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The Greatest of All Time

Americans love to talk about “greatness.” In this book, Zev Eleff 

explores the phenomenon of “greatness” culture and what Americans 

really mean when they talk about greatness. Greatness discourse pro-

vides a uniquely American language for participants to discuss their 

“ideal” aspirational values and make meaning of their personal lives. 

The many incarnations and insinuations of “greatness” suggest more 

about those carrying on the conversation than they do about those 

being discussed. An argument for Abraham Lincoln or Franklin D. 

Roosevelt over George Washington as America’s greatest statesman 

says as much about the speaker as it does about the legacies of for-

mer US presidents. Making a case for the Beatles, Michael Jordan, or 

Mickey Mouse involves the prioritization of politics and perspectives. 

The persistence of Henry Ford as a great American despite his toxic 

antisemitism offers another layer to this historical phenomenon. Using 

a variety of compelling examples, Eleff sheds new light on “greatness” 

and its place in American culture.

Zev Eleff is President and Professor of American Jewish History at 

Gratz College. He is the author, most recently, of Dyed in Crimson: 

Football, Faith, and Remaking Harvard’s America.
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For Melissa, Meital, Jack, Adir, and, most especially,  

the little one on the way  

– by any measure, the greatest
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In July 1816, Naphtali Phillips eulogized Gershom Mendes Seixas. 

The Phillipses were among the most prominent families that estab-

lished Congregation Shearith Israel, the very �rst synagogue in North 

America. Seixas was the synagogue’s longtime minister, the �rst native-

born religious leader in American Jewish history. Phillips’s tribute to 

Seixas was one of the earliest sources I found that grapple with the 

contours of American greatness, and how it might be applied to make 

meaning for Jews and other groups who wished to endow their own 

ranks – and by extension, themselves – with greatness. The source also 

explains, to some extent, how I, an American Jewish historian, got 

involved with a research subject far a�eld. In his eulogy, Phillips rattled 

off the recently deceased and still living “great and patriotic charac-

ters” – Franklin, Washington, and Jefferson – and then considered the 

addition of some others. “And while the history of our eminent political 

men are transmitted to posterity, there are also niches reserved for those 

who have been eminently good or great in another sphere of action.”1 

Researching this book constantly led me to consider individuals in the 

other “spheres of action.”

I had a lot of help in my journeys in and out of the spheres of liter-

ature, history of science, rock and roll, and all varieties of American 

sport. Accounting for the breadth and depth of myriad subjects requires 

more than a modicum of support. Foremost, I am grateful to the staff 

of the Gratz College Tuttleman Library: Director of Libraries Donna 
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 1 Naphtali Phillips, An Eulogium to the Memory of the Rev. Gershom Mendes Seixas 

(New York: H. H. Sherman, 1816), 10.
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