
 

Jew: An Identity, or an Insult? 
By Morgan Seiff 

 
When someone calls you a real American, it’s a compliment. 

Loyal, hard-working, proud. 
 
When someone calls you a real Christian, it’s also a compliment. 

You’re humble, devout, selfless. 
 
But when someone calls you a real Jew, 

What the hell is that supposed to mean? 
 
Why is being a Jew insulting?  
 
“Jews are cheap.” 
My teacher’s quick, offhand comment echoed in my head. 
I glanced around at my third-grade peers to gage their reactions, but they seemed to 
make nothing of her remark. They just continued to fiddle with their plaid skirts and 
tap-tap-tap their mary-janes on the classroom floor, anxious for recess. They were 
unfazed. 
 
So, without knowing better, I internalized the sentiment. Alright, I thought, I guess Jews 
are cheap. 
 
That evening, I yanked my dad’s arm and attention toward the kitchen computer 
screen. There was this song on iTunes that I simply needed to buy for my iPod shuffle. 
“Please,” I begged. “It’s only 99 cents!” 
Unyielding, my dad shook his head. “You just bought a song last week, Morgan. I can’t 
just let you buy things whenever you want. That would make me a bad parent.” 
 
And I was so frustrated with him that I said something that I did not understand, but 
that I would eternally regret:  
 
“You just won’t let me buy it because you’re a Jew!” 
 
But I didn’t realize I had said something awful until my Jewish father got up, walked 
away, and refused to talk to me for the rest of the night. 
 
 



 

I had used the word “Jew” derogatively. I used his own identity in order to tease and to 
harm him. 
 
I soon learned about the stigma behind the term “Jew.” Really, it originated to describe 
people who practice Judaism. But, for centuries, Christians and other non-Jews have 
had more control of the term, and warped it into something of an othering, an insult. 
 

“The Jews killed Christ.” 
“The Jews are so cheap they’ll pick up pennies on the street.” 
“The Jews control the media.” 

 
It hurts. It’s threatening. It’s the vocalization of sticking a yellow, six-point star on 
someone, to call them a Jew. 
 
When you Google the word “Jew,” this is what comes up: 
--  
The very second definition is derogatory. “To bargain with someone in a miserly or 
petty way.” 
 
But, personally, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with Jews calling themselves 
Jews. 
 
I encourage it, in fact. It’s so frustrating that we can’t even have our own descriptor 
without it being drenched in stigma and negativity.  
 
Often, to avoid controversy with other Jews that don’t like the term Jew, and also 
non-Jews who we don’t want using the term in a negative context, we must opt for the 
milder “Jewish." 
 
But saying you’re Jewish doesn’t have the same kind of effect as saying you’re a Jew.  
 
When you say, “I’m American,” or “I’m Christian,” it’s mild, a simple fact. But when you 
say, “I’m an American,” or “I’m a Christian,” you’re labeling yourself with pride. 
 
Why can’t Jews be proud too? 
 
I’ve had this conversation many times: I’ll say “I’m a Jew” and the other person would 
go “Don’t say that about yourself! You’re not a Jew.” 
 



 

“Uh… yes I am.” 
 
“But, I mean, yeah you’re Jewish but, you’re not like, y’know…” 
 
“I’m not WHAT? I’m not cheap? I don’t have a big nose, WHAT?” 
 
It’s not fair. I don’t just want to be Jewish. Even the word “Jewish” is kind of 
lame-sounding. You know, you’re only Jew-ISH. 
 
But I’m part of a long lineage of people who have been through so much, who took 
pride in their identity as Jews, despite the fact that other people would turn and point 
and call us “Jews” and mean something completely different. 
 
We have to reclaim this term. And doing so requires the effort of Jews and non-Jews 
alike.  
 
Jews, use the term Jew to describe yourself, and when someone recoils in shock or 
offense, ask them WHY they’re offended. Ask them, what’s wrong with being a Jew? 
Make them think. 
 
If you’re a non-Jew, stop using Jew derogatively. Separate it from all the stereotypes in 
your head. Question the way it’s being used, because being a “Jew” should not be an 
insult. 
 
Because I am not just Jewish. I am a Jew. And I’m a proud Jew. 
 
Thank you. 


