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The Jewish American Princess: 
Causes and Responses for a Harmful Stereotype 

 
By Laura Duhan Kaplan, March 7, 2000 

 
 

Do you think the "Jewish American Princess" (JAP) stereotype is a 
thing of the past? 
 
If you recognize these "jokes," think again! 
 
What are the four words that a Jewish American Princess never hears? 
- Attention K-Mart Shoppers. 
 
How does a Jewish American Princess commit suicide? 
- She piles all her clothes on her bed and then jumps off. 
 
How many Jewish American Princess does it take to change a lightbulb? 
- Two.  One to get the diet coke and one to call Daddy. 
 
What does a Jewish American Princess make for dinner? 
- Reservations. 
 
Why does a Jewish American Princess make love with her eyes closed? 
- She can't stand to see anyone else having a good time. 
 
What is a Jewish American Princess's idea of natural childbirth? 
- Going to the delivery room without her makeup on. 
 
What is a Jewish American Princess's favorite whine? 
- Take me to Miami! 
 
 The answers portray the "Jewish American Princess" as self-centered, 

materialistic, lazy, preoccupied with her appearance, dependent upon men, 

uninterested in sex, whiny and demanding. 

 



 2 

Is the term "JAP" harmful? 

Why discuss the Jewish American Princess stereotype?  Isn't it just a 

term Jews use among themselves, to poke fun at their newfound affluence?  

It is true that the term is chiefly spoken by Jews to Jews, but it is not true 

that everybody is laughing. 

Consider this: The stereotype creates distance between Jewish 

women.  "I'm not interested in her.  She's much too jappy," said by one 

woman judging another solely by her appearance.  These women could be 

working together on a community improvement project, if only one would 

deign to speak to the other. 

Or consider this: In the 1980s, when the stereotype was at its height, 

young Jewish men at the finest colleges turned the term "JAP" into a hate 

speech epithet.  They wore "I'm a JAP-buster" t-shirts.  They spray painted 

girls' dorm room doors with the word, "JAP!"  They accosted expensively 

dressed young women they didn't know and verbally abused them.  They 

wrote articles for the college newspaper defending their right to use the term.  

Some college professors even adopted the term and used it casually in their 

classes.  When Jewish women complained, Jewish civil rights groups replied 

that they had their hands too full with anti-Jewish remarks made by non-

Jews to deal with anti-Jewish remarks made by Jews. 
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Finally, consider this: In 1981, Seven Steinberg of Scottsdale, Arizona 

was on trial for murder.  He had bludgeoned his wife Elana to death while 

she screamed for help from their two young daughters, who were also at 

home.  At his trial, Steven and his attorneys did not claim that he was 

innocent.  Rather, they claimed that he was provoked by his wife, who was a 

"Jewish American Princess."  Carefully, they laid out the stereotype: selfish, 

shallow, materialistic, demanding, and sexually cold.  (Never mind that the 

marital pathology could not legitimately be blamed on Elana alone - Steven, 

for example, was an unemployed gambler.)  After-trial interviews indicate 

that the all non-Jewish jury did not understand the term "JAP," but did 

understand the stereotype very well.  Steven was acquitted of first degree 

murder. 

 

Where does the stereotype come from? 

 Where does this stereotype come from?  The prevailing theory is that 

it is created by American Jewish men whose ambivalence about their own 

Jewish background draws them towards assimilation.  They hope to marry, 

and often do marry, non-Jewish women.  Not feeling entirely comfortable 

with their choices, they justify them by claiming that Jewish women are 

terrible people. 
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 This theory about the use of the term "JAP" may have some truth to it, 

especially as it is used as a derogatory term mostly by Jewish men.  But this 

theory does not go far enough in explaining why the negative stereotype 

consists of these particular qualities, or in explaining how to combat it, 

beyond encouraging Jewish men to return to traditional Jewish values. 

 I will argue that the stereotype is the unfair projection of an image 

onto young women.  It is the projection of the American Jewish family's 

uncertainties about family roles and functions in a particular historical 

period.  First, it is the projection of responsibility for the notion of a "trophy 

wife" onto women - both mothers and daughters - themselves.  Second, it is 

the projection of responsibility for a father's own failures as a parent onto his 

daughter.  I will argue that the best ways to combat these unfair projections 

are: (1) broaden our understanding of women's roles through the 

appreciation of strong women role models; (2) expect fathers as well as 

mothers to learn how to be emotionally supportive of their children; and (3) 

avoid an obsession with acquiring material wealth and emphasize ethical and 

caring values - in other words, the best aspects of traditional Jewish values. 
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The Jewish Mother and the Jewish Daughter 

 Most American Jewish families currently living in the United States 

came during the great waves of immigration from Eastern Europe, between 

the 1880s and the 1920s.  During that first generation or two, immigrant 

women were the mainstay of their families.  They had to figure out how to 

run a household on poverty-level wages in a foreign country, keep their 

children - who were learning an alien language and lifestyle - on the straight 

and narrow, and work long hours, underpaid and exhausted in factory or 

domestic labor.  The next generation of Jewish children born and educated in 

the United States did better economically.  They also grew up taking the 

"American Dream" of prosperity for granted. 

 The early twentieth-century economist Thorstein Veblen pointed out 

that the American Dream includes a vision of gender roles.  For a man to 

appear to have "made it," he must be affluent enough to support a wife and 

family on his own.  Having a wife who does not work outside the home is, 

for him, a sign of prosperity.  If a man could afford to dress his wife in 

fancy, expensive clothing, so much the better would his status appear.  So in 

the newly middle-class generation of immigrant Jews, not only was there no 

pressing economic need for the wife to work outside the home, there was 

also a social desire to appear affluent by the wife working only in the home.  
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Women, too, got caught up in signs of status: one must have at least a part-

time household helper or cleaner if one is to appear as well-to-so as one's 

peers.  Standards for household cleanliness rose dramatically during this 

period, way past the basic requirements of hygiene, as Veblen also pointed 

out. 

 So what happened to the Jewish woman during this period?  The 

mainstay of the family was expected, and even herself desired, to take on a 

different financial role: the role of a consumer, rather than a producer.  In 

this social environment, the American stereotype of the "Jewish mother" 

emerged.  The "Jewish Mother" was an odd combination of the immigrant 

family protector and the newly affluent family consumer.  She was always 

available to guide and help her children.  But somehow, according to the 

stereotype, even in her role as family protector, she would consume people 

emotionally.  As her increasingly Americanized children drifted away from 

the extended family household, they blamed her personally for the conflicts 

generated when she assumed the natural role of family matriarch.  Her 

efforts to share her wisdom and experience would be interpreted wrongly.  

She would smother them, they would say, interfere in their decision making, 

and keep them from growing up.  
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 The role of Jewish daughter during this period reflected the same sorts 

of role conflicts.  The Jewish daughter was seen by her father as another 

opportunity to showcase his affluence.  He wanted to see her attending the 

best schools, wearing the finest clothes, avoiding after-school or summer 

jobs that might imply a need to supplement the family income.  He and her 

mother always wanted to see her looking her best, showcasing theirs as a 

good family, worthy of her making a good marriage.  These desires for one's 

daughter may not be harmful in and of themselves, but they do inhibit the 

development of a level of responsibility we expect from young adults.  Thus, 

at least for the transitional period before taking on the responsibilities of 

adulthood, the Jewish daughter was seen by her family and friends as 

someone interested only in self-adornment and consumption of material 

wealth.  As in the case of the Jewish mother being blamed for acting the part 

she was brought up to play - the matriarch - here the Jewish daughter is 

blamed personally for behaving as her parents taught her a good daughter is 

to behave. 

 Clearly American Jews are uncomfortable with this image of a 

woman's role.  That is why they see it as a negative stereotype.  It seems 

shallow when it appears as an ideal, nasty when it is hurled as an insult, and 

empty in those few cases where it actually appears as a reality.  At its core, 
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our discomfort with this image is a good thing!  We find ourselves 

uncomfortable adopting what many describe as the worst aspects of 

American culture: materialism, and a tendency to measure the worth of a 

person by their economic class.  We much prefer to measure a person by 

their commitment to family, friends, social justice, religious tradition - in 

short, the best aspects of traditional Jewish values.  To counter the influence 

of the negative JAP stereotype, we need to emphasize these values to Jewish 

children. 

 Social forces are once again pushing the role of women into change.  

Our economy is demanding full employment; women without young 

children are expected to work outside the home.  We are seeing many 

women working in influential positions that affirm moral instead of 

materialistic values: social workers, health care professionals, clergy, 

teachers.  Men and women alike are seeing an explosion of the study of the 

lives of great Jewish women, exemplary role models from Biblical times 

until the present day.  We are learning, for example, about women warriors, 

from the Biblical Jael, slayer of a foreign general, to the WWII resistance 

fighter Zivia Lubetkin; we are learning about women judges, from the 

Biblical Deborah to the living Justice Ruth Bader Ginsberg.  Exposure to 
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these role models is creating among young women quite a different sense of 

what it is to be a good daughter. 

 

The Jewish Daughter and the Jewish Father 

 The movie "Private Benjamin," which stars its executive producer, 

Jewish actress Goldie Hawn, is often described as a movie about a reformed 

Jewish American Princess.  If that is a good description, then the movie can 

also tell us something about the family dynamics behind the stereotype.  For 

the movie offers some deep reflections about the gender psychology of the 

main character's personal development. 

 At the beginning of the movie, 27 year old Judy Benjamin is shown at 

her second wedding.  It is a joyous, Conservative Jewish wedding.  But a lot 

is taking place behind the scenes at the wedding.  Judy meets with a 

furniture designer, and argues about the precise color of ottoman upholstery.  

Judy's father, even when she tries to have a moment of intimate conversation 

with him, watches the ball game.  Judy's new husband, a lawyer, meets with 

clients.  Judy's new husband, it turns out, cares only about his work.  He 

spends most of their wedding night on the phone with clients.  He deigns to 

interrupt his work to make love with Judy - or rather to use Judy - for about 

two minutes, after which he has a heart attack and dies. 
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 Judy, the young widow, is devastated.  She realizes she has spent her 

young adulthood preparing to marry an affluent man and live in a well-

furnished home.  Now that the dream has been cut short, she has no idea 

what to do with herself.  So she joins the army. 

 After a rocky start, Judy gets used to the discipline, makes friends, 

and emerges as a talented soldier with leadership ability.  Her first 

assignment is as a paratrooper in an elite unit.  But when Judy's 

commander's tries to rape her, she stands up to him firmly, and demands a 

transfer to a choice assignment.  She works at an intellectually challenging 

desk job, serving as a purchasing agent at an international military base in 

Paris.  

 But she soon leaves the army to pursue her relationship with Henri, a 

handsome, wealthy, suave, Jewish doctor.  Henri's attentive lovemaking 

blows Judy away.  But it turns out that Henri only wants Judy as a reflection 

of his affluence.  She redecorates his house, does his errands, wears clothing 

and hairstyles he has chosen for her.  The movie ends with a wedding scene 

- but this time Judy walks out before completing her vows, and jubilantly 

throws away her veil.  Her gesture seems to say, "No more hiding of my real 

self behind the desires of a man!" 
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 The movie shows Judy on a developmental journey in her relationship 

with men.  As a child, she desperately sought personal recognition from her 

father, but got only material support.  Her marriage, it seems, is destined to 

be the same - a husband wrapped up in his work would give her material 

goods but no emotional connection.  She is freed from the cycle of 

disappointment and heartbreak only by his death.  Through the friendship 

and support of a new family - her all female basic training unit - Judy is 

transformed, and begins to have a new vision of what she should expect 

from those who claim to love her. 

 A psychologist (possibly coincidentally) named Jessica Benjamin has 

written about the potential pitfalls in father-daughter relationships.  

Daughters, she says, desperately seek recognition from their fathers.  When 

they don't get it, they may pursue increasingly self-effacing behaviors in the 

hope of being noticed and appreciated: obsessively adorning themselves, 

acting out caricatures of femininity, submitting themselves to sadistic 

perversions of lovemaking.  These are all behaviors that Judy Benjamin 

engages in.  But none of them work, and in the end she finds the courage to 

try something new. 

 I'll go out on a limb here and suggest that perhaps some young women 

actually adopt the stereotypical behavior associated with the Jewish 
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American Princess because they believe it will gain them recognition from 

fathers who do not know how to relate to their daughters.  In this case, I can 

say once again that social changes are conspiring to make these behaviors 

unnecessary.  We are seeing more shared parenting, requiring both fathers 

and mothers to forge relationships with children of both genders.  We are 

seeing more of an emphasis within psychological counseling and business 

training on communication across personal differences.  With the increasing 

conservatism of American sexual morality, we are hearing more about how 

to sustain family intimacy.  Here again, we can draw on the best aspects of 

traditional Jewish values to help.  Judaism sets aside Shabbat, a day of rest, 

to enable human beings to set aside their economic work, in favor of 

reconnecting with their family and their spirituality.  We should make use of 

such sacred times as they were intended, avoiding the traps that lured Judy 

Benjamin, her father, and her husband away from the wedding, the traps that 

kept them distant from the genuine relationships they could have forged. 
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