
A
s an alumni of Pratt Institute,
where Rabbi Simcha
Weinstein  serves as resident
rabbi, I ate many Shabbat din-

ners at his home. He is a very funny
man. At each meal, he would tell
stories about growing up in
Manchester, England, reading
comic books, and Judaism in gener-
al. More often than not, he’d have all
of his guests clutching their stom-
achs laughing at his outrageous
tales. His first book, about the influ-
ence of Judaism on superhero
comic books, was titled Up Up and
Oy Vey! and was as funny as its
clever title.

So it’s surprising that his second
book, Shtick Shift, which is about
the evolution of Jewish humor in the
past century, is so serious.

Weinstein cracks relatively few
jokes in his new book. Instead, he
lays out an intelligent and compre-
hensive analysis of the evolution of
Jewish comedy in America from the
start of the 20th century onward.
The book reads like a well thought
out dissertation. He describes how
Jewish immigrants in the early
1900s lived in poverty and dealt with
the prevailing atmosphere of anti-
Semitism through humor.

Early Jewish comedians,
Weinstein writes, started onstage in
New York doing vaudeville acts. In
Jewish communities in the Catskill
Mountains, young comics like Mel
Brooks and Woody Allen pioneered
standup comedy. With the advent of
television came a market for talent-
ed and witty performers, and Jewish
comics were hired in droves. One
thing was strange, though. These
Jews didn’t joke about their religion

or culture. More often than not, they
Americanized their names.

Now, however, Judaism is pres-
ent everywhere in the entertainment
industry. Sitcoms like Seinfeld and
Curb Your Enthusiasm had promi-
nently Jewish characters and plot-
lines. Today, comics like Sarah
Silverman and Sacha Baron Cohen
feel no need to change their names
to sound less Jewish.

This change from Jewish come-
dians hiding their religion and cul-
ture to proudly embracing it and
poking fun at it, is what Weinstein
calls the “shtick shift.” With great
insight, he traces how this shtick
shift came about.

He also analyzes Jewish humor
itself, which is often self-deprecat-
ing. This, he writes, came as a reac-
tion to anti-Semitism. If Jews could
poke fun at themselves, they could
beat their detractors to the punch
line. This, in turn, led to Jewishness

being more culturally acceptable.
Other themes in the book

include the impact of Judaism on
America and the impact America
has had on the Jews living here, the
idea of the Jewish American
princess, and the stereotype of a
nagging Jewish mother.

Shtick Shift is a smart and com-
prehensive analysis of Jewish
humor in America, which provides
insight into the nature of Jewish
American culture. 

Rabbi Weinstein did a great
deal of research putting this book
together, and it shows. He draws on
his experiences as a rabbi, a former
film major, and a New Yorker to
draw conclusions about modern
Jewish culture and the world we live
in today.�
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