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INTRODUCTION
The Rewriting of Black-Jewish History

In recent years a seemingly endless series of conflicts has arisen between blacks and Jews. These conflicts have received wide attention in the press and aroused real concern among Americans of every race and background. Episodes particularly distressing to Jews include the then presidential candidate Jesse Jackson’s reference to New York City as Hymietown and his reluctance until very recently to distance himself from the bitter tirades of black Muslim leader Louis Farrakhan; the charges of a Farrakhan associate (Steven Cokely, a Chicago-based “researcher” for the Nation of Islam and former mayoral aide), that Jewish doctors had infected black babies with AIDS; Spike Lee’s portrayal of two Jewish nightclub owners as exploiters of black musical talent in his film Mo’ Better Blues; and the outspoken assertions of Leonard Jeffries, a black professor at City College of New York, that Jews financed the slave trade and conspired, through their control of the Hollywood film industry, to foster racist images of blacks.1

College campuses have witnessed numerous unpleasant confrontations between black and Jewish student groups, most often sparked by racial extremists who sometimes denounce Jews in their lectures. Thus, in early 1994, the congressional Black Caucus, NAACP director Benjamin Chavis, and other black leaders found themselves embroiled in a public dispute with Jewish groups after Farrakhan lieutenant Khalid Abdul Muhammad delivered a speech at Kean College in New Jersey that was filled with racist, sexist, homophobic, anti-Catholic, and anti-Semitic remarks.

The most explosive and damaging incident occurred earlier, in the summer of 1991, when anti-Jewish rioting erupted in the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn in the wake of the accidental death of a seven-year-old black boy, Gavin Cato, who was struck by a car in the entourage of the Lubavitcher Rebbe. Over the course of four days, the rioters injured 150 police officers and 38 civilians. Yankel Rosenbaum, a visiting Australian rabbinical student, was stabbed to death in revenge for Gavin Cato’s death. This was quite simply one of the worst episodes of violence directed against Jews in American history.

These and other incidents have taken place against a background of intensifying mutual recrimination, with charges of Jewish racism and paternalism on the one hand and countercharges of black anti-Semitism and ingratitude on the other. Some revisionist historians of the civil rights movement maintain that Jews, wishing to enjoy the benefits of assimilation without assuming responsibility for the injustices perpetrated against blacks by the old system of American race relations, betrayed and misled black people by promoting a vision of assimilation that has turned out to be an impracticable option for many. Jews for their part resent this refusal of the moral credit for being virtually the only white group to have gone to the side of blacks in their long and painful struggle for equality at a time when this had little appeal.

Thus, most observers have proclaimed the end of a black-Jewish alliance that existed since the beginning of this century. And the end of that alliance certainly seems to be a fact, despite occasional efforts of both groups to patch things up. Those who lament its passing usually speak from the perspective of the civil rights revolution, which marked—for many Jews, especially—a kind of golden age in black-Jewish relations, when the natural sympathy between the two groups found its highest and most active expression. However, such memories obscure a more complex reality. Conflicts such as those recently experienced erupted long before the halcyon days of the 1960s. Tensions over landlord-tenant disputes, the business practices of merchants in Harlem and Detroit in the thirties and forties, quarrels over racial preferences, the forced resignation of UN ambassador Andrew Young—these and other fractious but largely forgotten incidents are no less typical of this long-standing but troubled relationship. Those who wax nostalgic lack the historical perspective necessary for a full appreciation of this complex American partnership. In light of these recurring conflicts, the remarkable thing is not that the black-Jewish alliance is now in eclipse but that it held together for so long—or indeed that it ever existed.

To all appearances, the present situation is a stalemate. Like Israelis and Palestinians, each side feels wounded and victimized, and each demands a recognition of its special pain and suffering before agreeing to define a new relationship. Clearly, therefore, those concerned with reconciliation and progress between blacks and Jews must recognize that a measure of historical review is in order. Blacks and Jews cannot achieve agreement about their future until they have achieved a common understanding of their past.

What we have been getting, however, is an irresponsible historical revision that aims at writing Jews out of the record of civil rights activism in this country and questions Jewish motives and methods as they relate to blacks today and in the past. At the academic level this effort is sometimes undertaken by serious historians. But at street level there is a strongly politicized effort to promote a worldview that demonizes Jews as conspiratorial and holds them responsible for racial repression in America and throughout the Third World. This effort has been sponsored by extremist elements that arose when the civil rights movement was transformed into a race revolution in the late 1960s. These elements have actively pursued a strategy of confrontation with Jews, hoping to deepen divisions between the two groups and thereby enhance their own power.

A year after Jeffries’s inflammatory 1991 speech, in which he promised a series of forthcoming volumes on the subject of black-Jewish relations, the Nation of Islam’s “historical research department” published a rambling and disjointed 334-page book entitled The Secret Relationship between Blacks and Jews. Replete with bibliography and footnotes, the book was described as Volume I, though no subsequent volume has yet appeared. Noting that both blacks and Jews have begun to question their relationship, the book sought to put such discussion in “historical perspective,” going on to argue that the Jews had been “conclusively linked” to the greatest crime ever perpetrated against an entire race of people—the forcible entrapment and exploitation of millions of black Africans. Jewish wealth had been accumulated through the brutal subjugation of blacks, and Jews, more than any other ethnic group, had helped bring slavery to the New World.

Early in 1993 a sharp controversy was set off at Wellesley by the decision of a black professor to use the book in an introductory course on African-American history. Dr. Tony Martin, a tenured professor in the Wellesley Africana department, declared that he had assigned the book as required reading because it was substantially accurate and “a serious attempt at historical scholarship.” Martin was denounced by Jewish students and condemned by the chairman of the Africana department and by the president of Wellesley, among others.2 Nevertheless, these inflammatory charges have since been repeated by a number of racial extremists, including the Nation of Islam’s Khalid Mohammad; and Louis Farrakhan, while subsequently distancing himself from the “tone” of Muhammad’s remarks, went even further by declaring it was common knowledge that 75 percent of southern slaves were owned by Jews.*

Revisionist projects have not always been aimed at damaging black-Jewish relations, however. Historical distortions have also been sanctioned for “positive” purposes. Thus, at the close of 1992, black and Jewish leaders gathered at the Apollo Theater in Harlem for a special screening of “The Liberators,” a PBS documentary that supposedly told the story of the all-black Army units that had liberated the Buchenwald and Dachau concentration camps during World War II. The film’s producers intended it as a means to effect a reconciliation between the two groups. The problem with this plan was that the battalions featured in the film had not liberated the camps, according to subsequent reports in the Jewish Forward and New York Times. After a five-month investigation PBS was forced to withdraw it.3

Such efforts to rewrite the history of blacks and Jews from the standpoint of racial extremists and liberal activists could be dismissed as either bigoted nonsense or moralistic propaganda were it not for the fact that the tension and conflict between the two groups is being deliberately exploited for blatant political ends. Testimony to this effect comes from an authoritative source: In a remarkable opinion piece that occupied a full page in the New York Times in 1992, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., professor of English and chairman of the Afro-American studies department at Harvard University, called attention to the troubling rise of anti-Semitism among some blacks. “At a time when black America is beleaguered on all sides,” he wrote, “there is a strong temptation simply to ignore the phenomenon or treat it as something strictly marginal.” Gates pinned the blame on “pseudo-scholars” and other activists who promote wild misconceptions about the historical relationship between blacks and Jews. Gates accused these self-styled scholars and community activists of deliberately seeking to deepen the cultural and social isolation of blacks from the mainstream of American life for political purposes, and he warned, “We must not allow … demagogues to turn the wellspring of memory into a renewable resource of enmity everlasting.”4

The guardians of memory, of course, are—or ought to be—historians, and some fine work has certainly been done on the history of the American civil rights and related social movements, including the relations between blacks and Jews.* But certain distorted notions about the black-Jewish relationship have lately found their way into serious scholarship. Though a far cry from the egregious and manipulative lies of a Leonard Jeffries or Khalid Muhammad, they sometimes have the same effect.

The transformation of the civil rights movement into a race revolution in the latter 1960s gave rise to a scholarly effort that has come to be known as the new black history. Just as black activism came to focus increasingly on issues of group identity, empowerment, and equality of results in public policy, younger black and some white historians on the Left began to take aim at the liberal integrationist assumptions that had hitherto dominated most scholarship about blacks. Liberal historians (many of them Jewish) had tended to see the path of blacks in American life as not unlike that of earlier white immigrant groups. The newer scholars, operating with what Peter Novick has called “a new, assertive, particularist consciousness,” were skeptical of claims that blacks had really gained much as a result of the civil rights legislation of the 1960s, and they accordingly tended to focus less on what white liberals had done for blacks in those years than on what blacks had done for themselves.6

Thus, it was hardly surprising that as these scholars looked at the African-American experience, they would raise new questions about the “special relationship” between blacks and Jews. Admittedly, some of them raised valid, albeit difficult and sometimes troubling, questions about the role of Jews in the struggle for black equality and the degree to which Jews themselves had become a part of America’s racial caste system. Another body of work, however, goes beyond a serious and useful reexamination of the black-Jewish relationship and attempts to rewrite that history from the ideological perspective of the race revolution. These writers maintain that there never was a real black-Jewish alliance; where cooperation did take place, it was of little real importance and indeed was often dysfunctional for blacks.

Such revisionist ideas have their origin in a seminal work by Harold Cruse, The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual. Cruse, then a freelance writer and later a founder of the Afro-American studies program at the University of Michigan, published his book in 1967, at a time when racial unrest was exploding in major American cities and Martin Luther King’s dream of the “beloved community” had been rejected by black radicals. In this and in a later book, Plural but Equal, Cruse sought to free black intellectuals from the domination of a white power structure, which he believed had diverted blacks from the path of black empowerment. A leading cause of the predicament, he argued, was the subservience of blacks to Jews and the inordinate involvement of Jews in black affairs. Cruse assailed as a myth the idea of Jewish friendship for blacks. “American Negroes,” he declared, “in deference to Jewish sensibilities tolerated Jewish ambivalence, Jewish liberalism, Jewish paternalism, Jewish exploitation, Jewish radicalism, Jewish nationalism in the same way in which they have lived with similar attributes in the white Anglo-Saxon.”7

The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual created a major stir among white and black intellectuals and has continued to be strongly influential. In the foreword to the mid-1980s paperback edition, the editors declared the book “as directly relevant to understanding the black condition today as it was in the late 1960s.” Historian Marshall Stevenson has noted of Cruse that he “set the tone and direction for the future scholars of Black-Jewish relations.”8

Cruse is more a polemicist than a historian, and the harshness of his language and his bitter animosity toward Jews have repelled some who have written on the subject. However, even serious revisionist historians occasionally echo Cruse’s themes. One of these is David Levering Lewis, author of the Pulitzer-prize-winning biography of scholar-activist W E. B. Du Bois.

Lewis explores the early stages of the black-Jewish alliance, when a group of upper-class German Jews joined with WASP reformers and black activists to form the NAACP and other biracial organizations. Hasia Diner has suggested in her history of the period that these Jews, who had attained wealth but remained social outsiders, sought to gain respectability by joining with progressive WASPS in efforts for racial equality. Lewis, basing his view on Diner’s In the Almost Promised Land, asserts that Jews were motivated by self-interest rather than shared experience and goals. “By establishing a presence at the center of the civil rights movement with intelligence, money and influence,” Lewis writes, “elite Jews and their delegates could fight anti-Semitism by remote control.” This alliance was the fruit of Jewish “caginess,” notes Lewis. Far from being a natural or necessary thing, the black-Jewish alliance was “a misconceived ethnic propinquity” that was “minimally” helpful to blacks.9

Lewis downplays Diner’s focus on the pioneering role of Jewish labor unions (like the ILGWU) in bringing blacks into the labor movement and on the strong support of the Jewish press—another organ of the Jewish working class—for antilynching legislation and other societal reforms. Nor is Lewis unique in doing so. Recent historical studies by Herbert Hill and Robert Laurenz take aim at the ILGWU, arguing that as its Jewish base gave way to new immigrants (mainly Puerto Ricans) in the 1940s and 1950s, Jewish union leaders sacrificed the interests of these new members in order to maintain their own power and enhance the profits of clothing manufacturers.10

Clayborne Carson, a professor of history at Stanford and the director of the Martin Luther King, Jr., Papers Project, has introduced an important discussion of what he calls “the Afro-American Jewish radical community.” Carson, unlike David Levering Lewis, sees that Jews were genuinely motivated to support the movement for civil rights from an early stage: “[the] existence of substantial Jewish support for black civil rights efforts cannot be seriously doubted.” However, in a speech delivered at a Washington conference in 1985, Carson argued that this support derived almost exclusively from highly assimilated Jews with left-wing or radical backgrounds. Leaning on Lewis, Carson noted that the German Jews and black elites who helped found the NAACP in 1909 were assimilationists uncomfortable with their own underclasses. He therefore concluded that Jewish involvement in the civil rights movement should not be seen as “stemming from values that are typical of the Jewish community,” and he further observed that there was little evidence “that Judaism as a set of religious beliefs has been associated with support [for] political reform, liberalism or racial tolerance.”11

Carson is on solid ground, of course, in stressing the important role of alienated and left-wing Jews in social justice efforts, particularly in the labor movement. But was there really no moral imperative at work in the civil rights movement to which Jews as individuals responded? What of the strong support for racial equality that came from white Christian reformers? Were they, too, motivated solely by self-interest, or at best by radical politics? It would be difficult to make this case persuasively. Even if we accept as fact that most of the Jews who went south in the fifties and sixties knew little about the Jewish prophetic tradition, is there nothing in the Jewish historical experience that would cause them to identify with liberal ideas or racial progress and equality? Again, it would be hard to make this argument.

This is hardly to suggest that the relationship of blacks and Jews was always idyllic or that Jews have been unfailing paragons of tolerance, compassion, and commitment. As Vernon J. Williams has recently shown, even a great liberal reformer like anthropologist Franz Boas shared some of the racist assumptions of his day before going on to lead the intellectual attack on racism.12 Nor can it be maintained that Jews never discriminated against or exploited blacks as other white Americans did, even as many enlisted in efforts to overcome bigotry. But the recent attacks on Jewish motives and behavior, seemingly intended to show that most Jews had little interest in civil rights and to suggest that those who came to oppose such new racial strategies as racial preferences were little more than hypocrites, are both disturbing and, to say the least, offensive.*

It would, of course, be very helpful at this time if we could turn to the historical record for confirmation or disproof of such assertions. However, historians themselves have lately recognized that while much attention has been paid to black-Jewish relations there exist very few historical studies and only a small number of serious articles and doctoral dissertations on the subject.14

One can only speculate as to why so little history has been written about a topic that has aroused so much interest. For some historians, perhaps, the fact that both groups have been victims of massive injustice made it seem intuitively obvious that they were brought together on the basis of common experience. But many knew, of course, that there was more to the story than that. For one thing the relationship has always lacked the symmetry that characterizes a genuine partnership. Jews, after all, were white people, and while they faced restrictions and a degree of social prejudice, they never confronted the kinds of obstacles and barriers to progress that blacks did in this society.15

It has also been known that the black-Jewish partnership was strained long before the stormy 1960s, when the alliance began to break up. Conflicts emerged between the two groups in urban neighborhoods following the migrations of blacks to northern cities after World War I. Few, it may be surmised, were eager to explore these tensions, especially with Nazism on the rise in Europe.16 And since there was also much truth in the image of a positive special relationship between blacks and Jews, there the matter rested. The idea of a natural and necessary black-Jewish alliance gained even greater credence in the fifties and early sixties when Jews joined the civil rights movement in large numbers.

A start at remedying this dearth of historical writing was recently made with the publication of a useful essay by historians John Bracey and August Meier, laying out an agenda for future research.17 They call for more attention to the relations between blacks and Jews before the Civil War: Were Jews active in the abolitionist movement as they would later be in the struggle for civil rights? Which Jews joined in these efforts and which remained aloof? What were the motivations of those who did? Why did the two groups come to have such different political rights and economic circumstances? To what degree were the experiences of both with ghettoization and dispersal similar and different?

The list of questions could easily be extended. Did black-Jewish relations differ in different cities, as black historian Marshall Stevenson has suggested? Why did the experience of Jews with exclusion sometimes contribute to their upward movement by spurring them on to create new economic enterprises, while racial discrimination often deepened the outsider status of many blacks? And certainly high on the list would be the painful subjects of black anti-Semitism and Jewish racism.

On its face, this call for new historical research seems perfectly plausible. Why would we not want to know everything possible about the subject of black-Jewish relations? If knowledge is good, isn’t more knowledge better? The answer is, it depends on the question. There are some lines of inquiry that act less to settle questions than to raise them, to create a thought that wasn’t there before. Thus, it is somewhat startling to find that Bracey and Meier have also called for systematic study of the Jewish role in the slave trade in Holland, France, and England and in ownership of slaves in the United States. After all, as chapter 1 will show in more detail, the role of Jews in slavery was minimal at worst. There was a statistically significant proportion neither of Jewish slave traders nor of Jewish slave owners. To put it bluntly, there is not much there to know—unless one thinks that there is more than meets the eye.

Bracey and Meier would doubtless object that they intend no such suggestion. Whatever their intentions may be and while there is certainly a great difference between these respectable historians and the tendentious assertions of Louis Farrakhan and his representatives, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that by raising such questions they are lending a degree of credibility to the irrational assertions of the demagogues. For by taking as their premise that next to nothing is known about the relationship of blacks and Jews, they inadvertently suggest that what is thought to be known about the Jewish role in slavery is based not on fact but on myth. And if there is myth, there must be someone with an interest in promoting it. Like it or not, therefore, Bracey and Meier buttress the position of some revisionist historians who, by seeking to adjust the historical record concerning how many Jews were gassed at Auschwitz, lend credence to those who would deny that the Holocaust occurred.

What is worrisome in the seemingly neutral call for more historical research on Jews and slavery is its implied attack upon the moral dimension of the black-Jewish relationship. It is one thing to point out that not all Jews have always been friendly to blacks; it is another to imply by way of an unstated corollary that Jewish friendship toward blacks has been a myth and an illusion, fostered by Jews for political purposes. Nor should it escape notice that this groundless implication bolsters the worldview of left-wing and black nationalist ideologues, for whom anti-Zionism has become a fundamental organizing principle. The roots of this current can be found, once again, in the late-1960s transformation of the civil rights movement into a race revolution. That shift spurred a movement among some elements of the black intelligentsia to link themselves more closely with the struggle of colored peoples throughout the world against colonial oppression, notably including Palestinian Arabs living under Israeli occupation in the West Bank and Gaza.* Israel can be legitimately criticized, of course, for its treatment of its Arab neighbors and citizens. Many have done so, including many Jews. But much of the writing of left-wing and black intellectuals has carried this Third World perspective well beyond the bounds of reasonable criticism of Israel. Thus, rather than recognize Zionism as the national liberation movement of the Jewish people—a movement not unlike the those that gave rise to many newly created African countries—these writers portray the Jewish state as an outpost of Western imperialism and its actions as a counterpart to “Jewish exploitation” in black ghettos. This perspective is summed up in the infamous catchphrase Zionism equals racism.

Throughout the seventies and eighties Israel was sharply attacked for its trade links and alleged military collaboration with South Africa; the fact that many African, Western, and Arab countries engaged in considerably broader trade relations with South Africa was ignored. Critics also failed to take into account Israel’s prolonged economic isolation as a result of the decades-long Arab commercial boycott and its deepened political isolation following the Arab oil embargo of 1973. Nevertheless, Israel and South Africa have been portrayed as wicked collaborators in the exploitation of colored peoples.

Again, Harold Cruse was among the first to develop this line. “Can one fight neo-colonialism in Africa without fighting Israel,” he asked in The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual, going on to argue that the headquarters of some “big trusts” that extracted millions in profits from African copper, gold, and diamonds had “connections in Israel.”19 John Henrik Clarke, an Afrocentrist writer and professor emeritus of African-American world history at Hunter College in New York, similarly argues, “The Israeli confiscation of Arab land and the destruction of their homes by bulldozers is identical with the same act being perpetrated against Africans in South Africa.”20

Afrocentrism is a movement that has grown both within the academy and elsewhere. An offspring of the race revolution, it sought to provide blacks with a feeling of pride in their heritage and to correct the unfortunate stereotyping of black images in American culture. But as Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., among others, has pointed out, Afrocentrism can be twisted into racial chauvinism by ultranationalist proponents.21 Thus, alongside legitimate works of Afrocentric history, there exists an extremist literature that is widely circulated in academic circles and through the many black nationalist bookstores that have sprung up around the country. Through Lushena Press, a wholesale distribution network specializing in African-American, Afro-Caribbean, and African literature, black bookstores obtain copies of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion and other explicitly anti-Semitic materials. Among featured authors are Dr. Yosef A. A. Ben-Jochannon, who argues that Africans are the real Jews (he maintains that Jesus was black) and white Jews are imposters, and Dr. John Henrik Clarke, who has defended Leonard Jeffries as saying nothing that cannot be authoritatively documented.22*

Black history is a story of dreadful oppression, and the anger of those who study it is not only understandable but almost inevitable. Some of the current writing about blacks and Jews is fueled by such anger, which strikes out in all directions and, as in a family quarrel, is often directed against those who are closest. Since the crucial question for most black intellectuals today is whether liberalism has served black interests well or badly, it should hardly be surprising that Jews—the group most closely identified with liberalism in American society—have become for some blacks the symbol of that conflict. Thus, to the extent that they held out the hope to blacks that liberal ideals could be applied to changing their material and social condition, Jews (as historians Mary Berry and John W. Blassingame put it, writing about the collision over racial preferences) stood in the way of black progress. For revisionist writers Bracey and Meier, the black Jewish alliance has been “romanticized and considerably exaggerated.”24

Millions of white and black students attending colleges and universities today know little of the long and painful struggle of blacks and Jews, working together, to achieve racial equality. Black students, buffeted by all the pressures that being black in America entails, are told in frequent campus visits by Louis Farrakhan, Khalid Abdul Muhammad, Kwame Touré, Leonard Jeffries, and other ultranationalists that integration does not work, that the black-Jewish alliance was overblown or never existed, that Jews have always been the enemies of blacks (or are at least no better than false friends) and continue to be so. Some revisionist writers provide a “scholarly” gloss to these charges. Whether consciously or not, they seek to obliterate the past and shape a future of acrimony and conflict. It is hardly surprising that the campus has become an increasing area of black-Jewish tension today.25

----------

This book seeks to demonstrate that there was a black-Jewish partnership, albeit one sometimes marked by conflict and suspicion, that engaged the emotions and efforts of many blacks and Jews for much of this century. Since racism is still prevalent in many areas of the country and anti-Semitism is resurgent both here and throughout the world and since the only possibility for real change in America is through collective effort by different groups, blacks and Jews must recognize that they still have common areas of concern and common enemies, even though their interests sometimes diverge and they may have to go their separate ways at certain points today.

I do not pretend to be neutral on the subject of the black-Jewish alliance; it has meant so much to me for so long. I grew up poor in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, the child of immigrant parents, and was educated at a free municipal college, Brooklyn College, with students from similar circumstances. My generation was profoundly aware of social injustice, and the plight of blacks was a matter of special concern for many of us. I remember the euphoria I felt when the Supreme Court struck down public school segregation on May 17, 1954. Perhaps now, I recall thinking, America is on its way to wiping out prejudice and discrimination once and for all and making amends for its shameful past in regard to race relations.

Several months later I found myself in Richmond, Virginia, heading the Virginia-North Carolina office of the Anti-Defamation League, a Jewish civil rights organization. Richmond, perhaps the least important of the league’s network of offices, was seemingly a good place for a young tyro to start. But I had hardly arrived when massive, organized resistance to the Supreme Court’s ruling became apparent. I found myself deeply involved in battles against anti-Semitism with the Ku Klux Klan and the white citizens councils, which spearheaded resistance to the high court’s edicts. I was also forced to deal with a nervous Jewish constituency, which, although generally inclined to obey the law of the land, was profoundly concerned about the threat of anti-Semitic violence, a threat that often surfaces in periods of profound social change.

After earning a few scars in battles with the southern white resistance, I came to Philadelphia to my present post with the American Jewish Committee, the nation’s oldest civil rights organization. For more than thirty years I have been deeply involved in civil rights activities, working closely with black and Jewish leaders over this entire period. There was never any doubt in my mind that the black-Jewish alliance stood at the center of the great American experiment in democracy.

Given my own record of involvement in the civil rights movement, it should not be surprising that I view the destruction of the alliance with a measure of sorrow and anger. But it is precisely because of these emotions that I have tried to write as balanced and objective an account as I can of this highly charged and controversial subject.

This book had its beginnings in an episode at the University of Pennsylvania in 1984, an episode that demonstrated the growing chasm between black and Jewish students. Jesse Jackson’s race for the Democratic presidential nomination that year, his reference to New York as Hymietown, and his evident pro-Arab sympathies had engendered fierce debates on the campus. When Jewish students called for dialogue to clear up the “misunderstandings,” black students rejected the overture. Three former presidents of the university’s black student union wrote a letter to the student newspaper, the Daily Pennsylvanian, which was published beneath the headline “Black-Jewish Coalition Cannot Be.” “When two groups of unequal power come together at the bargaining table,” the letter declared “the final analysis finds the more powerful group coming [away] with all the benefits.”26

It was clear to me then and has become even more so over the years that they and others like them had heard only one side of the story. I resolved to attempt to set the record straight by writing the history of the black-Jewish partnership. Despite the paucity of historical resources and validity of calls for additional research, enough materials have accumulated to give a broad outline of that history, one that later historians can fill in and, where necessary, correct.27

More than a generation has passed since Martin Luther King was murdered in Memphis. He was seemingly the last leader capable of holding together a partnership that is fast receding in memory. The story is a complicated one. The alliance was frequently riven with personal conflicts and tensions, even during the period of its greatest accomplishments. But only if we start from a common understanding of what that partnership was and was not can we put the present conflicts in perspective and lay a foundation for once again establishing normal relations between the two groups.

* This charge about the Jewish role in slavery has lately taken on a broader life. Students repeat it in classrooms, and it is heard in other settings as well. Thus, in a public contretemps in 1989 over a proposed multicultural curriculum for New York State, Adelaide L. Sanford, a former school principal and a member of the New York State Board of Regents, told educator Diane Ravitch, “Some of your grandparents owned the slaveships that we came on.” When Dr. Ravitch explained that her grandparents were impoverished Polish Jews who never owned slaves, Sanford had a ready explanation. She said that she had been speaking “ethnically.”

* Some useful studies of black-Jewish relations include Hasia Diner’s In the Almost Promised Land: American Jews and Blacks, 1915-1935; B. Joyce Ross’s biography of Joel Spingarn; Marshall Stevenson’s doctoral dissertation on the interaction of the two groups in Detroit; and Claybourne Carson, Jr.’s analysis of the Jewish role in the civil rights movement.5

* Ironically, just as the contributions of blacks to American society were ignored for many years in standard American texts, there is a danger that Jews will now be written out of the struggle for racial justice. Thus, in Freedom Summer, the most comprehensive study of the social and religious backgrounds of student activists who went south in the 1964 voting rights drive, Doug McAdam ignores the disproportionate number who came from Jewish backgrounds and fails to assess the reasons why they did so. Further, Aldon D. Morris, in The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement: Black Communities Organizing for Change, ignores the black-Jewish-labor partnership that spearheaded litigation and legislation campaigns at the city and state level after World War II, helped to launch the social science attack on racist ideology, and set the stage for the protest movement of the 1960s. While his focus undoubtedly is on how blacks organized their fight, absent, from his discussion are key figures like Jack Greenberg, Stanley David Levison, Allard Lowenstein, Joseph Rauh, and Arnold Aronson.13

* Ronald Walters, a Howard University political scientist and foreign policy adviser to Jesse Jackson, expressed this view at a conference on black-Jewish relations. Declaring the demise of the black-Jewish relationship, Walters remarked that the moral posture of the Palestinians was “more akin to the black diaspora than to the Jewish diaspora—the former model.”18

* Some of these materials have recently expanded beyond the network of small bookstores and can be found in major chains like Borders and Barnes and Noble. Extremist materials are sometimes utilized in classrooms as accurate descriptions of the history of blacks and Jews. The highly regarded journal Black Issues in Higher Education carried a lead article entitled “Nile Valley Scholars Bring New Light and Controversy to African Studies,” citing Ben-Jochannon and Clarke as being among those who “have set about the arduous task of telling the truth.”23
 


1
EARLY BLACK—JEWISH RELATIONS


Although the Jewish interest in promoting black equality goes back a century or more, from the outset there also existed certain tensions between the two groups. Until recently, however, these tensions tended to be submerged in order to overcome shared obstacles and barriers. Only in the past thirty years, with the gradual separation of black and Jewish interests and the loss of shared visions in this country, have these conflicts escalated to a point where they now constitute a major confrontation.

In the present atmosphere of mutual suspicion and resentment, acrimonious charges are leveled by both sides with alarming frequency. Among the most serious charges made against Jews has been the assertion by racial demagogues that, despite protestations of historic solidarity, they in reality played a leading role in foisting slavery on African blacks. This charge has even been seen as worthy of further research by several revisionist writers.

On October 17, 1993, the Washington Post published a lengthy article called “Half Truths and History: The Debate over Jews and Slavery.” The reporter noted that since this matter was now a subject of public discussion, it was the responsibility of the newspaper to present all sides of the issue. The article was sharply criticized by readers of the Post as well as by the paper’s ombudsman, who wrote that while there might have been some reason to publish such an article immediately following the wide publicity accorded to Leonard Jeffries’s charges two years earlier, he wondered why the paper had chosen to publish it now when it would only cause friction. And indeed, the article was soon cited by a columnist for the New York Daily News, who used it to support Jeffries; the contents of the Post article gained international attention when an English paper, The Guardian, later reprinted it.1

At this point it is necessary to ask why this matter has come forward again. The question becomes even more germane when one recalls that the slave trade in Africa and in the Muslim world was as great as or greater than that in the Atlantic world. David Brion Davis, a leading student of the subject of slavery, reports that while the precise figures are impossible to establish, the number of free black planters who owned and worked slaves in the South and Caribbean was many times greater than the number of Jews.2

Davis writes, “Responsibility for the African slave trade (and even for creating AIDS) has recently been added to the long list of crimes [of Jews]. Given the long history of conspiratorial fantasy and collective scapegoating, a selective search for Jewish slave traders becomes inherently anti-Semitic unless one keeps in view the larger context and the very marginal place of Jews in the history of the overall system.”3

It is perfectly acceptable, of course, for serious scholars to call for more study of Jewish participation in the slave trade, as some have done, though it is doubtful whether such study will significantly affect the accepted view that the Jewish role was marginal at best. Meanwhile, any historical study of black-Jewish relations must necessarily begin with a review of current knowledge regarding the role of American and European Jews in black slavery.

----------

For four hundred years the African slave trade was a critical element in European colonial expansion and settlement. It was especially important in the tropical and subtropical regions that created the wealth the European nations sought. West Africa was the primary supplier of slave labor, and Arab merchants were the primary dealers in the trans-Sahara slave trade all over the world, aided by African tribes divided by local disputes and rivalries. Dominated at first by Portugal, the Atlantic slave trade rapidly attracted the Netherlands, France, and England.

Throughout this period European Jews were heavily persecuted. Intermittent violence decimated their numbers, and professing Jews were expelled from Spain and Portugal and were banned from the Spanish and Portuguese colonies in the New World. Such persecution partly resulted in a desperate search for new commercial opportunities. Many Jews settled in Holland, which was then at the peak of commercial expansion. Throughout the seventeenth century the Dutch were predominant in the slave trade. Jews participated in this trade to some extent, the number of Jewish traders in Holland reaching a high of perhaps six to ten percent at this time. However, by the eighteenth century, when even larger numbers of slaves were being sold, Britain had taken the lead, and the Dutch trade, mainly in the hands of Protestants in any case, declined.4

Jews played significant roles neither in the Dutch West India Company nor the British Royal African Company. They were also rare among the dealers of Bristol, London, and Liverpool—who bought and sold some two and a half million Africans in the eighteenth century—although they were important in refining and distributing sugar in the “triangular” transatlantic commerce that involved slaves. Since many Jews were forced to become Christians in Spain and Portugal, these Marranos, or secret Jews, sought to find a place in the New World and played a significant role in making Portugal the predominant supplier of slave-grown sugar. David Brion Davis notes, however, that because of intermarriage and loss of identity, “most Marranos were Jewish only in their vulnerability to suspicion, persecution, and anti-Semitic fantasies of conspiracy.”5

Some Jews and Jewish converts to Christianity were actively involved in trading slaves in Brazil (briefly until expelled). During their dispersion and as experts in sugar technology, they helped the British learn the practice of sugar refining, even as sugar exportation became critical to the British empire during the 1700s. Jewish traders nevertheless did not enjoy the primary benefits of such expansion; they were primarily shopkeepers in the Barbados and Jamaica in the eighteenth century, while the sugar trade was carried on mainly by a small group of sugar planter agents in London. The place of Jews in the slave economy of French-owned Martinique and Guadeloupe was similarly limited. In any case, the French expelled all Jews from the islands in 1685.

Jewish refugees from Brazil also came to Dutch colonies in Suriname and Curaçao, where they thrived in shipping and trading, including slave trading in Curaçao. Their involvement here, however, was mainly in shipping goods. These colonies did not develop extensive plantation systems because they were unable to compete with colonies like Jamaica, St. Domingue, and Brazil, which went directly to Africa to obtain their slaves. It is true that Sephardi sugar planters in Suriname, where the religiously liberal Dutch permitted Jews to create their own town (Joden Savanne), built their lives around slave labor; nevertheless, Suriname was not a major sugar-growing area, and by the 1670s the Dutch sugar boom ended. The French and especially the English quickly came to hold monopolies of trading companies and ultimately of the movement of Africans to New World colonies, excluding Jews from the business. Indeed, during the eighteenth century, when the slave trade reached its height, British ships carried almost forty-two percent of the slaves from Africa, and the Dutch almost six percent.

Researchers can find Jewish slave-trading families like the Belmontes in Amsterdam and the Gradis in Bordeaux, and later individuals, such as Aaron Lopez and Jacob Rivera, in Newport. The important point, David Brion Davis writes, “is not that a few Jewish slave dealers changed the course of history” but that Jews found the ugly system of slavery in place when they came to the New World and a small number became a part of the system briefly. It is hardly to their credit; but they had considerably less involvement in that system than Protestants, Catholics, or even Muslims. With some ninety percent of the four most significant forced African trades—the British and French trades of the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the Brazilian and Cuban of the eighteen and nineteenth centuries—in the hands of these groups, the Jewish role, according to Seymour Drescher, another student of slavery, “ranged from marginal to nil.”6

When Jews began arriving in this country in significant numbers, they found slavery built into the economy. The Quakers opposed slavery, as did many Unitarians, but white men of virtually all other religious persuasions participated in the lucrative business. Again the Jewish role was minimal. Jacob R. Marcus, in a two-volume study, The Colonial Jew, estimated that American Jewish businessmen accounted for considerably less than two percent of the slave imports into the West Indies and North America. Richmond had three Jewish slave dealers out of seventy; Charleston accounted for four out of forty-four and Memphis only one out of a dozen. Bertram Wallace Korn writes in Jews and Negro Slavery in the Old South, 1789-1865 that the amount of slave business “done by all the Southern Jews was not as much as the single largest non Jewish firm, Franklin and Armfield.”7 In the period before the Civil War, American Jews were few in number and widely scattered. In 1850 there were only fifty thousand Jews living in the United States. In the next decade another one hundred thousand arrived, but they remained an insignificant minority of ethnic outsiders in a nation of twenty-three million people, most of them Protestant Christians.

In most cases Jews took on the values of the regions in which they settled. Southern Jews generally condoned the long-established system of slavery. In the North many probably opposed slavery privately, but only a few joined the abolitionist cause. Given the passions the issue aroused among their countrymen, they undoubtedly preferred to avoid a strong antislavery position.

Before the Civil War the typical southern Jew was a peddler or petty trader eking out a marginal living. A fortunate few were store owners who lived in a few rooms on the floor above the business. The vast majority were far too poor to afford slaves. Nevertheless, there were a few exceptions. Isaiah Moses kept thirty-five slaves on his farm in Goose Creek, South Carolina. And Judah P. Benjamin, who became a major figure in the Confederacy, kept 140 slaves on his splendid plantation, Bellechasse, near New Orleans. Korn reports that it was rare to find even one Jew who served as a plantation overseer.8

A handful of Jews like Benjamin felt themselves very much a part of wealthy Southern society, which rested on slavery, and they were ready during the Civil War to defend it to the death. Even after emancipation some southern Jews saw merit in slavery. Solomon Cohen, the distinguished civic leader and merchant of Savannah, lost a son fighting for the Confederacy but never yielded on the slavery issue. Shortly after Appomattox, Cohen declared:
 I believe that the institution [slavery] was refining and civilizing to the whites, giving them an elevation of sentiment and ease and dignity of manners only attainable in societies under the restraining influence of a privileged class and, at the same time, the only human institution that could elevate the Negro from barbarism and develop the small amount of intellect with which he is endowed.9


Such statements may seem barbarous today, but they were commonplace among educated Southerners in the nineteenth century.

While in the North newly arrived Jews were generally at or near the bottom of the social ladder, circumstances were different in the South, where even the poorest, most abject Jews ranked above slaves. This fact apparently worked to the southern Jews’ advantage, for they enjoyed greater success in business and politics than did Jews living in other sections of the country. Korn concluded that the road to acceptance and advancement of Jewish Southerners was aided by the ever present assumption of white superiority. “How ironic,” he wrote, “that the distinctions bestowed upon men like Judah P. Benjamin were in some measure dependent upon the suffering of the very Negro slaves they bought and sold with such equanimity.”10

Just as Jewish slave owners benefited from the notion of white superiority, so did the lowly, itinerant, and often foreign-born Jewish peddlers. Oscar S. Straus, later to become Secretary of Labor and Commerce under Theodore Roosevelt, recalled that his father, when peddling in rural areas of Georgia, was treated by plantation owners with “a spirit of equality that is hard to appreciate today. The existence of slavery drew a distinct line of demarcation between the white and Black races.”11

In 1861, the historian Frederick Law Olmstead described the developing relationship between southern Jews and blacks betraying his own anti-Semitism: “A swarm of Jews, within the last ten years, has settled in nearly every Southern town, many of them men of no character, opening cheap clothing and trinket shops; ruining, or driving out of business, many of the old retailers, and engaging in unlawful trade with the simple Negroes which is found very profitable.” Jews apparently also interacted with free Negroes in the South, unmediated by the slaveholding classes. They were thus brought into contact with blacks in ways that other whites were not—through the medium of exchange.12

While the number of southern Jews involved in abolitionist causes remains unknown, there are a number of cases on record of southern Jews acting against slavery. In one case the Friedman brothers of Tuscombia, Georgia, bought a slave named Peter Still, without telling his master that their real purpose was to liberate him. In another the abolitionist orator Ernestine L. Rose made an antislavery speech in Columbia, South Carolina, in 1847.13 There is some further indication that newly arrived European Jews were dismayed when first witnessing black servitude in the South. Cyrus Adler’s autobiography, for example, testifies to his immigrant father’s shock at slavery in Arkansas.14

In the North, where antislavery activities were widespread, Jews were freer to express abolitionist views. They were among the earliest members of the nation’s first antislavery organization, the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery, founded in Philadelphia in 1774. While some northern Jews, like Moses and Myers, owned slaves, many more opposed slavery, and some spoke out against it. In 1838 Senator (later President) James Buchanan of Pennsylvania presented a memorial from twenty-four Jews of Philadelphia, urging abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia. The signers were members of struggling congregations with fewer than 350 worshipers. Despite their own difficulties in creating communal immigrant-aid societies and warding off proselytizing efforts by Christian missionaries, these Jews took a public stand on the most controversial and explosive issue of the day.15

For a long time few Jews in the North followed their example. But the 1840s brought Jews of a different outlook to America, the Ashkenazim from central and eastern Europe. Poor and lacking significant business interests, they sought social and economic opportunities that had been denied them at home. Most had no taste for slavery and no stake in the system.

A smaller group of immigrants were refugees from revolutionary movements in Prussia and Austria-Hungary who had fought for equal rights there and would continue do so in their adopted country. It was they who set the precedent for Jewish civil rights activity that has continued to the present day. From their ranks came August Bondi, Theodore Weiner, and Jacob Benjamin, all three of whom joined the most militant of abolitionists, John Brown. (One contemporary observer even saw in Brown’s raids in the border states a Jewish plot masterminded by the French Rothschilds.) Michael Greenbaum aided fugitive slaves in Chicago. Moritz Pinner and Wilhelm Rapp edited abolitionist newspapers in Kansas City and Baltimore. Isador Busch—like Bondi, a Viennese émigré—played an important role in Missouri politics. His oratory and leadership at state conventions in 1861 and 1863 were instrumental in keeping Missouri within the Union. He also helped develop the plan that freed slaves in Missouri without compensating their owners.16 Many northern Jews, however, agreed with Abraham Lincoln that saving the Union was more important than destroying slavery.

----------

Lewis Tappan, a noted New England abolitionist, wrote in 1853 that Jews as a denomination had not formed any opinion on the subject of slavery in America. Tappan found their silence surprising, given the fact they had been the “objects of so much mean prejudice and unrighteous oppression.”17 But there was a rational explanation for this failure. In the pre-Civil War period there were no central religious bodies or national leaders to mobilize Jewish opinion, as there were in the case of Protestant denominations. The slavery issue was therefore left, for the most part, to the individual conscience of each rabbi and each Jew.

Many of the rabbis who took strong abolitionist stands came from the growing Reform movement within Judaism, which focused on the imperatives of social justice rather than religious ritual. The Reform movement encouraged Jews to employ justice and righteousness in attempting to solve the problems and evils of society. A number of these rabbis were immigrants with links to the Jewish Reform movement in Europe and to revolutionary activities there, and some of them made common cause with the abolitionists.18

David Einhorn of Baltimore, for example, was an outspoken critic of slavery. Although he lived in Maryland, a border state, he repeatedly declared his belief “in one humanity, all of whose members, being of the same and early origin, possess a like nobility of birth and a claim to equal rights, equal laws, and an equal share of happiness.”19

But Einhorn’s antislavery views received nowhere near the attention paid to the proslavery oratory of Rabbi Morris J. Raphall of B’nai Jeshurun Synagogue in New York. (Einhorn’s initial attack on Raphall appeared in his monthly magazine and probably reached a small audience because it was written in German.) The Swedish-born rabbi was a virulent critic of both abolitionism and Reform Judaism. In one of his strongest attacks on abolitionism on January 4, 1861, Raphall excoriated the abolitionists for claiming that biblical law made slavery immoral and unlawful. Reminding his audience that Abraham, Isaac, and Joshua, all of whom had spoken with the Lord, owned slaves, he characterized abolitionism as implicitly blasphemous.20

Raphall’s sermon contributed little that was new to the slavery debate, since proslavery advocates had used the Bible to sanction slavery since colonial times. But he was a prominent Orthodox rabbi—the first Jewish clergyman to act as chaplain of the day in Congress—so southern newspapers had a field day, with banner headlines telling of the New York rabbi who supported slavery. Another New York rabbi, Michael Heilprin, countered with a critical attack in the influential New York Daily Tribune, where Horace Greeley described him as a “learned Jew” who had few living equals. Heilprin accused Raphall of violating the spirit and practice of Judaism. Einhorn charged that only Jews who “prize the dollar more highly than their God and their religion” could approve Raphall’s defense of slavery. In Baltimore the reaction was violent. Arsonists burned Einhorn’s printing press, and his life was threatened. He fled the city and took a post in Philadelphia.

The debate between Raphall on the one side and Heilprin and Einhorn on the other went beyond the slavery controversy; it represented in some respects the conflict between Reform and Orthodoxy. The latter defended the traditional literal interpretation of the Bible, while Heilprin wanted biblical slavery passages analyzed historically in a critical liberal spirit, according to historian Jayme A. Sokolow. The Republican party in its 1860 campaign endorsed the latter position when it stated that the Mosaic code tried to soften slavery and was therefore the opposite of the American system.21

Neither of the two most important Jewish religious leaders in the United States at that time, Isaac Leeser of Philadelphia and Isaac Mayer Wise of Cincinnati, had much to say about slavery. According to his biographer, Leeser was “discreetly pro-South.” Commenting favorably on Raphall’s views in his monthly journal, The Occident, Leeser pointed out that the ancient Jews were described in the Bible as keeping “perpetual servants.” He deduced that these servants were in fact slaves, but the word slave did not exist in the Hebrew “by any fair construction.” Leeser nevertheless rejected the southern and racist version of slavery. The living conditions of Canaanite servants among the Hebrews, he noted, were far more humane than was the harsh treatment of American slaves.22

Wise’s situation in Ohio, a border state, was delicate. Most of the subscribers to his weekly publication, the Israelite (later The American Israelite), were southern Jews. Like so many of his fellow citizens in the border states, Wise was a “peace Democrat,” who believed that preserving the Union was more important than abolishing slavery. Therefore while not directly challenging Raphall’s stand, Wise did question his biblical arguments. “Among all the nonsense imposed on the Bible,” he wrote, “the greatest is to suppose the Negroes are descendants of Ham and the curse of Noah [slavery] is applicable to them.” After emancipation, when the debate for and against slavery was largely academic, Wise stepped up his attack, charging Raphall with making a grave error in suggesting that divine sanction existed for the inhuman institution of slavery.23

But Wise’s overriding interest and lifetime work lay in establishing Reform Judaism as a viable form of religious expression in the United States. In seeking to carry out this mission, he was constantly on guard against Protestant efforts to Christianize Jews. What troubled him about opponents of slavery like Lewis Tappan was their belief that the only good abolitionists were evangelical Protestants. Tappan’s 1853 report for the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society, for example, was clearly directed at antislavery Christians; Jews were treated as outsiders.

In its earlier days abolitionism had enjoyed a broader constituency. Antislavery Quakers, Unitarians, and deists had worked together without much concern about denominational biases. But with the passage of time, the movement became linked to temperance and other Christian causes, which Jews either had no interest in or—as with Sunday closing laws—opposed. Abolitionism itself thus began to reflect the biases of Protestant leaders. Frequently, Protestant clergymen would see no incongruity in citing biblical condemnations of slavery and in the next breath denouncing Jews as guilty of hypocrisy, deceit, and craftiness.24

Wise was thus profoundly suspicious of northern abolitionists. In his view they were instigators of war, ethically inconsistent on human rights. He was not alone in his suspicions. Sabato Morais, the Orthodox rabbi of Congregation Mikveh Israel, founded in colonial times in Philadelphia, never hesitated to speak out against slavery but would not join any of the antislavery societies for precisely these reasons.25 In short, Wise and Morais and other Jews as well believed the nineteenth-century abolitionists to be highly selective in their sympathies, fighting for freedom for black people while trampling on the civil rights of Jews and other “outsiders.” Wise and the rest believed that the progressives of his day were willing to identify with the cause of blacks while excluding or ignoring the interests and values of other disadvantaged groups in the society.

----------

If the Jewish view of slavery was equivocal in the antebellum years, the black image of Jews was equally complicated. Prior to Appomattox many blacks had never seen a Jew. Long before the Jewish migration from eastern Europe began, however, slaves on southern plantations shared the Jewish experience of oppression. They saw their own condition reflected in the story of ancient Israel, and they were especially moved by the Israelites’ great exodus from Egypt into the land of freedom. James Baldwin would write that just as God had made a covenant with Abraham extending to his children’s children in perpetuity, newly freed slaves later felt that such an agreement had also been made with them and would some day be fulfilled.26

The slaves seized upon the sacred imagery of the Bible stories and related it to their own suffering, a response reflected in the many surviving spiritual hymns that draw on Old Testament themes. In addition to the spiritual solace afforded by these analogies, they also had a propaganda value for opponents of slavery. Leaders like Harriet Tubman, organizer of the underground railroad, and the slave known as Gabriel, who headed the Virginia slave revolt of 1800, stirred support among Christians and Jews by comparing blacks to the enslaved children of Israel. This tactic was to be repeated in the civil rights struggles of the 1950s and 1960s, when preachers in the South and elsewhere emerged from black pulpits to exhort their followers in the idiom of the Old Testament. In that context, Birmingham police chief Eugene “Bull” Connor was seen as a modern Pharaoh, Martin Luther King, Jr., as Moses, and the freedom marchers were Israelites heading for the Promised Land. The identification of blacks, in and out of slavery, with Jews, the Holy Land, and the Jewish historical experience would thus prove to be a powerful force throughout the history of the black struggle for equality, though it has since been superseded by identification with the African experience.27

Although blacks identified with Jews and based their own hopes on the Jewish example, they were also deeply suspicious of Jews. Like many white Christians, blacks often blamed Jews for the betrayal and crucifixion of their Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. In his autobiography, Richard Wright wrote of his own youthful indoctrination in Mississippi and Tennessee before the First World War: “All of us Black people hated Jews, not because they exploited us but because we had been taught at home and in Sunday School that Jews were ‘Christ killers.’” Wright described this anti-Semitism as not merely a prejudice, but a natural part of his cultural heritage.”28 Black jingles and folk rhymes reinforced the stereotype:
 Virgin Mary had one son
 The cruel Jews had him hung
 Bloody Christ killer
 Never trust a Jew
 Bloody Christ killer
 What won’t a Jew do?29


Yet despite their ambivalence, blacks recognized that Jews were unlike other whites, since for the most part they had not been large slaveholders or farmers. While other whites spurned slaves and free blacks, Jewish peddlers sought them out, grateful for customers of whatever race or background. In some cases their business dealings fostered lasting friendships. After emancipation, when a second generation of German Jews was becoming less distinguishable from other whites, the Negro would unhesitatingly unlock the door of the shanty to the bent figure of a new peddler, this time from eastern Europe, and “experience the Jew all over again.” In other instances the peddlers came to be viewed as exploiters of the “simple Negroes.”30 Nevertheless, the black writer Martin R. Delany, in his classic antebellum exposition of black political nationalism, The Condition, Elevation, Emigration, and Destiny of the Colored Peoples in the United States, found a fundamental parallel between black aspirations and the Jewish experience.31

From the outset, then, the black-Jewish relationship was a complex combination of affection and distrust. Each started out with different views and expectations of the other, Leonora E. Berson writes. These “contradictory concepts of their relationship [ultimately] bewildered the Jews and infuriated the Negroes.”32

----------

When the break came between North and South, American Jews (who then numbered 150,000) lined up with the section of the country in which they lived. Some six thousand Jews served with the Union and fifteen hundred with the Confederacy. Joining the military was one way in which Jews, as relative newcomers, could show their loyalty.33 Some 210,000 black men fought in the Union army and navy, and the way they conducted themselves made emancipation and citizenship more conceivable to all Americans.

While Jews fought and died on both sides, there were wide-spread allegations throughout the war that Jewish businessmen were engaged in profiteering. In one notorious episode in 1862, Gen. Ulysses S. Grant brought the matter to wide public attention with a military order barring “the Jews as a class” from the shifting battle line in Tennessee and Mississippi. President Lincoln later countermanded Grant’s order. As the pressures and strains of the war mounted, a movement developed in the North for a constitutional amendment declaring America to be a Christian nation. Anti-Semitic attacks became more frequent and widespread and were also better organized than ever before.34

Anti-Semitism was evident in the South, too. Suspicion of the merchant and storekeeper in a society dominated by the plantation owner and foreman fueled an attack on Jews that alleged corruption and disloyalty. In 1862 these suspicions led to calls at a community meeting for the expulsion of German Jews from Thomasville, Georgia—though the threat was not carried out.35

The principal target of these attacks, however, was the Confederacy’s highest-ranking Jew, Judah P. Benjamin. Next to President Jefferson Davis, Benjamin was the most important figure in the rebel government. According to one historian he “achieved greater political power than any other Jew in the nineteenth century—perhaps even in all American history.”36 Besides serving as secretary of war and then as secretary of state, he was also Davis’s chief aide and amanuensis. He wrote the president’s speeches, prepared his papers, and ran the Confederacy during Davis’s frequent illnesses.

A staunch defender of slavery, Benjamin was nevertheless an ambiguous figure. In 1842, in one of the most famous insurance cases in American history, he was counsel for a group of insurance companies sued by slaveholders who sought compensation for losses incurred in a slave uprising at sea. Gaining control of the ship, the slaves took it to Nassau, a British territory, where some were set free. Benjamin appeared before the Louisiana supreme court, where he argued that slavery was “a controvention of the law of nature.” His eloquent plea in his legal brief that a slave was a human being was recognized by abolitionists, who published the brief as a pamphlet.

Because he held such important offices in the Confederacy, Benjamin drew heavy criticism as the South’s failures and frustrations mounted. Henry Foote, a member of the Confederate house of representatives and a bitter foe of Davis’s administration, labeled his top adviser Judas Iscariot Benjamin. Foote further declared his intention to amend the Confederate constitution so that no Jew would be allowed within twelve miles of the capital. He thus linked the “treasonous” cabinet member with the alleged extortionist merchants and shopkeepers whom he believed were sabotaging the Confederacy.37

In the waning days of the war, Benjamin, though a slaveholder and supporter of the southern way of life, recommended that any slaves who agreed to serve in the Confederate ranks be granted their freedom. His motivation was evidently more tactical than moral, since his goal was to expand the size of the Confederate forces as quickly as possible. However, in substance his proposal differed little from Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, which granted freedom to slaves only in states that had rebelled.

Benjamin moved carefully to accomplish his goal. Among those supporting the plan was Davis’s wife, Varina. Robert E. Lee, commander in chief of the Confederate forces, also gave his approval. In his annual message to the southern congress in November 1864, Davis urged acceptance of the proposal in words written by Benjamin.

What Benjamin sought was an extraordinary change in the principle that had governed slaveholding since the first blacks were imported nearly two centuries earlier. He recommended that the enslaved blacks be granted “certain rights of property, a certain degree of personal liberty, and legal protection for the marital and parental relations” that up to then had gone unrecognized by slaveholders. Such reforms, said Benjamin, would “relieve our institutions from much that is not only unjust and impolitic in itself, but calculated to draw upon us the odium and reprobation of civilized man.”

Benjamin used all the power and influence he could muster to win support for the proposal.38 On February 9, 1865, more than ten thousand people jammed a black church in Richmond and stood in throngs outside to hear Benjamin deliver a stirring defense of the emancipation plan. Jefferson Davis and his wife were there, as were prominent civilians and Confederate military leaders. “Never was he more eloquent or inspiring,” Varina Davis later wrote. “He sent those who had come discouraged and desperate, knowing as they did the overwhelming forces which confronted them, back to camp full of hope and ardor, and I think made the most successful effort of his life.”39

But Benjamin’s hopes were defeated. In the final weeks before surrender, the Confederate congress permitted slave volunteers to fight but made no mention of emancipation. The senate, meanwhile, considered but failed to pass a resolution of no confidence in Benjamin. After the war Benjamin settled in England, where he enjoyed another brilliant career as a lawyer and businessman. A truly remarkable figure, Benjamin left an uncertain legacy to future generations of blacks and Jews.

----------

In the years after the Civil War, Jewish peddlers with packs of tinware, clocks, and clothing on their backs or in their carts became a familiar sight in rural areas of the old Confederacy. Unlike the Yankees whom they replaced, the Jewish peddlers, many of them newly arrived immigrants from eastern Europe, sold their goods to black sharecroppers as well as white farmers.40

For most southern blacks, dealing with Jews in the flesh (as distinct from the biblical Jew) was an entirely new experience. Now blacks and Jews encountered each other in a free-market setting.41 A relationship that would last for a hundred years might be said to have begun in just such encounters. For it was from these Jewish peddlers that newly freed blacks frequently gained their “initial sense of dignity,” according to the Jewish folk essayist Harry Golden. Through participating in a system of exchange, newly emancipated blacks came to feel themselves active—though still usually poor—members of a free society.42

The phenomenon was relatively short-lived. With the passage of time, such peddlers as Benjamin Altman and Adam Gimbel succeeded in accumulating enough capital to go into business for themselves, and their modest dry-goods operations soon evolved into the first modern department stores.43 The southern Jewish merchants ran their businesses differently from others. While competition generally limited their trade in the white community, the Jewish store operators actively sought business dealings with blacks and sometimes even opened stores in black neighborhoods. In many towns blacks knew that the “Jew store” would extend credit to them, address them as “Mr.” and “Mrs.,” and permit them to try on clothes before buying.44

As early as 1900, when very few white shopkeepers in the North or South employed blacks, they were hired by Jewish stores.45 While the Jewish owners were occasionally charged with taking advantage of blacks, their openness to blacks, both as customers and employees, and their willingness to disregard caste principles help explain the success of many Jewish merchants and may perhaps explain why there seem to be fewer angry feelings about Jews among blacks born in the South than in the North.46

The white southern establishment occasionally perceived the Jewish merchants as unwanted carpetbaggers, agents of the northern victor lording it over the defeated South. More often, however, the Jews were welcomed by white Protestants as “people of the Book.” In addition, the South’s devastated postwar economy needed help. The advice of Jewish businessmen was often solicited, and they frequently served on policy-making boards and committees.

Not all Jewish immigrants found riches in the South, of course. Some survived as pawnbrokers, others operated “houses of shame” or sold kimonos, stockings, and cosmetics to the prostitutes who worked in them. Ray Stannard Baker noted that many saloons for blacks in Atlanta were foreign-owned, usually by Jewish businessmen.47 Traveling through the South in the early years of this century, a Jewish socialist named Baruch Charney Vladeck termed such Jews “the most tragic and broken type[s] which modern Jewish life had created.” “[I]n chasing after a livelihood,” Vladeck reasoned, “he [the Jew] loses his self-respect and the feeling of sympathy that the Jews have evolved during the last couple thousand years of their history.”48

Influential blacks were divided on the subject of Jews. Some warned of the dangers of growing Jewish wealth and power. In this reaction lay a streak of black populism. Blacks, after all, were not just victims, they were Americans, too. Coming up north in 1883 from the South, where an alliance of black and white populists had been gaining strength, journalist T. Thomas Fortune charged in the black-owned New York Globe that Jews controlled the southern money markets, keeping white planters in thralldom and oppressing poor black laborers. Other black newspapers, like the New York Freeman and the Age (the Globe’s successors) made similar statements in subsequent years. Enshrined in this rhetoric was the popular perception of Jews as “crossroads storekeepers” who charged high interest and exorbitant prices for mortgages and other financial arrangements.49

Such expressions, however, were not the norm. Black anger was more often directed toward their direct oppressors and the European immigrants who threatened their jobs.50 Blacks found much to admire in the Jewish experience, viewing Jews as people who despite humble beginnings and minority status overcame discrimination and achieved economic success. To them it appeared that prejudicial treatment had only made the Jews strive harder, thereby establishing a pattern on which former slaves could model themselves.

In the Age and other papers the oft-repeated message was “Let us learn from the Jews.” Instead of wallowing in despair and brooding about their unjust treatment, blacks were urged to reclaim self-respect through Jewish-style group cohesion. “Where everything else had been denied him—political rights, social standing, even the privilege of owning real estate—the Jew yet conquered,” the A.M.E. Church Review reported in 1892. The secret, it said, lay in acquiring money and education, and it encouraged blacks to do the same.51 Clearly the image of the Jew held by poor and often uneducated blacks was more benign than their view of the “cracker,” and frequently implicit within it was a bond of sympathy. Thus, quite early in their relationship, it would appear, blacks held a view of Jews that mixed admiration and respect with suspicion and hostility.

----------

A central figure in promoting the idea that blacks should emulate Jews was the most prominent black in the America of that time—Booker Taliaferro Washington. Born into slavery in 1856, Washington became a nationally known educator, whose gradualist racial philosophy won wide acceptance at a time when blacks enjoyed few civil rights. He founded a new school for blacks, Tuskegee Institute, at Tuskegee, Alabama, in 1881 and acquiesced publicly in policies of racial separation in schools and some social settings, whatever his private feelings may have been. The ideology he shaped at Tuskegee, one that found favor with some blacks as well as whites, was well stated in a speech at the Atlanta Exposition in 1885: “Cast down your buckets where you are.”52 To this end he encouraged blacks to respect the laws and get along as best they could with southern whites. He favored industrial and agricultural training and self-help strategies for blacks.

After a brief period of freedom during Reconstruction, blacks were once again subjected to harsh repression throughout the South. Black codes were enacted to deprive them of basic liberties. The Ku Klux Klan was organized as a terrorist group that preyed on blacks. In this grim atmosphere Booker T. Washington became more heavily influenced by the Jewish example. “Ever since I can remember,” he wrote, “I have had a special and peculiar interest in the history and progress of the Jewish race. As I learned in slavery to compare the condition of the Negro with that of the Jews in bondage in Egypt, so I have frequently, since freedom, been compelled to compare the prejudice, even persecution, which the Jewish people have to face and overcome in different parts of the world with the disadvantages of the Negro in the United States and elsewhere.”*

What particularly impressed Washington was the pride that Jews took in their Jewishness, their faith in themselves, and the way they supported one another. In The Future of the American Negro, he wrote: “These people [Jews] have clung together. They have had a certain amount of unity, pride and love of race; and, as the years go on, they will be more influential in this country—a country where they were once despised, and looked upon with scorn and derision. It is largely because the Jewish race has had faith in itself. Unless the Negro learns more and more to imitate the Jew in these matters, to have faith in himself, he cannot expect to have any high degree of success.”

Washington was careful to distinguish Jews from other European immigrants, whom he dismissed as beggars, anarchists, or superstitious peasants. He admired Jews, however, not only for withstanding centuries of persecution but for gaining a measure of wealth and position in society. Washington was fond of recounting the story of a Jewish immigrant who happened to be traveling through Alabama with all of his possessions in a single satchel. Passing through a prosperous cotton-growing region sixteen miles from Tuskegee, the immigrant noted the absence of nearby stores. That keen observation changed his life. He halted his travels on the spot, rented property, and opened a store. Within four years he was a wealthy businessman and the owner of hundreds of acres of rich farmland.

The extraordinary strides Jews made in overcoming disadvantages gave Washington hope for blacks. He believed they could become the architects of their own future in the new South.54 He ignored, however, the major differences between the black and Jewish experiences, including the long Jewish mercantile tradition, the important fact that Jews were whites, and as a result of this, the freedom of opportunity that Jews generally found here.

Although Washington greatly admired Jews, he is reported by his biographer, Louis Harlan, as being full of misunderstandings about them. Harlan sees Washington as sharing the small-town American anti-Semitism of his day that identified Jews with the image of overpricing storekeepers and the usurious lender. Washington criticized Jews in some of his early speeches, but after affluent German Jews began contributing to Tuskegee and other black causes, he either discarded or concealed his prejudice.55

Washington’s recommendation that blacks place economics ahead of politics, as Jews did, was not without black critics. William Monroe Trotter, editor of the Boston Guardian, rejected the notion that Jews had won acceptance through the accumulation of wealth. In fact, Trotter argued, their business success only intensified hatred against them. By the same token, he believed, the hostility that blacks encountered stemmed from prejudice, not poverty. He was convinced that Jews got attention by using the vote, and blacks, he said, must do the same. Meanwhile, the St. Paul Appeal, a black newspaper, dismissed as bunk the view, widely circulated in the black press, that Jews never raised their voices in political protest because of their obsession with moneymaking.

Thus, while there was certainly no formal black-Jewish alliance in the years immediately after the Civil War, there was at least an indirect relationship, as the Jewish example became central to the debate over strategies for the future of blacks.

Southern Jews, meanwhile, found themselves in the middle of a postwar power struggle between opposing white groups. On one side were former plantation owners who, while building a new South, longed for a return to the old feudal order. On the other were upcountry farmers who advocated a populist and racist government with power in the hands of poor whites. Both groups were opposed to black liberation.56

Individual Jewish reactions to the South’s defeat varied. Still few in number and anxious to get along with their white neighbors, most southern Jews tended to identify with the more moderate forces of Bourbon restoration and the new South. Typical was attorney Edwin Moise of Charleston, a member of the local Jewish aristocracy, who was installed as adjutant and inspector general in South Carolina in 1876 to battle radical reconstruction. Moise opposed the violent methods of the Ku Klux Klan—which would later turn its wrath on Jews—but he maintained a discreet silence out of a combination of opportunism and fear. Most southern Jews tried to distance themselves from the newly liberated black population for much the same reason.57

The South had always been culturally and economically separate from other parts of the country, and it had held on to its intrinsic differences even after the war as a way of maintaining its distinctiveness and cohesion. Leaders of the new South recognized that the region’s recovery was imperiled by self-imposed historic isolation. Southern bourbons therefore encouraged northern investment, fostered immigration, and promised cheap labor. Over time these initiatives succeeded in strengthening a region that lacked industry and had been prostrated by war. But poor whites, already suffering from ruinous agricultural prices and joblessness, viewed the newly arrived outsiders with undisguised hostility. While blacks were the central focus of their hostility, all “foreigners”—meaning those who differed in any way from the dominant Anglo-Saxon culture—became targets of xenophobia.

Jews presented a special case. They had been in the South since colonial times, and attitudes toward them were decidedly varied, as has already been suggested. During periods of calm, they had suffered no special difficulties. But now a sustained crisis gripped the South, and all the latent fears and jealousies about Jewish success came to the surface. Welcomed earlier, they were now often denounced as economic exploiters, loan sharks, and agents of a conquering northern imperialism. In the Bible Belt, Jews were often labeled Christ killers; white populists considered them eternal aliens, the embodiment of all the evils that white Southerners feared and hated.

The suspicion that Jews were colluding with freed slaves became entwined with the belief that they were exploiting white Southerners. In Franklin, Tennessee, in 1868, Klansmen lynched a young Russian Jew who operated a dry goods store and had a reputation as a radical Republican. He was close to blacks and employed a black clerk, who was also slain. Another Jew who counseled blacks to retaliate against the Klan was murdered.58 Physical attacks on Jews mounted across the South in the 1880s and 1890s. With the coming to power of “Pitchfork” Ben Tillman in South Carolina, the reign of harassment and terror intensified. Edwin Moise was vilified as “an outsider and a member of a despised and despicable race” by Tillman and defeated in his race for Congress in 1890. The difficulties that Jews now began to face in the South would culminate a generation later in the highly publicized lynching of Leo Frank.59

As the wave of anti-Jewish and anti-black feeling increased throughout the South, relations between Jews and blacks became more complex. There was much that still drew them together. Blacks often rallied to the support of Jews, whose sufferings were seen as similar to their own. Thus, when Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish officer in the French army, was sent to Devil’s Island in 1895 on trumped-up charges of treason, black newspapers were harsh in their condemnation of French anti-Semitism. The Washington Bee condemned this outrageous persecution of an innocent man and compared the Dreyfus court proceedings with those that American Negroes experienced.60

Before long, however, the editorial tone of some black newspapers changed. Jews were often seen as a favored group, even if still outsiders, and some papers accused the U.S. government of employing a double standard in its dealings with Jews abroad and blacks in this country. When Russian and Romanian Jews were hounded by pogroms, black newspapers pointed out, Washington filed formal protests with Moscow and Bucharest. Yet despite a sharp rise in lynchings of blacks in the South, federal officials were silent, ignoring their duty to protect the rights of Negro citizens guaranteed under the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments. As one black newspaper wrote, it was regrettable that “so industrious, sober and intelligent a class as the Jews should have to be discriminated against,” while going on to argue that the nation’s press was devoting too much space to condemnations of anti-Semitism in Europe and not enough to advancing the cause of underprivileged Negroes at home.61

The black press’s tiny audience, of course, did not include influential Americans in business or government. Its complaints about government indifference or worse, though certainly valid, were barely noticed at the time because the nation’s mainstream newspapers paid them no heed.
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