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  While the study of “masculinity,” particularly “American manhood,” has flourished in the academy of late, there has been relatively little inquiry into how millions of non-Christian immigrants to America in the nineteenth century negotiated the collision of their native gendered religious and cultural identities with existing notions of American manhood. In fact, most prominent histories of American manhood, even ones focusing on late-Victorian and early-twentieth-century America, largely omit any reference to Jewish immigrants.1
 The tension between assimilation and holding on to traditional religious and ethnic identities was intense among the masses of Jews immigrating to America at the turn of the century. Of the approximately twelve million immigrants who arrived in America between 1880 and 1910, almost 2.5 million of them were Jews, increasing the number of Jews in America tenfold (Miller and Faux 101–02). While many non-Jewish immigrants during this period, such as Italians, often immigrated to make money for a few years and then return home, the Jews had no intention of returning to Europe. Instead, they were fleeing the Russian pogroms beginning in 1882, political persecution, military conscription, and ingrained anti-Semitism that made staying behind in the shtetl2 untenable to thousands each year. As Andrew R. Heinze asserts, “More than for other groups of immigrants, America represented for Jews a promised land, a mysterious place of redemption from the accumulated iniquities of the past” (39). Due to the Jews’ notion of America as a redemptive refuge from persecution, entire Jewish families often immigrated from every echelon of society desperately seeking a true home in America. Without an option to return to Europe, and a fresh life available in the New Jerusalem of America, “To be an American, dress like an American, look like an American, and even . . . talk like an American” (Howe 128) became a goal for thousands of Jewish newcomers each year. [End Page 3]
 Although many Jewish immigrants were committed to assimilating into American society, the act of assimilation was extremely complicated for Jews because of the indistinguishability of traditional Jewish cultural identity from Jewish religious faith. Jules Chametzky notes that “religion was an important part of the [assimilation] process, and for Jews greatly so since the Jewish religion is so much more a cultural phenomenon than simply a body of doctrine” (24). Allan Guttmann adds, “Judaism has traditionally been concerned for ritualized behavior rather than for creeds” (5). What a Jew wore, ate, and did with his or her free time, among a myriad of other details of daily life, directly reflected his or her adherence to the Judaic faith. In this sense, acting “like a Jew” helped constitute a Jewish identity more than any other quality; however, for Jewish immigrants this performance was a challenge. For the many Jews who came from a shtetl, Talmudic law was the only law, religious study was the most prestigious calling imaginable for young men, and daily life moved to the rhythms of the synagogue. Assimilating into an overwhelmingly urban, consumer-oriented, and rapidly secularizing environment—such as the Lower East Side of New York—was thus extraordinarily difficult. Every act of assimilating into modern American culture (no matter how seemingly small), such as a woman uncovering her head in public, a man shaving off his beard, or someone taking a carriage ride on the Sabbath—carried profound religious significance. Will Herberg explains that for Jews in America, “rejection of foreignness meant rejection of Jewishness and Judaism” (386). Some Jews saw American culture simply as treife3 and resisted any aspect of assimilation; others, who either already had or did abandon their formal faith, assimilated wholeheartedly; yet the majority struggled to come to terms with what it meant to be a Jew living as an American and an American living as a Jew.
 No Jewish immigrant expressed more eloquently and publicly the ambivalent nature of Jewish assimilation in America than Abraham Cahan. Arriving in 1882 from eastern Russia at the age of twenty-two and settling in the Lower East Side, Cahan went from knowing only a...
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