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About This Study

THIS REPORT IS ONE OF SEVERAL produced from a 
multi-year research project focused on understand-
ing the identities, experiences, and communal life of 
Sephardic and Mizrahi Jews in the United States. The 
study was conducted by an academic research team 
based at New York University, under the direction of Dr. 
Mijal Bitton, and was commissioned by JIMENA: Jews 
Indigenous to the Middle East and North Africa. It was 
made possible with the generous support of a range of 
philanthropic and institutional partners committed to 
advancing Sephardic and Mizrahi inclusion in Jewish 
communal life.

The project was carried out by a strong team of 
interdisciplinary researchers and benefitted from 
the guidance of an international academic advisory 
committee. In addition to academic input, we actively 
engaged practitioners and community leaders—both 
as interview participants and as advisors—to ensure 
the research reflected lived realities and communal 
perspectives.

The study aims to support a more inclusive Jewish 
communal landscape—one that reflects the rich-
ness, diversity, and complexity of Sephardic life. It is 
designed as a comprehensive resource: offering new 
data, field-based insights, historical context, and practi-
cal guidance to help scholars, educators, and communal 
professionals better understand and engage Sephardic 
and Mizrahi Jews in the American context.

This work brings together two complementary forms 
of research:

• Secondary analysis of existing literature reviews, 
historical material, and quantitative data—includ-
ing national and local Jewish population surveys—
organized through our guiding questions and 
reinterpreted through a Sephardic and Mizrahi lens.

• Original fieldwork, including interviews, site vis-
its, and ethnographic observations across four 
key Sephardic communities shaped by post-1965 
immigration.

Although the terms Sephardic and Mizrahi have 
distinct origins and meanings, this study reflects how 
they are used—and contested—by participants. In line 
with community usage, we primarily use “Sephardic” as 
a broad social identity while noting when “Mizrahi” is 
relevant. Across the study, we prioritized self-identifica-
tion and recognized the limitations of existing catego-
ries—religious, racial, and ethnic—in capturing these 
communities’ realities.

The study was conducted during a time of shifting 
communal and political context for Jews in America—
including the brutal October 7th attacks by Hamas in 
Israel, the subsequent rise in antisemitism across the 
US, and intensifying public debate around race, identity, 
and inclusion in American Jewish life.These broader 
dynamics shaped both the narratives we heard and the 
urgency of this work.

This project is offered as a first step, not a final word. 
It is not meant to be comprehensive or exhaustive, and 
we hope it serves as a foundation for future research. 
For further directions, see the “Recommendations” sec-
tion of this report.

We invite you to explore the full report or delve into 
any of its focused sub-sections. Below is the full table 
of contents.

PREFACE
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 Sarah Levin 

On behalf of JIMENA: Jews Indigenous to the Middle 
East and North Africa, I am honored to present this 
landmark study of Sephardic and Mizrahi Jewish 
Americans. This report represents a vital step forward 
in understanding the unique stories, challenges, and 
contributions of our diverse communities within the 
broader fabric of American Jewry. 

 Historically underrepresented—or worse, misrepre-
sented—in Jewish communal studies and mainstream 
programs, Sephardic and Mizrahi Jewish Americans 
embody a rich tapestry of traditions, languages, and 
lived experiences that continue to shape Jewish 
identity. Our Middle Eastern, North African, and 
Mediterranean Jewish heritage, reflected in this report, 
is a testament to the resilience, family-oriented values, 
communal commitments, and unwavering pride passed 
down through generations of Sephardic and Mizrahi 
Jews. This heritage can and should become an integral 
component of every facet of Jewish life in America. Yet, 
our communities also face distinct challenges, from 
preserving and sharing foundational cultural elements 
to addressing the intergenerational impacts of dis-
placement and migration. 

 Through rigorous data collection and analysis, this 
study seeks to illuminate the demographic, cultural, 
and social realities of Sephardic and Mizrahi Jewish 
Americans today. While the findings are not exhaustive, 
they provide a clearer picture of who we are and  
offer actionable insights to better address the needs 
and aspirations of our communities. Whether in the 
realms of education, mental health, religious life, or 
advocacy, this data empowers organizations, policy-
makers, and Jewish leaders to craft more inclusive and 
impactful programs. 

LETTER FROM

Executive Director, JIMENA 

 This project would not have been possible without 
the generous support of Jim Joseph Foundation, Charles 
and Lynn Schusterman Family Philanthropies, Paul E. 
Singer Foundation, and Maimonides Fund through the 
Jewish Community Response and Impact Fund (JCRIF), 
and by the Diane and Guilford Glazer Foundation, UJA 
Federation of New York, and the Jewish Federation Los 
Angeles and the engagement of countless individu-
als and institutions who contributed their voices and 
expertise. To them, we owe our deepest gratitude. 

 As we explore the findings of this study, let us 
remember that data are not just numbers and words on 
a page—they are a reflection of real lives, real stories, 
and a shared commitment to a vibrant and inclusive 
Jewish future. 

 I invite you to examine this report with curiosity, 
intention, and an open mind. Together, we can build 
a stronger, more unified Jewish community that cele-
brates the fullness of its diversity.

Our Middle Eastern, North 
African, and Mediterranean 
Jewish heritage, reflected in 
this report, is a testament to 
the resilience, family- 
oriented values,communal 
commitments, and unwav-
ering pride passed down 
through generations of 
Sephardic and Mizrahi Jews.
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This study is deeply personal. Born in Buenos Aires to 
a father of Moroccan and Syrian heritage and a moth-
er of Spanish Moroccan descent, I grew up immersed 
in Sephardic traditions. Through marriage, I became 
part of a Sephardic family with roots in Syria, Iraq, and 
Egypt. Sephardic communities—their traditions, family 
life, and friendships—have shaped my life.  

Yet my commitment to this research goes beyond my 
personal connections to Sephardic Jewish communi-
ties. It also stems from three defining moments in my 
academic career. 

The first occurred during a seminar with a celebrat-
ed American Jewish professor of Jewish studies. He 
stood at the whiteboard, mapping the history of Jewish 
life and its major trends. As he spoke, I waited for the 
moment he would pivot to the stories I knew intimate-
ly—Jews from places like Syria, Salonika, or Morocco. 
Surely, I thought, he would address or even acknowl-
edge the ways Sephardic Jews encountered moder-
nity and shaped Jewish life across the world. But that 
moment never came. 

By the end of the session, I was left not only 
stunned by the omission of these communities but 
also deeply troubled by the lack of awareness sur-
rounding their exclusion. This wasn’t just a gap in 
scholarship; it was a lack of self-awareness about the 
narrowness of the narrative. 

The second moment came during a 2013 luncheon 
in Washington, D.C., celebrating Sephardic contribu-
tions to American society. The event brought together 
200 Sephardic leaders, mostly from US-based Middle 
Eastern and North African Jewish communities, along-
side US government officials. While the gathering 
highlighted Sephardic voices, I soon realized that 
most speakers addressed the audience as if they were 

 Dr. Mijal Bitton
LETTER FROM

Principal Investigator and 
Research Director 

descendants of the 23 Sephardic Jews who arrived in 
colonial New Amsterdam in 1654. 

These early Jewish settlers, largely of Iberian descent, 
were part of the broader Western Sephardic tradi-
tion and had a different historical trajectory from the 
later waves of Sephardic and Mizrahi immigration to 
America. Emma Lazarus was repeatedly invoked as 
the exemplar of Sephardic Jewry. Some mentioned 
Israeli Mizrahim, including Rabbi Ovadia Yosef, leading 
Sephardic halachic authority and former Chief Rabbi of 
Israel. Yet, overwhelmingly, no one spoke to an audi-
ence primarily composed of American Sephardic Jews 
from Morocco, Syria, Iran, Iraq, Greece, Turkey, and other 
countries who had arrived in the United States over the 
past 150 years. 

The third moment came in 2020 amid a broader 
American reckoning around race and ethnicity, when I 
found myself inundated with requests from scholars,  
rabbis, journalists, and educators eager to learn more 
about Sephardic Jews. I deeply valued their good 
intentions and genuine desire for inclusion. Yet even as 
I wanted to contribute to this growing effort, I real-
ized that the growing scholarly work on Sephardic and 
Mizrahi Jews produced in academic institutions was 
not organized or accessible to community audiences 
outside the academy. 

While the gathering high-
lighted Sephardic voices, 
I soon realized that most 
speakers addressed 
the audience as if they 
were descendants of the 
23 Sephardic Jews who 
arrived in colonial New 
Amsterdam in 1654. 
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These moments revealed three truths: 

• Sephardic Jews are often absent from the dominant 
narratives of Jewish life, and their absence is often 
itself overlooked. 

• Even well-meaning efforts to include Sephardic 
Jews frequently rely on historical archetypes, 
popular imagination, and assumptions, rather than 
engaging with living, evolving communities. 

• There is both interest and need for organized and 
accessible facts-based scholarship on Sephardic 
and Mizrahi Jews in the United States.  

This project addresses each of these truths, hopefully 
with success. It aims to translate academic scholarship 
on Sephardic and Mizrahi Jews in the United States 
into an accessible narrative for communal audiences. It 
examines existing data to provide estimates of the size 
of the Sephardic and Mizrahi population in the US and 
conducts new primary research on the lived experienc-
es of four contemporary Sephardic Jewish communities 
in the United States. Additionally, it sets out a series of 
practical recommendations for educators and schol-
ars when they teach about and conduct research on 
Sephardic Jews.  

Above all, this project seeks to enrich and advance 
our collective American Jewish experience through 
the inclusion of the stories of Sephardic Jews and 
their communities—looking back at the past, engaging 
with the present, and moving forward to the future.  

Over the past decade, through my doctoral 
research, independent study, and the development 
of this report, I have had the privilege of studying 
Sephardic and Mizrahi Jews across the United States. 
My efforts to lead and produce this report are my trib-
ute to the hundreds of Sephardic Jews who welcomed 
me into their lives, shared their stories, and entrusted 
me—and the broader research team—with the respon-
sibility of conveying them.
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