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Anti-Jewish bias in Sexological practice: History and context
Stefani Goerlicha and Nicole Lennoxb

aSex & Relationship Counseling, Bound Together Counseling PLLC, Sterling Heights, Michigan, USA; bFull 
Spectrum Doula, Nicole Lennox Professional Services LLC United States, Waterford, Michigan, USA

ABSTRACT
This paper explores the pervasive and enduring impact of antisemitism 
within the field of sexology, highlighting how centuries of anti-Jewish 
sentiment have shaped societal attitudes toward Jewish identity, sexu
ality, and clinical practice. Drawing on historical and contemporary 
examples, we examine how antisemitic myths—such as the portrayal 
of Jews as sexually corrupting influences—have persisted and evolved 
over time. We analyze the intersection of these biases with racial and 
religious discrimination, demonstrating how Jews have been positioned 
as both oppressors and perpetual outsiders in discussions of sexual and 
social norms. By tracing the influence of Jewish scholars in sexology, 
from Magnus Hirschfeld’s pioneering work in LGBTQ+ rights to con
temporary debates surrounding gender and sexuality, we reveal how 
Jewish contributions to sexual science have been both celebrated and 
condemned through the lens of antisemitic rhetoric. Additionally, we 
discuss the ways in which social work and psychosexual assessment 
have been informed by these biases, often reinforcing negative stereo
types and misconceptions about Jewish sexuality and identity. Finally, 
this paper calls for greater cultural competency in social work and 
sexology, urging practitioners to recognize and challenge their inter
nalized biases. By critically examining the ways in which antisemitism 
has shaped both historical and modern clinical practice, we advocate for 
a more inclusive, nuanced, and ethical approach to understanding 
Jewish identity within the field of sexology.
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Introduction

Social workers have been actively involved in the world of sexual and relational health— 
what we would today describe as sexology—since the earliest days of our profession. 
Lessons offered by both “Friendly Visitors” to the crowded New York tenements 
(Putnam, 1887) and genteel activists hoping to “reform” sex workers (Smolak, 2013) in 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries emphasized sanitation and hygiene as a form of 
(venereal) disease prevention. These early proto-social workers were passionate advocates 
for their client’s right to access contraception and abortion in order to limit pregnancies 
(Amory, 2011), for greater access to sexual health education (Lakshmeeramya, 2017), and 
even (in some instances) for “free love” or what we’d today call Ethical Nonmonogamy 
(Poldervaart, 2000).
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The very first social work organization, England’s Charity Organization Society called for 
its members to separate their work “from all questions of creed, politics, and nationality” 
(Hansan, 2025). Unfortunately, most 20th century social workers continued to overtly factor 
racial and ethnic identities into their assessments of their client’s sexual and relational 
behaviors. For instance, social workers often warned impoverished Christian girls about the 
ancient antisemitic trope of “white slavery”- the idea that deceitful Jews would lure them 
into prosititution (Attwood, 2016; M. Dunn, 2023), and intermingled their family planning 
messaging with the burgeoning “science” of eugenics (Solinger, 2017). We have grown from 
a field of well-intentioned social reformers describing their clients as “ignorant and shift
less” (Putnam, 1887, p. 2) into a modern “terminal degree profession.” Social Work and 
Sexological practice have gone hand-in-hand since the beginning and today our field is 
more inclusive of gender, sexuality, and relationship diversities than ever before. Despite 
our fields progress toward inclusion, future social workers still receive an education that is 
still rife with deeply racist and anti-Jewish messaging (Cox, 2021).

In this article, we begin by laying a historical foundation for our understanding of 
antisemitism and anti-Jewishness. We demonstrate how 1000+ years of systemic and 
institutional anti-Judaism has been continually connected to notions of sexual, racial, and 
social purity. We then touch on historical and modern examples of Jews being blamed for 
influencing other stigmatized communities—Queer people, trans people, kinky people, sex 
workers, etc.—and explore the harm these myths cause to all marginalized peoples. Lastly, 
we explore the ways in which deep-rooted and intertwined bigotries have influenced the 
fields of social work and sexology, and how practitioners can work to recognize where they 
have internalized antisemitic and anti-Jewish biases and begin to confront their own blind 
spots in order to enhance and improve the quality of the social work practice, whether they 
identify as a Sexological practitioner or not.

Jews, sex, and structural oppression

Antisemitism has been called “the oldest form of hate.” Jews as an ethnoreligious commu
nity have been subject to systemic discrimination, political and social exclusion, and both 
state and community violence for nearly two thousand years. Unlike the persecution 
experienced by many other indigenous populations, antisemitism is unique in that hatred 
of Jews has crossed cultures and continents, thrived in both democracies and totalitarian 
states, and been expressed in both religious doctrines and through secular philosophy- 
a phenomenon Paul Lawrence Rose has called transhistorical xenophobia (Rose, 1990). 
Hatred of Jews is so deeply ingrained in global culture (both the Western World and many 
parts of the East) that it was not until the late 19th century, when William Marr helped to 
popularize the term “antisemitism” first introduced by Moritz Steinschneider (Bein, 1990), 
that this deepest of prejudices was given a name at all.

One of the most effective ways of isolating and marginalizing a group from wider society 
is through the process of dehumanization, or what Goffman describes as “spoiled identities” 
(Goffman, 1963). If one can be convinced to see their neighbor not as their equal, but as 
some creature unlike them entirely, it creates a powerful system by which the ordinary 
citizen/subject becomes the enforcer of those same social strata that keep the ruling class in 
power (Falk, 2001). In Europe, which was Christianized by the Emperor Constantine in the 
300s A.D. Christianity became intrinsically intertwined with what it meant to be both good 
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sovereign and loyal subjects. Jews, as a group, were viewed with suspicion because of their 
religious differences. For centuries, in the eyes of European Christians, “the Jew was not 
human—not in the sense that the Christian was. He was a creature of an altogether different 
nature, of whom normal relations could not be expected . . . a demonic, a diabolical beast 
fighting the forces of truth and salvation with Satan’s weapons.” (Trachtenberg, 1943/1983 
reprint, p. 18). If the religious ruling class could impose visible stigmatizations upon their 
non-Christian subjects to dehumanize and demonize them sufficiently, it could keep their 
Christians subjects from questioning the theologies and institutions that sustained their 
place of power and privilege.

Clothing is one example of easily visible, non-verbal form of communication. It is easy to 
weaponize and used to visually stigmatize and “other” entire communities. Historically, 
community status and social standing were conveyed in part through wardrobe, as enforced 
by various sumptuary laws imposed by the ruling forces of Europe (Riello & Rublack, 2019). 
These laws limited which fabrics and materials the individual was allowed to wear, depend
ing upon their social rank and role in society. Some communities were mandated to wear 
specific items of apparel that marked them as outcast or degraded. Sex workers were 
frequently a target of sumptuary laws—required to be easily identifiable as fallen women 
to everyone they passed. These same markers of sinfulness were frequently mandated by the 
state for Jewish women as well:

In the 15th century, Roman Jewish women were required to wear a red overskirt that prostitutes 
also wore; Jewish women in other parts of Italy had to wear a yellow veil—a sign of the 
prostitute in Italian cities from the 14th through 16th centuries . . . in Viterbo, any Jewish 
woman who dared appear without her yellow veil could be stripped naked by the same person 
to apprehend her—the same punishment prescribed in other cities for prostitutes who strayed 
from the districts where they were allowed to solicit customers. (Thompson Ford, 2022, 
pp. 52–53)

The message behind these structural inequities—that Judaism and Jewishness is synon
ymous with sexual corruption, deviance, and impurity—has outlasted the enforcement of 
sumptuary laws by centuries.

Jews as corrupting force

The notion of the Jew as non-human and unnatural resulted in a variety of antisemitic 
myths and tropes that arose portraying Jewish people as a corrupting force, both physically 
and spiritually. Jews were accused of practicing witchcraft and luring Christian women 
toward heresy (Climenhaga, 2012), kidnapping young people for both sacrifice and human 
trafficking (Israeli, 2012), and spreading sickness—particularly sexual diseases. Jewish 
doctors responding to a 1520 syphilis epidemic in Venice were blamed for spreading disease 
and accused of “perform(ing) all matter of impious deception” (Thompson Ford, 2022, 
p. 53). The threats of religious heretics and degenerate sexuality were very much linked in 
the 13th-16th century mind:

The connections between the persecution of non-Christians, in particular the Jews, and 
witches, also played itself out in relation to sexuality. Jewish synagogues were often called 
“Houses of Satan,” or brothels. Witches, according to the “myth” gathered on the Sabbath to 
engage in sexual relations with the devil, which enabled him to possess their souls by means of 
orgiastic practices with wild beasts and evil demons . . . The church’s fear of magic was not new 
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—what was new was how, in the early modern period, it became gendered, racialized, and 
violently persecuted and, in doing so, became a shared project of Church and Crown, helping 
to unify them. (Topolski et al., 2024, pp. 52–65)

For many of us today, these practices seem like half-remembered fairy tales, from the time 
before science and the Age of Reason. Unfortunately, the ideas and archetypes these 
historical moments teach non-Jews about Jews have not faded alongside our belief in 
witchcraft. They have become insidiously embedded into our cultural understanding of 
what it means to be different, what it means to be deviant, and what it means to advocate for 
desire without shame.

Antisemitism and modern sexology

For as long as the modern field of Sexology has existed as a unique field of scientific 
inquiry, it has been inextricably tied to (and tied by) these ancient anti-Jewish suspi
cions. This is due in large part to the outsized role that Jewish thinkers and scientists 
have played in developing the discipline. In 1897, physician Magnus Hirschfeld co- 
founded the world’s first gay rights organization: The Scientific-Humanitarian 
Committee, which circulated a petition demanding the decriminalization of homosexu
ality in Germany. In 1928 he founded the World League for Sexual Reform, which 
“called for the reform of sex legislations, the right to contraception and sex education, 
and legal and social equality of the sexes” (Djajic-Horvath, 2024). From his Institute for 
the Science of Sexuality in Berlin, he developed the first modern iterations of marriage 
therapy, gender affirming care, kink-affirming care, and intersex medicine (Gordon,  
2008). Hirschfeld’s work on behalf of gender, sexuality, and relationship minorities was 
attacked as social corruption, cultural Marxism, and “Jewish” by those who opposed him 
(Tracey, 2023). In May 1933, one of the first acts of the newly-elected Nazi party was to 
close Hirschfeld’s institute and burn his research libraries. Hirschfeld was not alone in 
having his “Jewish” ideas of sexuality, medicine, and social equality condemned as 
dangerous to society. “Cartoons and caricatures of Jewish physicians as ‘anti-healers,’ 
accusing them of rape, abortions, and differential treatment against Aryans, and of 
‘treating sicknesses and not sick people’” abounded (Kolman & Miller, 2018, pg. 4)— 
the same allegations we see propagated on social media today.

Hirschfeld was the first in a long line of Jewish sexual health professionals whose work 
has been condemned as a corrupting influence on “traditional” (read: Christonormative) 
society. Sigmund Freud, Wilhelm Reich, Paul Goodman and many others were censored for 
their “Jewish” influences on the field of human sexuality. In the modern era, debates around 
comprehensive sex education, LGBTQIA+ inclusion, gender affirming care for young 
people, and more are framed by their opponents as protecting children from “grooming” 
by sexual predators (Natanson & Balingit, 2022). Today, we see these same battles played 
out on social media, where activists spread conspiracy theories linking Jews to a global effort 
to corrupt Western society through increased acceptance of sexual diversity and expression 
(Beatty, 2024). Gender critics and anti-inclusivity activists often frame their position as 
opposition to the sexualization of children by those who would seek to lure them into 
a world of hedonistic—even Satanic—exploitation and abuse (Natanson & Balingit, 2022; 
Uscinski & Klofstad, 2022). The idea that social gender norms are threatened by insidious 
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forces seeking to undermine “traditional” family values represents the latest echoes of 
ancient tropes of the Jew as demonic influence working to undermine “good, Christian” 
society.

Modern Anti-Jewish sentiment

One of the challenges in combating anti-Jewish conspiracist thinking such as that described 
above is that even where anti-Jewish myths are retracted or discredited, they can never 
entirely disappear from the 21st century internet. The polemic 

Used to hatred from society, Jews will do its dirty work—such as money lending in the Middle 
Ages or porn today—to make money . . . even when Jews live in a society that welcomes them 
instead of harassing them, many Jews hate the majority culture” (Ford, 2024, p. 1)

is repeated on right-wing and white supremacist websites around the world, despite the 
original source page being gone and its author thoroughly discredited. The diffuse nature of 
the internet makes combating all forms of hatred much more difficult. Those repeating the 
old canards simply change the language they use (anti-Jewishness becomes anti-Zionism, 
for example), the graphics they share, or the social media handle they post from.

Thankfully, in some ways the race-based hatred of antisemitism has faded in the modern 
era. While there does exist a right-wing fringe who claim that Jews are a separate, inferior, 
racial group, it is rare to see claims that the Jews are literally demonic or non-human.

In the far-right mentality, Jews are viewed as people pretending to be white—’a faux-white race 
that has tainted America’—or disloyal white people—the ultimate betrayers of the white race . . . 
liberal in their social views and supportive of racial equality and immigration (Hersh & Royden,  
2022, pp. 697–711)

On the other side of the political spectrum, many on the left-wing conflate Zionism with 
Judaism (a 2000-year-old claim of dual loyalty that far pre-dates the founding of the modern 
state of Israel) and claim that those they’ve identified as Zionist present a threat to other 
ethnicities and racial groups.

Particularly in the aftermath of the October 7th, 2023 massacre, anti-Jewish bias and “a 
tired and familiar racist conspiracy theory . . . stating that ‘Zionist’ doctors are a threat to 
Arab, Palestinian, South Asian, Muslim, and Black patients, as well as the US health system” 
(UCSF, 2024) has spread widely on social media. This myth—an echo of the same accusa
tions levied at Venetian doctors fighting the syphilis outbreak in 1520—has resulted in 
boycotts and blacklists of anyone deemed to be a Zionist sympathizer, which often requires 
no more “proof” than a Jewish-sounding name (Deutsch, 2024). There is a certain irony to 
be found in the notion that one side hates Jews for being insufficiently loyal to whiteness 
(Berkovits, 2018), while the other hates Jews for being potentially unsafe for persons of color 
(Bernstein & Sharansky, 2022). Both prejudices highlight the way modern intersectional 
and racial taxonomies fail when it comes to categorizing the Jewish people—who are both 
a closed religious system and a multiracial ethnic community with shared values, language, 
tradition, rituals, and social practices (Baddiel, 2022). The harmful myth of dual-loyalty has 
created a catch-22 wherein the white supremacist and the anti-racist activist agree on one 
point and nothing else: the Jew is not to be trusted (Grossman, 2014).
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This agreement has led to some strange unity between the far-right and far-left 
fringes. In his book Jewish Supremacism, former Ku Klux Klan leader David Duke 
writes “the corruption and debasement of Gentiles and Christian morality is a primary 
part of their motivation for intentionally infecting the Gentile community” (Duke,  
2018). Duke has publicly aligned himself with Progressive congressional 
Representative Ilhan Omar, praising her “defiance to Z.O.G . . . the acronym for 
‘Zionist Occupation Government, a term antisemites use to refer to the 
U.S. government as secretly controlled by Jews” (Morton, 2019). Most recently, 
white supremacist and neo-Nazi groups who espouse anti-queer, anti-trans, anti- 
choice, and anti-feminist political positions have been vocally present in protest spaces 
opposing the Israel-Hamas War. From the lead organizer of the deadly Charlottesville, 
Virginia march, to the founders of Identity Europa and the Traditionalist Workers 
Party, vocal neo-Nazi Richard Spencer, and the explicitly antisemitic National Justice 
Party have all expressed their support for anti-Zionist pro-Palestinian actions (K. 
Dunn, 2023) in order to further their goal of “defend(ing) . . . Western civilization 
from the Jew and his dark-skinned allies” (K. Dunn, 2023).

This strange phenomenon of Feminist, Queer, and Radical Sex Positivity activists 
aligning themselves with those who oppose every other population they seek to 
advocate on behalf of results in the cross-pollination of antisemitism and anti- 
Judaism into progressive spaces (Seidman, 1998). Many, if not most, social workers 
self-identify as social liberals or progressives and assume that we are inured by our 
professional ethics against such harmful beliefs. Unfortunately, our field has not 
viewed Jews with the same lens of unconditional positive regard that we seek to 
offer marginalized communities.

Antisemitism in social work practice

Psychotherapy has deeply entrenched Judeophobic tropes baked into the foundations of our 
field. Philosopher Otto Weininger’s 1903 book Sex and Character described Jews as sexually 
preoccupied due to their primitive natures (Gilman, 1991) and influenced both Freud’s 
work depicting the Jew as guilt-ridden neurotic (Freud, 1939/2010) and Charcot’s descrip
tion of Jewish clients as pathological hysterics by virtue of their Jewish identities (Gilman,  
2020). Richard von Krafft-Ebbing’s use of Leopold von Sacher-Masoch (a well-known 
advocate for Jewish equality and opponent of antisemitism) as the quintessential sexually 
deviant masochist (Kelly, 2010) has informed our clinical understanding of sexual health 
and aberrance for over a century. When we add in the 1970’s and 80’s Family Systems 
theories of Jewish families as being enmeshed, codependent, and controlling (Linzer & 
Nulman, 1983; Schlossberger & Hecker, 1998), and 21st century decolonial approaches to 
therapy which portray Jews as oppressive, genocidal, invaders reenacting their own post- 
Holocaust traumas (Harlich, 2023; Shullengerger, 2023); it is fair to say that we have only 
just begun to critically examine the Judeophobia that exists—and indeed underpins—much 
of modern clinical social work practice.

Jews in America make up approximately 2.4% of the U.S. population (Pew Research 
Center, 2021). This incredibly small number actually represents a much larger percentage 
than that of global Jewry, which accounts for only 0.2% of the human population (PRC B,  
2012). Depending upon where they live, it is entirely possible for a clinician to go their 
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entire career without ever encountering a Jewish client. And yet, antisemitic tropes and 
myths are baked into their understanding of the world. In the same way that we now 
recognize that “everyone’s a little bit racist,” we must begin to acknowledge and wrestle with 
the fact that “antisemitism is a central component of modern European1 culture, and not 
simply an extremist appendage” (Biberman, 2004).

Contextualizing intersectionality

Intersectionality, decolonization, and social justice have become crucial elements of modern 
clinical practice. Our ethical codes require that we engage in practice that is culturally 
competent, promotes the best interests and welfare of our clients, and mitigates the 
potential for harm that may arise from our treatment methods. In our professional 
experience, Jewish clients often find that they do not fit neatly into these social frameworks 
and, as a result, often experience both covert biases and overt hostility from well- 
intentioned providers who lack cultural competency when it comes to Judaism as an 
ethnoreligious group (Packer et al., 2025; Shani, 2024). Jews are often understood to be 
a white ethnic group, even though 12–20% of American Jews (Kaufman & Kelman, 2019) 
and 47.9% of Israeli Jews (Lewin-Epstein & Cohen, 2018) are people of color. Though there 
are Jews who identify as white, traditional intersectional frameworks fail to account for the 
systemic Judeophobia experienced by Jewish people and the ways in which this has 
impacted and/or limited their experiences of white privilege (Bernstein & Sharansky,  
2022,). Likewise, Western conceptualizations of decolonization fail when applied to non- 
Western places, such as the Middle East/North Africa (MENA) and the Levant (the region 
and countries that fall along the eastern coast of the Mediterranean Sea); and yet, Jews are 
often cast in the role of colonizer without concern for their centuries of experiences with 
repeated colonization, forced migration, and expulsions (Gold, 2011; Montefiore, 2023). 
This is true on both sides of the political spectrum, where left-leaning practitioners place 
Jews on the more privileged/powerful side of the intersectional framework, while right- 
leaning practitioners reject intersectionality entirely as a Marxist (a classic dog-whistle for 
“Jewish”) ideology (Antisemitism Policy Trust, 2020, p. 3; Sullivan, 2017).

And yet, the concepts of intersectional identities and power/privilege can be a vital tool 
in helping Jewish clients contextualize their sexual experiences and romantic relationships. 
These experiences can look like:

● A 36-year-old Black woman who struggles with the misogynoir (the intersecting 
experiences of racism and sexism that are experienced by Black women) of fetishiza
tion in her dating life, as well as colorism within her Mizrahi Jewish extended family.

● The 22-year-old college student who is called a “JAP” (Jewish American Princess) and 
teased by her sorority sisters that she only flirts with wealthy guys, so that she can 
marry rich, have two children, and stop having sex entirely.

● A 45-year-old Modern Orthodox doctor who feels embarrassed and ashamed when he 
overhears women in his practice whispering about wanting to “tempt” and “corrupt” 
him.

● The 29-year-old secular/cultural Jew who is approached by someone at their local 
dungeon space (a private club where Kinky people can socialize and engage in BDSM 
[an umbrella term for sexual interests including Bondage/Discipline, Dominance/ 
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submission, and Sadism/Masochism] activities together) by someone who asks if they 
would be open to a kinky scene “role playing Nazi doctor and desperate Jew.”

There are many scenarios in which intersectionality can play an important role in the 
therapeutic experience; but to apply these models successfully, the clinician must have 
a clear understanding of how they work, and where they fail, in contextualizing Jewish 
experience(s) (Ribner & Kleinplatz, 2007).

Interrogating covert bias

In considering how the interconnected Jewish identities of religion, ethnicity, and tribe both 
engage with and challenge notions of intersectionality, we must also recognize that anti- 
Jewish bias doesn’t come in just one form. There is a difference between antisemitism and 
anti-Judaism, which is subtler, less recognized, and far more insidious (Nirenberg, 2013). 
Many self-identified Progressives who hold anti-Jewish views take offense at the suggestion 
that they are antisemitic (Horn, 2022). They (rightly) do not consider Jews to be an inferior 
racial group and find it insulting to be compared to racial bigots such as the Nazis or 
members of the KKK (Baddiel, 2022). They are genuine when they proclaim their anti-racist 
positionality (Bernstein & Sharansky, 2022). And yet, “antisemitic discourse has seeped 
deeply into the core of (European) Christian culture. Antisemitic patterns of thinking were 
imprinted on the Christian imagination through liturgy, prayer, and sermons, but also 
through art, illuminated manuscripts, theater, music, as well as legislation. Even when one is 
dedicated to moving beyond antisemitism, it remains difficult to step outside of this 
framework” (Moyaert, 2022, pp. 373–393). Over the last five years, since the murder of 
George Floyd and other unarmed Black Americans, social workers and other helping 
professionals have formed anti-racist reading groups, accountability circles, and outreach/ 
reparation actions. This is good and necessary work! October 7th represented the worst loss 
of life for the Jewish people since the Holocaust, and the first pogrom of our lifetimes. It, 
too, should be heard as a call for social workers to do the same work of challenging and 
unlearning our history- both social and professional- of antisemitism and anti-Judaism.

We have explored a variety of ways in which antisemitism and anti-Jewish (often 
inaccurately positioned as anti-Zionist) biases continue to permeate modern society. 
These are overtly bigoted tropes that should be easily recognized and just as easily con
demned. Recognizing and confronting our more covert biases and internalized intolerances 
can be much more difficult. Anti-Judaism is not a racial bias: it is a conflict of creeds 
(Arendt, 1973). Because much of the work of modern clinical sexology is the work of un- 
learning maladaptive beliefs about sexuality, gender, and intimacy, it is often informed and 
driven by the beliefs—the creed—of the clinician; both the beliefs they hold dear, and the 
ones they are working to actively deconstruct. This presents not only a point of caution and 
an opportunity for the sexologist to consider not only how their beliefs inform their 
approach to sex positivity and healthy intimacy, but also how they shape their private 
perceptions of those who do not share these same beliefs. Two thousand years of pervasive 
cultural stigma toward Jews cannot help but influence our perception of Jewish clients; but 
the form that this stigma takes shifts depending upon the relation of the clinician to their 
own religious identity, or lack thereof.
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Approximately 68% of Americans self-identify as Christian (Gallup, 2024). Levels 
of belief and observance varies widely; however, even the most nonobservant among 
them has been immersed in the American Christonormative culture. Religious or 
secular, we each carry the potential for anti-Judaism that comes from Western 
Christian culture. For the religious clinician, this can look like discomfort and 
mistrust toward those who ostensibly were given the chance to recognize the 
Messiah and denied him when he appeared. This mistrust might manifest in one 
or more of the myths of the corrupting Jew that we have explored already, or it may 
take the form of philo-semitism: “Christians (who) coupled their love for Jews and 
support for Jewish rights with the hope that Jews would ultimately be incorporated 
into the Christian fold . . . conceal[ing] a hidden agenda: to convert Jews to the 
majority faith” (Sarna, 2024, pg. 6). In extremes, philo-semitism becomes Christian 
Zionism, a religious belief that Jews should be encouraged to return to Israel not 
because it is their indigenous homeland, but because their presence is necessary 
there in order to usher in some Christian visions of the apocalypse (Moore, 2024). 
In both instances, religious anti-Judaism represents a form of supersessionism that 
denies the client the unconditional positive regard that they are entitled to within 
the therapeutic relationship.

Which is not to say that secular clinicians are immune to anti-Judaism. For this 
group, bigotry may take the form of the Voltairean “Judeophobia typical of the 
Enlightenment . . . which is both irreligious and anti-religious in character” (Piazza,  
2022, p. 10). This irreligious anti-Judaism is often not rooted in any specific under
standing of Judaism at all, but rather in the clinician’s rejection of a monolithic 
force often described as The Abrahamic Religions, which, when interrogated, is 
typically rooted in a rejection of Christianity and Christonormative culture. Jewish 
religious text and tribal tradition was appropriated by early Christians and inte
grated, without context, into their new religion. Because of this, much of modern 
Christonormative culture is derived from this colonized tradition, which lacks any 
resemblance to Jewish practice or belief (Lechtman, 2023). Because of this, many 
anti-religious, post-religious, or deconstructing believers carry assumptions about 
Judaism’s alignment with Christian values and theologies that are inaccurate. This 
secular version of supersessionism can also result in anti-Jewish bias.

Many of the themes that sexologists address in their work with clients—guilt and 
shame, purity and contamination, power and partnership—are informed by the spiri
tual and cultural beliefs imparted by one’s family of origin. Unpacking and exploring 
the lessons we have been taught about our bodies, relationships, and sense of worthi
ness is a vital task in the work of sex therapy—and indeed all of social work. This 
ongoing introspective and interrogatory duty is clearly outlined within the National 
Association of Social Workers Code of Ethics statement on Cultural Competence 
(NASW, 2021). Whether one identifies as Christian or not, religious or not, it is 
imperative that every clinician consider their own internalized beliefs not just about 
themselves, but about their clients. In a society where most have little knowledge on 
Judaism beyond the false (Christonormative) understanding of Hanukkah as “Jewish 
Christmas,” we will not recognize our covert biases and prejudicial responses unless 
we seek out opportunities for cultural competency education and actively interrogate 
our beliefs about Jews.
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Psychosexual assessment and antisemitism

Many modern social workers work within the field of psychosexual health. Sexual assault 
survivor advocates, forensic social workers, policy advocates, and clinical practitioners alike 
must be mindful of the deep-rooted anti-Jewish beliefs that are built into the foundations of 
our field, as well as modern iterations of antisemitic bias which can and do color the work 
we do with minority and marginalized clients. When we fail to interrogate the assumptions 
and socio-cultural blind spots we bring with us into our work, we can exacerbate the 
harmful isolation and othering (McClelland, 2014) that many Jewish clients already experi
ence. A key to effective psychosexual assessment is a full understanding of the social 
environment and external factors that may impact psychosexual functioning at the indivi
dual level.

Minority stress and mental health

Psychosexual assessments often occur independently or within the greater 
BioPsychoSocial assessment process. Ideally, these are holistic evaluations that include 
consideration of the client’s life across multiple domains and analyze how these inter
sectional identities can influence and inform one another. This multidimensional 
approach to client evaluation is crucial, because (as with all other behavioral health 
concerns) we cannot separate the client’s sexuality from the rest of their identities. Each 
one influences and informs the others.

Minority Stress is a theory which posits that the minorities’ experiences of prejudice 
and isolation associated with being out-group within the dominant culture have wide- 
reaching negative impacts on their lives, including socially, psycho-emotionally, and 
physically (Meyer, 2003). Originally developed to explain the experiences of sexual 
minorities within heteronormative societies, Minority Stress theories have since been 
applied to a variety of populations including gender, racial, and ethnic groups (Frost & 
Meyer, 2023). For many Jewish people, experiences of Minority Stress are bound 
together with Intergenerational Trauma through the historical and lived experiences of 
systematic exclusion from employment opportunities (Moody, 2022; Waldman, 1956), 
segregation in public accommodations (Tevis, 2021) and private clubs (Boyle, 1962; 
Garcia-Roberts, 2010), restrictions on admission to universities (Karabel, 2008; Strauss,  
2023), immigration quotas (USHMM, 2024), and the pervasive cultural stereotypes 
already discussed. That is to say nothing of the genocidal pogroms experienced before 
World War II, during the Holocaust and amidst the expulsion of Jews from Arab states 
after 1948 (MENA Research Center, 2021), which exist within the living memories of 
thousands of Jews.

Since the attacks of October 7th, 2023, Jews around the world have experienced 
a dramatic increase in both overt anti-Jewish hate and covert biases, often cloaked under 
the auspices of anti-Zionism (Sforza, 2024). The fear, trauma, and grief experienced by Jews 
around the world has resulted in significant increases in mental health concerns for Jewish 
people of all levels of observance and political affiliation (Groweiss et al., 2024). These 
experiences not only exacerbate the pre-2023 Jewish experiences of Minority Stress, they 
increase its intensity by emphasizing Jewish isolation and fostering an environment wherein 
Jewish people engage in acts of self-censorship and code-switching out of self-preservation 
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(Fox, 2023; Harrison, 2019). These small choices to hide or downplay one’s Jewish identity 
out of fear reenact ancient Judeophobic tropes of the secretive (and therefore untrust
worthy) Jew and can validate anti-Jewish bias in the modern mind (Trivellato, 2020). At the 
same time, they can result in missed information and missed treatment opportunities for 
the clinician.

The toll Minority Stress takes on those impacted has been well documented:

People who experience minority stress can be at increased risk for substance misuse and mental 
health challenges. They may struggle with internalized rejection and shame. Minority popula
tions report higher rates of suicide, rejection, victimization, and harassment . . . and experts 
have confirmed that stress can lead to an increase in high blood pressure, obesity, and heart 
disease” (Powell, 2024)

Any one of these, in isolation, would take a toll on the sexual and relational health of the 
individual. For Jewish clients, these risks are very real—and have only increased since 
October 2023.

Mitigating the effects of microaggressions and minority stress in Jewish clients

One of the most powerful steps that a social worker can take to mitigate the effects of 
minority stress on their clients is simply validating their experience. Recognizing that the 
majority of Jews have been living with the daily trauma of October 7th- including a 400% 
increase in antisemitic incidents here in the United States (Singh, 2023), loss of friendships 
and other personal relationships due to growing anti-Jewish and anti-Zionist animosity 
(Zill, 2024), intimidation and isolation on college campuses (Kessel, 2024), and feelings of 
disconnection from previously held social and political identities (Mazzig, 2019; Medina & 
Lerer, 2023). These real and ongoing sources of pain impact their sexual and relational 
identities directly. The first step toward supporting Jewish clients is simply believing them 
and acknowledging their suffering.

Another step social workers can take to support Jewish clients is to express curiosity 
about their Jewish identity and explore how it serves as a resiliency factor for them.

In a supportive community, our grief becomes a source of connection, solidarity, and pride. We 
are not broken by our pain, we are bonded by it, and together we will heal . . . to overcome the 
intensity of this past year, Jews must continue to cultivate a deep sense of self and Jewish pride” 
(Freeman, 2024)

Of course, this is predicated on the social worker’s ability to hold space for Jewish 
identity as a source of pride. Being aware of our capacity to commit microaggressions: 
questioning the validity of a convert’s identity, engaging in whataboutism under the guise of 
“psychoeducation,” or making assumptions about someone’s sexuality or erotic identity 
based on their level of observance are all examples of encounters with social workers that 
can leave a Jewish client feeling unheard or unwelcome.

For Jewish clients who have internalized the antisemitism and anti-Judaism that has 
always flowed below our social surface, the social worker’s own cultural awareness and 
understanding can become a powerful tool of healing. The Jewish tradition offers almost 
two thousand years of lessons on what it means to be in healthy, happy, holy sexual 
relationships and we, as culturally competent practitioners are empowered to bring this 
wisdom into our work with our Jewish clients (Shapiro, 2017). The Talmud itself offers 
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a number of guidelines regarding sex and intimacy that in many ways mirror the ideals that 
we espouse today. These include forbidding non-consensual or coerced sex (Eruvin 100b), 
encouraging flirtation and foreplay as natural aspects of healthy relationships (Freeman,  
2024), and promoting skin-on-skin physical contact and nudity during sex (Ketubot 48a).

In his commentaries on the Mishneh’s guidelines around forbidden intercourse, 
Maimonides—considered one of the greatest Jewish Rabbinic scholars of all time— 
went out of his way to affirm the expansive nature of sexual expression under Jewish 
law. Writing in the 12th century, he explained:

Since a man’s wife is permitted to him . . . He may have intercourse with her whenever he so 
desires and kiss any organ of her body he wishes, and he may have intercourse with her 
naturally and unnaturally (i.e. oral or anal sex), provided that he does not expend semen to no 
purpose. (Rambam, 1175)

Lest one take away the impression that Jewish law prioritizes male pleasure; both the 
Talmud as well as the Shulchan Arukh, written by Rabbi Joseph Karo and considered one of 
the foundational Halachic texts of modern Judaism, outline the sexual rights of wives and 
make clear that women have a right to sexual pleasure (Ketubot 61b) (Caro, 1563). In fact, 
most traditional Jewish marriage contracts (ketubot) have protected the conjugal rights of 
wives for centuries—not for the purpose of procreation or patriarchal submission, but 
because she is entitled to pleasure and companionship (Silberberg, 2024). And speaking of 
genders, Talmudic law rejects the binary and acknowledges at least eight different gender 
identities—including nonbinary and intersex identities. This discussion is neither hypothe
tical nor mythological, but rather an exploration of how Jewish law applies to people of 
diverse gender presentations. On this, the sages agree: halachically (meaning according to 
Jewish religious law), nonbinary and gender nonconforming persons are to be treated 
equally under the law (Scheinerman, 2024).

Conclusion

This article has explored centuries of anti-Jewish bigotry and explored the ways in which 
these deeply ingrained cultural tropes have influenced the practice of modern psychother
apy. When we do the hard but necessary work of confronting the internalized anti-Jewish 
biases that are pervasive within our culture and our profession, we create space to embrace 
the lessons of healthy sex and intimacy that the Jewish tradition holds. When we let go of 
harmful stereotypes of Jewish psychology and behavior (as well as Christonormative 
assumptions about ALL religious clients and their beliefs) we discover a whole new set of 
tools and frameworks that we can explore with our clients to help them expand their own 
understanding of their relationships, behavior, and desires.

From Maimonides to Magnus Hirschfeld, Dr. Ruth Westheimer to Rabbi Danya 
Ruttenberg, Jewish scholars have been leading voices advocating for gender equality and 
queer inclusion, modesty without purity culture, and pleasure without apology, as well as 
ongoing, affirmative, consent in all things. The Gemara (the written record of 2000 years of 
Rabbinic discussion of Jewish law) contains the story of a 4th century rabbinical student 
hiding under his teacher’s bed to so he could listen to the Rabbi’s conversations with his 
wife and learn what positive intimacy should look like. Upon discovery, he proclaimed that 
“this, too, is Torah, and I must learn” (Sefaria, 2024). People have been talking about Jewish 
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sexuality for millennia. Perhaps it’s time to start listening to the vision for psychosexual 
health that our Jewish clients and colleagues have been describing for centuries. This, too, is 
social work.

Note

1. Meaning here, Western culture.
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