype of the Jewish mother, playing up on the 

popularity of the classically over-bearing, demading character within Jewish pop-culture. 
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Figure 6: Alternative Jewish Mother  

(Kron 2014) 

Figure 7: Extreme Mother’s Day Gift 

(Kron 2014) 

 

According to Goffman (1959) social performance in many ways highlights the ‘common official 

values’ of the social world in which it occurs (p. 35). The stereotype of the Jewish mother is 

prominent in Jewish discourse for a multitude of reasons, one being because it suggests an 

‘authentic’ Jewish upbringing and an upbringing in which the Jewishness of the mother had a 

significant impact on the children. Jewish mothers not only care about their children’s wellbeing and 

success, they care about their engagement with Judaism, and so are perceived as playing a vital role 

in the formulation of a halakhic Jewish identity. According to Antler (2007): 

 

In her role as the “woman of valor,” celebrated in Biblical verse praising her familial, communal, 
and religious undertakings, the Jewish mother assumed primacy in the preservation of the Jewish 
people. Even when women lacked substantive power, the central connection of motherhood to 
Jewish peoplehood, symbolized by the Biblical matriarchs’ passionate interventions on behalf of the 
sons who would carry forth the Jewish line, elevated mothers’ status (p. 32). 
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It follows that, within Judaism, the role of the mother is of undoubtable importance. Sharing 

personal narratives about one’s mother and/or embodying a ‘Jewish mother’ figure oneself is thus a 

means of performing taken-for-granted ideas of ‘authentic’ Jewishness and a habitus gained through 

lived experience in a Jewish household. An example of this social performance can be seen in 

dialogue from Sara in which she discusses her hopes for her children’s involvement with Judaism 

and Perth’s Progressive community: 

 
Sara: At the end of the day, they may disregard every single tradition we’ve ever brought them up 
with, but as long as they identify, and never question, that questioning that you do, that’s so, I fear 
that my children will feel this like anxiety about their Judaism and whether they’re Jewish enough, I 
don’t want that. So my sole hope for my children when it comes to Judaism is that they identify and 
are comfortable in that identity as Jews. And if they throw out every tradition, as long as they come 
to Pesach every year I don’t care! [laughs] 
 
[laughter] 
 
Sara: ---But they will be at Seder! 
 
Alice: ---I’m sure, I’m sure they will--- 
 
Sara: ---Do you know what I mean?  
 
[murmur of agreement] 
 
Sara: ---Like that’s like, and obviously I hope they become heavily involved at Temple and they 
never leave Perth!  
 
[laughter] 
 
Sara: ---But, that’s probably not realistic--- 
 

 

Through Sara’s shpiel she humorously expresses some of the key characteristics of the authentic 

‘Jewish mother’ through emphasising her hopes for her children’s future as well as her role within 

their Jewish lives. According to halakhic law, a person is Jewish either if they are born to a Jewish 

mother or undergo a conversion process (Levey 2015, p. 222). While in the Progressive community 

these laws have been critiqued as too rigid in nature and Progressive requirements for defining 

someone as ‘Jewish’ are more complex, the importance of the mother’s Jewishness remains 

enshrined in discourse. In many ways the mother is perceived as transmitting the ‘rules of the game’, 
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assisting in the formulation of a Jewish habitus and ways of ‘doing’ and ‘acting’ Jewishly (Accaioli 

1981).  

 

Consuming Jewishly: Food and identity 

Another way in which traditional notions of the Jewish family and the role of the Jewish mother are 

shared is through narratives of food, family recipes and cooking. In conducting ethnography within 

Polish migrant communities, Rabikowska (2010) found that consuming and preparing ‘Polish food’ 

was an act of ritualising belonging and constructing imaginary boundaries between ‘Poles’ and 

‘others’ (p. 379). In the context of the Jewish community I would argue that the consumption of 

Jewish foods serves a similar role, functioning as a symbolic marker of Jewish difference and 

distinctiveness. Food is such a central part of Jewish religious, social and cultural practices, and thus 

displaying one’s knowledge of Jewish recipes and cooking practices is a means of performing one’s 

position as an insider. A discussion between Shira and her husband, Rabbi Benjamin, is an example 

of the identity work of the shpiel in displaying one’s Jewish ‘know how’. Shira is relaying her 

disappointment at not being able to make kreplach, Jewish dumplings, after making them every year: 

 
Shira: When you told me that I can’t make my kreplach this year it was heart breaking! 
 
Alice: [laughs] 
 
Benjamin: You had no-one to share it with! 
 
Shira: I know! It was very heart breaking. Because I can’t have as many carbs, and he says if I made 
it then I would just eat it, it would be too tempting. But kreplach is part of my family story. And we 
only make it exactly once a year – on Rosh Hashanah – and my mother would freeze some leftovers 
for Yom Kippur. That’s the only time we have kreplach. So when someone said, who said that they’re 
having a Shabbat meal and they’re having soup with kneidlach, I’m like, ‘Isn’t that the wrong time of 
the year for kneidlach right now?’. See, what you eat has meaning--- 
 
Benjamin: ---It defines time, space, culture.. 

 

Through this shpiel, Shira enacts and reproduces ideas of Jewish authenticity through her knowledge 

of traditional foods and their symbolic role within Jewish life. She also displays her knowledge of the 
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‘rules of the game’ in knowing when particular Jewish foods are meant to be eaten, even if these 

traditions differ somewhat within the community. Moreover, recipes are entwined within Jewish 

stories and narratives, carried through the generations and often meticulously adhered to and 

preserved. As Rabikowska suggests, food has a way of fostering a sense of inclusion and stability 

among minority and migrant groups, and is a strong marker of ethnic identity (2010, p. 377). 

Another participant of mine, Laurie, was similarly passionate about the role of food and family 

recipes in the construction of her Jewish identity:  

 

Laurie: And so when I went home to Brazil to visit my grandmother, I said I didn’t want anything 
but recipes, because she’s very attached to her things. Like my grandmother is originally Polish, and 
the family migrated to Brazil, and anyway she still has pieces of the candle holder for the Shabbat 
prayers, from Poland. So anyway I said ‘I don’t want anything, I just want the recipes’ as that was 
my inheritance. And she has books that she had handwritten on and I said ‘I don’t care what you 
have’, and that made her at peace with it, that I wasn’t interested in anything else but the recipes. So 
it’s just reconnecting for me, reconnecting with my Jewishness, and being part of something that I 
know I can resonate with.  

 

For Laurie, family recipes helped her to reclaim and reconnect with her Jewishness after growing up 

in an interfaith family. According to Riessman (1990) as individuals we are ‘forever composing an 

impression of ourselves’, projecting definitions of who we are and negotiating how we fit in the 

world around us (p. 1195). Taken-for-granted ideas of Jewish authenticity, whether imagined 

through recipes, perceived physical differences or ways of ‘acting’ and ‘doing’ Jewish are thus a 

vehicle through which individuals can foster a sense of belonging. Sharing the story of her travels to 

see her grandmother and retrieving her recipes was thus a way for Laurie to perform belonging and 

authenticity in displaying the rooted nature of her Jewish identity, passed down through the 

generations. She also mentioned her grandmother being originally from Poland, which, in a 

community consisting mostly of Ashkenazi Jews, is a significant marker of being an ‘insider’. These 

specific aspects of her shpiel all work together to tell the audience that Laurie is Jewish, halakhically 

so, and thus she fits comfortably within the ‘boundaries’ of Jewish identity.  
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Furthermore, I wish to argue that these examples of the shpiel which work to perform ideas of Jewish 

‘authenticity’ remain prominent in Perth’s Progressive community as a reaction to perceived blurred 

boundaries between ‘Jew’ and ‘non-Jew’. As the wider Progressive community, and Perth’s 

community within, continues to explore and develop new understandings of what it means to be 

Jewish, once rigid boundaries of identity have been increasingly blurred. This generates a degree of 

anxiety surrounding authenticity, as Jewishness moves away from a quickly identifiable group of 

traits towards something more abstract, visually unrecognisable and ‘felt’ rather than ‘done’. 

Particularly in Perth’s Progressive community, where their religious and social practices have often 

been critiqued by the wider Orthodox community, reinforcing these boundaries of Jew/non-Jew, 

authentic/inauthentic and insider/outsider have become increasingly important to the identity work 

of its members. This identity work is dialogic in nature, and is both an individual and collective 

representation of Jewishness from the members and the community itself. Moreover, while these 

tensions are certainly unique to the sui-generis context of Perth’s Jewish community, they reveal the 

inherently problematic nature of boundaries of identity on a much broader scale. 

 

Authenticity and Jewish know-how 

To conclude this chapter, normative ideas of Jewish ‘authenticity’ are engendered in dominant 

Jewish discourse and perpetuated within the social practices of Perth’s Progressive community. Even 

though Progressive values stress the importance of diversity, plurality and contemporaneity, taken-

for-granted ideas of Jewish ‘distinctiveness’ are being continually realised and re-created through 

processes of social interaction. Ideas of ‘looking’ Jewish and ‘acting’ Jewish may be inherently 

problematic in their essentialist nature, yet they remain vehicles through which boundaries of Jewish 

identity are negotiated. As seen in quotes from my focus groups and interviews, many participants 

utilised hegemonic ideas of Jewish identity that reinforced limited definitions of what constituted an 

‘insider’ and an ‘outsider’, or Jew and non-Jew. Interestingly, these ideas of ‘authentic’ Jewishness 
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were not often questioned, even though they are a force of exclusion to any Jews who do not fit into 

these normative definitions. 

 

In considering a Bourdieusian approach to identity, enacting a kind of ‘authenticity’ or ‘ideal 

standard’ of Jewishness is a means of positioning oneself as someone who lives according to the 

‘rules of the game’ (Bourdieu 1990, p. 67).  This know-how is perceived as achieved through lived 

experience, and is thus a key marker of whether someone is Jewish and has a Jewish habitus or is an 

‘other’. Even in the Progressive community, where the ‘many ways to be Jewish’ are actively 

embraced, boundary work still plays a role in how the ‘self’ is perceived in relation to others. In 

embracing taken-for-granted notions of an authentic, distinctive and often essentialised Jewishness, 

members of Temple Beth Shalom are negotiating and reinforcing hegemonic boundaries of Jewish 

identity through the narrative work of the shpiel (Riessman 1990). 

 

Moreover, in an increasingly fragmented social world in which identities and senses of belonging 

overlap, intersect and blur, reinforcing clearly bounded markers of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ is a means 

of temporarily overcoming anxieties surrounding identity. The Progressive shpiel, I argue, has the 

potential to challenge and re-create ideas of Jewishness through presenting alternative, multifaceted 

ways of being Jewish. This potential is limited, however, due to the use of dominant, hegemonic and 

rigid ideas of Jewish identity that work to contradict values of progression and inclusivity. Notions of 

‘looking Jewish’ and ‘acting Jewish’ are internalised and then reproduced through the habitus, 

which then assists in constructing collective representations of identity through individual 

performances. Despite the Progressive nature of the community, then, the ‘rules of the game’ in 

many ways remain conservative in nature. In the following chapter I will argue that this degree of 

conservatism within Perth’s Progressive community is due largely to external pressure from the 

broader Jewish community to present Progressive Judaism as a legitimate Jewish denomination that 

does not stray too far from core Jewish values, principles and religious practice. 
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Chapter Seven 
 

Conclusion: The revealing nature of the Progressive shpiel 
 

This research has argued that the complexity of Jewishness is visible in the mundane, everyday 

conversations of members of Perth’s Progressive Jewish community, and has sought to answer the 

question: 

 

 How do members of ‘Temple Beth Shalom’ use the shpiel to negotiate and maintain a positive Progressive Jewish 

identity? 

 

Simultaneously religious, cultural, ethnic and spiritual in nature, Jewish identity transcends 

definition as it continues to reveal instabilities in taken-for-granted notions of belonging. Through 

an in-depth theoretical analysis drawing upon focus groups and interviews, I have investigated the 

unique ways in which members of ‘Temple Beth Shalom’ negotiate and mediate the contested 

nature of Jewishness through narrating their individual and collective identities in the shpiel. The 

shpiel is not simply a regular, insignificant part of informal conversation, but rather a form of 

emergent storytelling in which members perform identity by sharing opinions, narratives and 

anecdotes that enact an ‘ideal standard’ of Jewishness. Importantly, these ‘ideal standards’ reinforce 

normative, traditional ideas of what ‘Jewishness’ is, reinforcing imagined boundaries of identitity 

and positioning the   

 

Pierre Bourdieu’s ‘theory of practice’ was utilised in this research in draw attention to the multi-

faceted nature of Progressive Jewish identities and the ways in which identity more broadly is built 

upon taken-for-granted notions of ‘the self’. By exploring his ideas surrounding ‘habitus’ and the 
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social actions of individuals, it is possible to view the Progressive shpiel as a social practice 

undertaken by individuals embedded in an established order or ‘game’. While individuals may use 

the shpiel as a tactical means to overcoming the ambiguity of Progressive Jewishness, they effectively 

reinforce the ‘order of things’ or the ‘rules of the game’ by utilising a standardised way of acting 

(Accaioli 1981, p. 29). Furthermore, what appears to be an insignificant act of telling a story is in 

fact a tool that serves to both navigate the social world and reproduce it.  

 

Particularly in the Progressive denomination, where religious dogma is actively critiqued and 

emphasis is placed on the idea that there is ‘more than one way to be Jewish’, (World Union for 

Progressive Judaism 2017), contested boundaries of Jewish identity are ever more visible. Through 

utilising these ‘theories of practice’ as well as theories of boundary maintenance and narrative 

performance, I have emphasised the role the unique setting of ‘Temple Beth Shalom’ plays in the 

performances of Jewishness within the community. Moreover, through embracing a multi-faceted 

theoretical approach, I was able to critically engage with the theories and apply aspects of each to 

the complex social context of ‘Temple Beth Shalom’. 

 

In considering this social context, it was decided that three semi-structured focus groups and one 

interview with the Rabbi and Rebbetzin would greatly assist in answering my research question. In 

fostering informal dialogue between participants, aided by my insider position within the 

community, I was able to create a space in which the shpiel and the co-creation of narratives could 

could emerge. What resulted was a large collection of quotes, all of which demonstrated the unique 

ways in which participants negotiated and navigated Jewishness, namely through the Progressive 

shpiel. After analysing the transcripts using NVivo, three main patterns emerged in that this unique 

form of emergent storytelling was used to perform ‘legitimacy’, ‘collectivity’ and ‘authenticity’. 

While all three of these themes strongly intersect, they were used to structure the argument of this 

research, and seek to answer the question:  
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Performing legitimacy, collectivity and authenticity 

This thesis has discussed the ways in which ‘Temple Beth Shalom’ has struggled to gain acceptance 

within the wider majority Orthodox Jewish community, leading to some tensions over politics, 

religious practices and beliefs. While Orthodox Judaism seeks to adhere to Jewish law – Halakha – 

more closely, the Progressive movement prioritises the universal ethical teachings of Judaism and 

ideals of social justice and peace (Corrsin 1998). Perth’s Progressive movement has consequently 

often faced criticism from the wider community, which perceives it as having fallen away from the 

main tenets of Judaism itself. Considering this particular social context, I have argued that the 

Progressive ‘shpiel’ is a way of enacting ideas of  ‘legitimacy’ that attempt to display the community 

as one that is ‘playing the same game’ (Jenkins 1992).  

 

Examples of participants performing ‘legitimacy’ through the shpiel was found in discussions around 

the importance of practicing ‘cultural’ Jewishness, some of the more strict approaches to accepting 

membership in the community, and critiques of the at-times contradictory religious practices of the 

Orthodox. These narratives positioned ‘Temple Beth Shalom’ and the Progressive community more 

broadly as being no less valid than the traditional communities who were critical of them. 

Participants additionally voiced their frustration at being regarded as lesser than, or even ‘non-

Jewish’ by Jews outside of the community, and so this identity work of the Progressive shpiel sought 

to reinforce imagined boundaries between ‘Jew’ and ‘non-Jew’. 

 

Furthermore, while the Progressive movement could be understood as more flexible in terms of 

religious practice and belief, the context of Perth’s wider Jewish community has meant that ‘Temple 

Beth Shalom’ has had to work to retain an ‘ideal standard’ of Jewishness in order to be accepted by 

the broader community. I have argued that, in the case of participants’ individual social 
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performances, the audience was not simply the Progressive community itself, but broader Perth 

Jewry. Moreover, through the use of the shpiel, participants were ‘doing’ identity work both on an 

individual level and for a ‘collective representation’ of legitimate Jewishness (Goffman 1959). 

Through displaying one’s knowledge of the Jewish doxa and their possession of social capital, largely 

dictated by the Orthodox, individuals positioned themselves as within the boundaries of ‘Jewish’ and 

reinforced their perceived distance from non-Jews. Moreover, the shpiel becomes a means of both 

co-locating oneself within the community and reinforcing constructed borders of identity (Nakano 

2018). 

 

Bourdieu’s notions of habitus, doxa and capital assisted in investigating how members of Temple Beth 

Shalom navigated the contested nature of Progressive Jewishness by reproducing and re-enacting 

taken-for-granted ideas of ‘Jewishness’. By sharing particular stories that displayed ones knowledge 

or the rules, or doxa, individuals displayed a Jewish habitus gained through lived experience, and thus 

were able to gain social capital as an insider. As Progressive Judaism has been often critiqued for 

straying too far from halakha and being a ‘watered down’ Judaism, presenting oneself as playing the 

same rules as more traditional communities becomes a way of navigating anxieties over the 

legitimacy of Progressive Jewishness. Furthermore, I argued that even though ‘Temple Beth 

Shalom’ has built its foundation on principles of progressiveness, pluralism and adaptation, it must 

remain within perceived boundaries of ‘Jewishness’ that are largely influenced by the more 

traditional communities.  

 

Another role of the Progressive shpiel, this research argued, is to perform normative ideas of a Jewish 

‘collective’. Through reproducing taken-for-granted notions of a ‘Jewish essence’ or unifying ‘soul’ 

(neshamah), participants would locate themselves within boundaries of Jewish belonging. This was 

often done by discussing their shared history and trauma, often featured in the daily conversations 

of Jews as well as the many religious holidays that occur throughout the year. Common Jewish 
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sayings like ‘If we can survive the Pharaoh, we can survive this’ and ‘They tried to kill us, it didn’t 

work, let’s eat’ exemplify the kind of symbolic discourse that performs a sense of solidarity in shared 

experience, expressing ideas of commonality and a uniquely Jewish experience (Buckser 2003, p. 

189).  

 

In the context of social theory, the Progressive shpiel thus serves as a way to perform what Gans 

(1979) would call ‘Symbolic Ethnicity’. Moreover, as modern identities become increasingly 

fragmented, Gans argues that ethnicity takes on an ‘expressive rather than instrumental’ function 

(1979, p. 8). Jewishness can be something that is expressed through an abstract feeling, referred to 

by some participants as a ‘Jewish ether’. While indeed an ambiguous force, this Jewish ether gave 

many of the participants a feeling of belonging to something bigger, from which their membership 

was ‘ascribed’ as well as ‘achieved’. Additionally, the Jewish collectivity was not perceived to be 

religious, ethnic, spiritual or cultural in nature, but all of these at once. Enshrined both within 

Jewish holidays and everyday life, the performance of belonging to this collectivity becomes an 

internalised rule of the game, and thus a way of gaining capital amongst members of Temple Beth 

Shalom. 

 

My research argues that this means of gaining capital within the community reflected tensions over 

boundary maintenance, leading to at times contradictory attitudes towards Jewishness. On the one 

hand, many of the participants frequently voiced their pride in the distinctive nature of Jews and 

their miraculous survival ‘against all odds’. Often, however, these participants would be reluctant to 

engage in discourses that defined them as any kind of ‘other’. This led to tensions between the desire 

to be seen as an abstract collective, rooted in shared history, and the individualistic focus of post-

modern conceptions of ‘the self’. Moreover, these contradicting perspectives reveal the inherently 

unstable nature of identity; constantly in a state of negotiation yet rooted in taken-for-granted ideas 

of identity as something that is ‘ascribed’. 
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Finally, this research found that the shpiel performed an abstract sense of Jewish ‘authenticity’, 

expressed through stories of ‘looking’, ‘knowing’ and ‘doing’ Jewishness. Though a largely 

problematic term, ‘authenticity’ in the context of my analysis pertains to ideas about the ‘really real’ 

and an axiomatic state of being (Koltun-Fromm 2015, p. 4). Jewish anxieties resulting from the 

contested nature of modern identities and of accusations of in-authenticity from the Orthodox 

create unique tensions within the Progressive community as members attempt to resist biological 

essentialism yet reinforce their perceived distinctiveness. While Progressive values of diversity and 

contemporaneity promote the idea that global Jewry is anything but a homogenous group, the 

‘uniqueness’ of Jewish people and practices is closely tied in with largely stereotypical ideas of who is 

a Jew. In the participants’ shpiels, these ideas would manifest in stories of their Jewish mothers, their 

Jewish stubbornness and propensity for debate, their recognition of strangers as Jewish simply by 

looks and their love of nosh.  

 

While occurences of the shpiel may at a glance appear to be simple, everyday anecdotes and 

opinions, I have argued that they are examples of ‘doing’ identity and the importance of narratives 

to Jewish communities. In positioning themselves as possessing a degree of ‘authenticity’ through 

lived experience, participants were displaying their Jewish habitus and removing doubts as to their 

position in regards to the community. If ones ‘authenticity’ suggests a degree of realness and 

effortlessness, then one’s belonging as an insider is strengthened and anxieties surrounding 

boundaries of identity lessened. This research has thus argued that this discourse of authenticity 

reinforces the importance of Jewishness as ascribed rather than achieved, despite the 

denomination’s focus on maintaining a ‘thinking Judaism’. While indeed ‘thinking’ about one’s 

identity was regarded as very important by participants, this could only be achieved if an individual 

was Jewish to begin with. 
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Moreover, the identity work of the shpiel assists in enacting and reinforcing taken-for-granted 

boundaries of Jewish identity amongst members of Temple Beth Shalom, through sharing unique 

personal narratives that share a certain ‘ideal standard’ of Jewishness. This ‘ideal standard’ is in 

many ways a Progressive one, but one that still utilises and thus perpetuates traditional and largely 

hegemonic notions of who is a Jew. Furthermore, I argue that the Progressive shpiel is, in many ways, 

a reaction to anxieties over identity felt both in the Progressive community and the Jewish 

community more broadly. In performing notions of legitimacy, collectivity and authenticity, 

participants were using the shpiel to negotiate and mediate conceptions of their Jewishness both on 

an individual and broader level. 

Significance and future directions 

While a significant amount of research has been undertaken on Jewish identity in the United States 

and Europe, less social research has focused on Jewish populations in Australia. Going even further, 

while there have been a number ethnographic studies undertaken within Progressive Jewish 

communities overseas, there is very little research within any like Progressive communities in 

Australia. This thesis thus seeks to contribute to the significant literature gap in understanding 

surrounding these Progressive Jewish identities, significant in their sui generis nature, as well as what 

they can reveal more broadly about the nature of minority identities in Australia today. 

Furthermore, researching the ways in which these unique communities work to affirm and maintain 

positive identities is important for future policy making surrounding religion, multiculturalism, 

ethnicity and migration. 

 

Future research directions could involve a greater emphasis on the influence of the State of Israel on 

the identities of Progressive Jews in Australia today. Due to limitations of time and resources, the 

significance of Zionism in regards to the fostering of positive Jewish identities was unable to be 

explored. Similarly, the intersecting of Jewishness with issues of class, race, gender, and sexuality 
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requires further exploration and reflexivity. Lastly, there is great potential for conducting a 

comparative study between particular Australian Jewish communities, whether in Western 

Australia, across other states and territories or even overseas. Being able to investigate the 

phenomenon of the shpiel outside of ‘Temple Beth Shalom’ could greatly increase the usefulness of 

this research and its potential applications. 

 

In conclusion, this thesis has demonstrated that answers to the question of ‘Who is a Jew?’ will 

continue to be anything but homogenous, and multi- dimensional and complex notions of 

Jewishness will continue to perplex. Through in-depth analysis, however, it is possible to see the 

unique ways in which the paradoxical nature of identities are navigated in social interaction. 

Importantly, the use of the notion of the Progressive shpiel is not to suggest that the individuals who 

use it are disingenuous or that their Jewish identity is fictitious, but rather that all identities are 

enacted and negotiated through social interaction. Unpacking the unique ways in which this is done 

in specific communities can not only assist in revealing the changing nature of identity in Australia 

today, but the importance of storytelling and narratives to minority religious, cultural and ethnic 

groups. In an age where ideas of identity, belonging, peoplehood and nation are shifting and re-

shaping, it has never been as important to examine the way in which individuals in minority 

communities conceptualise ‘the self’ and the world around them. 
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