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Introduction

Race Relations and the Invisible Jew

There are cases where success is a tragedy.
— Abraham Cahan, The Rise of David Levinsky

[T]here is nothing so indigenous, so ‘made in America’ as we.
—W. E. B. Du Bois, Dusk of Dawn

Since the early 1970s, the relationship between Blacks and Jews
has been the subject of a substantial amount of scholarly attention, not least
because of the conflicts between the two groups that came to the surface
in the 1960s. During this period, long-standing differences over such issues
as community control of school districts, racial preferences, the role of Israel
in world politics, open admissions at universities, and the anti-Semitism of
some controversial Black leaders began to outweigh the mutually perceived
common interests that had for decades worked to cement cooperation be-
tween significant segments of both groups.!

In light of these developments, it is not hard to see why scholars in
search of a better understanding of the relationship between Blacks and
Jews continue to see this history in the framework of alliance and conflict.
Jonathan Kaufman epitomizes this predisposition in his 1988 book Broken
Alliance: The Turbulent Times between Blacks and Jews in America, in which
he laments that throughout his volume “runs a remembrance of a time
when great changes seemed possible and people embraced alliances and
coalitions—and puzzlement and sadness that politics and personal relation-
ships have today become polarized and fragmented.”? Even Murray Fried-
man, a writer who views the prospects for a future Black-Jewish alliance
with an unusual degree of ambivalence, confesses in his 1995 book What
Went Wrong: The Creation and Collapse of the Black-Jewish Alliance, “I do not
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pretend to be neutral on the subject of the Black-Jewish alliance; it has
meant so much to me for so long.”?

The framework of alliance and conflict has, at times, been a useful way
of thinking about the past and has resulted in perhaps the most extensive
body of knowledge on the interaction of two American ethnic groups that
we now possess. But this approach has carried with it a number of limi-
tations traceable to the highly contested and extremely volatile nature of
race relations. In writing about Blacks and Jews, many historians have been
unwilling to relinquish some standard and highly valued presumptions
about white racism and its impact on Blacks and have therefore approached
the subject of Blacks and Jews as merely an extension of the study of
relations between Blacks and whites. Needless to say, this historiographical
dynamic has resulted in an interesting and disturbing irony. The inclination
has been to interpret the behavior of both Blacks and Jews as typical of the
broader patterns that have characterized race relations in the United States,
lacking any of the extraordinary character that, one would presume, had
originally drawn so many writers to the subject in the first place. Specifi-
cally, there has been an apparent unwillingness on the part of historians to
explore the reasons for and the meaning of what, considering the legacy
of white racism in the United States, appears to have been an unusually
high degree of sympathy toward Blacks within Jewish circles and, on the
other hand, considering the general decline of anti-Semitic attitudes, a sur-
prising and persistently high level of anti-Semitism among Black Ameri-
cans. Historians straining under the pressure of contemporary racial politics
have sought to smooth over a history characterized by the peculiar un-
evenness and unpredictability of human interaction and have engaged in a
considerable amount of scholarly acrobatics in order to do so. The result
has been a series of interpretations that redefine benevolent Jewish attitudes
toward Blacks as primarily motivated by self-interest and, to that extent,
not markedly distinct from the racist attitudes of the larger white society.
Black anti-Semitism, within this scholarly paradigm, has become only the
most vocal manifestation of a largely justified animosity toward whites.
Robert Weisbord and Arthur Stein’s Bittersweet Encounter was the first at-
tempt to survey the history of Blacks and Jews in the wake of the tumult
of the late 1960s and is typical of this approach. The central purpose of
this book, as stated by its authors, is to prove that “the racism of many
Jews is inseparable—and indistinguishable from—white American racism.”
The authors claim that Black anti-Semitism has been wildly exaggerated
and conclude their volume by asserting that American Jews have been equal
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partners with white gentiles in America’s racist past. “The Jewish com-
munity is faced with the challenging task of marshaling its considerable
resources and energies to assist the Black man’s quest for freedom and
equality,” the authors write. “For it has been true of American Jewry . . .
that when all is said and done, more has been said than done.”*

The difficulties that stem from squeezing the history of Blacks and Jews
into the familiar pattern of white racism and Black victimization are two-
fold. First, the impropriety involves forcing Black history into a paradigm
that denies the fullness of Black humanity and the rich texture of Black
life—the failure, in the words of Ralph Ellison, to recognize that “Negroes
have made a life upon the horns of the white man’s dilemma.” Second,
and more to the point for the purposes of this book, consigning Jews to
the role of white oppressor obscures their unique approach to race relations
and, by extension, American life in general. It is the absence of any sus-
tained or consistent analysis about what the distinctive Jewish posture to-
ward Blacks tells us about American Jews that this book attempts to address.
American Jews of all backgrounds seemed singularly drawn to the enormity
of the race question throughout the postwar period. By exploring the at-
titudes of Jews while they were engaged in a number of specific racial
episodes—desegregation in the South, integration efforts in the North, the
ascendance of certain Black writers, and the advent of Black Power—it is
possible to construct a foundation for understanding American Jewish life.
This analysis attempts to uncover the reasons why Jews got involved in
Black affairs in such a large way, what the implications of their particular
involvement has been in terms of Jewish culture, and what all of this can
tell us about American Jews and their lives today. In this sense, the study
is an exercise in self-reflection, using Jewish thinking about Black Ameri-
cans to illuminate the often complex amalgam of emotions, memories,
presumptions, and beliefs that constitute Jewish identity.

The necessity of rescuing Jewish history from the mantra of white racism
becomes manifest when one considers the intensity of the effort to sub-
merge Jewish particularity. Since the late 1960s a generation of scholars has
carved out careers documenting the nature of America’s “color line,” a so-
cial phenomenon even those possessing only the most rudimentary knowl-
edge of America’s racist past should be generally familiar with. It is no won-
der that this scholarly endeavor has borne enormous fruit, with radical
historians and activists such as Vine DeLoria, Robert Blauner, Stephen
Steinberg, Ron Takaki, Michael Omi, and Howard Winant generally suc-
ceeding over the past three decades in establishing the separation of Blacks
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and whites as the key to understanding American pluralism. With the work
of these authors, the idea that the experience of European immigrant
groups in the United States has been categorically different from the expe-
rience of Blacks, insofar as access to power and economic opportunities are
concerned, has become thoroughly ensconced.® The catchphrase of this
scholarly perspective is “white skin privilege,” an allusion to what these
critics believe has been a permanent advantage enjoyed by European ethnic
groups over dark-skinned Americans in making their way to middle-class
respectability.

Such scholarly revisionism was originally a reaction to the movement of
liberal social scientists in the early 1960s toward a cultural explanation for the
inferior socioeconomic status of Blacks and other similarly deprived minor-
ity groups. While the “culture of poverty” explanation for the failure of the
underclass to improve their lot can be traced to Oscar Lewis, the scholarly
debate has been focused rather myopically on the work of Nathan Glazer and
Daniel Patrick Moynihan in their seminal tract, Beyond the Melting Pot, and
other writings.® Glazer and Moynihan argued that continuing Black depri-
vation was a function largely of Black cultural deficiencies resulting from
centuries of slavery and racial discrimination. In the optimistic light of the
postwar civil rights legislation, Glazer and Moynihan interpreted the ongo-
ing Black migration to Northern cities as similar to the earlier migration of
European immigrant groups. For these theorists, when Black Americans
could find their footing in the urban milieu, developing strong institutions of
self-help, a more stable family life, and political unity, they would eventually
take their place as equal partners in a culturally diverse urban system.

By contrast, rather than seeing Black Americans as having shared an
urban experience similar to, if somewhat more difficult than, that experi-
enced by the wide variety of European immigrants, the radical scholars see
Blacks, and in some instances other racially distinct groups such as Amer-
ican Indians, as having been the victims of internal “colonialism.” Race
prejudice thoroughly shut these communities out of the most important
opportunities and deprived them—through legal, cultural, and economic
discrimination—of their ability to compete for opportunities on an equal
basis against whites. For these scholars, ethnic whites may have participated
in competition with each other, but the boundaries that separated them
with regard to residential communities, marriage, political power, and em-
ployment were far more permeable than the racial boundary that excluded
Blacks. From this perspective, it is the “color line,” the disenfranchisement
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of Black Americans, that is the most fundamental and enduring fact of
America’s group life in the twentieth century, not the marginally significant
cultural distinctions among white ethnic groups.

The disastrous implications of radical scholarship in terms of American
Jewish history can be seen in the work of the prominent sociologist Ste-
phen Steinberg. Professor Steinberg has devoted the better part of his
twenty-five-year career to proving that the importance given to culture
and ethnicity in explaining social stratification among American ethnic
groups is all part of an elaborate racist myth. In his highly regarded 1989
book The Ethnic Myth, Steinberg set out to prove that the success of white
ethnic groups in such areas as politics, industry, labor, and education has
been far more attributable to favorable social and economic circumstances
than to anything having to do with cultural habits, customs, or beliefs. For
example, Steinberg insists that “Jewish success in America was a matter of
historical timing. . . . [T]here was a fortuitous match between the experi-
ence and skills of Jewish immigrants, on the one hand, and the manpower
needs and opportunity structures on the other.”” For Steinberg, not only
were distinctive ethnic cultures relatively insignificant for the advancement
of white ethnic groups, but the variations in economic and social mobility
between white ethnic groups owed almost nothing to cultural attitudes. In
an earlier book, The Academic Melting Pot, Steinberg argued that the differ-
ences in the levels of success achieved by Italian Catholics and Jews in
higher education through the 1970s were due primarily to the highly dis-
parate social and economic experiences of both immigrant groups, rather
than to distinctive group attitudes toward education. Accordingly, while
Russian Jews had “rich intellectual traditions, it is also true that. .. they
were heavily concentrated in middle-class occupations,” which fostered an
absorption of the middle-class respect for education. By contrast, Southern
Italians were antagonistic toward education because they came to America
as peasants tied to the soil, with limited expectations for advancement. In
other words, American Jews “did not become middle-class and produce a
class of scholars because they placed a special value on learning, but because
they were middle-class first, and then adopted education as a component
of middle-class values.”®

Scholars like Steinberg make no secret of the motivation behind their
efforts to virtually extinguish ethnic culture as a significant factor in ex-
plaining America’s ethnoracial hierarchy. These efforts stem from the con-
viction that white racism is an enduring and immutable feature of American
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life that can be combated only by the permanent institution of racial pref-
erences. Whereas earlier in the century social scientists had used the pre-
sumed biological inferiority of Blacks as a way to excuse white racism,
many radical scholars feel that today the explanation of cultural deficiency
is used by some social scientists, and others in the sphere of public policy,
to excuse persistent white racism.

That Steinberg has had the expansion of affirmative action on his mind
all along is evinced in a later volume in which he finally reveals the ultimate
goal behind denying the importance of cultural differences in American
life. Steinberg’s attempt to prove that Blacks continue to face a unique and
debilitating level of discrimination in Turning Back: The Retreat from Racial
Justice in American Thought and Politics is apparently motivated by his per-
ception that the system of race preferences is under attack.® Reflecting the
extreme cultural relativism that informs so much of the literature on race
today, Steinberg admits that he is deeply offended by suggestions that cer-
tain groups possess cultural traits that result in greater economic success
than certain other groups. There is something wrong with presupposing
that “we have qualities that they are lacking,” Steinberg insists, and his
logic for doing so is simple. If it can be shown that all white European
immigrant groups had more or less equal access to economic opportunities
from which Blacks were excluded, then the present system of compensatory
treatment based on race is made, not only more palatable, but necessary
and just. It is not an accident, then, that this effort to erase the cultural
distinctiveness of white ethnic groups has occasionally emphasized Amer-
ican Jews. It is the Jews, after all, who stand out in the public conscience
as having the strongest claim to historical victimization and whose affluence
appears to have defied what structural determinists like Steinberg predict
should happen when people are deprived of opportunities for advancement.
If it is possible to prove not only that Jews received certain advantages not
available to Blacks but that the privileges accruing to those with white skin
were the primary catalyst for Jewish advancement, it would go a long way
toward justifying racial preferences.

Central to the effort to “whiten” the American Jewish experience has
been the denial of Jewish exceptionalism, the idea that the Jewish experi-
ence in America has been unique. The remarkable economic advance of
Jews into the middle and upper classes has inspired a number of observers
over the years to conclude that Jewish culture seems to have been excep-
tionally well disposed to the American ideals of universalism, equality, in-
dividualism, and free markets.’® Almost half a century ago, the sociologist
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Robert Park, speaking of the industry, enterprise, and individual drive of
America’s Jews, recommended that Jewish culture and history be taught in
public schools so that there would be a more complete understanding of
American values.! More recently, the renowned historian of race and slav-
ery David Brion Davis has suggested that American Jewish history provides
a test case for the values of a meritocracy, a society in which the distribution
of rewards and penalties takes place according to the character and capa-
bilities of individuals.’? In his landmark study Assimilation in American Life,
Milton Gordon wrote “The rise in socio-economic status of the Eastern
European Jews and their descendants . . . [is] the greatest collective Horatio
Alger story in American immigration history.”!* At least on the surface,
then, as Robert Park suggested, American Jews are unique in that they are
the group that has most fully realized the “American Dream” and that has
absorbed the values of individualism, equality, freedom, and enterprise to
the point where it could be said of them that they are like all other
Americans—only more so.'

But the radical attack on culture as an explanation for ethnic mobility
now demands a frontal assault on the idea of Jewish exceptionalism. Karen
Brodkin Sacks has attempted to show that the theorists of American Jewish
exceptionalism are gravely mistaken in their belief that Jewish success in
America has been the result of such cultural traits as strong family ties, a
high value placed on education, and hard work. Taking her cue from Stein-
berg, Sacks argues in her article “How the Jews Became White Folks” that
Jewish immigrants at the turn of the century had timed their move to the
United States to meet rising labor needs. Even the remarkable Jewish suc-
cess in higher education beginning in the 1920s, Sacks insists, was a result
not of cultural values but of the combination of revised college curriculums
and the Jews’ good fortune in having to compete academically almost ex-
clusively against homework-shirking white Protestants. “In a setting where
disparagement of intellectual pursuits and the gentleman’s ‘C’ were badges
of distinction, it was not hard for Jews to excel,” writes Sacks.!®

The postwar economic boom, which was accompanied by massive gov-
ernment programs like the G.I. Bill of Rights and Federal Housing Ad-
ministration mortgage insurance, were largely responsible for the mobility
of Jews and other “Euro-ethnics” in the postwar period, according to
Sacks. Because of changing racial attitudes precipitated by the war against
fascism, Jews and other ethnic groups became newly accepted entrants into
the category of “white Americans,” fully eligible to enjoy the rights and
privileges accruing thereto. While racial attitudes were changing, Blacks
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were still prevented from taking part in many of the opportunities of the
postwar economy, which were effectively “Jim Crowed.” While Sacks does
not bother to determine if Jews benefited from racially exclusionary gov-
ernment programs any more or any less than other groups of whites, this
oversight does not prevent her from labeling these programs “affirmative
action” for all white males or from lumping Jews together with other
whites as equal partners in a white opportunity pool. “Jews’ and other
white ethnics’ upward mobility was the result of programs that allowed us
to float on a rising economic tide,” writes Sacks.!® So, the story goes, the
miraculous timing that characterized the Jewish migration to the United
States at the turn of the century sustained itself virtually throughout the
postwar period, as Jews were fortuitously well situated to take advantage
of postwar prosperity and changing racial attitudes. Jews, like all other white
ethnic groups, were essentially passive players and furtive beneficiaries of a
century of increasing economic wealth and government good cheer.
There is obviously a lot to be said for the view that Blacks, at least until
very recently, have been deprived of numerous rights and privileges avail-
able to Americans of European descent. It is also no secret that many im-
migrants from Europe not only discovered the social, economic, and po-
litical value of having white skin upon their arrival in the United States but
in fact became contaminated by native racist bigotry as well. Yet, a number
of important and troubling questions come to mind when considering the
radical critique of race relations and of Jewish mobility in particular, mostly
having to do with the extent to which cultural values shape external con-
ditions and the extent to which they are a product of those conditions. For
example, while the prior possession of industrial skills may explain some of
the unusually rapid economic success of immigrant Jews, is this sufficient in
itself to explain the remarkably broad range of Jewish achievement in such
diverse fields as retail trade, the film industry, high finance, physics, jour-
nalism, fiction writing, medicine, law, theater, the composition of popular
music, and even organized crime? Moreover, do the skills possessed by
Jews, which were allegedly so helpful to their advance in the industrializing
United States of the late nineteenth century, also account for the rapid ad-
vance of Jewish migrants to other, less well developed economies like those
of South America?'” Other pertinent questions come to mind as well. If
Blacks were so completely shut out of postwar affluence, how does one ex-
plain that the greatest economic gains for Blacks relative to whites occurred
in the 1940s and 1960s and that by 1966 the gap between Blacks and whites
on a whole range of socioeconomic measures, including home ownership,
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had been substantially narrowed?'® To what extent did the vast expansion,
in the 1960s, of government antipoverty programs aimed at Blacks com-
pensate for discrimination in older postwar government programs? Finally,
if whiteness alone explains the more rapid advance of European ethnics,
how does this square with the rapid mobility of certain other nonwhite
groups, including Caribbean Blacks?"®

For our purposes, however, the most troublesome aspect of the radical
view of race and culture is its failure to recognize anything distinct about
the Jewish experience in America, and this handicap operates in at least
one area that is perhaps even more consequential than Jewish mobility. Just
as the imperative of the color line has necessitated the historical reconstruc-
tion of Jewish economic mobility to fit the categories of white skin priv-
ilege, so, too, has there been a need to “normalize,” or “whiten,” what
seems to be unusual Jewish political behavior. Quite simply, at least as
much as their unusual economic mobility, American Jews appear to have
been exceptional in their historical adherence to the traditions of modern
liberalism, a liberalism that includes such values as individual freedom,
equality of opportunity, universal education, and the belief that govern-
ment should soften the rough edges of private markets. Obviously, it would
be a mistake to attribute a monolithic liberalism to American Jews. Highly
pluralistic throughout modern history, Jews have been “Tories, Confed-
erates, and Know-Nothings as well as Socialists, Progressives and liberal
Democrats.” % But the persistence of a widespread liberalism among Amer-
ican Jews has resulted in political behavior, particularly on social welfare
issues, that seems nothing short of, well, exceptional. The rise of modern
Jewish liberalism during the New Deal years of the 1930s seemed, at the
time, to coincide with Jewish working class interests, and so therefore not
particularly “exceptional.” But, after World War II, as Jews rapidly moved
out of the working class and left the immigrant ghettos behind, they main-
tained their liberalism.?' As two prominent sociologists recently concluded,
“while Jews earn more than any ethnoreligious group for whom data exist
(including Episcopalians), they are more liberal to left in their opinions
than other white groups, and they vote like hispanics.” 2> While the nature
of Jewish liberalism may now be evolving, recent polls indicate that, more
than any other group of comparable socioeconomic status, Jews continue
to cling to the values of equality and the welfare state.® Jews continue to
show a preference for higher government spending on the poor, gun con-
trol, freer immigration, a woman’s right to abortion, and tax increases as a
way of reducing the government deficit, and they oppose government
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spending cuts.?* Essentially, as one sociologist recently wrote, “political al-
legiance in the United States is affected most strongly by economic status—
but Jews break the pattern.”

There has been considerable speculation as to the causes of the Jewish
attraction to liberalism. Some have seen the wellspring of American Jewish
liberalism in the values of the Torah, in which the high regard for Zedakah
(literally “righteousness”), learning, and nonasceticism appear to be re-
flected in Jewish respect for welfare, education spending, and government
interventionism in general.?® Others have interpreted Jewish liberalism as
the twentieth-century extension of the response to European emancipation,
which originated with the left and was opposed by the predominantly anti-
Semitic right.”” Another interpretation has it that the liberalism of most
second- and third-generation American Jews stems from lingering feelings
of marginality.?® But, whatever the emphasis, central to any explanation of
American Jewish liberalism is the Jewish experience of vulnerability in the
lands of the diaspora, which has served to foster the belief among contem-
porary Jews that wealth and income are perhaps not the most important
elements to consider when pondering Jewish well-being.?> That is, being
a religious minority with a unique history of persecution and vulnerability
has imbued Jews with a more conscious recognition that the values of
individual freedom, merit-based advance, political and religious liberty, and
civic equality are matters of paramount importance, even more so than
marginal economic gain.

These attitudes have been reflected in Jewish attitudes toward Blacks.
There remains little doubt that Jewish interest in Black affairs was strength-
ened after 1915, the year a Jew named Leo Frank was lynched by a Georgia
mob after being falsely convicted of raping and murdering a fourteen-year-
old employee of his family’s pencil factory.*® The uncommon sympathy
American Jews seemed to take on for Black Americans in the wake of the
Frank lynching reflected the concerns of the recently arrived Eastern Eu-
ropean Jews, who had suffered similar kinds of mob violence. There were,
to be sure, a number of instances in which certain other ethnic groups
before World War II, still victimized by various levels of discrimination,
saw parallels between themselves and Black Americans and rejected an
identity based on “whiteness.”*! Thus, Poles in Chicago generally saw the
post-World War I race riots there as an affair between whites and Blacks
that did not involve them. Italian immigrants in Louisiana mixed socially
and culturally with Blacks at the turn of the century and were clearly
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distinguished from Southern whites. Similar examples of immigrant group-
Black amity exist for Greek immigrants in Gary, Indiana, the Chinese in
Mississippi, and the Irish of the early 1820 and 1830 migrations.>? But these
instances of immigrant group-Black solidarity were subplots against the
more common theme in which immigrants and native Blacks generally saw
each other, for a host of complicated and unfortunate reasons, as rivals for
the common goal of full citizenship.®® After 1915 it appeared that American
Jews were alone among American ethnic groups in seeking out similarities
between themselves and Black Americans and, at least in elite circles, in
mobilizing politically around an alliance with Black Americans. As one
scholar recently put it, the Frank lynching “ultimately eclipsed all of the
frantic distancing strategies intended to mark off the boundaries between
the two groups.”?* Jews and Jewish organizations during this period con-
tributed heavily to organizations such as the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and to dozens of other phil-
anthropic projects designed to help Blacks, including the funding of Black
education in the South. Major Jewish figures like Julius Rosenwald, Jacob
Schiff, and Felix Warburg contributed to dozens of Black elementary and
vocational schools and institutions of higher and professional education,
hospitals, orphanages, libraries, settlement houses, and social clubs. Of all
Black school children in the South, it is estimated that at one time 25 to
40 percent were educated in schools constructed with funds from Julius
Rosenwald, the Jewish magnate of Sears Roebuck fame.>

But the need to extinguish cultural deficiencies as an explanation for
Black poverty and to augment the explanatory power of white racism has
necessitated the reconfiguration of the Jewish posture toward Black Amer-
icans as typical white exploitation and self-promotion. This revisionism has
by now a long tradition, beginning with some prominent figures associated
with the Black Power movement of the late 1960s. Black Power sought
to remove whites from the civil rights struggle and to consolidate Black
leadership within the movement. As Jews made up a disproportionately
large segment of the liberal civil rights leadership, the struggle to achieve
the destruction of the integrated civil rights movement necessarily included
an effort to vilify Jewish activism. Harold Cruse spearheaded this attack in
his 1967 volume, The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual, in which he argued that
Jews, be they in the Communist party of the 1930s, the interracial civil
rights coalition of the postwar decades, or the social sciences, had become
a huge problem for Blacks precisely because they had so identified with



12 | BLACKS IN THE JEWISH MIND

the Black struggle. While Cruse did not concern himself with the question
of why Jews tended to identify so strongly with Black causes, he insisted
that Jewish involvement in interracial politics “has further complicated this
emergence of Afro-American ethnic consciousness.”? For Cruse, as well
as for other Black power theorists and activists, the role of American Jews
as “political mediator” between Blacks and whites was “fraught with serious
dangers to all concerned” and must be “terminated by Negroes them-
selves.”?’

While Cruse’s rhetoric may have put off some moderates, his thesis,
essentially that Jewish support for Black equality has been deleterious to
Black Americans, has exhibited an impressive amount of staying power.
Most recently, the political scientist Andrew Hacker has argued that Jewish
involvement in racial matters amounted to an “ego trip” in which Blacks
were reduced to junior partners and that this “raises the question of
whether the well-meant motives underlying Jewish racism put it on a dif-
ferent level from biases that are obviously less sympathetic.”*® Thus, in the
view of some, has the historic Jewish contribution to civil rights become
no more noble than a lynching bee.

Other prominent scholars have traveled a far more circuitous route to
arrive at similar conclusions. Speaking of the civil rights alliance of Blacks
and Jews between the years 1910 and the early 1930s, the Pulitzer prize-
winning historian David Levering Lewis argues that both Jewish and Black
leadership were dominated by assimilationists, joined together in the com-
mon cause of maintaining their dominance within their respective groups.
The migrating hordes of East European Jews and poor Southern Blacks to
Northern cities concerned elite German Jewish and “talented-tenth” Black
leaders, who feared that the less refined newcomers would exacerbate white
nativism and racism and botch their program of assimilation. For Lewis, it
was not a common history of oppression that resulted in good will on the
part of Jews but merely self-interest. “It seems evident that what Jewish
and Afro-American elites principally shared was not a similar history but
an identical adversary—a species of white gentile. Theirs was a politically
determined kinship, a defensive alliance, cemented more from the outside
than from within.”?® Like Harold Cruse before him, Lewis insists that this
opportunistic alliance served Jewish purposes far better than Black purposes,
as it allowed Jews to fight against discrimination by using Blacks as sur-
rogates. Ultimately, the alliance pigeonholed Blacks into an “unworkable
paradigm of success,” an acceptance of a set of social and political rules by
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which Jews would be permitted to advance but by which Blacks would
not.*

By interpreting the Jewish concern for equal rights during the interwar
years as the narrow, self-serving project of assimilating Jewish elites, Lewis
ignores what appears to have been an almost universal preoccupation with
the condition of Blacks on the part of Jews, a fixation that included the
overt friendliness toward Blacks of predominantly Jewish labor unions and
the virtual outpouring of sympathy from most large-circulation Anglo-
Jewish and Yiddish periodicals and newspapers.*' These are inconvenient
items for revisionist historians like Lewis, who would apparently rather
surrender the complexities of American ethnic history to the more pressing
need to prove the uniformity of white racism. For these writers, American
Jews are problematic because their unique empathy with Black Americans,
stemming from the historically ambiguous relationship of Jews to power,
appears to threaten the integrity of the all-important color line.

Unfortunately, it is not at all difficult to see that maintaining the purity
of the color line bears an unmistakable resemblance to the aims of certain
Black extremists. Race agitators like Louis Farrakhan, Leonard Jeffries,
Tony Martin, and others are most interested in proving the moral inferi-
ority of white people and therefore share with radical scholars a “Jewish
problem” relating to the ambiguity of Jewish racial identity. Having si-
multaneously benefited from democracy and enlightenment, yet having
suffered, in some instances unspeakably, at the hands of the Western
world—of being, in the parlance of contemporary race discourse, neither
“Black” or “white”—Jews represent a threat to the crude dichotomy of
white “sin” and Black “virtue” that informs the worldview of both radical
scholars and Black extremists. It is for this reason that the particular anti-
Semitism coming from Black anti-Semites mostly concerns itself with en-
suring the “whiteness,” or the empowerment, of the Jews—“Jews in Hol-
lywood conspire to degrade Blacks,” “Jews ran the slave trade,” “Jews have
their hands around the throat of the federal government.” While one must
not confuse the blatant racism of a Farrakhan or a Jeffries with the more
nuanced, socially constructed racial hierarchies of Lewis and Steinberg, it
is not difficult to see that the objectives of the extremists and the radical
scholars have converged at the point of totalizing Black oppression.

One need only look at the extent to which some of the most dubious
claims about Jews have been used to chart the direction of recent historical
research to confirm the common objectives of the extremists and the acad-
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emy. Despite substantial scholarship indicating that Jews were largely closed
out of the Atlantic slave system and that individual Jews probably owned
fewer slaves in the American South than did free Blacks, two prominent
American historians identify as one of the most important areas for future
study the role of Jews in the slave trade of Holland, France, England, and
Newport, Rhode Island, as well as their role in the plantation system of
the South.*? In the realm of popular culture, the celebrated Berkeley scholar
Michael Paul Rogin identifies Jews as the leading culprits in the enslave-
ment of Blacks through popular images. According to Rogin, Jewish per-
formers like Al Jolson donned the blackface mask not merely to share in
the power of Black expressiveness or to hide their Jewishness, as other
scholars have suggested, but to accentuate their whiteness, demonstrate
their superiority to Blacks, and gain acceptance in the Hollywood melting
pot when Blacks could not. Disregarding the risk that socially marginal
Jewish performers took in “blacking up,” Rogin sets out in Black Face,
White Noise to “untie the knot” that hides the Jewish dominance of a racist
mass culture behind Jewish liberalism and to reveal “their own stain of
shame.”* Rogin is joined in his efforts by the historian Jeffrey Melnick,
who suggests that the involvement of both Jews and Blacks in the devel-
opment of popular music was anything but a harmonious, cross-cultural
enterprise. Attacking the claim that Jewish suffering gave Jews an affinity
for the tonalities of Black music, Melnick argues that Jews like Irving Berlin
and George Gershwin skillfully created the myth that they were the proper
interpreters of Black culture, elbowing out “real” Black Americans in the
process. Despite evidence from Black musicians and critics that Jews in the
music business played an important role in paving the way for mainstream
acceptance of Black culture, Melnick concludes that “while both Jews and
African Americans contributed to the rhetoric of musical affinity, the fruits
of this labor belonged primarily to the former.” * Even the work of certain
Jewish scientists concerning racial groups is not safe from the academic
onslaught. One scholar has set out to show that the Jewish anthropologist
Franz Boas, widely credited with the largest role in eviscerating the sci-
entific racism of the nineteenth century, subscribed in substantial degree to
white racist views on Black capabilities.*

The extent to which some historians are willing to go to portray Jews
as progenitors of the white racist tradition is exhibited in an essay by the
acclaimed historian of civil rights Taylor Branch. In his 1992 essay “Blacks
and Jews: The Uncivil War,” Branch strains credulity in trying to docu-
ment that American Jews have been “perpetrators of racial hate” but is
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forced to look outside the American context to the state of Israel for his
evidence. In the mid-1980s, Branch claims, three thousand members of a
sect of Black Jews from Chicago under the leadership of Ben-Ami Carter
were denied citizenship under the Israeli Law of Return because of anti-
Black sentiment among Israelis. But the authenticity of Carter’s claim that
he and his followers were indeed Jewish is open to investigation, as are the
claims of all those seeking Israeli citizenship under that country’s Law of
Return, particularly Jewish converts. It is true that the question of “who
is a Jew” is a heated topic in the Jewish world, but Branch’s imputation
that Carter and his followers were not given immediate citizenship because
they were Black seems baseless, particularly in light of Israel’s successful
airlift of thousands of Ethiopian Jews in the early 1990s.*¢ More important,
like the issues of Jews involved in the slave trade, of Hollywood’s “Jewish”
racism, and of Franz Boas’s views on race capabilities, it is difficult to
ascertain the usefulness of these approaches, except as they serve to erase
the Jewish fog that obscures the color line in American race history.

The trouble with revisionist race history is not that all of its claims are
false. Jewish involvement in Black affairs, to be sure, has never been devoid
of self-interest. Liberal Jewish civil rights activists have often been the most
vocal in claiming that helping Blacks was good for the Jews. Nor is the
attempt to “whiten” Jewish history purely a matter of historical impropri-
ety, particularly in the American context, where oppression has not been
at the center of the Jewish experience. Aside from erasing the truly ad-
mirable record Jews have amassed on racial matters, the fundamental prob-
lem with the revisionist history is that it denies American Jewish excep-
tionalism and therefore leads to the assumption that Jewish “whiteness”
vis-d-vis Black Americans has always been advantageous from the stand-
point of American Jews. By denying the reality of a unique Jewish past,
and, therefore, its impact on Jewish identity in the United States, the re-
visionist history fails to recognize the incongruence between the liberal
accommodation Jews made with America and the reality of American Jew-
ish life. While prior histories by authors like Lewis and Cruse speak to
what they believe has been the negative impact of the relationship on
Blacks, no one has ever explored the possibility that the Jewish involvement
with the Black struggle for equality may, in certain instances, not have
been beneficial for Jews. What, the unanswered question now seems to be,
does the Jewish posture toward race and Black Americans, as an integral
component of American Jewish liberalism, tell us about the Jews as a dis-
tinct cultural group? Specifically, it needs to be determined whether the
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persistence of a widespread liberalism among American Jews has resulted
in attitudes toward Blacks and issues of racial equality that are consonant
with the interests of all the various and sundry communities that constitute
American Jewry.

What needs to be observed more carefully in this respect is the tenuous
place Jews occupy in American history relative to the centrality of Blacks
in that history. Black Americans are, after all, the “omni-Americans,” a
people whose experience is at once defined by and defining of the Amer-
ican experience. Black group consciousness and identity begins (and, many
would argue, ends) in America. On the master-occupied slave plantations
of the South, most of which kept small numbers of slaves, African cultural
idioms such as voodoo and witchcraft gave way to distinctively Black
American cultural expressions, fashioned over time by creative responses to
slavery and oppression. This is not to say that some of these cultural ad-
justments, such as in song and dance, cannot be traced to Africa but only
to assert that the “Africanness” of these traits was transformed by the pe-
culiarly American context of the slave experience. Over time, Blacks even-
tually adopted even the Christian faith of the relatively homogenous Prot-
estant culture into which they were brought.#” Thus, Blacks were able to
devise a distinctive Black American culture, based on common African
origins but drawing almost exclusively from American sources.*® Perhaps
this is why the transnational quest for a Black identity, even as embodied
by the largest Black Nationalist movement, led by Marcus Garvey in the
1920s, has failed to move beyond America’s borders in any tangible way.*

Perhaps it is also why American culture draws from the Black experience
almost as much as Black culture draws on the American experience. The
two are intertwined and inseparable. As the Black writer Albert Murray
has written, “American culture . . . is . . . incontestably mulatto. Indeed, for
all their traditional antagonisms and obvious differences, the so-called Black
and so-called white people of the United States resemble nobody else in
the world so much as they resemble each other.”* The Black American,
therefore, despite the long history of segregation and exclusion, is always
and forever present in the American drama, reminding white America of
its imperfect past and pressing the formidable weight of Black history upon
the American conscience as a reminder that there has always been an
“other” in its midst, different yet somehow remarkably familiar.

What, then, can be made of the claim for American Jewish exception-
alism, for the assumption that Jewish values are “quintessentially” Ameri-
can, that American Jews are like all other Americans, only more so? Jewish
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history, after all, is transnational, beginning long before the advent of the
United States and far beyond its borders. The modern Jews’ search for
identity began in Europe, and the awful transgressions that bear so formi-
dably on Jewish consciousness owe almost nothing to the American ex-
perience. The key to understanding the exceptional nature of American
Jews, and the manifestations of this exceptionalism in the realms of eco-
nomic mobility and political liberalism, lies in the extent to which the
integration-survival dilemma pervades the Jews’ collective conscience.>! For
the majority of American Jews, most of whose descendants came from
premodern Eastern Europe, it was the United States that offered to them
the Enlightenment’s “brutal bargain” of acceptance into civil society at the
price of a submerged cultural distinctiveness.>> The promise for American
Jews in the twentieth century was that Jews, on condition of conformity
to American cultural and political norms, would be treated as individuals
like everyone else. The temptation was intense. Since Jews were strangers
in Europe before they came to the United States, and inevitably the op-
portunities for emancipation were greeted by them with considerably more
enthusiasm than they were by other immigrant groups that had never been
completely excluded from the social and political life of their lands of
origin.*

On the other hand, in coming to the United States, other ethnic groups
had made a conscious break with their pasts, while the Jews, whose ethnic
and religious identity were bound together and not limited by geography,
made no such conscious break.>* The act of leaving one’s country of origin
for Jews did not necessarily constitute stepping out of one’s history. While
a number of American immigrant groups retained strong nationalistic feel-
ings for their mother country, the Jews were unique in that they came to
the United States with an internalized national culture of the spirit, not
necessarily threatened or weakened by the act of moving from one country
to another.>® This dynamic resulted in what one sociologist has labeled the
“ambivalent American Jew,” a figure consumed by a conflicting desire for
both acceptance and difference. Knowing that the United States bore no
responsibility for Jewish history and so offered the Jews no special quarter,
Jews set about adjusting their Jewishness to American life, and the con-
necting link for Americanization was liberalism.>®

It is through this connecting link that the historian Hasia Diner locates
Jewish involvement in the Black American struggle for equality. As Diner
has explained, the unique history of Jewish persecution bound Jews to the
American ideals of equality and freedom far more intensely than even the
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“real Americans” and thus made it possible for Jews to carve out a place
for themselves in American life by helping Blacks.%” Liberalism and involve-
ment in Black affairs was, in large measure, an accommodation of Judaism
and the Jewish past to American life.

But an important question arises as to how effective this accommodation
has been for Jews, who now find themselves living in a nation that, due
to the enormity of the Black experience, has become defined by the racial
division between white and Black, or perhaps between white and “non-
white.” In one historian’s estimate, “Liberalism has served Jews well in
their quest for a secure American identity, but that has less to do with
Judaism than with the imperatives of Americanization . . . liberalism has
been the preeminent ideology of acculturation.”®

Blacks in America had never seriously been offered the “brutal bargain”
offered to the Jews, having been disenfranchised for most of their history.
Even when Black Americans were legally enfranchised in the early 1960s,
it was never fully expected that their distinctiveness would disappear or
that Americans would be able to erase the memories and scars resulting
from the nation’s sordid past. This situation has provided Black Americans
with certain cultural and political advantages. As Gerald David Jaynes and
Robin Williams write in their book A4 Common Destiny, “the long history
of discrimination and segregation produced among Blacks a heightened
sense of group consciousness and a stronger orientation toward collective
values and behavior than exists generally among Americans.” > Despite vast
and growing differences between the Black middle and lower classes in
recent decades, Blacks continue to show a remarkable degree of solidarity
based on what is perceived to be a shared experience of oppression. The
psychologist Ellis Cose has used the term “Black rage” to describe the sense
of outrage that many in the Black middle class share with their poorer
brethren.® Despite the large number of Black leaders and intellectuals who
have tried to articulate a unifying theme for a Black identity free from the
spirit of radical racial protest, the iron cage of historical white racism and
its institutional “correction” in the system of race preferences today, has
served as the central organizing principle for the Black community, even
as white racism itself has receded.®!

American Jews, by contrast, are a “people divided.”®* As early as the
1920s, the religious divisions among American Jews had became perma-
nent, with second-generation Jews adopting various modes of secularization
in their efforts to obtain acceptance. The Orthodox, Reform, Conservative,
and Reconstructionist branches of Judaism, by the 1930s all distinctly sep-
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arate groupings, in the 1990s vie amid dissipated resources for the loyalty
of the shrinking second, third, and fourth generations of Jews.®> Today, the
attenuation of Jewish culture in the United States, despite isolated signs of
vitality, seems to continue unabated. The 1990 National Jewish Population
Survey (NJPS) found that 52 percent of Jews who married after 1985 mar-
ried non-Jewish partners. Sixty to 70 percent, or 3.5 million of America’s
5.5 million Jews, are unaffiliated, belong to no synagogue, and, in most
cases, do not hold membership in any Jewish organization or institution.
While 4.4 million people claim to practice some form of Judaism, as many
as 1.1 million identify themselves as Jews by birth only but not by religion.
Recent polls show that the connection of young American Jews to Israel,
which for a short time acted as the glue that held American Jewry together,
is rapidly eroding.®

To some degree, the cultural problems of the Jewish community must
be seen within the context of societal divisions that have afflicted the to-
tality of American life since the 1960s, problems that are invariably related
to the “culture wars”: the triumphalism of the religious right, the declining
appeal of liberal religion, and the continued assimilation of white ethnic
groups.®® Yet the very reaction of American Jewish organizations to Ju-
daism’s cultural dilemma indicates that Jews in America face some unique
difficulties. While a 52 percent rate of exogamous marriage would not so
much as raise an eyebrow among other white ethnic groups, groups that
have experienced out-marriage rates upward of 70 and 8o percent for two
decades or more, the NJPS has been a clarion call for America’s Jews. The
Long Island Jewish World stated recently that “virtually every organization
and academic program on the communal map has announced new studies
or programs involving their particular search for the alchemy of continu-
ity.”% As one Jewish sociologist commented on the cultural crisis within
American Judaism, “the despair and confusion of American Jewry in the
face of this crisis has no parallel in other religious communities.” ¢’

The kind of cultural dissolution that currently afflicts American Jews has
not generally been a factor in Black life. Blacks have achieved a certain
amount of success in institutionalizing the idea of Black marginalization
and in extending to themselves certain advantages accruing to a contem-
porary racialized American scene. Whatever else the ubiquitous reminders
of Black victimization might mean for Black economic mobility, social
integration, and race relations, winning official confirmation of collective
status through race-based governmental programs, open college admissions,
Black electoral districts, “Afro-centric” school curricula, corporate hiring
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preferences, government set-asides, and private and not-for-profit foun-
dation support has assured Blacks a powerful form of racial identity. Black
Americans have utilized, with impressive effectiveness, the special place
they occupy in United States history in order to develop a cultural unity
that has, for the most part, escaped American Jews.

Knowing that their claims to special treatment in the United States are
not strong, American Jews have not generally sought this kind of official
support for their own group solidarity and have failed on their own to
define new cultural forms capable of securing Jewish communal suste-
nance.® The identification with the Black struggle for equality, rooted in
the memory of Jewish suffering but not in the reality of contemporary
Jewish life, has prevented Jews from seeing that they are not integral to
American life and culture, as Black Americans and Black culture appear
to be, and that their own collective needs may, at various historical
junctures, be more pressing than the Black need for social redress. For
whatever else the Black fight for racial equality has meant, it has never
been, and is not now, a struggle principally about the continued corporate
existence of Black Americans. Conversely, the struggle for corporate ex-
istence appears to be one in which American Jews are now intimately
engaged. For all the freedom and opportunity the United States has offered
citizens of Jewish background, it may ultimately prove to be a place far
more conducive to the development and maintenance of a strong Black
identity than of a strong Jewish one. Many commentators, attempting to
explain the cause of Black anti-Semitism, continue to believe that Jews
have made it socially and economically in the United States and that this
success evokes envy in Blacks.® But this long-held assumption needs re-
thinking in light of recent developments. Is it not the Jews who, as the
twentieth century winds down, have a great deal to envy about Blacks?
Has not the American Jew replaced the Black American as this nation’s
true “invisible man?”

This Book and a Word about “Who Is a_Jew”

Chapter 1 of this book discusses the geographic division between Jews
living in the South and Jewish organizations and leaders in the North over
the issue of racial desegregation in the wake of the Supreme Court’s 1954
decision striking down the doctrine of “separate but equal” facilities in the
nation’s public schools. The revulsion of American Jews against racial big-
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otry and the belief that Jewish well-being is tied to the cause of Black
equality made it impossible for many Jewish leaders to empathize with the
very real threats to Jewish communities in the South stemming from overt
support of radical desegregation. The inability of Northern Jewish leaders
to see that Jews, before the battle for desegregation, were not generally
victims in the South and that the racial caste system in the South situated
Jews favorably in the Southern mind, or “whitened” them, was an early
warning that American Jewish leaders and intellectuals, when it came to
the race issue, would continue to respond to memory and self-~image more
than to the reality of Jewish life in modern America.

Chapter 2 looks at the response of Jewish leaders and intellectuals in the
North to the shift in the civil rights struggle from the South to the North
in the late 1950s and early 1960s. By this time, increasing affluence and
suburbanization made residential community and proximity, along with
participation in secular Jewish organizations, the strongest forms of identity
for many Jews living in the urban metropolis. Yet most Jewish critics in-
tensified their calls for racial integration in residential communities, schools,
and communal institutions, despite the potential danger to these vital forms
of Jewish communal sustenance.

The issue of Black writers and critics in the New York Intellectual
community in the late 1950s and early 1960s is explored in chapter 3.
Perhaps no other identifiable group of American Jews has so exemplified
the Jewish push to succeed and to gain recognition, and to do so without
the debilitating attachment to Jewish tradition, as the coterie of mostly
Jewish intellectuals that coalesced around Partisan Review in the 1930s. Sons
and daughters of immigrants, the New York Intellectuals held up individual
freedom and urban cosmopolitanism as the highest ideals and set about
building a modemnist and staunchly anti-Communist high culture in the
United States. While the issue of race was not paramount for most New
York Intellectuals, there were several New York writers whose work on
race became emblematic of their general approach to art, culture, society,
and, of course, Jewishness.

By most historical accounts, the rise of Black Power, the attack on liberal
integrationism, and the 1967 Six-Day War in the Middle East changed the
dynamics of the relationship between Blacks and Jews in the United States.
A number of well-publicized confrontations between these two groups,
symbolized most dramatically by the New York City teacher’s strike of
1968, resulted in the widespread impression that the stated Jewish interest
in strengthening the system of individual advance by merit was incompat-
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ible with growing Black demands for a redistribution of power and re-
sources. But an analysis of the statements of Jewish leaders and intellectuals
who became actively engaged in the race issue between 1967 and 1972
indicates that a large number found a great deal to sympathize with in the
Black Power movement. Many Jewish leaders and intellectuals sided with
the new radicalism, urged understanding of Black demands for such policies
as community control and racial preferences, and insisted, against the view
of Black Power leaders, that Jews were still victims who belonged on the
side of the Black oppressed. Central to this more radical position among
Jewish leaders and intellectuals was the frequent comparison between Zi-
onism and Black Power. It is in this period that the truly integral nature
of the attachment of many Jewish leaders and intellectuals to the Black
struggle for equality is revealed in its most blatant forms.

At this time, some Jewish leaders and intellectuals articulated a more
conservative approach to Black Power. Chapter s of this book looks at the
position of some conservative elements in the orthodox Jewish community;
conservative segments of poorer, more religiously observant working-class
Jews and the Jewish Defense League; and the former Jewish radicals, many
associated with the New York Intellectual milieu, who helped pioneer the
neoconservative movement in the United States. Neoconservatism was the
largest and most influential politically conservative movement among sec-
ular Jews in the postwar era, and this book ends with its arrival in 1972.
With the Jewish neoconservatives, the full range of contemporary Jewish
positions on race, all of which in one way or another remained mired in
the discourse of liberalism, had been fully articulated.

An intellectual history that concerns itself with how American Jews
think on any topic inevitably becomes bogged down in the questions of
“who is a Jew” and what is and what is not “Jewish” about their views.
Since American Jews are involved in almost every walk of modern life,
they are often possessed of multiple identities. In the postwar period, for
instance, throngs of social scientists of Jewish birth have written on the
issue of race relations. It seems axiomatic to declare the work of the ma-
jority of these authors inappropriate for inclusion in this book, as the au-
thors themselves would no doubt insist that their work is a product of the
commitment to the evaluative standards of modern social science and not
to their “Jewishness.” Certainly, an argument could be made that the com-
mitment of so many Jewish scholars to “objective” social science speaks
volumes about the “Jewishness” of these authors, and indeed an argument

about the nature of the “Jewish” attraction to objective social science is
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advanced in chapter 2. But, in general, it has not been my purpose to
deconstruct texts or to speculate as to the underlying psychological motives
of writers of Jewish birth. In order to avoid an undue amount of projection
and reliance on innuendo, the most liberal definition of who is an Amer-
ican Jew and whose thought, therefore, constitutes a valid primary source
for inclusion in this analysis has been employed. For the most part, anybody
who claims to be Jewish, has lived in the United States for most of his or
her professional life, and is writing about Blacks or any issue pertaining to
Black Americans, is considered a valid primary source for the purposes of
this book. The claim to Jewishness can take many forms in addition to a
statement to such effect within a particular text or speech. If an author is
of Jewish birth and is writing for a specifically Jewish publication or for
the sake of a Jewish audience, his or her work is considered fair game for
analysis.

There is no doubt that, in a study of this magnitude, there will be
important omissions. No single volume can capture the entire universe of
Jewish thought on any issue. All that an author can hope for is that the
dominant strains, trends, and characteristics of a particular historical topic
can be illuminated and interpreted in an honest and open manner. The
reader, of course, will be the judge of whether this objective has been
achieved.



The Liberal Jew, the Southern Jew,
and Desegregation in the South,

1045—1904

To an astonishing degree they [the Jews] have made the fight of the
American Negro their fight.
—James Farmer, Chairman, Congress of Racial Equality, 1964

Though both types [of prejudice] have sharply declined in recent
years, anti-Negro prejudice is still far more prevalent in modern
America than anti-Semitism.

—Thomas F. Pettigrew, Jews in the Mind of America, 1965

Of all the changes in American life that resulted from World
War II, perhaps none was as profound as the reformulation of American
ideology in the sphere of intergroup relations. The victory over the axis
powers and European fascism compelled the United States to rectify the
disparity between the reality of its group life and the ideals of equality and
freedom. The Swedish sociologist Gunnar Myrdal thought that the war
had made the contradiction between the system of values to which Amer-
icans were in theory committed and the nation’s actual racial practices
particularly glaring and that circumstances provided the United States with
its greatest opportunity for ameliorating group problems. “The American
creed,” as Myrdal called it, consisting of the values of liberty, equality,
justice, and fair opportunity for all, created a “moral dilemma” for Amer-
icans confronted by the nation’s highly imperfect adherence to these val-
ues.!
The war revived the idea that what united Americans was a great deal
more important than what divided them, and the new attitude was ex-
pressed through popular music, radio shows, and the consensus history
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being written by some of the country’s most respected historians.?2 The
new ideological formulation was embodied in the statement of purposes of
the Common Council for American Unity, a group long interested in
ethnic affairs: “To help create among the American people the unity and
mutual understanding resulting from a common citizenship, a common
belief in democracy and the ideals of liberty . . . and the acceptance, in fact
as well as in law, of all citizens, whatever their national or racial origins,
as equal partners in American society.”3

Perhaps no group imbibed of the new dispensation as enthusiastically as
American Jews. The late historian Lucy Dawidowicz called the period after
1945 the “Golden Age” of American Jewry and wrote that the “experience
of the war years had had a transfiguring effect on American Jews and on
their ideas of themselves as Jews.”* Having made important contributions
to the war effort, many Jews felt the tension between their identity as Jews
and as Americans dissipate. The Nazis were the enemies of both the Jews
and the United States, thus rendering anti-Semitism the attitude of a de-
feated enemy rather than of the ideal American. Indications that anti-
Semitism was on the decline were overwhelming. Public opinion polls
taken between 1940 and 1962 reveal that anti-Semitism, as measured by
the number of non-Jews who thought Jews were radicals, had too much
power, were “‘unscrupulous,” or lacked culture and good breeding was at
historically low levels.® The barriers that had prohibited Jews from getting
into prestigious colleges and universities declined in the 1950s, as these
institutions focused on academic achievement as the primary factor for
admission. The increasing tolerance of America’s social life was accompa-
nied by an expanding economy that saw new opportunities open up for
Jews and other minorities. While pockets of exclusion remained, Jews ex-~
hibited high economic mobility, high per capita income, and dispropor-
tionate representation in professional, managerial, executive, and proprie-
tary positions in the economy.® Polls also revealed a greater acceptance of
Jews in politics, as political campaigns became increasingly void of overt
anti-Semitism. By 1962, three-fourths of Americans claimed they would
vote against a candidate solely because he was anti-Semitic.” The decline
of political anti-Semitism was symbolized by the demise of the notorious
Jew-baiting congressman from Mississippi John Rankin. By 1947 Rankin
had been turned out by Mississippi voters in a runoff election to fill the
seat of the deceased Senator Theodore Bilbo, if not because of his Jew
hatred, then at least in spite of it. Five years later Rankin lost his own
congressional seat in a runoff election with another incumbent con-
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gressman. “The demise of Rankin,” writes historian Edward Shapiro,
perhaps over optimistically, “meant the virtual end of anti-Semitism in
Congress.”®

Other evidence of the decline of anti-Semitism in the immediate post-
war period abounded. No larger anti-Semitic activity was ignited when
Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were convicted of espionage and executed in
the 1950s, nor did the populist anti-Communist crusade of the Wisconsin
Senator Joseph McCarthy descend into Jew-hatred.® The new willingness
to accept American Jews as full citizens also became apparent in popular
culture. In 1945 Bess Meyerson became the first Jew to win a Miss America
contest, and fans cheered Hank Greenberg as he led the Detroit Tigers to
victory over the Chicago Cubs in the World Series. But the most dramatic
change in America’s perception of the Jew showed up on the big screen.
Hollywood saw the reversal of the “de-Semitizing” of movies in the thirties
that had anglicized the names of Jewish characters or removed them entirely
from movies. Films like The Sands of Iwo Jima (1949), Action in the North
Atlantic (1943), A Walk in the Sun (1945), Objective Burma (1945), Pride of
the Marines (1945), and The Purple Heart (1944) prominently featured Jewish
characters in war-time situations, often unabashedly proclaiming their Jew-
ishness and the belief in the equality of all men. In 1947, Crossfire and
Gentlemen’s Agreement, Hollywood’s two preeminent films on anti-
Semitism up to that time, vied for the Academy Award for best picture.'®

“Like All Other Americans . . .”

But if Jews were pleased with the decline of anti-Semitism in postwar
America, there was still a sense of uneasiness. For one thing, the Holocaust
weighed heavily on American Jews, whose feelings of vulnerability were
accentuated by the knowledge that the fate of their European brethren had
not mattered very much to the Allied powers. For another, the American
celebration of diversity had been something less absolute than it appeared
to be. For the most part, the message of diversity and group pluralism was
almost always assimilationist in that the objective was to achieve ideological
consensus and unity as the foundation for domestic tranquility. As the his-
torian Philip Gleason wrote of the new order, “Ostensibly, it repudiated
assimilation; in fact it embodied assimilation because it assumed that every-
one agreed about basic matters that were actually distinctive to the United
States.” ' Allegiance to the liberal values of democracy, freedom, equality,
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and respect for individual rights constituted the new “American identity,”
but the precise role of ethnic loyalties in American life was left undefined.

This ambiguity exacerbated what for American Jews had been a decades-
long debate over what would constitute Jewish identity in America and
the proper degree of assimilation. The reaction of some of the Jewish critics
at Commentary magazine to Laura Hobson’s Gentlemen’s Agreement, and to
the 1947 Hollywood movie based on that novel, provides some insight
into the difficulties Jews faced.’”? The American Jewish Committee had
founded Commentary in 1945 as “an act of faith in our [the Jews’] possi-
bilities in America” and in the belief “that out of the opportunities of our
experience here, there will evolve new patterns of living, new modes of
thought, which will harmonize heritage and country into a true sense of
at-homeness in the modern world.” > But Gentlemen’s Agreement revealed
that the synthesis between heritage and country that Commentary hoped for
remained elusive.

Hobson’s story features a gentile journalist named Phil who, in an at-
tempt to get a fresh angle for a series of articles for a mass-circulation
magazine, decides to disguise himself as a Jew so that he can discover
firsthand the nature of anti-Semitism. Through Phil’s relationship with his
gentile fiancée, and her unwillingness to sell a family home in Connecticut
to Phil’s Jewish friend, the subtle, genteel anti-Semitism of the middle and
upper classes is revealed. For this achievement, the film drew accolades
from Elliot Cohen, the editor of Commentary, who raved that the “plain
fact is that Gentlemen’s Agreement is a moving, thought-provoking film,
which dramatically brings home the question of anti-Semitism to precisely
those people whose insight is most needed—decent, average Americans.” *
What Cohen liked best about the film was Phil’s masquerading as a Jew,
because it underscored the notion that anti-Semitism was always a matter
of “false identity, the hallucinatory identification of flesh-and-blood Jews
with that centuries-old myth of the Western world: the somehow-sinister
Yid.”'s The belief that Jews possessed no distinctive Jewish traits or cultural
behavior patterns that could elicit discriminatory behavior from non-Jews
was expressed through Phil’s experiences with restrictive covenants, gen-
tile-only job ads, arbitrary insults, the schoolyard fights of his child, and
the gamut of institutional exclusion.

But there was a flip side to all of this. Cohen noted that the message of
the film seemed to be that tolerance is necessary because we are all the
same: “The converse seems to be that if we weren’t, one would not need
to be tolerant.”'¢ In reference to Phil’s ability to slip unimpeded in and
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out of his Jewish disguise, another Commentary critic wrote in her review
of the novel that “Mrs. Hobson recognizes no valid differences between
them [Jews and gentiles] except the differences created, on the Gentile side,
by a state of mind ignorantly . . . and, on the Jewish side, by the awareness
of being discriminated against.”'” Cohen himself warned that making tol-
erance conditional on uniformity is risky business and insisted that, to most
Jews, being Jewish is more than “being religious in the creedal sense” and
joining the fight against anti-Semitism: “There is a richness, variety, and
value in group life that the ‘no difference’ formula overlooks.” The literary
critic Leslie Fiedler put the question of Jewishness in Hobson’s novel suc-
cinctly: “What, after all, is a Jew in this world where men are identified
as Jews only by mistake, where the very word becomes merely an epithet
arbitrarily applied?”'® But Gentlemen’s Agreement was an attempt to close
the gap between liberalism in practice and liberal ideals, and anti-Semitism
for the postwar American liberal was clearly a case of mistaken identity in
which the world thinks that Jews are different when in fact they are like
everyone else.

“ .. Only More So”

While most white ethnic groups in the postwar period experienced some
difficulty negotiating this “no difference” formula, the dilemma for Amer-
ican Jews was more acute.'” Before the war American Jews had wrestled
with issues of Judaism and Jewishness, or whether Jews constituted an eth-
nic nationality, a religious group, or both. During the war, high levels of
anti-Semitism and discrimination had continued as an issue around which
all Jews could unite. In addition, the cause of Jews in Europe and Palestine
drew many of those on the margin into Jewish circles. After the war, the
decline of anti-Semitism, the establishment of a Jewish state in 1948, and
the increasing affluence and suburbanization of Jews and other Americans
made it far less obvious how American Jews differed from other Americans
in their social and political interests. It was in this atmosphere of acceptance
and openness that the Marxist-turned-Jewish theologian Will Herberg es-
poused his belief that American pluralism was rapidly becoming a pluralism
of the major religious faiths, each representing an equally valid expression
of a common American faith, rather than a pluralism of ethnic groups that
lent itself to competing loyalties.?

The question of religious meaning itself was a troubling matter for
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American Jews. If Judaism had gained equal legal and social status with
Christianity, then discrimination and exclusion could no longer be the focal
point for the concept of “chosenness” that had been at Judaism’s spiritual
core throughout the ages and that had long blurred the line in Jewish
thought that separated the Jewish religion from Jewish peoplehood. This
sparked a debate in which some Jewish scholars, like Herberg and Arthur
A. Cohen, called for a revitalization of Jewish life through ritual and others,
like the conservative rabbi Robert Gordis, who urged Jews to revitalize
their religious life through a commitment to social justice. Nevertheless,
the Holocaust, the failure of the Allies to do enough about it, and lingering
pockets of discrimination made it likely that many Jews would continue
to identify with the one aspect of being Jewish most accessible to them:
the experience of anti-Semitism and the fight against it. As the historian
William Toll has written, “the great majority of influential rabbis and lay-
men set about reconciling the Jewish sense of chosenness with the moral
mission of America as exemplar of democracy and self-determination.”?!

Increasingly, many Jews found their religious identity in the work of
national defense organizations like the American Jewish Committee, the
American Jewish Congress, and the B’nai B’rith’s Anti-Defamation League
(ADL). These organizations continued with their original mission to act
politically on behalf of Jews as an ethnic group with distinct interests, while
simultaneously becoming more important in defining the religious dimen-
sion of Jewish life in terms of democracy, equality, civil rights, and racial
brotherhood.?? After World War II, many young Jews took jobs as civil
servants in Jewish communal agencies and helped shape Jewish identity as
they did so.

For many Jews, the fight against anti-Semitism in America through the
liberal formula of equality, individuality, and rationality, along with the
issue of support for a Jewish state in Palestine, took precedence over the
formulation of a specific religious identity and in a sense substituted for
such an identity. Liberalism and the fight for equality also represented one
way by which Jews could sustain a distinctive group purpose in the dem-
ocratic project. In his 1945 essay “Full Equality in a Free Society,” Alex-
ander Pekelis, the legal counsel for the American Jewish Congress, declared
that “the philosophy and practice of cultural pluralism offer the opportunity
for a new form of Jewish autonomy.” It was Pekelis’s belief that Jewish
identity could be catalyzed by providing a Jewish platform for general po-
litical action and by reconciling the need for communal purpose with the
need for faith. “American Jews will find more reasons for taking an affir-
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mative attitude toward being Jews . . . if they are part and parcel of a great
American and human force working for a better world . . . whether or not
the individual issues touch directly upon so-called Jewish interests,” Pekelis
wrote.? Pekelis was typical of most Jewish communal leaders who viewed
their efforts as part of a larger struggle against the problem of prejudice and
discrimination toward any group of people. As the famed attorney for the
American Jewish Congress Will Maslow would say of the Jewish motiva-
tion to join the civil rights movement, “you can’t fight discrimination
against one minority group without fighting it against others. It was logical
for Jews and Negroes to cooperate.”?*

This approach to identity found the Jews at the core of the fast-
developing postwar civil rights coalition. The recent comments of Jack
Greenberg, the illustrious civil rights lawyer, about Jewish attraction to civil
rights reveals how overwhelmingly this impulse was related to Jewish iden-
tity. Like Will Maslow and Alexander Pekelis, both of whom immigrated
to the United States as children, Greenberg came from an “Eastern Eu-
ropean, Socialist-Zionist culture,” which his father had brought with him
from Poland. This “culture,” rather than Judaism per se, instilled in Green-
berg the “belief that discrimination and persecution were evils and that
Blacks, like Jews, suffered from a deep, economically based, racially mo-
tivated hatred that had to be opposed.” But Greenberg confesses that it
“might be facile to attribute too much to the Socialist-Zionist milieu” in
which he grew up. Socialist Zionism could not account for those German
Jews who came out of a very different background, yet still supported civil
rights, people like Herbert Lehman, his niece Helen Buttenweiser, Arthur
Springarn, and Lessing Rosenwald, all associated with either the American
Jewish Committee or the NAACP. As Greenberg explains it, “that pro-
civil rights sentiment spanned German and Eastern European Jews suggests
the power of the shared experience of anti-Semitism and its resemblance
to the Black experience.”?

The incongruity of the Jewish emphasis on anti-Semitism as the central
mode of group identity and the simultaneous leveling of anti-Semitism in
the United States was conspicuous enough for the Columbia University
economist Eli Ginzburg to take note of in his 1949 volume, Agenda for
American Jews. Ginzburg warned that a Jewish identity based on fighting
anti-Semitism would not provide a sufficient basis for the sustenance of the
Jewish community. “Today at least among large numbers of American
Jews,” he wrote, “the ‘defense activities’ have usurped a position of pri-
ority. This was more or less inevitable since many of these Jews have lost
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all interest in positive Jewish values[;] their entire adjustment is externally
oriented.”? But Ginzburg’s warning went unheeded and, according to one
historian, “Working for a society in which economic disadvantage and
intolerance would have no place became for Jews an almost religio-cultural
obsession.”?’

As the national Jewish organizations and other liberal groups began to
win major legal and legislative victories at the state and federal levels, local
and national Jewish “defense” agencies, which were originally formed to
combat anti-Semitism, became “community relations” agencies and shifted
their focus to the broader battle for civil rights. In 1945 the American
Jewish Congress began working with the NAACP to form the central axis
around which other groups—including the American Civil Liberties Un-
ion, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Japanese-American Citizen’s League, the
Anti-Defamation League, the National Lawyers Guild and the AFL-CIO—
gathered to campaign for antidiscrimination statutes and fair employment
practices legislation. In 1947, in response to a request from the NAACP to
support an antilynching bill in Congress, the more politically reserved
American Jewish Committee formally made the commitment to minority
causes not specifically Jewish with the statement that “it is a proper exercise
of the powers of our charter that the AJC join with other groups in the
protection of the civil rights of the members of all groups irrespective of
race, religion, color or national origin; and that it is our general policy so
to do.”? At the 1956 Conference of the National Community Relations
Advisory Council, the coordinating body of six national Jewish organiza-
tions and thirty-five local community relations councils, the chairman, Ber-
nard Trager, pointed out that “the entire substantive program of Jewish
Community Relations rests upon the thesis that Jewish equality is only as
secure in a democratic society as the equality of other groups.”?

The alliance that linked Black and Jewish civil rights groups between
the years 1945 and 1964 has been called the “Golden Years” of the Black/
Jewish alliance.* Ostensibly, the goals of both groups were similar—the
end of legal segregation and the destruction of legal barriers to full inclu-
sion. But the places from which American Jews and Black Americans ar-
rived in this civil rights coalition were demonstrably different. For whatever
else motivated the Jewish involvement in the cause of equal rights for
Blacks, and there can be no doubt that this included commitments derived
from Jewish theology as well as the shared experience of oppression, par-
ticipation in the civil rights struggle also represented one of the ways by
which Jews could continue to identify as a distinct cultural group within
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a pluralistic democracy, rather than being seen merely as individuals who
adhere to a separate but increasingly homogenous religious faith.

That this was a radical approach to Jewish identity in America can be
seen by what the postwar civil rights movement revealed about Black iden-
tity. Since the end of the slave system in the American South, Black Amer-
ican political discourse has embodied the competing impulses of separatism
and integration. One strain espouses the view that Black Americans con-
stitute a permanently excluded race whose full participation in American
democracy will never be realized and the other the belief that Blacks are
an ethnic group capable of winning legal equality and full integration in
American life. During World War II, Black leaders of the NAACP, the
National Urban League, and other organizations were strengthened in their
arguments against racial separatism by the reaction against the racial theories
of the Nazis, and they won partial victories in integrating work places and
the armed forces.?! After the war, most Black leaders continued to commit
themselves to ethnic group politics, using the legal system and, later, po-
litical agitation to promote their interests. The fight for full integration and
the battle for desegregation in the South meant that Blacks had accepted,
for a time, a more conservative definition of Black identity, one that saw
Blacks not as a separate civilization charged with forming the vanguard of
a race-based international coalition against Western domination, as some
Black nationalists had wanted, but as a group of Americans eager to take
their place in America’s ethnic flux.*?

The Jews in America were facing a far different situation. At the very
moment they became aware that it was possible for them to “melt” away
as an ethnic group, they were refusing to do so, in part, through their
involvement in the march for equal rights. The decision of the major Jewish
organizations to pursue civil rights for all constituted a commitment to
Jewish “otherness” through liberalism, while the same decision on the part
of Black organizations and leaders constituted a commitment to Black
“sameness” (or at least Black “similarity”). As William Toll has written,
Black Americans “have approached ethnic pluralism as the more conser-
vative option, while Jewish leaders see it as the more radical, because each
group has come to politics from a very different social status.”* The irony
was that many Jews viewed the broader struggle to tear down the legal
barriers to full integration as one way by which Jews could stave off com-
plete assimilation.
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“Like All Other (White) Southerners . . .”

Perhaps the most rewarding effort of the Black-Jewish alliance came in
1950, when the American Jewish Committee hired the Black psychologist
Kenneth B. Clark to conduct a study on the impact of segregation on
Black children. Professor Clark found that segregation had a profound im-
pact on the psychology and self-esteem of Black children. After Clark pre-
sented his findings to a White House Conference on Children, NAACP
lawyers asked him to assist them as an expert witness in three of the four
cases they were bringing before the Supreme Court. In its famous Brown
v. Board of Education decision of May 1954, which found that racial seg-
regation in America’s public schools was unconstitutional, the court cited
the original Clark manuscript in its famous footnote eleven, as well as two
other investigations conducted by the American Jewish Congress.>

It was immediately clear that this court decision would cause a serious
division among America’s Jews. The Jews who lived in the Southern states
most impacted by the Brown decision had long acclimated themselves to
a social and political milieu very different from that familiar to Jews in the
North, and they had long dropped any pretensions to being an ethnic group
with a distinct political outlook. The Jews of the South did not share the
psychological attachment to the Black cause that so many Northern Jews
did, and the matter of civil rights was not integral to their identity as Jews,
as it had become for so many Jews in the North.

The predominance of peddlers and small merchants among the Jews
who had migrated to the Southern region of the United States inspired the
historian Stephen Whitfield to describe the position of Jews in the South
in the following way: “Few in number and unobtrusive in manner, most
Southern Jews have seemed to want nothing more than to make a living;
their history can perhaps most fully be categorized as a branch of business
history.”3* Living in a region characterized largely by an overpowering
caste system and fierce racial bigotry, Southern Jews trod lightly and made
their way in a place that was largely ambivalent about their presence. Since
their arrival in the South in 1733, Jews had faced periods of significant
discrimination and had been subject from time to time to a number of
legal proscriptions, as they were throughout most of prerevolutionary
America. In colonial times, Jews were permitted to hold public office in
none of the thirteen colonies. Other legal restrictions prohibited Jews from
voting and from worshiping in public. But these restrictions were very
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loosely applied and were aimed at disabling Catholics far more than Jews.%
Perhaps the most significant strain of Southern anti-Semitism came in the
form of the agrarian populism of the 1890s, whose obsession with money,
credit, and conspiracy led writers like Ignatius Donnelly to identify the Jew
with the usurer and the “international gold ring.”*” While populist denun-
ciations of Jews were primarily rhetorical and rarely resulted in riots, po-
groms, or even exclusionary laws, the former populist rabble-rouser
Thomas E. Watson was able to incite the mob that lynched Leo Frank
using anti-Semitic imagery.*® For the most part, however, these kinds of
actions were tempered by countervailing Southern ideas concerning the
equality of all white men, the overriding concern with the subordination
of Blacks, and the usefulness of the Jewish presence as merchants and ar-
tisans. In general, anti-Jewish attitudes peaked in times of crisis but subsided
when crises ended, much as they did elsewhere in the nation.*

Spread thinly throughout the vast region, Jews in the South tended to
avoid taking public stands on controversial issues. When the issue of slavery
tore the country in two during the Civil War, for example, Southern Jews
largely accepted slavery and supported the South. “The behavior of Jews
towards slaves seems to have been indistinguishable from that of their non-
Jewish friends,” wrote Bertram Korn.* “It is true, however,” he noted,
“that their small number militated against the creation of a distinctively
Jewish approach to any political or social question other than anti-
Semitism.”*! The Southern Jewish approach, then, to any political or social
question was not necessarily to avoid anti-Semitism, though that concern
was always present; the Jew’s position as peddler or merchant—and,
therefore, as alien in a region so characterized by a commitment to agrarian
ways—made it likely that he would adopt the attitude of his customers or
keep silent about his differences, not only because he feared physical reprisal
but because his livelihood depended on not rocking the political boat.

Given all of this, the Southern Jew, whose social position remained
precarious, was quite shaken by the desegregation movement in the South,
which came to a head in May 1954 with the Supreme Court’s decision
striking down the constitutionality of “separate but equal” public schools.
Albert Vorspan, the Reform Jewish leader and civil rights activist, wrote
that “the segregation crisis has shaken Southern Jews more severely than
any national event since the civil war.”* As during the Civil War, the
Jewish community of the 1950s constituted less than one-half of 1 percent
of the Southern population and was largely composed of merchants de-
pendent on the goodwill of the community. This time, however, the sit-
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uation had become even more perilous, because Jews in the South had
gained a modicum of respect among white Southern gentiles. As one Jew-
ish businessman from the South explained it, “The small town Jew in the
South ‘arrived’, perhaps to a greater degree than that of his co-religionists
in other sections of America. That is what makes so painful his current
dilemma involving the Negro problem. He has something precious to
lose—his acceptance as ‘one of us.” 7+

For some Jews in the South, the situation was more complicated because
of the willingness of the Jewish merchant, beginning after the Civil War,
to cater to Black clients as well as white. The “success of the Jewish mer-
chants is believed to be due to winning the negro trade,” wrote John
Dollard in his study Caste and Class in a Southern Town.** Dollard went on
to explain the reasons for the success of the Jewish merchants among Black
customers. Whereas the gentile white store owners would say to a Black
customer, “Well, boy, what do you want?” even if the Black customer was
eighty years old, the Jewish merchant would manage to skirt the issue by
saying, “What can I do for you?” Jews were also more willing to let Blacks
try on merchandise without being obligated to make a purchase. The need
to appeal to both Blacks and whites necessitated that the Jewish merchant
strive to avoid alienating either party.* It was a position that Black Amer-
icans themselves seemed to be aware of. Dr. Kenneth Clark believed that
Southern Jews were vulnerable to the propaganda, subtle pressure, and
threats from the more aggressive segregationist groups and that the more
sensitive Southern Blacks were aware of the Jews’ delicate situation. Clark
quoted a Black American couple he was visiting in South Carolina in 1957
after listening to a Jewish political candidate on the desegregation issue.
“He hasn’t taken a stand on it and we don’t think it would be fair to ask
him to take a public stand. He owns a business and if he said that he was
for desegregation he might hurt his business. He is no worst. He must be
better.” * After talking with several hundred Black residents of the South,
Clark concluded that “this sensitivity seems to dominate the general atti-
tude and feelings of Negroes toward Jews in the South.”*

“ .. Only Less So”

On balance, Southern Jews remained cautious on the issue of desegrega-
tion, often pressuring national Jewish agencies through local community
councils to soft-pedal the issue so as not to associate Jews with the cause.
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In one instance, the Jewish Federation of Montgomery, Alabama, threat-
ened to silence the national Jewish agencies by withholding its yearly al-
location to them.*® The general strategy of laying low on the part of many
Jews in the South is reflected in the finding of a 1959 survey that showed
that two-thirds of Southern gentiles did not know where their Jewish
neighbors stood on the issue of desegregation. Only 1 percent of white
gentiles surveyed felt that Jews were the group that had “done the most
to stir up trouble over the [race] issue in those Southern communities
where a serious dispute exists over the Supreme Court decision.”*

Nevertheless, while Jews in the South did not embrace the cause of
desegregation with as much enthusiasm as Northern Jews or the national
Jewish organizations did, polls and surveys from the period indicate over-
whelmingly that Jews were, on the whole, more accepting of desegregation
than other Southern whites. In 1960, a survey indicated that Jews were
more than twice as likely as Southern Protestant whites to feel that deseg-
regation was both inevitable and, in general, desirable in the long run, and
only about one-third as inclined as the latter to believe that Blacks were
constitutionally inferior to whites. Moreover, only a handful of Jews were
actively racist beyond the conformity apparently required for maintaining
their businesses or professional careers in strongly segregationist commu-
nities.® One researcher, Joshua Fishman, found that many Southern Jews
who objected to the public statements of national Jewish organizations
often privately agreed with them.*! In a survey administered between 1959
and 1962, Alfred Hero found that Southern Jews were “distinctly less in-
clined than white Southern gentiles to express segregationist, and particu-
larly racist, ideology.” Hero explained that even when educational, occu-
pational, and social differences were held constant, “significant differences
[between Southern Jews and Southern gentiles] were evident in their views
on race relations.” The survey found that the majority of Jewish informants
ranged from “mild segregationists to integrationists” and that “white gen-
tiles of similar occupation and income were almost twice as likely as the
local Jews to be relatively strong white supremacists.” 2

In another study of a Southern Jewish community, the political scientist
Theodore Lowi found that Jews who had lived in the South longer tended
to be more conservative politically than Jews who had recently moved to
the South but that “the old Jews will make the inevitable adjustment to
integration more easily and more quickly than their white Christian breth-
ren. . . .” % Another poll, this one conducted by a private testing agency at
the request of the Catholic Digest, showed that, while 65 percent of white
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Protestants and 63 percent of white Catholics living in the South opposed
racial integration, only 46 percent of Jews opposed it, and this number
reflected the likelihood that Jews in the South, as the most insecure group,
were less likely to give interviewers honest answers on controversial issues.>*
According to a study of Jews in Roanoke, Virginia, in the mid-1950s, 70
percent of the Jews surveyed supported the Supreme Court’s decision to
integrate the public schools.>® These survey findings were backed up by
the testimony of at least one major Black leader. The Reverend Fred Shut-
tlesworth, a close aide to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., claimed that “the
response of Southern Jews to the [civil rights] movement certainly com-
pares favorably with that of numerous other white groups.”%

Nevertheless, the response of Southern Jews was considered entirely
inadequate by many liberal Jews in the North and by the national Jewish
organizations, for whom the fight for racial integration had become a par-
ticularly Jewish concern. For many Northern Jews and for the national
Jewish organizations, the situation of the Jews in the South as a relatively
privileged people challenged their fundamental beliefs about what it meant
to be a Jew and about the sacred connection between race prejudice and
anti-Semitism. The conflict consisted in the belief of Southern Jews that
desegregation in the South had a more direct impact on them than on
other Jews and that their immediate safety and social standing were at stake.
The national Jewish agencies, on the other hand, believed that the civil
rights crisis extended equally to all Jews across the land.

The roots of this crisis appeared to be in the incompatibility of the liberal
view of anti-Semitism with the actual experience of Jews living in the
South. The approach that the national Jewish organizations took toward
anti-Semitism and group prejudice was embodied in the findings of the
series of studies produced under the auspice of the American Jewish Com-
mittee and the Anti-Defamation League.”” Essentially, these studies rein-
forced the liberal belief that the causes of bigotry and discrimination were
the same no matter whom the object of hatred was and that, therefore,
wherever prejudice against one group was found, prejudice against other
minority groups was almost always just off the horizon. The lead study in
this series was The Authoritarian Personality, conducted under the leadership
of the Marxist émigré scholar Theodore Adorno and published in 1950.
This study found “a syndrome of unenlightenment” that linked intolerance
to personality structure and reported that people who manifested intoler-
ance toward one group had a high degree of intolerance toward all groups
because certain human needs had been repressed during their childhoods.
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In accordance with these findings, liberals believed that prejudice and dis-
crimination were indivisible and that, as long as one minority group was
being persecuted, no minority group was safe.>®

Adorno’s study has been severely criticized for its reliance on abstract
theories of personality at the expense of historical data and trend analysis,
for its lack of a true understanding of American culture, and for its impli-
cation that authoritarian traits are the exclusive domain of those on the
political right.>® But the national Jewish organizations were galvanized by
its findings, which confirmed the belief that Jewish self-interest was at stake
in the struggle for Black equal rights and that Jewish involvement was
therefore more than justified. Shad Polier, the vice president of the Amer-
ican Jewish Congress, writing on behalf of the Congress’s Commission on
Law and Social Action, explained that “with respect to the community as
a whole, we view the fight for equality as indivisible and as part of the
general struggle to protect democracy against racism. Hence, any manifes-
tation of racism, whether against Jews, Negroes, Japanese, Puerto Ricans
or others, affects all Americans, majority and minority alike.”% Another
communal leader, David Danzig, stated in an address to the Southwest
Regional Conference of the American Jewish Committee in 1959 that
“some Southern Jews believe that because the Negro is the traditional target
of hostility, they can ward off trouble by staying out of the desegregation
battle. History has shown the fallacy of this position time and again. . ..
Quite aside from the moral obligations of citizenship, Jews cannot expect
to be permitted to remain on the side-lines.”®!

But, in fact, this appeal to self-interest did not resonate with Jews in the
South. Their experience was not consistent with the liberal image of
the South as a violent and savage place for all minorities. As the historian
John Higham has written about attitudes toward Jews throughout the
United States, “diverse and conflicting attitudes have always existed side
by side in American minds,” and this ambiguity evinced itself in the
South.®? For almost every instance of observable anti-Semitism, a counter-
vailing philo-Semitism could be discerned. Louis Galambos found that
Southern farmers were far more likely to attack big business than Jews at
the turn of the century, indicating that rural Southerners’ animosity over
their rapidly changing environment was not completely unfocused. John
Higham maintains that the Ku Klux Klansmen of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries centered their anger on the distant Jew of the
Northern urban centers and felt “guilty and ashamed at picking on the
Jews whom they had known as good neighbors all their lives.”¢* As far
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back as the Civil War when General Ulysses S. Grant issued his infamous
order number eleven, which expelled Jews from the department of the
Tennessee, public opinion so heavily favored the Jews that the order was
completely ignored in certain communities.® It has also been pointed out
that even before the Civil War, and especially after it, the political climate
in the South was such that Jews were able to hold a number of powerful
elective and appointive political offices.®® Between 1945 and 1970, South-
erners elected at least twenty-seven Jewish mayors, thirty-eight Jewish state
legislators, and sixty-six other Jewish city councilmen and miscellaneous
officials.®

The historic lack of a consistent and systematic anti-Semitism in the
South can be attributed to two phenomena, one being the dominance of
Protestantism in the region and the South’s reverence for the Old Testa-
ment. The editor of the Carolina Israelite, the author and humorist Harry
Golden, has argued that from this Anglo-Calvinist devotion to the Old
Testament and the Hebrew prophets came a solid tradition of philo-
Semitism. “The rural peoples of the South hark back to the agrarian civ-
ilization of the original thirteen colonies, and they are living heirs of the
old American tradition of philo-Semitism,” wrote Golden. It is for this
reason that in the South, the Jew is a Jew by religion and not by secular
ethnic culture, for to the Southern white Christian he represents the “un-
broken tie with sacred history and the prophets of the bible, he is the
‘living witness’ to the ‘Second coming of Christ,” the link between the
beginning and the end of things.”®’

The racial divide was, of course, a more substantial reason that anti-
Semitism in the South remained tempered. “Negroes acted as an escape-
valve in Southern society,” wrote Bertram Korn. “The Jews gained in status
and security from the very presence of this large mass of defenseless victims
who were compelled to absorb all of the prejudices which might otherwise
have been expressed more frequently in anti-Jewish sentiment.” "

While there were a variety of caste and class distinctions among whites
in the South, the presence of Blacks and the primacy of the color line
fostered the acceptance of Jews in high places. As I. J. Benjamin wrote,
“The white inhabitants felt themselves united with, and closer to, other
whites—as opposed to the Negroes. Since the Israelite there did not do
the humbler kinds of work that the Negro did, he was quickly received
among the upper-classes, and early rose to high political rank.”® In this
sense then, not only did Black Americans act as a “lightning rod for prej-
udice”; Southern fears of Black advance also relieved Southern Jews of the



40 | BLACKS IN THE JEWISH MIND

animus caused by economic competition with other whites, an animus
many Northern Jews felt keenly.

The postwar liberal assumption that ethnic prejudice is unified and all
of the same kind is almost certainly mistaken. Scholars have long pointed
out that the prejudices held by bigots about different groups vary in source
and kind and have a great deal to do with the type and intensity of dis-
crimination that is meted out. It has been argued, for instance, that the
anti-Black hatred of the classic racist is motivated by conscious and un-
conscious anxieties and the projection of these anxieties onto Blacks.”
However, these projected images differ significantly from those held by the
classic Jew hater. Whereas the anti-Black bigot sees Black Americans as
mentally inferior sexual predators, the classic anti-Semite is more likely to
see Jews as brainy and conspiring. In his study of anti-Semitism, Norman
Cohn points out that “the fantasy of an infinitely powerful, world-
dominating conspiracy does not, in fact, get projected onto Negroes, and
that may well be why not even the most fanatical Negro-haters dream of
genocide. It is a different matter with the Jews. . . . Jews are seen above all
as ‘bad’ parents, and this makes them seem so overwhelmingly powerful
that the only way to cope with them is to destroy them utterly.””!

Perhaps the most eloquent refutation of the liberal belief in the “unity
of prejudice” comes from George McMillan, an expert on the Ku Klux
Klan. McMillan has explained that to “hate Blacks is not to hate everything
else equally as well. If blackness can become symbolic enough in a psy-
chological sense, then hatred of Blacks can sufficiently fill your psycholog-
ical need to hate.””? An interview with a small-town newspaper editor in
the South recorded by Eli Evans for his study of Southern Jews confirms
McMillan’s contention. The editor associated the fairly decent treatment
of the Jews in the South with the Southerner’s guilt over race. “Jewish
people were white and they were the good and generous people. We felt
sufficiently guilty about colored prejudice to make up for it with them.””
For these reasons, it is not surprising that Charles Stember found, in his
study Jews in the Mind of America, that between 1939 and 1962 the South
(excluding Blacks) was the least anti-Semitic of all the regions in the United
States.” There were, in fact, indications that the “disunity” of prejudice,
or the existence of intolerance toward one minority group and not nec-
essarily another, was not restricted to the South. In 1958, roughly two-
thirds of whites in a nationwide Gallup poll said they would vote for a
well-qualified man nominated by the political party of their preference if
he were Jewish; only two-fifths said they would if he were Black. The
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percentages of white Christians in the early 1950s who said it would be “a
little distasteful to eat at the same table” with a Black ranged from 50 in
Elmira, New York, to 92 in Savannah, Georgia. The percentages who said
that it would be distasteful to eat with a Jew varied from only 8 percent
in Steubenville, Ohio, to 13 in Savannah.”

Ironically, it was a vociferous attack by a national Jewish leader on the
issue of desegregation in the South that put the lie to the belief that bigotry
was indivisible. In a widely read article entitled “Recklessness or Respon-
sibility,” Isaac Toubin, the director of the American Jewish Congress, de-
fended Jewish involvement in the struggle for desegregation by reiterating
the position of the national Jewish agencies that civil rights was a national
and international problem. To support his argument, Toubin used the ex-
ample of the Arab League’s operations in South America. The Arab League
had published attacks on the Jewish community of the United States, ac-
cusing it of being responsible for the exploitation of Black Americans.
Toubin argued that this propaganda jeopardized the security of Argentinean
Jewry and that it was incumbent upon American Jewish defense agencies
to furnish proof that they had done much on behalf of Blacks in the United
States. Toubin exclaimed that “if the Jews had done nothing, what would
we have been able to reply?”7¢ Clearly, Toubin failed to see that the use
of Black suffering by Arab anti-Semites to attack Jews proved that bigotry
against one group did not, necessarily, imply bigotry against the other.

Jewish leaders associated with the civil rights cause and national Jewish
organizations continued to press their belief that Jews were directly threat-
ened by discrimination against Blacks and that race prejudice and anti-
Semitism went hand-in-hand. Toubin himself wrote that the national Jew-
ish agencies know “the real security of the Jew can be achieved only in a
society which advocates full equality for all...they know that anti-
Negroism is a prelude to anti-Semitism.””” A number of Jewish academics
promulgated this line of thought, as well. Charles Glicksberg, a professor
of English at Brooklyn College and a frequent contributor to Jewish pe-
riodicals, wrote that “if prejudice, whatever the particular form it takes, is
indivisible, then so long as one minority group is persecuted on account
of color or creed, religion or ancestry, the Jew is not and cannot be free.” 7
Louis Ruchames, the acclaimed historian of the American left and the
director of Hillel Foundations of Western Massachusetts, speaking to a
crowd during Negro History Week in 1955, observed that, because of the
Nazi Holocaust, Jews had a particular attraction to the idea of the unity of
persecution. Ruchames wrote that the idea that “no minority group is safe
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while others are victims of persecution, has been seared into our minds and
hearts through the burning flesh of six million of our brethren in Europe.”
Ruchames also demonstrated that many Jews felt that their own well-being
was peculiarly tied to the well-being of Black Americans: “I know of no
more appropriate and meaningful act then to join our observance with that
of the Negro people, whose history touches ours at so many points and
whose welfare is so directly related to ours.””® Dr. Sanford Goldner, who
wrote a publication for the Committee for Negro-Jewish Relations on the
West Coast, believed that the segregationists of the South and America’s
anti-Semites were, “in almost complete detail, one and the same.”
Therefore, Goldner believed, Jews had a special concern with the plight
of Black Americans. “The massive struggle of the Negro people is therefore
our struggle. The main and most powerful blow against anti-Semitism in
America is the blow against the enemies of the Negro people. The self-
interest of the overwhelming masses of the Jewish people therefore de-
mands that they identify themselves with this fight.” 8

The strength with which liberal Jews felt this unity with Blacks resulted
in many instances in an alarming insensitivity to the circumstances of Jews
in the South. Carl Alpert, writing in the respected journal of opinion The
Reconstructionist in 1946, identified a “Jewish Problem in the South,” in
which he accused the Jews of the South of being accessories to the crime
of injustice to Blacks. “The law makes provisions, we must remember, for
accessories before and after a crime. Southern Jews, alas, go beyond pas-
sivity—they are accessories.” !

Some Jewish leaders believed so strongly that the Jewish fate was tied
to that of the Blacks that they described the Jews’ stake in desegregation
as equal to their stake in the defeat of Nazi Germany during World War
II. At the 1956 National Jewish Community Relations Council meeting,
Professor Arnold Rose, a coauthor with Gunnar Myrdal of the classic An
American Dilemma, compared the reluctance of Jews in the South to speak
out in favor of desegregation, and what he perceived to be its muzzling
impact on national Jewish organizations, with the actions of Nazi collab-
orationists: “If [Jewish leaders] do not take a long run and courageous view
of the current crisis [on segregation], they are playing the same role as the
collaborationist Jews played in Europe during the Nazi period.” 82

Referring to Senator James Eastland, a segregationist from Mississippi,
another Jewish writer also drew an analogy between Southern Jews and
Nazi collaborationists: “Shouldn’t the Anti-Defamation League’s educa-
tional effort include a comparison between fascism in Germany and its
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counterpart, Eastlandism in the South? Surely the Jewish collaborators of
Hitler are despised by the masses of Southern Jews. Everyone knows that
silence and appeasement only brought destruction to the appeasers and to
those who thought they could save themselves by silence and non-
resistance.” 8

It became virtually impossible for many Jews to disentangle Blacks and
Southern Jews after the emergence of the white citizen’s councils. The
white citizen’s councils were a collection of loosely connected grass-roots
groups that sprang up in Indianola, Mississippi, in opposition to the Su-
preme Court’s 1954 desegregation decision. The councils varied in strength
and size across the South, but their common purpose was to stop or at
least slow down integration in public schools. The councils concerned
many Jews in both the North and the South, mostly because of their
resemblance to the Ku Klux Klan, especially the original Klan of the Re-
construction period. But there were crucial differences between the two
organizations. The councils strove hard to achieve respectability, drew their
membership from the most respectable citizens in the community, shunned
the violence of the Klan, and gave prominence to speakers from the uni-
versities and the ministry at their meetings. The white citizen’s councils
also tried not to become associated with anti-Semitism, though their record
on this remains debatable. Asa Carter’s North Alabama Citizen’s Council
was limited to those who believed in the divinity of Jesus, but that was the
exception. The Mississippi Council once sent out some anti-Semitic lit-
erature, but, when challenged, its leader quickly apologized, claiming that
some of his best council members were Jews. The lack of respect afforded
anti-Semitism in the South was evinced in the reaction to a Memphis
speaker who remarked at a rally that “The NAACP is the worst organi-
zation to come along since the one that crucified Christ—and I may as
well say it—it’s the same organization.” The conservative newspaper Com-
mercial Appeal attacked the meeting for its anti-Semitic overtones, and the
council issued a lengthy apology the following day.®

The real problem for Southern Jews came when they had to decide,
not whether the councils were anti-Semitic, but whether to join them.
Citizen’s councils carefully canvassed Jews, and the danger in refusing to
join or sign petitions was apparent: many Jewish business owners ran the
risk of losing a substantial amount of commerce, and many others simply
ran the risk of being labeled an outsider, a “Nigger lover,” or a communist.
A small minority of Jews joined willingly out of conviction. Others joined
so as not to be singled out for attention. But most did not join. The
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dilemma of the Southern Jew was summed up by one who did not join:
“I lost friends, I’'m sure of that, and maybe some business, but I felt I just
couldn’t do this. I tried to explain to them that while we shared much in
this community, the Jewish tradition would make it impossible for me to
do this. I think some understood. Others, I guess, won’t want to.” 85

For the national Jewish organizations, the issue of the citizen’s councils
was clear cut: through the racism and alleged anti-Semitism of the councils,
Jews and Blacks were tied. In 1958, the Anti-Defamation League issued a
report stating that the citizen’s councils were one of three types of organ-
izations through which the forty organized anti-Semitic groups that were
operating in the South at the time worked. While granting that the councils
varied widely in their approach toward anti-Semitism, the report said the
councils had recently crystallized into essentially a single movement that
covered the entire South.®¢ A reporter for Jewish Life wrote that “the strong
anti-Semitic current in the white citizen’s councils is a clearly established
fact by now.”% Isaac Toubin of the American Jewish Congress wrote that
the fear of reprisal felt by Southern Jews revealed that the white citizen’s
councils as well as the Ku Klux Klan, at heart, were as opposed to Jews as
they were to Blacks. “They understand,” Toubin wrote of the Southern
Jew, “the mind and the intent of the hate-monger who today suppresses
the Negro and tomorrow, with equal venom, may suppress the Jew.”

For the most aggressive Jewish civil rights activists, terrorist violence
against Jewish institutions in the South confirmed their view that Jews and
Blacks shared the same position in the civil rights struggle. Between June
I, 1954, and October 12, 1958, there were eighty-three bombings in the
South, including seven bombings and attempted bombings of Jewish in-
stitutions. Albert Vorspan, the director of the Committee on Social Action
of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, the national body of
the Reform movement, believed that the message of the bombs was that
“hatred is indivisible. The Jew is caught up in the storm of the South
whether he likes it or not, and there is no place to hide.”% Apparently,
that Jews were caught up in the storm had its positive aspects for Vorspan,
who seemed pleased that the bombings had once again established Jews as
certifiable victims. “The Jew has often been the barometer of the moral
health of a society,” wrote Vorspan. “The bombers have again unwittingly
rendered to the Jew this tribute. The years ahead will demonstrate whether
American Jewry will be worthy of this compliment.”*

But where the series of synagogue bombings and attempted bombings
signaled for Jews like Vorspan the need for more intense Jewish involve-
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ment in the desegregation battle, many Jews, Northern and Southern, were
convinced by the bombings that the leadership role of liberal Jews and
national Jewish organizations in the movement for desegregation rendered
Southern Jews a vulnerable target for extremists. Responding to surveys
that found a higher incidence of anti-Semitic attitudes among white seg-
regationists in Southern communities under pressure to desegregate than in
the region generally, Alfred Hero concluded in his study that “the discom-
fort among many Southern Jews over support of desegregation and racial
equality by national Jewish organizations . . . is understandable, as is their
sensitivity to any Jewish prominence in liberal movements, especially ra-
cially oriented ones.”*!

Some national Jewish organizations made attempts to reconcile their
commitment to civil rights with the safety concerns of Southern Jews as
they became sensitized to the dangers Jews faced in the South. In the past,
the ADL had been excoriated by Southern rabbis for being insensitive to
the position of Southern Jews. In a memorandum, a well-known leader of
the ADL wrote, “[W]hy be too intimidated by the fear and anxiety of
some Southern Jews and some Southern non-Jews? We have a responsi-
bility to moral principle, to the Negro community, and to fellow Christians
who join with us on this issue.”*? But during a controversy sparked by a
July 7, 1958, editorial in the Virginia newspaper The Richmond News Leader,
which blamed the ADL’s distribution of pro-integration materials for the
rise in anti-Semitism in the South, the national office of the ADL dem-
onstrated a willingness to compromise with Southern Jews. The editorial
suggested that Southern Jews reevaluate their relationship with “a Jewish
organization that foments hostility to Jews.”?> The national office of the
ADL in New York saw the editorial as a poorly disguised attempt by the
News Leader to drive Jews out of the desegregation effort. Many Jews in
the South, however, agreed with the editorial that the national organization
had “plunged the Jewish community into unnecessary confrontations with
their neighbors.” **

In response to this immediate crisis, the local Virginia ADL office and
the national office worked out an agreement in which the local office
would temporarily refrain from the use of literature, films, and activities
that could be interpreted as dealing with the issue of racial desegregation,
and the national organization agreed on a resolution that any action taken
by the national ADL that would affect a regional constituency would be
undertaken only after consultation with that constituency. In effect, the
national organization agreed that while it would not shift away from its
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pro-integration stance, “it was prepared to move in a cautious manner in
the super-heated atmosphere of Virginia.”%

The change in attitude of those Jewish organizations that became more
sensitive to the concerns of Southern Jews resulted in some animosity
among the major defense organizations. At a 1956 symposium in Miami,
representatives of the American Jewish Committee and the B’nai B’rith
indicated that quiet, behind-the-scenes methods might be more appropriate
for Jews who wanted to exert their influence without jeopardizing the
safety of the Southern Jewish community. The representatives of these
groups advocated “education”; one of them claimed that “while we are in
favor of the Supreme Court decision, we do not believe the Jews of the
South are expendable.”® The representatives of the Jewish Labor Com-
mittee (JLC), an organization formed in 1934 to defend the rights of Jewish
workers, also expressed sympathy with a more subtle approach. Emanuel
Muravchik of the JLC offered the solution “to do sometimes publicly,
always privately, that which will advance desegregation.” He cautioned
Jews not to be first, not to act alone, but to join with other groups that
were moving in the desired direction. A representative from the American
Jewish Congress, however, made a straightforward demand that there be
no doubletalk, that Jewish leaders and organizations speak up and say pub-
licly what they were saying behind closed doors. The Jews of the South,
he thought, should not hang back one step behind other groups that were
advancing on the issue.”

The American Jewish Congress seemed to be the most militantly de-
segregationist of national Jewish communal organizations; it had apparently
not retreated in response to local protests.”® Isaac Toubin of the American
Jewish Congress charged in May 1956 that two national Jewish organiza-
tions had been conspicuously silent on the desegregation issue. Apparently
alluding to the American Jewish Committee and the Anti-Defamation
League, Toubin claimed that “the white citizen’s councils of the South
have not only blackmailed their Southern Jewish neighbors, but effectively
silenced two national Jewish organizations which pride themselves on their
defense of civil rights of all.”*

In part, this organizational conflict had its roots in the history of the
organizations involved. The American Jewish Congress, as the represen-
tative agency of the Eastern European Jews, had always been more polit-
ically aggressive than the staid German-Jewish-led American Jewish Com-
mittee and B’nai B’rith’s Anti-Defamation League, both of which preferred
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to emphasize educational efforts to combat discrimination. But the charge
by Toubin that the American Jewish Committee and the Anti-Defamation
League had submitted to the pressure of the citizen’s councils was not true.
The American Jewish Committee had always committed itself to a prag-
matic rather than to a doctrinaire approach to civil rights and had from the
beginning agreed to consult with Southerners on policy.'® In recognition
of Southern Jews’ legitimate concerns, the Committee adopted new guide-
lines in 1959 on the issue of desegregation in the South. The guidelines
reflected the notion, promulgated by Southern Jews, that race relations in
the South were the problem of the nation as a whole, not the special
problem of the Jews or other minority groups. It warned Jews to guard
against making themselves a target by entering into “public debate with
anti-Semites; answering charges or otherwise assuming defensive positions”
and recommended that Jewish participation in programs aimed at prescrib-
ing law and order be taken in “conjunction with other community groups
representing a cross-section of the community.”®® The Committee did
continue to pursue its commitment to desegregation by distributing fact
sheets and pamphlets identifying hate groups, sharing data with law en-
forcement officials, conducting investigations into synagogue bombings,
preparing studies on more than five hundred instances of racial violence,
and lobbying Washington for stronger action.'®

The terrorist bombings and the willingness of some national Jewish or-
ganizations to shift policy in response to the safety concerns of Southern
Jews demonstrated an admirable regard on the part of some agencies for
the safety of local Jewish communities. But the differences between the
Jews of the North and those of the South over what methods to use to
oppose segregation should not be minimized, particularly as they relate to
Jewish identity. Jewish identity was perhaps more attenuated in the South,
but it relied more heavily on religious forms than the ethnic/political iden-
tity of the majority of Jews in the Northern-based civil rights movement.!*
The conflict between the Jews of the North and the Jews of the South
over racial desegregation reflected the difference between liberal Jews for
whom, on balance, the Black struggle for equality came to take precedence
over any perceived threats to the welfare of fellow Jews and a group of
Jews who were perhaps the first in the United States to discover that their
collective well-being was not directly linked to the fate of Black Americans.
The point here is not to enter a debate concerning the ethical precepts of
Judaism as they relate to civil rights or to posit a specific Jewish tradition,
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but rather to demonstrate that the Southern Jewish community was loath
to link its religious identity with strong political imperatives, as had so many
liberal Jews.!*

Specifically, Southern Jews were uncomfortable with approaching de-
segregation as a distinctively “Jewish concern.” Morton Gaba, the execu-
tive director of the Jewish Community Council of Norfolk, Virginia, ex-
plained that it was of primary concern to the Southern Jew that the battle
for desegregation be fought by Jews on an individual basis, as Americans,
rather than as Jews. As Gaba wrote, “we feel that those of us who are
strongly moved by the issue should act solely as individuals and not as
representatives of another minority group. I feel certain that point of view
represents majority thinking.” 10

Rabbi Gerald Wolpe, the spiritual leader of Synagogue Emmanuel in
Charleston, South Carolina, recommended that “Jewish ‘self-protection or-
ganizations’ do not rush into print with opinions which are not based on
personal investigation in the South” and that Jewish professionals “refrain
from arriving armed with programs of action which were outlined in the
insulated security of a New York office.” %

Perhaps no one expressed the exasperation of some Southern Jews better
than Rabbi Perry Nussbaum of Jackson, Mississippi. Nussbaum had an
admirable record on speaking out on civil rights but explained that he was
not inclined to ask the same of his congregants: “In the Delta area of our
state, where the Jewish merchant is pressured into taking sides, I would be
the last to ask that he make a martyr of himself and his family and prepare
to move when he is compelled to join the citizen’s council.” '’ In 1963,
after the death of the Black civil rights leader Medgar Evers in Mississippi,
Nussbaum bitterly reported that all the clergymen in his state who had
been outspoken in the cause of civil rights had been removed or forced
from their pulpits—all except him. Nussbaum concluded his article with
this lament: “Support for civil rights? Who argues? A solution to the prob-
lem of the last survivor, who has it?”’ 108

It is no accident that the bulk of the criticism of the national Jewish
organizations came from Southern rabbis, communal leaders who often
found themselves in the most precarious of circumstances. The clergy gen-
erally held a status in the South that was rarely afforded them in the North,
and Southern rabbis were considered the spokesmen for the Jewish com-
munity, thus helping to create a natural friction between them and the
national Jewish agencies, led in many instances by secular Jewish leaders.
Writing in Conservative Judaism, Rabbi William Malev of Houston, the
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spiritual leader of one of the South’s largest Conservative congregations,
explained that, in the South, Jews were seen by non-Jews as a religious
and not as an ethnic group, in which capacity they were not a minority
but one-third of the community of the “three great faiths.” The defense
organizations, on the other hand, were an anomaly to the non-Jew in the
South and served to confuse outsiders as to who in fact was a legitimate
representative of the Jews. Because the ADL is a secular organization like
the NAACP, Malev argued, it is despised in the South and therefore is a
liability to Southern Jewish communities. Malev recommended that the
national defense organizations stop “their unfortunate habit of beating the
drum on every possible occasion” and “let religious leaders of the Jewish
communities be the spokesmen for them.” Malev clearly articulated the
Southern belief that it was Jewish leadership on the matter of desegregation
that had linked Jews and Blacks in the minds of Southern racists, but that
in fact this linkage was false. “It is because the demagogue and the agitator
equate the Jew and the Negro, and thereby separates the Jew from the rest
of the community, that much of the difficulty has come.”'*

While there were a number of outspoken integrationist rabbis in the
South, including Charles Mantinband of Mississippi, Emmet Frank of Vir-
ginia, and Jacob Rothschild of Georgia, in general the Southern rabbinate
varied in its approach to desegregation according to the size of the Jewish
population in the general community, the openness of the community, the
number of “Old South” Jews in the congregation, and the proportion of
congregants who were businessmen.!'” But even Jacob Rothschild, one of
the most outspoken integrationist rabbis, expressed his doubt that “the rabbi
in today’s South will serve any good purpose in leading crusades. Where
there are forces at work in the community—human relations councils and
the like—he should become a part of them by all means. But let him labor
alongside others of like mind and dedicated purpose.”!!!

The testimony of these Southerners indicates that the heart of the prob-
lem between Northern and Southern Jewry involved the question of Jewish
identity. Many Southerners had long accepted the definition of Jewishness
as strictly a religious designation, one that many Northern Jewish liberals
were uncomfortable with and were trying to mitigate through political
activism. It is not surprising, therefore, that much of the criticism of South-
ern Jewry that came from the North on the desegregation issue centered
around the identity of Southern Jews and their alleged willingness to assim-
ilate. For liberal Jews who had so fully based their own identity on the
crusade for desegregation, the identity of Southern Jews who appeared
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lukewarm or apprehensive about desegregation became highly suspect. A
tepid approach by any Jew toward desegregation, in the mind of the liberal
Jew, was the ultimate sacrilege.

One Jewish civil rights lawyer compared the anxious Jews of the South
to the Marrano Jews of Spain who publicly denied their Judaism during
the inquisition.!’? Writing in The Reconstructionist, Carl Alpert explained
that the problem with the Southern Jew was not that he was more anti-
Negro than his gentile neighbor: “his only crime is that he is like his
neighbor. The sort of Jews who fear to be distinctively Jewish might gain
some comfort from that thought, and use it to prove again and again that
Jews are no different from anybody else, as if that fact itself were a vir-
tue.” ! Joel Dobin, a rabbi from Pennsylvania who visited a community
in the South for six months, complained that it was an “incorrect” Jewish
orientation that was at the heart of this small Southern Jewish community’s
lack of enthusiasm for the desegregation campaign. While acknowledging
the peculiar economic and social pressures on Southern Jews, Dobin wrote
that “there is a need for constructive action. There is a need for reviving
in these Jews a sense of positive Jewish identification.” 4

Albert Vorspan conducted one of the most vitriolic attacks on the Jew-
ishness of Southern Jews for what he considered its lack of aggressiveness
in the area of civil rights. Making reference to an Episcopal priest who had
excommunicated a congregant who objected to attending church with
Blacks, Vorspan asked, “[C]an this be said of Jews?” Coming from a leader
of Reform Judaism, a movement whose very existence is predicated upon
Judaism’s lack of a central authoritative body with powers of excommu-
nication (cherem), this is startling.!'> More than the other Northern liberals,
Vorspan defined Judaism in terms of radical racial protest and then ques-
tioned the Judaism of anyone who did not adhere to this criterion. In a
tirade that reads as if it had been written by a member of the Orthodox
leadership at the turn of the century, when Reform Judaism was in its
ascendancy, Vorspan decried the excessive tolerance of American Judaism:
“There are no standards for synagogue membership. . . . He [the Jew] has
only to pay his dues in the temple and he has as much right there as
anybody else. . . . Are there no lines to be drawn? No standards to be met?
No demands to be made upon ourselves?” !¢

It is not necessary to endorse the lack of resolve demonstrated by many
Southern Jews on the issue of desegregation, or to deny that the relationship
of many Jews in the South to the idea of Jewish peoplehood had become
severely attenuated, to see that a pattern among liberal Jewish leaders had
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emerged. In this pattern, the needs of sizable Jewish communities are rel-
egated to second-tier status behind liberal objectives, in this case racial
integration. The opposition of the local Jewish community to the presence
of nineteen Conservative rabbis at a protest march in Montgomery, Ala-
bama, in May 1963 dramatized the differences between Southern Jews and
liberal Northern Jews. Andre Ungar, perhaps the most prominent member
of the rabbinical delegation, reported that the local community seemed to
be saying, “Boychiks, we know you are right, but still, how could you do
this to us, your brothers?” and the rabbis were saying, “Jews, dear scared
little Yidden, how can you side with racism, with Hitler’s heritage; and
yet, you are our brothers, and we love you, we love you, forgive us,
please.” 7 One cannot help noticing the irony in a group of Southern
Jews, most of whom had long deemphasized Jewish solidarity, asking the
rabbis for special consideration in the name of Jewish brotherhood. But
this episode also demonstrates that, in the battle over desegregation, the
needs of Southern Jewish communities in conflict with liberal ideals were
sacrificed to the increasingly dubious need of Jewish liberals to be counted
among the persecuted. As the remaining chapters show, this pattern con-
tinued in the 1960s, when the Black struggle for equality moved North
and again posed serious challenges to Jewish communities throughout the
nation, most of which, like many Jewish communities in the South before
them, were entering the advanced stages of assimilation.

It is perhaps appropriate, then, to conclude this episode in the history
of Blacks in Jewish thought with Harry Golden, the editor of the Carolina
Israelite, a figure whose life in many ways embodied the fissures between
Southern and Northern Jews and whose keen insight helps to illuminate
the misconceptions of both groups of Jews. Golden was born on New
York’s Lower East Side. He moved to the South in 1941, when he was in
his late thirties, to begin publishing the Carolina Israelite from his North
Carolina home. A prolific humorist, Golden used his famous wit to mer-
cilessly lampoon racial segregation in the South. In response to a series of
laws passed by the North Carolina Legislature in 1956 to prevent the in-
tegration of that state’s public schools, Golden introduced what he called
his “Vertical Negro Plan.” Golden had noticed that the tremendous in-
dustrial growth and economic prosperity experienced by the South in the
decade after World War II had been accomplished by the elimination of
“vertical segregation.” That is, the tremendous buying power of the South’s
twelve million Black Americans had been harnessed by the admittance of
Blacks into white supermarkets, grocery stores, banks, telephone booths,
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department stores, and drug stores. In all of these purchasing situations,
Golden noted, the Black is required to stand up. By contrast, “It is only
when the Negro ‘sets’ that the fur begins to fly.” So Golden proposed that
the South could comply with the Supreme Court’s ruling on segregation
by passing an amendment “which would provide only desks in all the
public schools of our state—no seats.” Golden explained that since “no
one in the South pays the slightest attention to a Vertical Negro . . . this
will completely solve our problem.” 118

Golden also offered his “White Baby Plan to End Racial Segregation”
after he noticed that several Black school teachers were admitted to a seg-
regated movie house when they were accompanied by the children of their
white friends. Golden suggested that whites could solve their baby-sitting
problems and Blacks could go to the movies wherever they wanted if
whites would “pool their children at a central point in each neighborhood”
so that Blacks could pick one up every time they wanted to go to the
movies. “Eventually,” wrote Golden, “the Negro community can set up a
factory and manufacture white babies out of plastic, and when they want
to go to the opera or to a concert, all they need to do is carry that plastic
doll in their arms.” '*?

Golden’s own favorite was his “out of order plan.” Golden had once
prevailed on the manager of a department store to shut the water off in
his “white” water fountain and put up an “out of order” sign. Over time,
whites began to drink out of the water fountain designated for the “col-
oreds,” and by the end of the third week everybody was drinking the
“segregated” water. Golden proposed that a special government committee
be set up to investigate his “out of order” plan. “It is possible,” he wrote,
“that the whites may accept desegregation if they are assured that the fa-
cilities are still ‘separate,” albeit ‘out-of-order.” 7120

In his more serious moments, Golden had much to say about the rela-
tionship between Black Americans and Jews and about the subject of
desegregation. Golden’s viewpoint was clearly that of the Northern liberal,
and his friend Eli Evans would later comment that since Golden’s audience
was in the North, “he wrote from the perspective of the peddler’s pushcart,
relevant for the immigrant generation but less valid for Jews in the
South.” ' So it was typical of Golden to suggest that, in the deep South
of 1956, “the white man fears the Negro; the Jew fears the white man;
and the Negro, the focal point of this entire embroglio, fears no one.” '??
Anyone even vaguely aware of the region’s sensibilities could see that the
Black in the South had quite a bit to fear from white men. Like many
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Northern liberals, Golden looked with awe at the new willingness of Blacks
to risk personal safety for their rights and with disdain at the fear of South-
ern Jews. But from his North Carolina perch, Golden was able to see
insightfully, and to express more eloquently than many other liberal Jews,
precisely why the Jews of the South were not benefiting from the system
of segregation.

Golden shrewdly distinguished between what Southern Jews had come
to accept as equality and what full equality really meant, pointing out that
the Southern Jew “prides himself on being well-integrated in the gentile
society of his community, yet he will argue for hours against the publication
of a resolution passed by some organization far away in New York. And
he does not see any inconsistency in this.”

Most important, Golden was sensitive enough to see that in some ways
the situation of the Jews in the South was more tenuous than that of the
Blacks. The Jew in some ways envies the Black, Golden thought, because,
despite never having been entirely excluded from the white gentile world,
the Jew still asks, “What will happen to us here?” The Black, in contrast,
“never thinks of himself in terms of actual survival. All the Negro wants
is to ride the buses, go to better schools and get better jobs. No one has
yet heard him say “What will happen to us here?” 2

Perhaps, then, to a degree rarely noted, Northern and Southern Jews
were responding the best way they knew how to similar historical pressures.
Perhaps liberal Jews in the North were also asking themselves, “What will
happen to us here?”—but in reference to the increasingly open and dem-
ocratic United States. While Southern Jews faced issues of physical safety
and economic viability, the issues facing Jews outside the South were free-
dom and assimilation, and their answer to the challenge of Jewish survival
was reflected in the adoption of the cause of racial justice as their own. At
the very moment Jews outside the South became aware that it was possible
for them to “melt” away as an ethnic group, they were refusing to do so,
in part through their involvement in the march toward desegregation.'?* If
the Jews of the South had internalized the attitudes of Southern whites,
only less so, they believed this was the best way to ensure their survival.
If the Jews in the North had absorbed the postwar commitment to freedom
and equality, only more so than other Americans, they believed that was
one way of ensuring communal purpose and survival. Just as Golden sug-
gested that Jews in the South envied the Blacks, the involvement of
Northern Jews in the civil rights movement, and their insistence that de-
segregation was every bit as much a Jewish fight as it was a Black fight,
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indicates that in the deepest recesses of their consciousness, liberal Jews may
have coveted the special status of Black Americans, the weight of whose
historical presence on the American scene precluded any foreboding about
group survival.



Jews and Racial Integration in the

North, 1945—1966

Jewish life is social, rather than spiritual. . . . One half of Jewish
identity is the product of Gentile exclusiveness and the other half is
the product of Jewish association. —Mordecai Kaplan

All too often, the legitimate association of Jews with each other for
relevant group purposes is used as a rationale for irrelevant exclusion
of others. —Manheim Shapiro

From the time that the Supreme Court declared race segrega-
tion in public schools unconstitutional on May 17, 1954, until around 1960,
the story of racial segregation and the battle to end it was primarily a story
of the South and the border region, where segregation was enforced as a
matter of law. But by 1960 the number of Black Americans living in
Northern cities had swelled considerably, moving the focus of the fight for
equality to the North. Between 1950 and 1960 the twelve largest cities
gained nearly two million Black residents. Whereas in 1950 the resident
population of only one of these cities contained a Black component ap-
proaching 20 percent, by 1960 Blacks made up a fifth of the population in
seven and a majority of the population in Washington, D.C." The problem
of Black inequality was no longer a problem primarily associated with the
Mississippi Delta or the newly emerging cities of the South but rather
affected the big cities of the North (and the West) such as New York,
Philadelphia, Washington, Chicago, Detroit, Milwaukee, San Francisco,
and Los Angeles, as well as a host of smaller cities.? While segregation by
race or ethnicity was outlawed in the North, residential patterns tended to
reflect the voluntary decisions of individuals who preferred to live close to
others of the same cultural background, giving rise to a spatial arrangement
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that included substantial ethnic and racial segregation. The existence
of these subcommunities became more important for many white eth-
nics, whose ties to an ethnic subculture had become more tenuous
in cities where public interactions between individuals were increasingly
fluid.?

In an environment in which racial consciousness had been raised to new
heights by the civil rights movement, the comparatively depressed condi-
tion of Black neighborhoods became increasingly obvious. The continued
migration from the South of Blacks with poor job skills and low levels of
education had combined with a changing economy, increased suburbani-
zation, and continuing racial prejudice to intensify the physical deprivation
and isolation experienced by Black communities. The pattern of segrega-
tion by ethnic subcommunity gave many the impression that discrimination
and prejudice in the North were at the heart of the problem of racial
inequality, just as it had been in the South, and suggested that the existing
patterns of informal group interaction would have to be substantially mod-
ified.

Inevitably, American Jews found themselves at a peculiar impasse with
regard to the demands for racial integration. As Jews gained wider accep-
tance and continued to assimilate, living lives that in their most important
aspects were increasingly similar to the lives of other Americans, a concrete
and distinct Jewish culture continued to recede. American Jews still iden-
tified as Jews, but that identification was based far less on the religio-cultural
structure that earlier generations of American Jews had than on a sense of
Jewish belonging and community. The sociologist Milton Gordon’s dis-
tinction between the cultural behavior patterns and the social structure of
ethnic groups was perhaps nowhere more relevant than in the case of the
Jews.* Gordon identified a pattern whereby ethnic groups in America sub-
ordinate their ethnic viewpoints in the sphere of public life but privately
rely heavily on ethnic-based social institutions. American Jews, in large
measure, expressed their identity as Jews by associating with and living
among other Jews, which put the very essence of Jewish identity on a
collision course with the growing civil rights demand for racial integration.
The two dominant modes of postwar Jewish identity, Jewish support for
civil rights and the maintenance of autonomous Jewish communities, came
into direct conflict.
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The Jewish Problem with Integration

The question of equality for Black Americans in the Northern cities was
far more complicated than it had been in the rigidly segregated Jim Crow
South. The most prominent Black spokespersons and their white allies
adhered to a program of full and equal citizenship for Black Americans,
but as it became less clear what true equality really meant in the North,
confusion set in over the best way to go about achieving it. “Equality under
the new conditions of urban life,” wrote the historian of race and nation-
ality Oscar Handlin, “is far more complex than under the rigidly defined
relationships of the Jim Crow system. . . . [In the North] the law does not
single the Negro out for special liabilities. . . . Yet the Black man remains
unequal.”® The Black American in the North suffered from a difterent kind
of separateness, termed de facto segregation, “the result of his concentration
in distinct residential districts and the product of a cycle in which lack of
skill condemns him to inferior jobs, poor income, poor ghetto housing and
slum schools.”¢ In this sense, the obstacles to social and economic mobility
that Blacks faced were similar to those faced by other groups that migrated
in large numbers to America’s cities. There were, however, a number of
substantial differences that made the problems of Black Americans more
difficult to overcome. First, the lines that separated white ethnic groups
were clearly nowhere as strong as the residential and occupational color
line that served to exclude Blacks.” In general, Black adjustment was made
more difficult by dark skin and the low status conferred upon those who
possessed it. The second difference was the changed spatial and political
arrangement of the large metropolitan areas in the years after World War
II. Thanks to a combination of postwar affluence, new technology in home
building, and federal government subsidies, large numbers of white Amer-
icans in the late 1940s and 1950s realized their dream of home ownership
and left the cities for newly built suburban communities. The infiltration
of Blacks into the large cities of the North after the war was accompanied
by a commensurate departure of a newly expanded white middle class.®
White suburbanization was accompanied by the relocation of businesses
and jobs to the suburbs and the wider use of automobiles, both of which
served to magnify the social differentiation among income groups separated
not only by geography but by access to jobs and services. In short, while
Blacks possessed significant political power in the cities by the late 1950s,
the problem they encountered, according to one analyst of the race crisis,
“is that this new political power is being exercised in a governmental unit,
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the suburb-constricted city, which is totally inadequate to meet the Negro’s
many problems.”?

All of these developments pointed to the fact that the disabilities that
afflicted Black Americans as a result of generations of deprivation would
not immediately disappear once legal obstacles were abrogated. Neverthe-
less, the successes of the legal battle against segregation in the South proved
powerful enough so that the one-dimensional nature of the race problem
there was superimposed on the multidimensional nature of the problem in
the North. Most civil rights leaders came to regard racial segregation as the
root cause of Black inequality, and racial balance as the only solution. In
arriving at the conclusions they did and in sticking with their Southern
strategies, one historian wrote of the civil rights activists, “they have par-
adoxically accepted the contention of the white supremacist that there is
really no difference between the North and the South, that the one region
does directly by law what the other does indirectly by practice.”1°

The Black demand for a new order in the North came almost inevitably
on the heels of the decolonization of Africa and the emergence of inde-
pendent African states. In less than twenty years after the end of World
War II, thirty-one independent Black African nations had been formed. In
identifying with the new countries of Africa, Black Americans were not
really rekindling their identities as long-lost Africans as much as they were
reshaping their identities as Americans and assuming a more bold and as-
sertive posture. This assertiveness manifested itself not only in student sit-
ins in the South beginning in 1960, in the fight of young Blacks like James
Meredith for desegregated public schools and universities, or in the efforts
of ordinary Black Southerners who marched past hostile crowds in Mont-
gomery and elsewhere but also in the general commitment of the major
civil rights organizations to “direct action” demonstrations in the North.
The mood was captured in the phrase “New Negro” and diftered from all
similar phases in Black history in that this time a significant number of
whites, bolstered by rising incomes and a deepened appreciation for the
injustices suffered by Blacks, were sympathetic toward Black efforts to gain
full legal equality.'" As one magazine editorial put it, “the Negro revolution
may be blocked here and diverted there, but it cannot be stopped. . ..
Now, with a high and marvelous anger, [Blacks] take to the picket lines,
the streets and the jails, brimming with the assurance that they sacrifice in
behalf of their children’s freedom.” 12

One of the more significant developments in the civil rights movement
of the early 1960s was a growing hostility on the part of militants of all
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races toward white liberals and Black moderates, who were accused of
being committed to “gradualism,” “legalism,” and compromise. “The lib-
eral’s anguish stems from one of those tenacious liberal illusions,” wrote
one militant, “that, contrary evidence notwithstanding, they could achieve
integration at no cost or inconvenience to themselves.” !> Civil rights mil-
itants downplayed the fact that the climate for significant racial change had
been largely achieved by white liberals and that some of the demands being
made by Blacks regarding the end of de facto segregation, such as bussing
white children into predominantly Black schools to achieve racial balance,
appeared antithetical to certain liberal ideals.'* Nevertheless, Jews were im-
plicated in the militant attacks if for no other reason than their prepon-
derance among postwar liberals. The white liberal who is attacked as a
hypocrite “is generally (even if this is not spelled out) the white Jewish
liberal,” wrote the sociologist Nathan Glazer, “and it could hardly be oth-
erwise, in view of the predominance of Jews among liberals.” '> Even after
the legal victories that culminated in the 1954 Brown decision, Jewish lib-
eralism continued to manifest itself in support for liberal political candidates
and in Jews’ disproportionate involvement in civil rights groups like the
NAACP, the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), and the Student Non-
violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). Also noteworthy was the work
of Jewish activists like Arnold Aronson of the Leadership Conference on
Civil Rights, Isaiah Minkoft of the National Jewish Community Relations
Council, Rabbi Joachim Prinz of the American Jewish Congress, Kivie
Kaplan of the NAACP, and Joseph Rauh of Americans for Democratic
Action, all of whom played outstanding roles in organizing the historic
March on Washington in the summer of 1963 and the passage of the 1964
and 1965 civil rights acts, the crowning achievements of the civil rights
revolution. '

But Jews were implicated in the militant demands for integration in
another, more problematic way. In a widely read article, Nathan Glazer
explained that mandatory racial integration challenged group life in the
North as no other ethnic group demands ever had before it and that for
many white ethnics this constituted an unfair burden. Social networks that
run along ethnic, religious, and racial lines largely determined an individ-
ual’s fate, wrote Glazer, but the “new Negro demands challenge the right
to maintain these sub-communities far more radically than the demands of
any other group in history . . . the force of present-day Negro demands is
that the sub-community, because it either protects privileges or creates
inequality, has no right to exist.”!” Put another way, the pressure for in-
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tegration brought to bear by civil rights activists differed qualitatively from
that of earlier immigrant groups in that it rejected the maintenance and
improvement of the ghetto in favor of its dissolution.'®

But as American Jews moved away from the earlier forms of religious
and cultural expression, Jewish identity came to rely even more intensely
on Jewish fraternization. The sociologist Charles Liebman has suggested
with regard to Jewish identity in the postwar period that “the essence of
American Jewish identity, the core meaning of American Judaism for many
American Jews, may very well be their social ties to one another.” ' It was
not only that Jews in the postwar United States felt more comfortable
among other Jews but that, as the historian Edward Shapiro points out,
“associational Jewishness was the best way, and for some the only way,
they knew of assuring Jewish continuity.”?® Other important critics have
lent this development the gloss of their own sociological acumen. Address-
ing his colleagues in the Rabbinical Assembly in 1959, the founder of
Reconstructionism, Mordecai Kaplan, wrote that “Jewish life is social,
rather than spiritual. . . . One half of Jewish identity is the product of Gen-
tile exclusiveness and the other half is the product of Jewish association.”?!
The Jewish critic Leonard Fein has similarly described American Judaism
as communal, rather than theological. “Ours is not a personal testament,
but a collective and public commitment. . . . What defines the Jews as_Jews
is community: not values, not ideology.”

The most popular forms of Jewish expression in the postwar decades
continued to be contributing widely to Jewish organizations, philanthro-
pies, and synagogues, living in close proximity to other Jews, and sending
offspring to Jewish summer camps—actions that brought Jews into social
proximity.?® This characteristic of American Jewish life has sometimes been
called the “civil religion” of American Jewry, a reference to the specific
way in which American Jews have, despite an enormous amount of ide-
ological disunity, managed to build an identity as one component of K’lal
Yisrael, or the “people of Israel.” 2 Faced with the familiar modern dilemma
of balancing full integration with maintaining group distinctiveness, Amer-
ican Jews managed through their secular organizations to “achieve unity,
purpose, and identity as a moral community which transcends (without
excluding) the overtly religious ideology and practice of the denomina-
tional movements of American Judaism.”? Without fully recognizing that
they were doing so, American Jews created an American Jewish polity, a
“matrix of voluntary organizations and associations which carry out func-
tions of community wide concern.”?¢ Beyond the federation, an organi-
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zational structure designed to reduce the costs and burdens on potential
contributors of multiple charitable campaigns, other secular organizations,
such as the American Jewish Committee, the American Jewish Congress,
Hadassah, B’nai B’rith, and synagogue-based social clubs, provided a frame-
work for identification and social contact within the context of a respect-
able communal rationale.?” The concerns of the major Jewish organizations
may have shifted significantly during the postwar era, from, say, an em-
phasis on immigration settlement to Jewish defense and support for Israel,
but there is little doubt that the Jewish polity had become the principal
focus of Jewish religious faith and unity in America.

Nothing, however, seemed to bring Jews closer together than the neigh-
borhoods in which they lived. The historian Deborah Dash Moore has
shown that in the 1950s second- and third-generation Jews continued to
cluster in predominantly Jewish communities at almost the same rate as the
Jews of the immigrant generation, even though new residential opportu-
nities were opening up. In these ethnic enclaves, Jews were able to express
their Jewishness unselfconsciously. “They turned to their neighborhoods to
translate what Jewishness meant into a livable reality and to their public
institutions to give expression to the varied content of Jewish ethnicity,”
Moore explains. The associational patterns of the Jewish neighborhood
were strengthened with networks of occupational ties. “Through residential
concentration, New York Jews often acquired a psychological attitude of
a majority, in a country where they were a small minority. The clustering
of thousands of Jews into city neighborhoods made Jewish living com-
fortable and natural.”?® In New York and other large cities, temples and
synagogues as institutions espousing particular religious doctrines had be-
come peripheral to the interests of most Jews. Philanthropic, mutual-aid,
and fraternal organizations had emerged as the principle outlet for Jewish
extracurricular activities.?” Even during what Nathan Glazer termed the
“Jewish Revival” of the 1950s, American Jews did not really demonstrate
any strong religious drive but rather looked to the flourishing new syna-
gogues and community centers to meet the social needs of individual Jews.
In his search to find a basis for Jewish continuity in the postwar decades,
Glazer focused on the attraction of the “holy community,” the idea that
Jews are bound together, rather than on the acceptance of a specific set of
beliefs.>® For this reason, Glazer wrote, “since the Second World War, Jews
have moved from one concentrated Jewish area only to create new ones—
and largely out of their own desires.”?!

That Jewish self-segregation had become more important with the thin-
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ning of Jewish identity in the postwar decades can be seen in a Commentary
article from 1958, in which a Jewish writer tells of the difficulties he faced
when he considered selling his North Shore Long Island home to a non-
Jewish family. The author writes that the Jews were “herding” themselves
back into ghettos, not out of a fear of anti-Semitism, but out of a fear of
their own Jewishness. “They have so few positive reasons why they’re Jews
they’re afraid to live in a mixed area where they might have to stand up
and be identified. So they flock to these all-Jewish communities where
they can be anonymous and the problem doesn’t exist.” The tone of the
article is one of exasperation at these parochial attitudes, but the author
finally relented and sold his home to Jews. “So North Shore Community
Homes can relax now,” the article concluded.??

That Black demands for racial integration would be particularly trou-
blesome for Jewish communities did not escape the notice of some Black
activists. While the Black image of the Jew as a nonwhite would go
through a significant transition in the late 1960s, inspiring a whole new
dynamic in race relations, a number of Black writers acknowledged that
Blacks traditionally viewed Jews as something other than just another white
ethnic group.®® In the late 1940s James Baldwin wrote that Blacks believe
the Jew “has suffered enough himself to know what suffering means” and
that an “understanding is expected of the Jew such as none but the most
naive and visionary Negro has ever expected of the American gentile.”
But in terms of racial integration, at least one well-known Black journalist
suggested that Jewish racial otherness in some cities was the single greatest
obstacle to achieving racial balance. In his book The Negro Revolt, Louis
Lomax wrote that while Jews were more than just another group of whites,
“they are a people with a tradition, which, as both a theoretical and prac-
tical matter, offends Negroes.”> Lomax accused the Jews of being more
opposed to integration than other whites not because they hated or dis-
criminated against Blacks but because they strove to realize that element
of their Jewishness that called for “togetherness.” Lomax believed that
Blacks in cities with large Jewish populations were discriminated against,
not primarily because they were Black but because they were gentiles.
Following this logic, Lomax asked a series of pertinent questions: “How
do you satisfy a Jew’s right to live among other Jews without abrogating
my right to rent or buy the house next to his? What modern Solomon
can mediate the conflict that arises when I try to rent a store on Harlem’s
125th Street from a Jewish landlord who wants another Jew to have the
space?” While the Black American was inspired by the ambition “to get
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the hell out of the Negro ghetto” as soon as he could, Lomax wrote, the
Jew was “motivated in precisely the opposite direction.” 3

Other civil rights activists were less understanding of Jewish “together-
ness” than Lomax, and this led to virulent attacks on the predominantly
Jewish leadership of the garment trade unions.’” The largest Jewish-led
unions, the International Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU), the
Amalgamated Clothing Workers, and the United Hebrew Trades, had been
historically friendlier toward Blacks than most other trade unions, but it
was precisely this friendliness that made them, rather than the more exclu-
sionary Irish and Italian building trades unions, the target of civil rights
activists.*® Despite the unions’ historical willingness to reach out to Blacks,
by the 1960s garment union old-timers were engaging in strategies designed
to keep recently hired Black and Puerto Rican employees out of the in-
creasingly scarce better-paying jobs.* But the ILGWU'’s efforts to respond
to the shrinking of the white ethnic labor pool by hiring Blacks and Puerto
Ricans in the first place reveals that the attack on the Jewish-led labor
unions as an enclave of Jewish solidarity was anachronistic. While the un-
ions had been in the past perhaps the most important ethnic-based organ-
izations for Jews, by the time of the civil rights attacks they had become
increasingly less Jewish, and young Jews were not looking to them as a
source of future economic mobility or Jewish communal sustenance. While
Jewish leaders continued to dominate the unions, by the late 1950s they
were dealing increasingly with non-Jewish workers.*’

Nevertheless, in pointing out the importance to Jews of voluntary as-
sociation, Black critics like Lomax exhibited keen insight. The decline of
the Jewish-dominated unions was just one element of the broader disap-
pearance of the immigrant stamp on Jewish life, and many Jews sought to
associate closely with Jews in other venues precisely because the institutions
of the immigrant generation were dying. The evolution of civil rights lib-
eralism from desegregation in the South to racial integration in the North
had, in a sense, forced Jews to decide the mode of identity to which they
were most committed: liberalism or community. As the walls of exclusion
began to fall, the need for Jews to prove that they were like everyone else
began to give way to a need to prove that they were still somehow dif-
ferent. Jewish commitment to liberalism and the cause of equal rights for
all had been, for more than a decade, the predominant mode of expressing
that difference. By clinging to the liberal ideal of full equality for individuals
and aligning themselves with Blacks, American Jews were assured that they
were performing a very particular Jewish moral function. But the advent
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of the integration movement in the North forced Jews to ask themselves
the meaning of this stance. Black demands for integration and racial balance
posed serious questions for Jews dependent for a living Jewish identity on
neighborhood uniformity, Jewish community centers, day schools, summer
camps, and other communal arrangements.

Aware of this conflict, a small number of Jewish writers began to ques-
tion the assumptions upon which many Jews predicated their unconditional
alliance with the civil rights movement. C. Bezalel Sherman, a sociologist
and writer associated with the Labor Zionist monthly Jewish Frontier, agreed
that Jews had a responsibility to support Black rights but argued that the
headlong stride for complete racial balance would only intensify de facto
segregation and that it would be particularly deleterious for the Jewish
community, for whom the loss of neighborhood schools would severely
impact attendance at afternoon schools. “Jewish education, the most im-
portant instrument of Jewish group survival, would thus be destroyed to
the benefit of no one.”* Abraham Duker, the Yeshiva University historian
and librarian, shared Sherman’s concern. Duker believed that proposals to
bus children out of neighborhood schools to achieve greater racial balance
posed a serious threat. “[W]e . . . are struggling for cultural and religious
survival, and as a group we have rights to both. Negro spokesmen have
shown little understanding of this aspect of Jewish life.” +?

For the most part, though, the identification with the struggle of Blacks
proved too powerful for liberal Jewish communal leaders to realistically
assess the condition of the Jewish community and its interests relating to
racial integration. Rather than deal openly with the major cultural problems
associated with growing freedom and assimilation, liberal Jewish leaders
defined the well-being of the Jewish community as one with the success
of an increasingly militant fight for racial integration. Many believed that
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Jewish ambivalence over any aspect of the militant civil rights program
itself posed the greatest threat to American Jews as Jews, and identified
integration as a moral imperative on which the future of the Jews in the
United States was staked. Obviously aware of the problems of Jewish com-
munal erosion, many of these leaders argued that, by providing the Jewish
community with an opportunity to renew its commitment to the Jewish
ethical tradition, the new militance of the civil rights movement would
work to strengthen Jewish identity. In this sense, Jewish continuity and
survival had become so linked in the mind of liberal Jewish leaders with
active participation in the fight for racial integration that the possibility of
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a clash between Jewish communal survival and the civil rights movement
was rarely entertained.

Jewish Civil Rights Militants and Integration

The idea that the integrity of the American Jewish community was inex-
tricably linked to the growing militance of civil rights protest was perhaps
most memorably stated at the historic March on Washington in August
1963 by Rabbi Joachim Prinz of the American Jewish Congress, a refugee
from Nazi Germany. Rabbi Prinz declared that the Jewish historic expe-
rience of three and a half thousand years commanded that Jews speak out.
“[1]t is not merely sympathy and compassion for the Black people of Amer-
ica that motivates us,” Prinz declared. “It is above all and beyond all such
sympathies and emotions a sense of complete identification and solidarity
born of our own painful historical experience.” Without making explicit
his support for a program of full integration, Rabbi Prinz made it known
that there were no Jewish concerns about integration that superseded the
importance of support for the militant civil rights program. “Even those
who believe that we have our own problems and should have little time
to meddle in this understand that we would forfeit our place in America
as a spiritual and religious force if we were to stay out.”*

Abraham Joshua Heschel, perhaps the most influential Jewish theologian
of the postwar period, also maintained that the march toward full racial
integration could result in a spiritual renewal for American Jews. A pro-
tessor of ethics and Jewish mysticism at the Jewish Theological Seminary
and a refugee from Nazi Germany, Heschel became the chief spiritual
spokesman for American Judaism during the 1950s and 6os. Heschel was
extremely active in the civil rights movement and marched alongside Mar-
tin Luther King and Ralph Bunche at the head of the famous 1965 civil
rights march from Selma to Montgomery. But he made his biggest splash
two years before the march, at the 1963 National Conference on Religion
and Race in Chicago. At this centennial commemoration for Lincoln’s
Emancipation Proclamation, Heschel noted that the first racial dialogue
took place between Moses and Pharaoh, and he described racism as the
world’s greatest threat to mankind.** Heschel believed strongly that nobody
was free of the obligation to be a civil rights activist, proclaiming at one
point that “There is an evil which most of us condone and are even guilty
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of: indifference to evil” and excoriating all Americans for their complicity in
the evil of racial injustice. “Some are guilty, but all are responsible.”* A
genuinely powerful and original theologian, Heschel went so far as to de-
fine the Jewish community in relationship to the struggle for civil rights.
Speaking directly to his coreligionists, Heschel articulated what became
perhaps the most characteristic impulse of liberal Jewish expression. “The
plight of the Negro must become our most important concern. Seen in
the light of our religious tradition, the Negro problem is God’s gift to
America, the test of our integrity, a magnificent spiritual opportunity.”

By the early 1960s, large numbers of American Jewish leaders and in-
tellectuals had identified so strongly with Heschel’s belief that they ne-
glected to address the specific complications for Jews that stemmed from
the prospect of unimpeded racial integration. As race militants, these Jewish
spokespersons joined in the attack on the white middle class in general and
on the Jewish middle class in particular, identifying Jewish purpose with
civil rights militance and often substituting civil rights activism for the more
difficult task of developing a sustainable, functional mode of Jewish living
in the United States. These Jewish critics showed little sympathy for mid-
dle-class Jews caught between their belief in racial justice and their desire
to maintain distinctive Jewish communities and institutions in both the
cities and the suburbs of postwar America.

One of the more outspoken critics was Charles Silberman, a journalist
and editor at Forfune magazine, whose widely read and highly regarded
1964 volume, Crisis in Black and White, was one of the first efforts to attack
the theory that the problems of Blacks in Northern cities were similar to
those of other immigrants and to emphasize the special difficulties caused
by color and race discrimination.*” Silberman believed that American Jews
had not adequately understood the shift in the civil rights struggle from
the early legal battles to the more militant techniques of the early 1960s.
“The fight for racial justice has radically changed character and direction
in the past several years, but we Jews—and by ‘we Jews’ I mean the
leadership of the major Jewish religious and lay organizations, not just our
benighted rank and file—have not changed with it,” Silberman wrote.*
Silberman insisted that as a “committed Jew,” he was sure that “our own
survival is at stake, for our inaction undermines that passion for freedom
and that commitment to justice which always have been a justification of
our survival as a people.”* Attacking the Jewish middle class for being
bound to material gain and for failing to support serious social change,
Silberman described their mind-set: “We’d like to participate in the fight
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for racial justice, all right, but not if it means that we must soil the middle-
class garments of respectability all of us—rabbis and laymen—have learned
to wear.”*® Ironically, at the same time that he excoriated the middle class
for its lack of involvement in the civil rights struggle, Silberman castigated
white liberals for their support of Black causes, which had kept Blacks in
a state of dependency. “White philanthropy, white liberalism, white sym-
pathy and support . .. have had a similar effect of preventing African-
Americans from standing on their feet.”>" The result, according to Silber-
man, “has been a serious strain between African-Americans and white
liberals; including . . . Jewish white liberals.” 2

Perhaps the most radical attack by a Jewish leader on middle-class Jews
with regard to civil rights was that of the well-known rabbi and activist
Arnold Jacob Wolf. In his essay “The Negro Revolution and Jewish The-
ology,” Wolf accused the entire Jewish community of being incurably racist
and “bourgeois.” For Wolf, the Jews were the people who kept the racist
and evil capitalist system going. Wolf explained that Jews, like the people
in his own congregation, were largely entrepreneurs, advertising executives,
promoters, small manufacturers, salespeople, and tax experts whose function
in American society it was “to grease the wheels of capitalism—that very
capitalism which first fires and last hires Negro workers, that very capitalism
whose profits are squeezed from machines destined to displace the Negro
as America’s muscle.” Wolf argued that the “American Jew lives by his
superiority to and distance from the American Negro and the American
poor” and that the Jewish community made showy gestures that looked
supportive of Black rights but nevertheless did not put at risk the Jews’
own position in America. The Jew “will approve of integration, but oppose
every possible step toward it. He will support non-violence . . . but never
participate in direct action. . .. The bourgeois Jew will hold art fairs for
civil rights organizations and not demand to know where the money goes,
because he does not really care.” After upbraiding American Jews for
their alignment with ineffectual Democratic policies, Wolf issued a political
litmus test of his own, surmising that Jews must serve God politically by
becoming a “pressure group for higher taxation . . . for mental health . . .
[and] for civil rights.” %

The Jewish race militants were so convinced of the moral primacy of
civil rights and that the fate of the Jews was tied to a program of militant
activism that at least one of them drew an analogy between Jewish hesitance
on racial integration and the indifference of average Germans to the Ho-
locaust. Rabbi Henry Cohen of Philadelphia insisted that “some Jews are
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as indifferent to the fate of the Negro as were so many Germans to the
fate of the Jew!”% But while Cohen chose the citizens of Nazi Germany
as a mode of comparison, two prominent Jewish sociologists, B. Z. Sobel
and May L. Sobel, were convinced that middle-class Jews were more anal-
ogous to the antebellum Quakers. The Sobels worried about Jewish con-
tinuity, but they identified the threat to continuity in the possible Jewish
withdrawal from civil rights activism, not in the challenge posed by racial
integration to Jewish association. It was their opinion that the pressure from
rank-and-file Jews on Jewish organizations to withdraw from the civil rights
movement was leading the Jewish community the way of the Quakers.
The Quaker church, the Sobels explained, had been opposed to slavery
before the Civil War and had cleansed its own house of slaveholders but
had refused to take up cause with the abolitionists or to risk a North/South
split in the church. They consequently lost support and membership, be-
coming a quaint but insignificant religious group because of their inability
to “move beyond the level of liberalism which had become institutional-
ized by the 18th century.”%” The alleged Jewish withdrawal from civil rights
was a similar case, and Jews were losing sight of their “central binding
mission,” putting the Jewish community’s survival into serious doubt. The
“Jews of the past saw in their lives a mission to live the Torah, to speak
to the world of the one true God, and of a latter age to bear the message
of prophetic justice and social melioration. There is no comparable central
idea for them as a group in the 20th century,” the Sobels wrote.*® For the
Sobels, the commitment to civil rights could now form the basis for soli-
darity and a “guiding idea” for the Jewish community. The Sobels urged
community leaders to act as a “goad and a rod” to push the Jewish com-
munity into action, even in the face of open hostility. “Large-scale work
in and with the Negro community must be undertaken, even in the face
of a rebuff from the revolutionary Negro leadership, and work in the Jewish
community should be intensified even in the face of violent reaction.”>°
That Jewish race militants saw the struggle for racial integration as the
primary vehicle for a strong Jewish identity could be seen in the way some
of them viewed the alienated Jewish youth from the North who made up
such a large contingent of the civil rights volunteers in the South through-
out the early 1960s. Charles Silberman believed that many of these youth
had drifted away from Judaism because the Jewish community lacked a
commitment to social action. “Can we find no way by which young Jews
can participate in the civil rights movement as Jews?” he asked.® Silberman
was not alone in his belief that the way to stronger Jewish identity among
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Jewish youth was through greater civil rights activism. Albert Chernin, the
director of community consultation for the National Jewish Community
Advisory Council, noted that many of the young Jewish students who took
part in Freedom Summer in Mississippi in 1964 and did not identify as
Jews were in fact acting as Jews but simply did not know it. According to
Chernin, it was the job of Jewish community relations agencies to make
them know it.®! A former Anti-Defamation League official, Murray Fried-
man, ventured to argue that the youngsters who participated in direct ac-
tion protests in the South were acting as Jews in the sense that Judaism
contains large doses of egalitarianism. “It is as if these boys were wearing
their Yarmulkes without knowing it,” said Friedman.®> Marvin Schick, an
orthodox Jewish writer and a New York City mayoral aid, even urged the
orthodox community to meet alienated youth on their own turf. While
he ruled out making religious compromises with this alienated youth,
Schick felt that advocacy of civil rights by the orthodox community “can
help to prepare the way for a relationship with alienated young Jews.” ¢

But, by all indications, it was unlikely that the adoption of more militant
civil rights activities by the Jewish rank-and-file could have inspired a closer
connection with young Jews who had identified more strongly with left-
leaning social movements. Many of these activists consciously rejected any
Jewish motive for their actions. One young Jewish “freedom fighter” who
participated in a symposium in 1965 insisted that “it would be more ac-
curate to call my background progressive, rather than Jewish.”* Another
participant explained that he decided to participate in Mississippi in the
summer of 1964 because he identified more with being an American than
with being a Jew. “I got involved in this great conflict with myself as to
my role as a Jewish American,” he explained. “Was I to be the one to be
pushing for the development of the State of Israel? Was I a Jew in that
sense, or was I an American? I concluded that I was an American and that
this [civil rights] was the struggle that was being fought.”% Another par-
ticipant explained his problem with defining Jewishness as his motivation
for participating in “Freedom Summer.” “The trouble with this question
is that when we say, what is there about being a Jew that brought you
down [South], well, all kinds of people are down, Christians are down,
and agnostics and atheists.” The young man explained that he thought it
was “destructive” to bring “one’s Jewish tradition and background into
this.” ¢

Similarly, the two most famous young Jews to participate in, and ulti-
mately to give their lives to, the civil rights struggle in the South, Andrew
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Goodman and Michael Schwerner, were quite ambivalent about their Jew-
ish identity. These two idealists and civil rights martyrs were killed by white
racists along with their Black companion, James Earl Chaney, in the sum-
mer of 1964 in Mississippi. It is reasonable to assume that Goodman was
influenced more by his Communist background than by his Jewish back-
ground. Goodman’s parents were sympathizers who often held fundraisers
in the 1950s in their Manhattan apartment for professors accused of Com-
munist ties. The convicted Communist spy Alger Hiss was a visitor to the
Goodman home. Schwerner identified himself as an atheist who believed
in the infinite perfectibility of men. Deciding at age thirteen not to become
a bar mitzvah, he later declared that he was not Jewish but rather “only”
a man.”’” There seems to have been an interesting generational dynamic
going on among the Jews of the left which would become far more pro-
nounced with the radicalization of the youth movement in the late 1960s.
Whereas the promise of universal equality had made leftism in all its va-
rieties appealing to earlier generations of young Jews marked with the
indelible etchings of the Jewish ghetto, later generations of young Jews
seemed to have absorbed much of the older generation’s universalism but
little of the Jewish ghetto. It seems more accurate to say that those Jewish
youth who found meaning only in civil rights activism had not been run-
ning away from a static or “irrelevant” Judaism but in fact had never really
been affected by any meaningful Jewish experience. As the journalist Jack
Newfield put it, the young alienated Jews were “the children of economic
surplus and spiritual starvation who sought to give meaning to their lives
by identifying them with a cause greater than their own personal needs.” %

The reaction of Jewish race militants to the issue of rising Black anti-
Semitism revealed that, in some cases, their commitment to radical racial
change transcended even the most rudimentary concerns about basic com-
munal defense and safety. The most conspicuous instance of Black anti-
Semitism was the growing popularity of the Black nationalist Nation of
Islam. The seething poverty of most Black slums made the nationalist phi-
losophy of the Black Muslims appealing. The Nation of Islam, which de-
rived much of its philosophy from Marcus Garvey and the Moorish Temple
Movement of Noble Drew Ali of the 1920s and 1930s, preached Black
supremacy, racial segregation, social uplift, and economic self-reliance. The
philosophy of the group, led by “Messenger of Allah” Elijah Muhammad
and his second-in-command, Malcolm X, taught that Blacks were God’s
original creation and that “out of the weak of the Black Nation, the present
Caucasian race was created.” The central myth of the Black Muslims in-
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volves a Black scientist named Yakub who created the evil white race in
a cave laboratory as an experiment to spite God and his favorite tribe, the
Black tribe of Shabazz. The first group of white people to emerge from
Yakub’s cave were the Jews, who went on to inhabit Europe and become
civilized. It is ironic that in attempting to explain the historical subjugation
of Blacks, the Nation of Islam adopted Western, Christian, and even Jewish
motifs in their mythology. Apparently, Elijah Muhammad himself was
pegged for the biblical figure of Moses, charged with leading his people
out of the United States, the Black man’s Egypt.®” While Jews were thought
to be devils just like all other whites, they were singled out as especially
malicious. “Jews are the Negro’s worst enemies among whites,” wrote the
Black Muslim Minister Jeremiah X. “Unlike other whites, Jews make it a
practice to study Negros; thus they are able to get next to him [sic] better
than other whites. He uses the knowledge thus obtained to get close to
the Negro, thereby being in a position to stab him with a knife.”” It is
noteworthy that despite the Black Muslim rejection of Christianity, the
image of the Jew in Nation of Islam rhetoric remained pretty much the
standard fare of Christian anti-Semitism—namely, that of the Jewish con-
spiratorial usurer, exploiter, and thief. In a standard speech at Temple
Number Seven in Harlem, Malcolm X explained that the Jews “know
how to rob you, they know how to be your landlord, they know how to
be your grocer, they know how to be your lawyer, they know how to
join the NAACP and become the president. . . . They know how to con-
trol everything you got.” Malcolm continued “Goldberg always catches
ya’. If Goldberg can’t catch ya’, Goldstein’ll catch ya’. And if Goldstein
don’t catch ya’, Greenberg will catch ya’.”7' Like so many others during
this era of growing militance, Malcolm took aim at Jews for their liberalism.
On a nationwide broadcast Malcolm said about sheriff Jim Clark of Selma,
Alabama, the man who used cattle prods on civil rights demonstrators,
“Clark is a wolf but the Jewish liberal is a fox, and the wolf is better because
with him you know where you are.””? Some of Malcolm’s fulminations
were aimed at displacing Jews from their historic role as victims. “Every-
body talks about the six million Jews,” he complained, “but I was reading
a book the other day that showed that one hundred million of us [Black
Americans] were kidnapped and brought to this country—one hundred mil-
lion. Now everybody’s wet-eyed over a handful of Jews who brought it
on themselves. What about our one hundred million?” 7

Black anti-Semitism did not spring forth only from the Black Muslims.
By the early 1960s, angry and more militant young Black leaders like Cecil
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Moore of Philadelphia, who thought every Jew in the civil rights move-
ment was “a goddam phoney,” gained sizable followings.”* By 1966, even
leaders of civil rights agencies that had received huge financial support from
Jews demonstrated significant anti-Semitism. The most notorious case was
the February 3, 1966, meeting of the board of education in Mount Vernon,
New York, called to discuss desegregation of the local schools. When no
progress was made toward integration, Clifford A. Brown, the educational
chairman of the Mount Vernon chapter of the Congress for Racial Equal-
ity, shouted: “Hitler made one mistake when he didn’t kill enough of you
Jews.” James Farmer, the national director of CORE, ordered an investi-
gation to determine the “context” in which Mr. Brown made his remark
but went on to say that “also intolerable” were the school board’s delaying
tactics in ending de facto segregation in the city’s schools. Farmer’s un-
willingness to unconditionally denounce Brown for his comments
prompted Will Maslow, the executive director of the American Jewish
Congress and a long-time civil rights lawyer, to resign from the national
advisory board of CORE.”

Jews also had reason to believe that many Blacks shared the anti-
Semitism of some of their leaders. A 1964 study by the University of Cal-
ifornia Survey Research Center found that Blacks were significantly more
likely than whites to accept economic stereotypes about Jews, with 54
percent of Black Americans ranking “high” on a scale of economic anti-
Semitism.” Malcolm X’s declaration in January 1964 that “the streets are
going to run with blood” and that “Black people are going to explode”
was followed that summer by a riot in Harlem, the first of a string of 329
riots to take place in 257 cities across the country between 1964 and 1968.
While factors other than anti-Semitism were clearly at the heart of these
disturbances, in the summer riots of 1964 cries of “Let’s get the Jews” were
reported in the press. One report had it that Jews owned as many as 80
percent of the furniture stores, 60 percent of the food markets, and s4
percent of the liquor stores burned and looted in the 1965 riot in the Watts
section of Los Angeles.”

While many Black leaders, including Martin Luther King Jr. and Roy
Wilkins, were quick and thorough in condemning manifestations of Black
anti-Semitism, even friendly Black leaders were inclined to soft-pedal the
issue. At a convention of the American Jewish Congress in 1966, the civil
rights leader and staunch alliance builder Bayard Rustin said that he wanted
“to point out that the term anti-Semitism as applied to Negroes and white
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Christians in this country is not the same thing, and cannot be the same
thing. . . . There is no feeling among black people in this country that they
are superior to Jews, nor is there among black people in the country a
belief that, somehow, Judaism is in a fix.”7®

While this kind of response is to have been expected from Black leaders
eager to keep attention focused on racial injustice against Black Americans,
a much stronger response would have been expected from American Jewish
leaders and intellectuals who had, since the Holocaust, become extremely
sensitive to even the most superficial manifestations of anti-Semitism. But
for many Jewish race militants, the importance of racial integration was so
essential to their definition of Jewishness that they tolerated a level of anti-
Semitism from various segments of the Black community that they would
probably never have tolerated from white anti-Semites. The commitment
of these Jewish race militants to civil rights and racial integration was so
complete that any Jewish impulse toward self-defense and recoil was sub-
ordinated in defining the religious imperatives of the Jew. Thus, at the
same 1966 American Jewish Congress convention addressed by Bayard
Rustin, Charles Silberman delivered an address in which he claimed “anti-
Semitism 1is irrelevant to a consideration of Jewish responsibility because,
in the most fundamental sense, that responsibility stems from us and not
from Negroes.” This statement came as a particular surprise since Silberman
claimed to have been not three feet away from CORE official Clifford A.
Brown in Mount Vernon when he made his statement about Hitler and
the Jews. Nevertheless, it was what Silberman called the “mirror image”
of Black anti-Semitism— “Jewish anti-Negroism”—that concerned him
most. Jewish “anti-Negroism” referred to the “race prejudice ... very
deeply rooted in the American Jewish community” and “the Jewish op-
position to school integration, to housing integration, etc.”” Jews, in short,
were against integration, and this was tantamount to racism. “Unfortu-
nately, the leaders of the Jewish community have not addressed themselves
to...the...emergence of full-fledged, as well as rhetorically camou-
flaged, Jewish anti-Negroism.” 8

At the same conference, Rabbi Arthur J. Lelyveld, the president of the
American Jewish Congress, made a similar point. “I do not serve the cause
of Negro emancipation because I expect the Negro to love me in return,”
he stated. Lelyveld criticized Jews who wanted to focus Jewish energies
and resources on Jewish education and Jewish culture, rather than on in-
tegration and civil rights, arguing that the Jewish community had the re-
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sources to do both. “This is a professional intellectual rationalization of that
disinclination to be ‘involved’ which is so widespread in our time. It is so
much more comfortable to divert one’s gaze.”®!

Albert Vorspan, an official of the Reform movement’s Union of Amer-
ican Hebrew Congregations, attacked those he believed were considering
withdrawing from the civil rights movement because of Black anti-
Semitism. Vorspan wrote, “We are not in the fight for human rights be-
cause we want Negroes to like us . . . but because it is our task as Ameri-
cans, our religious imperative as Jews, and our duty as human beings.” %2

Some Jewish race militants argued that the anti-Semitism of the Black
Muslims was not as bad as white anti-Semitism and did not hold Blacks
responsible for the kinds of attitudes they held. Often, it was explained,
Black anti-Semitism was merely a reaction to white racism or economic
circumstances. Along these lines, Rabbi Kurt Flascher differentiated the
Black Muslim anti-Semitism from that of white right-wing anti-Semites
like George Lincoln Rockwell. “We differentiate between an out-and-out
anti-Semite like Rockwell, whose entire program is to preach the exter-
mination of the Jews, period, and the Black Muslims, which is essentially
a reaction to the racism and the terror and the brutalities to which the
Negro people are exposed.”*

Morris Schappes, the long-time radical and editor of the Marxist-
oriented Jewish Currents, also expressed understanding for the racism and
anti-Semitism of the Muslims, saying that it was similar to Jewish prejudice
against non-Jews arising from the history of anti-Semitism. “I can under-
stand the Black Muslims’ attitude and feeling, because I think it arises from
the same frustration and fear,” wrote Schappes.®*

At the 1964 convention of the American Jewish Congress, Shad Polier,
an AJC official, reiterated his belief that Black anti-Semitism was essentially
the result of a search for scapegoats, but he added that he did not believe
that it or Black nationalism was “pervasive or enduring.” What concerned
Polier most was that Jews might respond by leaving the struggle for civil
rights. “What concerns me, as a Jew,” Polier said, “is not so much the
phenomenon of Negro anti-Semitism but the response of the Jew to that
phenomenon. It is all too easy and natural for the response to be one of
resentment, fear, and hostility. . . . I am concerned lest these things happen
to the Jew.” Polier said he had faith that this would not happen because
“the Jew will not betray his heritage.”% At the same meeting, Stanley
Lowell, chairman of the New York City Commission on Human Rights,
also reproached Jews who would shirk their responsibilities in the struggle
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for equality because the “latent anti-Semitism of a fraction of the Negro
community is now more open and apparent.” #

While some Jewish race militants blamed Jews for Black anti-Semitism,
which they believed was primarily a reaction to Jewish and white oppo-
sition to integration, others took a more indirect attack, arguing that Black
anti-Semitism was essentially economic in nature, and blamed Jews for
exploiting Blacks. Paradoxically, some of the race militants who took this
approach found themselves admonishing Jews for their opposition to in-
tegration while demanding that they remove themselves as business owners
from Black communities. The fear that Jews might be disproportionately
responsible for Black economic exploitation was based on the old socialist
belief that economic relations between sellers and buyers must always be
hostile and on the mistaken notion that the objects of irrational prejudice
could somehow reduce the amount of prejudice aimed at them by simply
changing their behavior. Many Jewish race militants were bolstered in these
beliefs by a selective reading of the work of the sociologist David Caplovitz,
who found that the residents of poor neighborhoods were not only more
likely to pay more for inferior goods and services but were also more likely
to be taken in by dishonest and semidishonest marketing and financing
schemes.?” Interestingly, while Caplovitz made no attempt to quantify the
Jewish element in ghetto business enterprise, he concluded that merchant-
consumer relationships may take a variety of forms. While admitting that
the outcome of these relationships may be hostile, Caplovitz stated that “It
is of some interest that the [Jewish] salesmen are sometimes viewed as
friends. I suspect that a more thorough study might show that the poor
often turn to the merchants with whom they deal for a variety of services
apart from merchandise . . . the poor may consider the merchants as their
allies.”® Anecdotal evidence from Black Americans like the comedian Dick
Gregory and the economist Walter Williams, both of whom credit Jewish
storekeepers in their predominantly Black neighborhoods with extending
themselves to residents personally and financially, has tended to corroborate
this view.®®

While the nature of the economy of slum areas and the roles of the
participants in it remains complex, many Jewish leaders chose to emphasize
Caplovitz’s negative findings regarding the sinister role of ghetto merchants
and salespeople and used this to explain Black anti-Semitism. The well-
known rabbi and author Harold Schulweis of Temple Beth Abraham in
Oakland, California wrote of his experience in which a Black friend had
told a joke implying that Jews exploit Blacks economically and insisted
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that, because of the truthful essence of this joke, Blacks had a right to be
anti-Semitic. After this experience, Rabbi Schulweis did his own research
and diligently read not only Caplovitz’s work but writings by such militant
Blacks as Jeremiah X, James Baldwin, and Louis Lomax, and he concluded
that his Black friend was right—DBlacks have a right to hate Jews. “I will
not deny it,” wrote Schulweis, “I do not relish the thought of meeting up
with my Black friend again.” The solution for Jews in Schulweis’s deter-
mination was to remove themselves from the Black ghetto altogether.
“There is always an alternative to complicity with evil. The alternative for
the Jew is to get out. GET OUT. This is no way for Jews to make a
living.”*°

The line of reasoning that asked Jews to integrate more fully with Black
Americans while simultaneously demanding that Jews dismantle any re-
maining neighborhood contact with Blacks by closing or selling Jewish-
owned shops and buildings in Black neighborhoods found adherents on
the editorial board of the Reconstructionist. The editors of this prominent
Jewish journal of opinion claimed that “anti-Semitism” tended to escalate
with the rise in retail prices “because Jewish retailers are held most re-
sponsible.” It was recommended that a large fund be established to settle
Jewish storekeepers in other neighborhoods. Strangely, just as they had
recommended the separation of certain Blacks and American Jews, they
simultaneously called for a cooperative effort to increase personal contacts
between Jews and Blacks. “So long as Jews know only maids, porters and
other menial workers, and so long as Negroes know only landlords and
storekeepers, a wholesome and constructive dialogue between the two
groups will never be achieved.”®! Apparently, the Reconstructionist editors
were beset by a peculiar class chauvinism that held that respectful relation-
ships between Blacks and Jews could be achieved only by individuals who
shared the same professional rank.

Many of the Jewish race militants did not consider that the emergence
of populist and anti-Semitic elements from the civil rights movement might
constitute a reasonable pretext for Jews to reevaluate their support for the
more militant aspects of the civil rights movement and preferred to quell
the complaints of the Jewish rank-and-file rather than address rising anti-
Semitism among Blacks. In their effort to maintain their links to the Black
cause, it seems some of the most liberal of the Jewish leaders forgot to
stand up for the most important liberal ideals. The militance of some Jews
on the issue of racial integration prevented them from making the cultural
decay of American Jewry and the question of how the civil rights struggle



Jews and Racial Integration in the North, 1945-1966 | 77

in the North affected Jews the first priority. In their one-dimensional use
of the concepts of social justice and Jewish commitment, the race militants
never acknowledged that hesitation among Jews on the issue of integration
could have been, in some instances, an honest disagreement over the spe-
cific applications designed to achieve justice and equality for Blacks, rather
than a disagreement over the general principles. While racism undoubtedly
existed among American Jews, it seems probable that consideration of Black
demands for integration involved an array of concerns that went to the
heart of Jewish identity and communal survival.*?

Jewish Social Theorists and Integration

Given the importance to American Jews of maintaining formal and infor-
mal group ties, it is not surprising that a few Jewish social theorists emerged
as the most important champions of the view that Blacks constitute an
ethnic group similar in kind to other ethnic groups, rather than a unique
social category. While these theorists were likely to acknowledge the
unique problems faced by Blacks, they generally sought, through the in-
terpretation of race relations and the solutions to racial inequality that they
advocated, to steer Black activism between the generally accepted para-
meters of urban group interaction. This view largely reflected ambivalence
with respect to Jewish culture and ethnic attachment. Specifically, the lib-
eral universalism that so many Jewish intellectuals shared, and the value it
placed on the primacy of individual choice in human relations, prevented
them from seeing the ethnic group as anything more than a conduit for
values that may provide the individual with useful economic tools but that
could not be a dynamic and structurally central force in a person’s life.
Accordingly, they acknowledged that slavery and racism had taken a huge
toll on the Black sense of identity and unity and that Blacks had first to
become a united ethnic group with a strong sense of history and culture if
they were to better compete in the urban environment. But they generally
insisted that this unity be based not on race militance or on a strict color
consciousness, which might inhibit or restrain individual Blacks from par-
ticipating in a common culture or from attaining cherished personal aspi-
rations. As a result, these theorists often found themselves in the awkward
position of espousing Black solidarity and self-help, while rejecting Black
nationalist solutions that appeared to threaten individual autonomy. To put
it another way, through their interpretation of race relations in the United
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States, some Jewish social theorists hoped to encourage the making of a
Black ethnic group along the lines of the liberal Jewish one into which
they themselves had been born. Whether this liberal pluralistic model of
group relations, in which the primacy of individual choice is preserved
along with the existence of ethnic subcommunities, was an appropriate one
for Black Americans has become a topic of heated debate among scholars
and activists over the past couple of decades.?® But few have acknowledged
that this model of liberal pluralism may not have been the social arrange-
ment most conducive to Jewish communal sustenance.

While the reasons for the attachment of Jewish academics and intellec-
tuals to liberal universalism are complex, a number of explanations have
been proffered, including such psychological manifestations as “alienation,”
“marginality,” and “self-hate.”* But the idea that Jewish intellectuals felt
“alienated” or “marginalized” in a postwar America characterized by in-
creasing levels of tolerance seems less robust than it might have before the
war.?> While it is true that Jewish academics have been found to be rela-
tively uncommitted to Jewish religion, they have also not been totally
detached from ethnic group concerns.”® Rather, at least among those in
the social sciences and the humanities, Jewish attraction to liberal univer-
salism can probably best be explained in terms of an unapologetic urban
cosmopolitanism. Jewish intellectuals were generally beneficiaries and ad-
vocates of the “cosmopolitan” ideal that was ascendant among American
intellectuals through the mid-1960s and that promoted the view that the
ability to apply reason to experience united all people and was more im-
portant than the inherited characteristics that divided them.?” The assump-
tion upon which the ethos of cosmopolitanism was predicated, that the
individual worth of human beings came not from the race or ethnic group
into which they were born but from the ability to contribute to areas of
knowledge in which all can equally share, carried tremendous appeal for
second-generation Jewish intellectuals, many of whom still felt stigmatized
by the immigrant ghettos of their youth. For these Jews, creating a society
in which the inherited differences between people were tolerated but in
which all men were considered the same under the skin was perhaps the
most worthy objective.®

This liberal cosmopolitanism impacted the view of a number of prom-
inent Jewish sociologists and critics of ethnic groups in the United States,
including such renowned figures as the sociologist Nathan Glazer and the
influential social theorist Irving Kristol. Nobody did more than Glazer in
the early 1960s to promote the idea that Blacks would soon constitute an
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ethnic group in America’s Northern cities, an equal among the family of
American ethnic groups. In a number of well-known articles, and in his
seminal sociological tract of 1963, Beyond the Melting Pot, written with
Daniel P. Moynihan, Glazer set forth the ideas that would become for the
next decade the guiding philosophy on American ethnic groups.” Con-
fronting directly the idea put forth by Will Herberg and others that Amer-
ican white ethnic groups had “melted” away in the decades immediately
following World War II, Glazer argued that in fact the ethnic identities of
most Americans, particularly in large urban areas, remained intact and
meaningful for political, sociological, economic, and psychological pur-
poses. By the third generation, Glazer believed, the descendants of immi-
grants had become “Americans” in dress, language, and most vital concerns,
but he found that they still voted differently, had different ideas about sex
and education, “and were still, in many essential ways, as different from
one another as their grandfathers had been.”'® While many interpreted
Glazer’s thesis as a celebration of ethnicity, in fact the key to the success
of this plural system was the primacy of individual choice. “Individual
choice, not law or rigid custom, determines the degree to which any in-
dividual participates, if at all, in the life of an ethnic group, and assimilation
and acculturation proceed at a rate determined in large measure by indi-
viduals.” 1!

Glazer treated Blacks in New York City as one group in a society made
up of a number of ethnic and interest groups, which, as such, would fight
to improve the lives of individuals through existing economic and political
channels and, in some instances, through alliance with other ethnic groups.
While the situation of Blacks was different in degree and intensity, their
movement up the economic and social scale would closely resemble the
upward movement of other ethnic groups. Unlike those in the South,
Glazer argued that racial attitudes in the North were, at least in the legal
and political realms, of the “American creed” and that, particularly in New
York City, “the larger American experience of the Negro, based on slavery
and repression in the South, would be overcome, as the Negro joined the
rest of society, in conflict and accommodation, as an ethnic group.”'”?

Irving Kristol was also disturbed by the idea of treating Blacks as a special
“pathological” case because of their history of discrimination. In a provoc-
ative analysis, Kristol argued that the situation of Black Americans in
Northern cities differed from that of previous ethnic groups in obvious
ways but that the widespread similarities with other immigrant groups in
Northern cities far outweighed these differences. Kristol believed not only
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that increasing numbers of Blacks were joining the middle class but that
there were in fact historical antecedents for the Black condition, particularly
in the case of Irish immigrants in the mid-nineteenth century. If anti-Black
prejudice in the mid-1960s was worse than anti-Irish prejudice ever was,
Kristol argued, public policy was far more powerfully antidiscriminatory
than it had been previously, and Blacks were securing much more assistance
from government than any other group had before. “It is impossible to
strike any kind of precise equation out of the opposed elements,” wrote
Kristol, “but my own feeling is that they are not too far from balancing
each other.” 1%

It seems that for Glazer and Kristol, the problem for Blacks was not that
they fell outside the ethnic pattern but that they had been so badly off
within it and that this had a lot to do with the perceived lack of a definable
and distinct culture that could unite Blacks in a community based on self-
help. In this belief, they were undoubtedly influenced by the example of
the American Jewish community, which itself had benefited from a long
tradition of communal service and self-help, including the establishment of
settlement houses, Young Men’s and Young Women’s Hebrew Associa-
tions, family desertion bureaus, educational alliances, and job training agen-
cies.!'® While it is difficult to determine how important these communal
self-help efforts were for individual Jews, the stress that some Jewish ethnic
theorists put on self-help as the central characteristic of successful ethnic
groups reflected the secular and utilitarian standard by which they measured
the value of ethnic-group belonging. This utilitarian view of ethnic groups
can be seen in the thin and narrow lines along which the Jewish social
theorists tried to walk with respect to Black solidarity under the program
of “Black Power” and what this revealed about their attitudes toward the
Jewish community. The qualifications with which they laced their calls for
Black self-help, the virulence with which they criticized the movement
toward Black solidarity on the basis of essentialist notions of race, reflected
not only the liberal cosmopolitan approach to ethnic cultures but also the
deep personal ambivalence with which they viewed Jewish ethnicity.

There is no doubt that the impulse for social organization and mutual
self-help among Black Americans was stifled from the earliest days of en-
slavement. Slave codes brought to the United States from the Caribbean,
and later adopted into American colonial and state laws, prevented the
gathering of more than four or five slaves without a white person present.
Along with the Black Codes, which prevented commiseration between
slaves, these devices effectively muted the development of unity and the
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sense of a shared fate. To be sure, free Blacks in both the North and South
did organize themselves into a number of successful societies dedicated to
self-improvement and uplift, but these were generally decimated by restric-
tive legislation in the South, and by immigrant agitation in the North.
More important historically was the emergence of the self-help philosophy
of Booker T. Washington at the turn of the century, which favored the
development of usable job skills, and, of Marcus Garvey in the 1920s, who
championed Black entrepreneurship and helped institute “Buy Black” cam-
paigns. But, in the postwar era, the need to institutionalize Black self-help
took a back seat to the fight for full legal rights associated with such or-
ganizations as the NAACP. By the late 1950s, the goal of legal equality
had come to dominate Black life at the expense of the goals of communal
self-improvement.!® This was one reason for the growing appeal of the
Black Muslims in the 1960s. The Black Muslims had reached deep inside
the Black community to activate the latent impulse for self-help that had
been nurtured so effectively by Booker T. Washington and Marcus Garvey.
While the Muslims did not relinquish the belief that whites were ultimately
responsible for the degradation of Blacks, they did preach that the worst
crime committed by whites was inculcating in Blacks the idea of their own
inferiority. Accordingly, in what is widely considered to be one of the
greatest ironies in American radicalism, the Muslims preached the virtues
of chaste middle-class behavior and Black enterprise and became staunch
advocates of values very similar to those associated with the white Prot-
estant ethic.'%

While the Black Muslims remained a small minority in the Black com-
munity, attracting no more than one hundred thousand members and ex-
periencing only marginal growth between 1960 and 1964, their call for
Black self-help was a major impetus for the emergence of Black Power and
Black separatism in the middle and late 1960s. The Black Power movement
was the general description of that portion of the civil rights movement
that became dissatisfied with integration and the principle of nonvio-
lence.'"”” In the Northern cities, Black Power’s meaning became more
vague, with some Black leaders using the slogan as a means for communal
separation and other militants using it as a political tool to obtain such
controversial demands as preferential hiring and communal control of
school districts.'® Be that as it may, the one thing most Black Power
activists agreed on was the need to sustain a more intense Black conscious-
ness, the foundation for which was the sanctification of the historical legacy
of white racism.
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While the empbhasis on race as a unifying theme may have been necessary
and inevitable in a nation that had for so long justified its subjugation of
Blacks on the basis of skin color, it caused some Jewish social theorists to
sour on Black Power as a solution to Black problems. The difficulty
emerged primarily because the Jewish theorists tended to view the ethnic
group as a voluntary social construct that could assist individuals in making
their way in the world but not as something that required complete sep-
aration and absolute loyalty. It seems likely that the centrality of individual
choice in this view of pluralism had much to do with the attempt on the
part of these theorists to balance the needs of the individual against the
exigencies of group self-help by finding a Black nationalist alternative to
the Black Muslims, one in which individual choice would be preserved
and a narrow racial essentialism rejected.

Irving Kristol, for example, attempted to revive the self-help ideal of
Booker T. Washington, claiming that militance was not “everything” and
that no people could regain its dignity by forgetting its forefathers. Kristol
drew an analogy between the Black separatist impulse to repudiate the
Black “Uncle Tom” image and the similar impulse that had characterized
Jewish nationalism in the nineteenth century. At that time Jews revised
their own history by substituting fighting Jews like Bar-Kochba for the
saintly self-effacing Jews like Rabbi Akiba, who negotiated with the Ro-
mans to preserve a “saving remnant” of Judaism. Just as Bar-Kochba was
the Jewish equivalent of the Black slave rebel Nat Turner, and Rabbi Akiba
the Jewish Uncle Tom, there was even a movement to replace surnames
given the Jews by “gentile” authorities with Hebrew names, just as Blacks
were looking to replace their “slave” names in the 1960s. Eventually, when
Jews established the state of Israel and anti-Semitism declined, this tendency
diminished, and Jews realized that the interpretation of their history as one
long series of heroic rebellions omitted much that defined the character of
the Jewish people. Now, too, Kristol felt, Blacks were in jeopardy of losing
important parts of their history, including the dignity with which “Uncle
Tom” and Booker T. Washington comported themselves, particularly Un-
cle Tom’s demonstration that even when Blacks were physically enslaved,
they were never spiritually enslaved. “The Negro,” wrote Kristol, “having
achieved equality, will still have to establish a satisfactory sense of his own
identity. And on this question, there appears to be at present more con-
fusion than is desirable.”!® In order to take their place as a group among
equals, Kristol argued, Blacks would have to be more of a community than
they currently were, but those Black separatists who attacked the Black
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middle class as submissive “Uncle Toms” were doing a terrible disservice.
It was the economic success of the Black middle class, after all, that would
have to form the basis for the success of Blacks in the future. For Kristol,
with each step toward equality it was becoming more urgent for Black
Americans to achieve a “proud and meaningful collective definition of their
past,” but he wondered if it was necessary for “the American Negro [to]
deny his past and debase his present to seize his future?” '

The most serious attempt to find a more moderate Black nationalism
and to repudiate the racial extremism of the Black Muslims came from the
sociologist Howard Brotz, whose landmark study The Black Jews of Harlem
delved deeply into the question of cultural unity in the Black commu-
nity.!"! Like Glazer, Brotz believed that the goal of the Black American
should be “nothing less than the transformation into a normal American
ethnic community, with its pride and community loyalty which are based
not on resentment or hatred of whites but on an inward self-respect re-
sulting from achievement.” "2 But more clearly than the others, Brotz re-
vealed his liberal faith in the ultimate goals of “normal American ethnic”
communities: specifically, that they should be supportive and helpful to
individuals, and that above all the primacy of individual choice as to the
level of participation in ethnic life and belonging should be preserved.!!?
Brotz argued that the struggle for civil rights had been harmful to the
development of the Black community in that the fight against segregation
tended to draw attention away from building self-help mechanisms. But,
for Brotz, both the accommodationism of Booker T. Washington and the
“protest” leadership associated with the civil rights militance of W. E. B.
Du Bois left little room for the building of a viable Black nationalism. One
relegated Blacks to a separate but unequal existence, and the other enjoined
dependence on white society.'* The key for achieving further success to-
ward Black equality was the maintaining of ethnic choice for both Black
and white communities. By this criterion, the doctrinaire Black nationalism
of the Black Muslims failed as completely as the accommodationist and
civil rights protest models, with its view that the only way for Blacks to
gain respect was to leave the white community altogether or to dominate
it. The problem with twentieth-century Black nationalist ideology as man-
ifested by the Black Muslims and Marcus Garvey is that it responded not
with the idea of a moral community but rather with the idea of a “sect”
whose standards of Blackness an individual was not free to accept or reject.
“Yet, is a Negro inwardly free if he feels less free to straighten his hair
than a white person does to blacken himself in the sun?” asked Brotz.!'s
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The challenge facing Black leadership, as Brotz laid it out was to create a
voluntary community with such pride so that white society would feel free
to woo Blacks. It was in this vein that Brotz looked to the example of the
Black Jews of Harlem.

Like Black Muslims, with whom they shared many views and with
whom they may in fact share a founder, a man named W. Fard who had
studied Judaism and influenced Marcus Garvey before converting to Islam,
the Black Jews began to appear in the 1920s.1"® They contended that Black
Americans were really Ethiopian Hebrews, or Falashas, who were robbed
of their religion and culture by slavery. Like the Muslims, they rejected
the name “Negro,” insisted that they must recover their religion again to
become a viable community, emphasized entrepreneurship and sober liv-
ing, and rejected pork and other foods, sexual promiscuity, and conspicuous
consumption. But the Black Jews were not enamored of the absolute racial
withdrawal from the white world or the unconditional race loyalty that the
Muslims practiced, and this made them attractive to Brotz as the basis for
a Black nationalist alternative. The emphasis for the Black Jews was on
achievement, and their own educational institutions were considered a sup-
plement to the public schools rather than a replacement. Brotz felt that this
positioned the Black Jews well to influence individual Black success while
fostering a certain amount of integration and acceptance, the hallmarks of
the liberal approach to American ethnic groups.

It was not surprising that Nathan Glazer responded enthusiastically to
Brotz’s work, hailing his book as “the single most important intellectual
contribution to the understanding of the Negro revolution that has yet
been written.”'"” The value that Glazer saw in Brotz’s contribution was
that it underscored the idea that assimilation in the United States had always
been partial—that at some point the dominant groups expected that the
assimilating group would want to hold back and maintain its cohesive-
ness.''®* But unwittingly, in championing the moderate nationalism of the
Black Jews, Brotz and Glazer neglected to consider the important potential
implications for the Jewish community. Characteristically, both writers dis-
missed the religious impulse toward Judaism of the Black Jews as secondary
to the social advantages such a religious identification might offer for
Blacks. As a culture, Judaism was useful for Blacks only insofar as it pro-
vided a tool by which they could gain communal autonomy and solidarity
and thereby enhance the social and economic status of Black individuals.
“From my sociological point of view,” wrote Brotz, “it is this rather than
the purely religious considerations which are the crucial aspect of this
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sect.” ' Neither Glazer nor Brotz considered that the religious impulse of
Blacks toward Judaism, despite its mixture of mythology and theological
distortion, could have provided renewed vigor and purpose to a Jewish
community that had lost its ideological consensus. For these theorists, the
cultural autonomy exhibited by the Black Jews, and the widening of the
opportunities for assimilation this autonomy might bring, was of paramount
importance. On the Jewish side of the issue, Brotz and Glazer simply never
considered that the lack of a religious consensus among Jews presented a
problem that might be addressed by the introduction of new and enthu-
siastic adherents to Judaic religious doctrines. The sociologist Milton Him-
melfarb ventured to explain the lack of missionary fervor on the part of
liberal Jews in general. “Diffident about our religion and tradition among
ourselves,” he wrote, “we can scarcely be expected to commend them to
others. . . . In the United States, we could probably welcome a fair number
of Negroes into our midst, if we wanted to. That would be good for
them—so a Jew ought to assume—and especially good for us.” ' Rabbi
Stephen Schwarzchild, the editor of the quarterly Judaism, took Brotz to
task for his hands-off approach toward the Black Jews. The “only cogent
question is whether these Negroes are now or are becoming Jews . . . per-
haps Judaism will do for them, and they for us, exactly what the diagnosis
of our common disease requires,” Schwarzchild wrote.!?!

In the case of Nathan Glazer, it is particularly noteworthy that he did
not see the Black Jews as an important spiritual opportunity for American
Jewry, for he had by this time written extensively of the spiritual crisis
plaguing American Judaism. In Beyond the Melting Pot, Glazer accurately
described a Jewish community in New York that seemed to be losing its
purpose. The failure of American Jews to develop a “satisfying pattern of
Jewish middle-class life,” Glazer wrote, “reflects the general unease of
American middle-class life, as well as the specific Jewish dilemma of find-
ing, in this amorphous society, a balance between separation and the loss
of identity.” 12> Nevertheless, Glazer believed that the solution to the crisis
of American Jewry lay, not in looking inward, in reevaluating religious
commitments and practices, or in reaching out to Black Jews, but rather
in maintaining the historical commitment to liberal and radical causes. It
was not, after all, the Jewish religion that had constituted the primary
Jewish contribution to American life, according to Glazer, but rather the
achievements of “gifted young Jews” in the arts, radical politics, and the
labor movement. Glazer wondered where, with the disappearing of these
“de facto” Jewish environments, these energetic young Jews would con-
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tinue to come from. “One wonders about the supply of such young people
in the future,” wrote Glazer, “will they emerge from the comfortable mid-
dle-class group? One also wonders where they will go.” 12

Like so many other Jewish leaders, Glazer turned to the battle for racial
integration as a way by which American Jews could revitalize themselves
as a group and maintain their commitment to liberal and radical (i.e., Jew-
ish) causes. Glazer’s recommendation, astounding in light of the central
role played by secular communal agencies in American Jewish life and
identity, was the wholesale turnover of Jewish agencies to Blacks.'?* En-
tering a major debate within communal circles regarding the purpose of
Jewish agencies in the United States, Glazer categorically sided with those
leaders who felt Jewish energies and resources should be shifted toward a
focus on the needy non-Jewish and nonwhite groups of the inner cities,
and he used his considerable scholarly erudition to defend this position.

Despite the severe crisis of purpose American Jews were experiencing,
Glazer argued that, among the three dominant ethnic minorities in the
cities at the beginning of the 1960s— Catholics, Jews, and Blacks—]Jewish
needs were the least and their communal resources the greatest. Although
Jews had not had many civic or political dealings with Protestants in the
big cities, it was the WASPS whom they most resembled in their reform-
mindedness, abhorrence of machine politics, and support for civil service
laws. Moreover, to the extent that Jews wanted to maintain a separate
subculture, Glazer pointed out that rarely did they demand help from the
government in doing so. Compared to Catholics, who were concerned
with the imposition of strict moral codes in the public sphere and public
support of parochial schools, and Blacks, who looked to the public realm
to right the wrongs of discrimination, “the Jewish group is the one that is
capable of the greatest objectivity.” 2> If American Judaism was to survive,
Glazer believed, it would have to develop a tradition of “non-self-
interested action for others.” Jews must no longer “take it for granted . . .
that their educational enterprises and welfare agencies should exist only to
serve Jews, that in effect their responsibility in providing services for those
damaged by life remains restricted to their own group,” Glazer wrote.'?
But simply providing services for needy non-Jewish groups was not
enough. Glazer suggested that Jewish agencies become public agencies
rather than just “Jewish” agencies. This included the wholesale turning over
of Jewish community centers and synagogue centers and intergroup rela-
tions agencies— “if one could think of any way of doing it”—to the Black
community. “It would help us all in the end, if we could.”!?” For Glazer,
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the turning over of Jewish communal agencies to Blacks was one way Jews
could continue to be Jews.

The question of the destiny of Black Americans and American Jews in
Glazer’s early work brings us to the heart of a major interpretive debate in
the field of ethnic group sociology. Glazer’s liberal version of urban group
dynamics as expressed in Beyond the Melting Pot and other works has in
recent decades become the prototype for contemporary neoconservative
ethnic analysis, having been redefined as such by radical scholars who reject
the “ethnic” view of Black Americans and who caution against pounding
“the square peg of race into the round whole of ethnicity.” '*® But Glazer
himself did not see his work from the early 1960s in a conservative light,
and when we look at that work more closely it becomes apparent that he
held views about the special needs of the Black community that only a
short time later he himself would forcefully repudiate.'?

Far from being someone who denied the unique difficulties faced by
Blacks in the urban environment, Glazer was in fact quite sensitive to the
special needs of Blacks and willing to consider substantial changes to the
established pattern of group relations if it meant racial progress. For ex-
ample, despite what he had written about preserving the integrity of ethnic
group social networks, Glazer favored a militant approach to public school
integration and empathized with Black parents who did not want to send
their children to all-Black schools. “Negro parents cannot take the position
that Irish or Jewish or Italian parents took before them-—all this will
change. . . . Their history is different, their situation is different, their sense
of self-confidence and self-worth is different.”'® In light of this, Glazer
supported the policy of “permissive zoning” championed by many inte-
grationists and opposed by many white groups, not on the grounds that it
would achieve the racial balance for which it was designed but rather on
the grounds that it would provide greater freedom for the parents of Black
children in poor neighborhoods.!!

Perhaps the most surprising element of Glazer’s early work concerned
the issue of race preferences. By 1965 Glazer noticed that the substantial
increases in funding for Black school districts had resulted in so little ed-
ucational progress that the efficacy of continued increases in public spend-
ing had been thrown into doubt. In a move that seems ironic for the scholar
who would later become the most articulate opponent of affirmative action,
Glazer supported hiring professionals in social welfare, including teachers,
on a racial group basis, a policy he felt might improve chances for the
success of Black and Puerto Rican students.'®? It was within the Black and
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Puerto Rican communities, Glazer felt, that the pressure for achievement,
change, and improvement of the lower classes would most likely be found.
“I think we can draw degrees of understanding and commitment from
Negroes to help Negroes, Puerto Ricans to help Puerto Ricans, that we
cannot in general expect to draw from professionals of other groups.” This
recommendation for preferential hiring would be “a special American way
to the welfare state,” in Glazer’s view.!3?

Years later, Glazer would appropriately describe the kinds of positions
he took in the early 1960s as “mildly radical,” and this “mild” radicalism
was as evident in the solutions he recommended for Black problems as they
were in the solutions he recommended for Jewish problems.!>* If Glazer’s
recommendation that young Jews pursue “non-self-interested action for
others” came to fruition in the involvement of Jewish youngsters in the
radical political movements of the late 1960s, if race preferences in hiring
would eventually become institutionalized, and if the consequences of both
these developments were enough to make Glazer himself their most im-
portant and persuasive critic, one can only conclude that it might have
been better never to have suggested what it would only later become
necessary to repudiate.!®

Jewish Communal Services and Racial Integration

Glazer’s suggestion that Jewish agencies be turned over or dedicated to the
cause of Blacks placed him in the middle of a major debate within the
world of Jewish communal services. After World War II, differences arose
in the ranks of Jewish communal service organizations over the division of
resources between the concerns of society at large and those that were
specifically Jewish. The vast institutional network of Jewish communal
agencies found fewer and fewer Jews among its social service clientele, and
Jewish communal leadership struggled over redefining those agencies’ mis-
sion.

Some Jewish commentators felt that Glazer’s suggestion of turning over
Jewish agencies to Blacks was an invitation to greater Black anti-Semitism.
C. Bezalel Sherman thought that the wholesale conversion of Jewish fa-
cilities into facilities for serving Blacks would go far toward creating ex-
pectations of Jews that were impossible to meet. “In essence, this is another
way of attributing to the Jews greater responsibility for poverty among
Negros. . . . Noble on the surface, such suggestions are in reality a disservice
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to the Negro community, whose crying need is self-improvement as part
of its fight for equality.”'* Lloyd Gartner, a professor at the Jewish The-
ological Seminary, also thought it would probably not make sense for de-
caying Jewish agencies to convert into vibrant Black agencies because it
would be most beneficial for Blacks to get the experience of establishing
these institutions themselves.'” William Avrunin of the Detroit Jewish
Welfare Federation argued that, while Jews as individuals had a responsi-
bility to take action to improve community services in communities where
there were no Jews, this should not be done by Jewish agencies on a
sectarian basis. “[T]he problems of the inner cities are far too vast for Jewish
agencies to shoulder the burden alone,” Avrunin concluded.'®

On balance, however, Glazer’s suggestion was popular among Jewish
communal service leaders, most of whom believed that Jewish agencies had
a part to play in the care of non-Jewish populations, that this role was
indeed obligatory rather than optional, and that the Jewishness of the
agency pointed to that obligation rather than called it into question.'*®
Rabbi Seymour Cohen of Chicago, the vice president of the Synagogue
Council of America, exclaimed that the Jewish community “has an abun-
dance of resources—the experience and basic know-how in the field of
family life” and asked if it would “be too much to ask that some of our
skill be used to help the Negro family?” Cohen reported with pride that
a number of Jewish community agencies had turned over their facilities to
the Black community, pointing specifically to the establishment of the
Anna B. Waldman center, the successor to the famed Irene Kaufman Set-
tlement House in Pittsburgh.'+

Many Jewish communal service leaders emphasized the idea that Judaism
and Jewish institutions must maintain their “relevance” to the modern
world in order to ensure Jewish continuity and that serving Black and other
needy communities was an essential part of doing this. Once again, the
attack on the Jewish middle class was integral to this argument. One par-
ticipant at the 1963 annual meeting of the National Conference of Jewish
Communal Service in Cleveland, Ohio, believed that it was the Jewish
“skill of voluntary community involvement” that was the true Jewish con-
tribution to American life and that that skill was indeed threatened by the
move of the middle class to the suburbs.'*! Manheim Shapiro, an official
of the American Jewish Committee and the editor of The Jewish Digest,
attempted to redefine just what constituted a “Jewish purpose” regarding
the obligations of Jewish agencies. Shapiro raised the question of whether
it would not be a worthy “Jewish purpose” to provide services as Jews for
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Blacks who needed them and could not otherwise obtain them. While
there were circumstances in which “Jewish purposes” were served by
having agencies be exclusively Jewish in composition, Shapiro attacked
Jewish associationalism as a form of identity and maintained that it often
served no sound Jewish purpose. “All too often, the legitimate association
of Jews with each other for relevant group purposes is used as a rationale
for irrelevant exclusion of others.” '¥? Shapiro took the opportunity to ex-
press his hostility toward the suburban Jewish “ghettos” by lambasting the
Jewish tendency toward social exclusion. “Not only do they [the Jews] fail
to meet Negroes, they also fail to meet white Christians on a friendly basis,
and they even fail to meet other Jews of a background or commitment
other than their own. In lives which are narrow and confined, in which
comfort, convenience and sameness are the goals, we will have little op-
portunity to live out our belief in equality.”'*

One of the more thoughtful responses regarding the role of Jewish com-
munal agencies in the civil rights struggle came from Rabbi Arthur Hertz-
berg, a noted historian of Zionism and a longtime leader in Jewish organ-
izational life. At the annual convention of Jewish Communal Service in
1964, Hertzberg said that “segregation is immoral and abhorrent to Juda-
ism,” but he was ambivalent regarding the role of Jewish agencies in
achieving integration. Hertzberg believed that, along with anti-Semitism,
philanthropy was the only issue around which modern Jews have been able
to unify themselves. “During the last two centuries,” Hertzberg said, “Jews
who have been able to agree on nothing else have found it possible to
construct a community in which all share equally, and as Jews, on the basis
of overarching responsibility for less fortunate Jews.”'** The problem for
Hertzberg with using anti-Semitism and philanthropy as unifying forces
was that they shared the unfortunate characteristic of eventually working
against Jewish particularism by expanding their focus to populations other
than Jews. Just as many Enlightenment Jews left the folds of Judaism to
join radical forces and fight anti-Semitism by changing society under the
rubric that “bigotry is indivisible,” so too does Jewish charity respond to
the “classic Jewish warrant” that “we must take care of the poor who
present themselves to us without regard to race, creed, or color.”'* The
more successful Jews are in providing charity to other populations, the less
of a solidifying agent Jewish charity becomes. “Like anti-Semitism, charity,
which was imagined as a last bastion of Jewish particularism, is the shading
off into an activity which inevitably acts to dissolve the specific Jewish
community.” 46
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Hertzberg took issue with the arguments that Jews could not close off
their charities to human suffering of any kind or refrain from contributing
as Jews to the wider democratic society and argued that safeguarding a
particular identity was not in itself an affront to other people. Jews “owe
an obligation to say to ourselves and the Negro community that, from the
Negro perspective, civil rights is indeed the problem, for Jews . . . it is one
of several problems. It certainly does not outrank for them the question of
their own spiritual and cultural survival in America, or their concern for
the rest of world Jewry,” Hertzberg wrote.'#’

Not surprisingly, most of the discussants at the National Conference of
Jewish Communal service did not agree with Rabbi Hertzberg that the
civil rights struggle and Jewish communal services run at cross purposes.
Participants on the whole shared Nathan Glazer’s view that Jewish agencies
had a part to play in the civil rights struggle and that this was not only
obligatory but would in fact work to restore Jewish purpose. The thrust
of this position was that the aims and purposes of Jewish agencies and the
need to remain “relevant” to contemporary problems pointed to that role
rather than away from it."*® The view of Albert Chernin, the director of
community consultation for the National Jewish Community Relations
Advisory Council, was representative. Chernin expressed concern that
Rabbi Hertzberg’s vision of a clash between Jewish survival and the civil
rights revolution might shift the focus from what he saw as the fundamental
threat to Jewish survival—“indifferentism and irrelevance.” Chernin wrote
that the universal nature of the Black struggle was not a threat to Jewish
particularism because the essence of the Jewish experience was that it fos-
tered a humanistic attitude and that the whole purpose of Jewish existence
was to perpetuate the universal truths to which it was committed. “[T]he
urgent business of Jewish community relations agencies, for that matter all
Jewish agencies, is civil rights and Jewish survival,” Chernin wrote. “They
do not collide; on the contrary, they may be mutually reinforcing.” '+

The predominant view of some of the most distinguished Jewish social
scientists and leaders of Jewish communal service was that the Jewish com-
munity could find meaning and purpose by participating in the Black fight
for equality. The preoccupation of some Jewish social theorists with the
development of a positive Black subculture reflected the positive social and
economic experience American Jews had enjoyed as an ethnic subculture
in the United States and the particular affection they felt for the new free-
dom and opportunities that had opened for them as individuals. But it also
embodied the belief that the motive force underlying group unity should
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be voluntary and nonideological, a reflection of the liberal Jewish com-
mitment to individualism and choice. For these Jewish figures, the test of
group effectiveness was not the structure that the group provided to an
individual’s life, or the meaning one found in its core beliefs, values, and
rituals, or the loyalty and obligations it demanded of its members, but rather
how well it defended the social and economic interests of individuals. Most
of these Jews held fast to this belief in analyzing the conditions of both the
Black and the Jewish communities. For the Jewish social theorists Nathan
Glazer, Howard Brotz, and Irving Kristol, as long as the ethnic group in
question fostered the development of its individual members, it was viewed
positively. Internal development and strengthening of group ties were ac-
ceptable so long as the long-range focus was on moving members up and
out into the larger general culture. While Jewish social scientists and Jewish
communal service leaders in general seemed aware of the growing cultural
malaise of the Jewish community, few bothered to set a new direction for
American Jews beyond attempting to revive, and in some cases radicalize,
a civil rights liberalism that was quickly coming to the end of its life as a
viable mode of Jewish identity.

Labor Zionism and De Facto Segregation

One group of Jewish thinkers that was consistently engaged with issues
concerning Blacks were the Labor Zionists who wrote for the journal Jewish
Frontier. The Labor Zionist movement in the United States is of particular
interest in that its premises became, during the 1930s and 1940s, the basis
upon which mainstream American Jewry would throw its support behind
the creation of a Jewish state. Through its various youth groups, its intel-
lectual leadership (which included such luminaries as Hayim Greenberg,
Mordecai Kaplan, and Horace Kallen), and its influence at the pivotal Bilt-
more Conference of 1942 and the American Jewish Conference in 1943,
the Labor Zionists were able to define a Jewish nationalism in accord with
the predominantly liberal religious and political character of American
Jews.’ To a large extent, it was the Labor Zionist doctrine, a mixture of
socialism and Zionism, that guided the activities of the Yishuv, the Jewish
community in Palestine before the State of Israel was founded, as well as
the first socialist government of the state of Israel under David Ben Gurion.

More interesting for the purposes of this book, the writers at Jewish
Frontier, an English-language monthly that began publication in 1934, were,
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in the words of the sociologist Marshall Sklare, the “Jewy Jews.” These
writers were distinguished from most liberal Jewish intellectuals, including
the famed “New York Intellectuals,” in that they were boldly committed
to a combination of Jewish nationalism, socialism, anti-Communism, and
democracy. They aspired to be “nationalist without being chauvinist”
and in this way separated themselves from Jews associated with liberal in-
tellectual forums such as the Menorah Journal, Commentary, and Reconstruc-
tionist, all of which were generally less committed to a strong Jewish na-
tionalism. !

The Labor Zionists were never of one mind on any political issue, but
they expressed a uniform ambivalence about the compatibility of American
liberalism and a strong and unified Jewish community. For example, the
1966 Labor Zionist Organization of America convention broke out in a
huge debate over the issue of compensatory race preferences in employ-
ment. While the final convention statement contained an endorsement of
compensatory race preferences in educational opportunity, it stopped short
of endorsing them in the field of employment, where it asked for only the
“expansion of opportunities.” Those on both sides of the issue used the
principles of Labor Zionism to arrive at their conclusions. The side that
favored preferential treatment for Blacks in employment argued that, just
as the Jewish people needed to gain access to its own land in order to
achieve equality with other nations and utilized a form of international
preference to obtain such access, so, too, did Blacks need preferred access
to jobs to achieve equality with other groups in America. The delegates
who opposed preferential treatment argued that the lesson of Labor Zi-
onism, which emphasized the settlement and farming of the land in Pal-
estine, was that a group of people can achieve equality and dignity only
through its own labor, and not through the device of aid distributed on
the basis of something other than merit.'s?

An even more provocative debate ensued over a proposal to counteract
Black anti-Semitism by removing the Jewish presence in Black ghettos.
The convention never did resolve this debate, and the proposal was never
added to the final statement of the convention on the Zionist grounds that
Jews should maintain their place and conduct themselves with dignity
wherever they were. “Particularly resented,” wrote Daniel Mann, “is any
suggestion that the Jew as a Jew is responsible for anti-Semitism; this is
precisely the ‘defense mentality’ which has been bitterly opposed by Zi-
onists for years.” '>> The convention also rejected the proposition that Jew-
ish agencies should be maintained by Jewish funds for the primary purpose
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of funding programs for Black neighborhoods and clientele, a position fa-
vored, as previously discussed, by many Jewish communal service leaders.

Nevertheless, after World War II, and especially after the founding of
the State of Israel in 1948, the Labor Zionists experienced an identity crisis
not dissimilar to that of other American Jews.!>* As fighters and advocates
for the Jews in America, Labor Zionists were quite sensitive to the nature
of group life in the United States, but they were haunted and confused by
their commitment to two sometimes conflicting goals: the Zionist com-
mitment to Jewish peoplehood and the socialist commitment to universal
equality. Equality was perhaps the one word most expressive of the Labor
Zionist ideology: equality for Israel in the family of nations, equality for
the Jews as an ethnic group in the United States, and equality as a social
principle. In the end, despite the sincere commitment to the principle of
Jewish communal strength, the commitment to social equality seemed to
win out, leaving many of the Labor Zionists only a stone’s throw away
from the civil rights positions advocated by the majority of liberal Jewish
leaders.

The ambivalence of the Labor Zionists toward racial integration was
demonstrated in the debate tripped off by an article published in 1964 by
Marie Syrkin, “Can Minorities Oppose ‘De Facto’ Segregation?” '** In this
controversial essay, Syrkin, the strong-minded daughter of the socialist Zi-
onist theoretician Nachman Syrkin, argued that, except for avowed assi-
milationists, Jews had never made complete integration a goal and that the
insistence of large segments of the Black community for complete integra-
tion posed a huge problem for American Jews.

Specifically, Syrkin explained that she had grown up in New York City
in neighborhoods that were predominantly Jewish and had therefore at-
tended predominantly Jewish public schools. While it was difficult to de-
termine how much of this segregation was voluntary and how much
forced, Jews never believed that the relative lack of gentiles in their pres-
ence was evidence of discrimination. Syrkin believed that in the Jews’
struggle to achieve greater economic, social, and educational mobility, the
emphasis was almost always on better housing and better education, “not
on the enforced presence of non-Jews on the premises.” ¢ Syrkin wrote
extensively on American education systems for such liberal journals as Com-
mon Ground, the official journal of the Common Council for American
Unity, but broke with many of her liberal colleagues by insisting that, if
the schools reflected the population of the surrounding area and its resi-
dential distribution and the school board had not been found guilty of
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excluding particular students, this could not reasonably be called segrega-
tion, for segregation implied a willful process of exclusion.'s” Syrkin con-
cluded that “a minority may justly oppose the quality of housing, schooling
or job opportunities available to it, but with what grace can it object to a
preponderance of its own people?” 158

What disturbed Labor Zionist writers about Syrkin’s article was that it
took the problem of their movement’s clashing ideals head on. The sug-
gestion of American Labor Zionists that vibrant Jewish communities could
obtain in places other than Israel had never been put to a real test. While
most of the Labor Zionists agreed that the traditional cohesion supplied by
the Jewish religion had been shattered, few had been willing to offer a
viable program for regaining it. Syrkin did just that when she argued that
if Labor Zionist philosophy were to bear any fruit, it would require the
“flesh and bones of a culture and a society—the Jewish neighborhood, the
Jewish language, Jewish creative arts, Jewish cuisine—a sense of commu-
nity.”'® Like other Jewish leaders and intellectuals, many Labor Zionists
balked at this difficult proposal because of its open opposition to what they
viewed as the legitimate struggle for Black integration. A symposium in
Jewish Frontier held shortly after Syrkin’s article appeared indicates that while
Labor Zionists believed in the right of Jews and other minorities to self-
segregate, their sensitivity to Black demands and their commitment to
equality seemed to override this important Labor Zionist principle.

Many writers in the symposium agreed that Jews, as a persecuted mi-
nority, had much of interest to say about the race problem, but they main-
tained that Blacks faced special problems that Syrkin had ignored in her
essay. “Let us at least afford to the Negro the same uniqueness that we
have claimed in the past as Jews. When we discuss problems of education,
let us do so with reference to the very special problem of the Negro as
regards education,” wrote Aaron Kohn, a member of the Central Com-
mittee of the Labor Zionist Organization of America. “When we discuss
the problems of racial imbalance, let us realize the very special conditions
for the Negro created by racial imbalance . . . and in considering these
unique racial problems let us be prepared to arrive at solutions equal to the
proportions of the problem.” %"

Daniel Mann, the executive director of the Labor Zionist Organization
of America, insisted that the differences between Blacks and Jews were not
only enormous but crucial, primarily because, with minor exceptions,
Blacks did not have their own unique culture to live by in their own
segregated communities. “Not only did you tear my ancestors away from
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their origins,” wrote Mann of the Black American viewpoint, “but now
you bar my access to your identity which should also be mine.” ¢!

Perhaps, though, the most reasonable and articulate response of the La-
bor Zionists to Syrkin’s article was the answer supplied by the Zionist
scholar Ben Halpern. Halpern criticized Syrkin’s article for being too gen-
eral and rejected some of its specific implications. How, Halpern asked,
can we compare segregated trains, buses, or restaurants to schools? Cer-
tainly, Halpern insisted, the use of buses or trains carried nowhere near the
same consequences as the type of school one attended. Schools were indeed
compulsory, Halpern argued, because they were vital to success in achiev-
ing liberty, equality, and fraternity and should therefore be subject to de
facto desegregation before buses and cafeterias.'®® Syrkin, Halpern felt, was
repulsed by demands for enforced de facto desegregation because of the
Jewish situation, not necessarily because of the situation of Blacks. Halpern,
in turn, was repulsed by Syrkin’s unabashedness in thinking only of the
impact on the Jewish community. Halpern noted that very few Black lead-
ers feared the assimilation of their people but that assimilation was seen as
a very real threat among Jews. “To oppose de facto segregation,” wrote
Halpern, “is in the eyes of the Jewish survivalist, to support assimilation.
.. . But cannot Jewish leaders have enough sympathy with the Negro sit-
uation to understand if this reaction is not shared by the Negro leader-
ship?” 103

While Halpern appropriately asked Syrkin to see the Black position, the
question he and the other respondents failed to address was the one asked
by Syrkin herself in her article: How could a minority “survive without
either a sacrifice of its identity or its equality,” particularly in a society that
was moving toward representative equality and forced integration.!** In the
end, the majority of Jewish thinkers associated with Labor Zionism, sen-
sitized to the Black condition by Jewish history, arrived at a view of Black
demands for full integration not so very different from that of the Jewish
race militants and liberal social theorists. Like the other Jewish leaders and
intellectuals, in negotiating the questions concerning group life in America
that had been brought to the surface by the Black demand for integration,
the Labor Zionists became consumed by the very real needs and demands
of Blacks and neglected to address the pressing needs of the Jewish com-
munity for unity, direction, and inner purpose.



The New York Intellectuals and
Their “Negro Problem,”

1945—190606

You can’t turn Black experience into literature just by writing it
down. —Harry Lesser in Bernard Malamud’s The Tenants

Lesser, you tryin to fuck up my mind and confuse me. I read all
about that formalism jazz in the library and it’s bullshit. You tryin to
kill oft my natural writin by pretending you are interested in the
fuckin form of it.

— Willie Spearmint in Bernard Malamud’s The Tenants

Comparisons of contemporary Black intellectuals with the
famed “New York Intellectuals” of the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s provide a
convenient backdrop for the discussion of the approach to art, politics, and
race of that mostly Jewish group of intellectuals Norman Podhoretz once
referred to as the “family.”! The New York Intellectuals constituted a
loosely knit group of writers and critics who came of age during the 1930s
to challenge the Communist influence in American intellectual life.? Over
the next fifty years, and through roughly three generations of writers, these
intellectuals used a small coterie of low-circulation, high-brow journals like
Partisan Review and Commentary to heavily influence the direction of pol-
itics, literature, art, and culture in the United States.® Specifically, the New
York Intellectuals attempted to foster a unique combination of anti-
Communist, left-wing politics, and high modernism in literature and the
arts. While their legacy is a hotly debated topic among academicians today,
it is probably fair to say that the New York Intellectuals succeeded in
delegitimizing the Stalinist influence in American cultural life and played a

97
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large role in the transfer of the modern art scene from Paris to New York
in the 1950s.* But by the 1960s, the reappropriation of revolutionary Marx-
ism by the New Left, the ascendancy of Black radicalism, and the roman-
ticization of the Third World required that the New York Intellectuals
reposition themselves in relation to the new radicalism. This resulted in the
shattering of long-time friendships among the New York crowd and the
splintering of the group. Combined with the subsequent deaths of a few
key writers and the general dispersion of the American intellectual scene,
this rupture has inspired some critics to lament the demise of the public
intellectual. Most notably, Russell Jacoby in his 1987 book The Last Intel-
lectuals writes disparagingly of university domination over American intel-
lectual life and declares the New York Intellectuals the greatest and last
group of critics to reach a large, educated public.® In the late 1990s, some
critics suggest, a number of Black intellectuals, most of them associated
with universities, have stepped into this void to take a public role in a
United States consumed with issues of race, ethnicity, gender, and popular
culture. Black academics like Cornel West, bell hooks, Gerald Early, and
Henry Louis Gates Jr. are said to have revived the role of the public in-
tellectual, “bringing moral imagination and critical intelligence to bear on
the definingly American matter of race—and reaching beyond race” to
voice what one critic calls “the commonality of American concern.” ¢ The
extent to which the writing of these Black academics has bridged the gap
between their highly specialized fields and often radical opinions and an
educated general public has been the topic of at least one devastating cri-
tique.” But the comparison of the Black intellectuals with the New York
Intellectuals of the past is instructive as much for the differences between
the two groups as it is for the characteristics they share.

Some of the points at which the two groups diverge have much to do
with the changing intellectual climate over the past few decades. The Black
intellectuals are far more at home delving into the various forms of popular
culture and deriving meaning and significance from them. In this they have
participated in the general blurring of the lines between “high” culture and
“low” culture that has occurred since the 1960s and which for all practical
purposes has erased a distinction that was central to the modernist concerns
of the New York Intellectuals. It is also the case that most of the Black
intellectuals have risen to prominence within the academic fortresses of
American universities, usually in Black studies departments, whereas most
of the New York writers began their careers as free-lance critics and es-
sayists, a distinction that is vital to understanding the role of Jewish intel-
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lectuals in American life and one that will be discussed more fully in the
conclusion to this chapter. But most important, the New York Intellectuals
and the Black intellectuals arrived at their feelings about their own identities
as Americans from highly divergent starting points. “Although the New
Yorkers are perhaps best known for their Jewishness,” writes Robert Boyn-
ton, “it wasn’t until relatively late in their careers that they made their
ethnic heritage a conscious component of their intellectual lives. By con-
trast,” Boynton continues, “most Black public intellectuals have had the
concept of Blackness at the very center of their thinking from the start.”®
The New York Intellectuals were primarily second-generation immigrants
who spent most of their early years trying to convince themselves and
anyone else who would listen that their Jewishness did not matter on the
most important questions in life. By contrast, the Black intellectuals, having
been born into the firmament of the civil rights revolution of the postwar
decades, were indoctrinated with the belief that politics and race are intri-
cately and intimately connected. “What Marxism was to Lionel Trilling,
Clement Greenberg, Philip Rahv, and company, Black nationalism is to
West, Gates, Hooks, et al.: the inspiration, the springboard, the template,
but also the antagonist and the goad,” writes professor Martin Berube.? In
other words, the Black intellectuals were born Black; the Jewish intellec-
tuals had to discover their Jewishness."” While one must appreciate the
increasingly dominant role of universities in American intellectual life, an
understanding, at some level, that the Black intellectuals have come to
prominence with a surfeit of institutional support, whereas the New York
Intellectuals had to prove to the world that they were “Americans” before
gaining widespread recognition, suggests that the Black past weighs far
more formidably on the formation of American institutions than the Jewish
past ever has. This point is central to an understanding of the historic role
played by Blacks and Jews in the United States and, by extension, to the
roles of Black intellectuals and Jewish intellectuals in American culture.
That Black intellectuals have gained national prominence writing primarily
about being Black, while the New York Intellectuals gained prominence,
at least initially, by putting as much distance between themselves and their
Jewishness as possible speaks volumes about this social dynamic. That the
New York Intellectuals understood implicitly the rather inconsequential
nature of the cultural relationship of Jews to the United States is evinced
in their attempts to balance the requirements of Jewish culture and Amer-
ican culture, of modernism and politics, and of race and art. Looking back,
the efforts of the New York Intellectuals to create a truly cosmopolitan
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high culture based on the standards of Western modernism may have been
an impossible dream, given the ferocity of the current opposition to
such a goal. But it was also probably more successful than any other at-
tempt before or since to create a common high culture in the United
States in which all can share equally. Perhaps more interesting is the way
in which the New York Intellectuals struggled with their own place as
Jews in creating such a shared culture, and the intellectual acrobatics some
of them engaged in when they discovered that the Black experience in the
United States did not lend itself to the ideals of ethnic choice and the
aesthetic autonomy of art upon which so many of them had staked their
careers.

Jewishness and the New York Intellectuals

In a well-known essay, Irving Howe wrote that the New York Intellectuals
represented perhaps America’s only claim to an intelligentsia and ascribed
to them the following characteristics: they were anti-Communist, radical,
and had a fondness for ideological speculation; they wrote literary criticism
with a strong social emphasis; they “revel[ed] in polemic”; they strove self-
consciously to be “brilliant”; they played a role in the internationalization
of American culture, “serving as a liaison between American readers and
Russian politics, French ideas, and European writing”; and they were “by
birth or osmosis” Jews.!! Howe’s inference that all of the intellectuals as-
sociated with this group were Jews is, of course, not true. Non-Jewish
associates of the group included such notables as Elizabeth Hardwick,
Dwight MacDonald, Edmund Wilson, Mary McCarthy, F. W. Dupee,
William Barrett, James Baldwin, and Richard Chase, as well as such “kiss-
ing cousins” as Robert Lowell, Ralph Ellison, John Berryman, Murray
Kempton, Michael Harrington, and James Agee. Nevertheless, Norman
Podhoretz, a member of the third and last generation of New York Intel-
lectuals, justified the term “Jewish” to describe this milieu on the basis of
“clear majority rule and by various peculiarities of temper.”!?2 The over-
whelming majority of New York Intellectuals were of Jewish background,
and the concerns and preoccupations of the group over the decades re-
flected its Jewish composition.

Given the Jewish makeup of this intellectual family, it is interesting to
note how completely the New York Intellectuals reflected the crisis of
Jewish ambivalence in America. Largely the children of immigrant Jews
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who wanted to break free of their parent’s tradition-bound world, the New
York Intellectuals originally viewed themselves as “marginal men” caught
between a Jewish culture they no longer wanted and an America that did
not fully accept them. The sociologist Daniel Bell has written that for the
bulk of Jewish intellectuals, the anxiety was translated into the struggle
between fathers and sons: “Few generational conflicts have had such ex-
posed nakedness, such depths of strain as these.”'* A poignant depiction of
this strain takes place in Isaac Rosenfeld’s novel Passage From Home.'* The
protagonist, Bernard, describes a scene in which his father enters his bed-
room, walks around, and stops in front of the bookcase, staring at the
books. “He always seemed to regard them as strange and remote objects,
symbols of myself, and they related to him—it was with his money that I
had bought them—and yet as alien and hostile as I had myself become.” '
“Nobody,” Irving Howe wrote, “who has been brought up in a Jewish
family . . . can read this passage without feeling that there is true and ac-
curate perception.” ¢

This feeling of marginality among the New York Intellectuals explained
a great deal about their attraction to radicalism in the 1930s. They sought
not to hide their Jewishness or to pass for non-Jews but to “overcome”
their Jewishness by putting it behind them.!” In fact, being of Jewish back-
ground seemed to endow them with a special gift for radicalism. As Jews,
most of the intellectuals had been restricted from careers in universities and
other avenues of employment and had witnessed the frightening rise of
anti-Semitism in the United States between the world wars. This only
compounded their feelings of alienation derived from the history of per-
secution their parents brought with them to America and fastened them
on the side of the persecuted. Unlike the non-Jewish radicals of the period,
therefore, the New York Intellectuals were also attracted to radicalism be-
cause it allowed for a degree of continuity with their Jewish past and served
as part of their transition from the ghetto to the larger society. In the end,
wrote one historian, they “joined because the radical movement provided
specific outlets for . .. [their] talents . ..and because it allowed them to
apply their heritage in a new and appropriate manner, rather than requiring
to cast it off. . . . They planned to be emissaries from their parents’ world,
not exiles.” '8

The Jewish intellectuals did not convert or renounce their Jewishness,
then, but neither did they strongly affirm it. In a February 1944 symposium
entitled “Under Forty: American Literature and the Younger Generation
of American Jews,” conducted by the Contemporary Jewish Record, the pre-
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cursor to Commentary magazine, many of the core players in the first gen-
eration of this New York Intellectual milieu expressed their ambivalent
feelings toward being Jewish.!” The most prominent literary critic of the
group, Lionel Trilling, maintained that “as the Jewish community now
exists, it can give no sustenance to the American artist or intellectual who
is born a Jew.”?" The art critic Clement Greenberg voiced similar feelings,
writing that “Jewish life in America has become, for reasons of security, so
solidly, so rigidly, restrictedly, and suffocatingly middle class. . . . No people
on earth are more correct, more staid, more provincial, more common-
place, more inexperienced.”?' The writer and critic Alfred Kazin asked
what was Jewish about the American Jew—“What does he believe, es-
pecially in these terrible years, that separates him at all from our national
habits of acquisitiveness, showiness, and ignorant brag?” 2

To the extent that Jewishness offered the New York Intellectuals the
psychological posture of “alienation” and put them in an advantageous
position to lead the political or cultural avant-garde, they flaunted it. The
poet Delmore Schwartz, for example, declared that, through anti-Semitism,
“the fact of being a Jew became available to me as a central symbol of
alienation, bias, point of view, and certain other characteristics which are
the peculiar marks of modern life, and I think now, the essential ones.”
But for the most part, Jewishness was allowed no broader claims.?

Nevertheless, a number of postwar developments seriously challenged
alienation as a common mode of identity for the New York Intellectuals.
During the 1940s and 1950s, the decline of anti-Semitism resulted in the
widespread recognition of the work of some New York Intellectuals, and
the broad audience of mass-circulation magazines began to open up for
many of them. The novels and criticism of such writers as Saul Bellow,
Isaac Rosenfeld, Delmore Schwartz, Lionel Trilling, Alfred Kazin, Bernard
Malamud, and Philip Roth began to attract widespread attention, as did
the art criticism of Clement Greenberg, Harold Rosenberg, and Meyer
Shapiro. Other New York Intellectuals found jobs in universities that had
previously been closed to them, all of which made further declarations of
alienation seem unbecoming. Another factor in the postwar changes was
the experience of the New York Intellectuals with the Communists during
the war. Disturbed by the willingness of the Communist groups on Amer-
ican soil to countenance Stalin’s dictatorship, as well as by the barbarity
visited by fascism on Europe, the New York Intellectuals began to regard
the middle class as an important bulwark against totalitarianism.?* Eventu-
ally, the impact of the Holocaust occasioned a reevaluation of what being
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Jewish meant to the New York Intellectuals. The Holocaust weighed heav-
ily on the psyche of the New Yorkers in a way they did not realize until
much after the war, a delayed response that Irving Howe called a kind of
“culture lag,” a “recognition behind reality.”? The Holocaust obviously
caused Alfred Kazin to rethink his disdain for the common Jews about
whom he had written with such derision during the war. In his autobio-
graphical New York Jew, Kazin wrote, “{I|n my private history of the world
I took down every morsel of fact and rumor relating to the murder of my
people. . . . I could imagine my father and mother, my sister and myself,
our original tenement family of ‘small Jews,” all too clearly—tuel for the
flames, dying by a single flame that burned us all up at once.”

Before the war, Irving Howe confessed that the sense of Jewishness in
intellectuals like himself tended to be overshadowed by a commitment to
cosmopolitan culture and socialist politics. “We did not think well or
deeply on the matter of Jewishness—you might say we avoided thinking
about it,” Howe wrote.?” But after the war, many Jewish intellectuals found
it difficult and unnecessary to continue subordinating their Jewishness to
other commitments and he came to regard himself as a “Jewish intellectual
with cosmopolitan tastes,” as efforts “to grapple with the Holocaust, all
doomed to one or another degree of failure, soon led to timid reconsid-
erations of what it meant to be Jewish.” 2

The impact of the Holocaust on the New York Intellectuals was dem-
onstrated by the torrid response evoked by Hannah Arendt’s essay Eichmann
in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil, which appeared originally in
the New Yorker magazine.? Reporting from Israel on the trial of the Nazi
war criminal Adolph Eichmann, Arendt tried to fit the Nazi slaughter of
the Jews into her highly regarded theory of modern totalitarianism.* Es-
sentially, Arendt saw Eichmann and the other Nazi officers who oversaw
the destruction of European Jewry as “banal” rather than personally evil,
mere cogs in the wheel of a highly technical system that defied conven-
tional political categories. Arendt also implicated the Jews in their own
destruction, charging that the Jewish councils, some of which had coop-
erated with the Nazi authorities, were a part of the totalitarian system. The
response to Arendt’s reportage was fierce. Both Howe and his colleague
Lionel Abel, not satisfied with writing critical reviews, held a symposium
and protest meeting about the book at the Hotel Diplomat in midtown
Manhattan at which a throng of New York Intellectuals and others
pounded tables and shouted their views on the Arendt thesis. Norman
Podhoretz not only wrote a critical review of Arendt’s essay in Commentary
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but debated Arendt in the spring of 1965 in a University of Maryland
gymnasium packed with supporters for both sides.>! Podhoretz had written
his critical review despite personal fears that doing so would end his close
relationship with Arendt. The relationship did in fact cool considerably.*?
Howe later said of Arendt’s book that it was one of the most troubling
intellectual events of the 1960s for him and that this was so probably be-
cause of the guilt he experienced over his initial tepid response to the
Holocaust.*

But if the greater acceptance of Jews in America and the Nazi Holocaust
forced some of the New York Intellectuals to reconsider their American-
ness and their Jewishness, these reevaluations were not consistent or uni-
form within the group. Some New York Intellectuals became enthusiasts
of the existentialist Jewish philosopher Martin Buber or of Hasidism. Irving
Howe began a long career of translating and publishing Yiddish literature.
Alfred Kazin discussed his Jewish immigrant upbringing in A Walker in the
City (1951), and Lionel Trilling even wrote about “Wordsworth and the
Rabbis.”?* But of the efforts by some writers like Harold Rosenberg,
Clement Greenberg, and Paul Goodman to redefine their Jewishness in
the late 1940s and early 1950s, Irving Howe explained that they “wrote
with some wariness, as if determined not to surrender the stance of mar-
ginality; they were fearful of even appearing to return to the parochialism
of middle-class Jewish life.”* In general, the tolerance expressed by some
New York Intellectuals for the American middle class was not shared by
all and certainly did not extend to the American Jewish community or to
religious observance. As Norman Podhoretz noted, “If most of the con-
tributors to the 1944 [Contemporary Jewish Record] symposium later came to
discover great fascination and virtue in traditional Jewish culture, very few
of them ever acknowledged the unfairness of the charge that Jewish life in
America bore no trace of the admirable characteristics of the Jewish past.”

By and large, after World War II the New York Intellectuals faced a
question similar to the one faced by the American Jewish community as a
whole: what should constitute Jewish identity and distinctiveness when the
walls of exclusion and prejudice come tumbling down? The Holocaust and
the expanding opportunities of the postwar decades rendered “alienation”
obsolete as a mode of Jewish identity, a fact evinced by the reaction of the
New Yorkers to the Beat writers of the 1950s; but their relationship to
Jewish life and thought remained ambiguous.
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Alienation and the Black Hipster

Black culture has often constituted something of a counterculture in the
United States, and Black men have long been associated with the national
“id.”” Lively debates have racked the social sciences over the origins of Black
culture in the New World, but there is no doubt that a distinctive Black
cultural style dating back to the days of slavery had emerged in the United
States, based on resistance to white oppression and, in many instances, the
repudiation of white norms.” In the twentieth century the confluence of
large-scale Black migration to Northern cities, Black ghettoization, and the
hope arising from new opportunities saw the maturation of this Black
“counterculture.” By the 1920s, Black culture took the forms of the hot
jazz music of Louis Armstrong and the new Black urban style. Jazz music
was both dangerous and liberating in that it provided an expressive outlet
for the idea that the human body might be the most important source of
freedom and happiness in a world marked by oppression and sadness.>® The
“hipster” was the name given to the new Black man of the streets who
developed a cultural style that would, in succeeding decades, become the
dominant motif in American popular culture. The hipster was heir to a
Black cultural legacy that, along with music, dance, and dialect, was perhaps
its most persistent idiom: the archetypical Black male renegade who refuses
to abide by the law, practices intimidation, and often garners the stamp of
the “bad nigger.” The “bad nigger” has long been a source of pride among
Blacks, dating back to a time when runaway slaves were called “ba-ad
nigger” by other slaves.* In the 1920s and the decades that followed, the
“hipster” was in many ways a manifestation of the “bad nigger,” a miscreant
who experimented with new variations on the theme of Black deviance.
By the late 1940s, a number of white radicals had become attracted to
the “hip” culture of “bebop,” a technical innovation in jazz music devel-
oped by Black musicians, which also served as a protest against the failure
of the commercialized “swing” movement.* As LeRoi Jones (later Amiri
Baraka) explains in his book Blues People, bebop functioned as a reaction
against white swing and placed Black music once again “outside the main-
stream of American culture.”* To the hedonistic sensibility already prev-
alent in the jazz world, the hipsters added an unmistakable note of social
and political revolt. For some white radicals, bebop offered the authenticity
and cool cynicism they found impossible to retrieve from Cold War-
obsessed mass culture and the complacent political liberalism that accom-
panied it.*> A number of white intellectuals, in particular the “beat” writers
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Herbert Huncke, William Burroughs, and Jack Kerouac, paid homage to
this Black underworld, but a few intellectuals associated with the New
York crowd did as well.*

No one even marginally associated with the New York Intellectuals
went as far as the novelist Norman Mailer in championing the liberating
image of the “bad nigger.” In his famous essay “The White Negro,” Mailer
insisted that the Black male was the quintessential modern man, alienated
from all things but his most basic needs and the antidote to mind-numbing
suburban conformity. The Black man in America, Mailer wrote, had two
alternatives—to live a life of complete subjugation or to live a life of
constant danger—and this condition allowed him to break the dull mo-
notony of middle-class life to become America’s only true existentialist,
“the man who knows that if our collective condition is to live with instant
death by atomic war, relatively quick death by the State . . . or with a slow
death by conformity . . . then the only life-giving answer is to accept the
terms of death . . . to divorce oneself from society, to exist without roots,
to set out on that uncharted journey into the rebellious imperatives of the
self.” 4

There had been after World War II, according to Mailer, a ménage a
trois of the Black male, the Bohemian, and the white juvenile to form the
white hipster, and Mailer enlisted the Black hipster’s white counterpart in
the cause of undermining the values and myths of the 1950s. “The hipster
cuts through and exploits the hypocrisy of the period,” wrote the critic
Morris Dickstein, and “transcended the sham of suburban religiosity and
churchgoing.”* The hipster, both Black and white, was an American
“countermyth” that served for radicals like Mailer to replace revolutionary
Marxism as a way to shake America out of what they believed was an
insidious postwar serenity. “In his search for a sexual life which will suit
his orgiastic needs,” Mailer wrote in defense of his controversial essay, “the
hipster willy-nilly attacks conventional sexual morality. . . . If capitalist so-
ciety is grounded upon property relations, these relations are wed to mo-
nogamy, family, and the sexual strictures which maintain them.” 4

Mailer received some support from a few of the New York critics who
themselves were not content with the level of America’s discontent. While
many of these critics conceded that Mailer was prone to indulge in bouts
of hyperbole and public posturing, they believed that the image of the
white hipster was a compelling one whose defiance of American norms
was worthy of serious attention. “In a queer but real sense, the hipster is
the monk of the present Dark Ages,” wrote the critic George Steiner. “The
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Hipster is a living indictment of the American dream—of the belief in
material success and ‘well-adjustments.” ” For Norman Podhoretz, Mailer
alone among the writers of the 1950s approached the issue of sex on its
own terms and brought to the subject a readiness to find the meaning of
these terms. The literary critic Diana Trilling also believed in the efficacy
of Mailer’s project. His willingness to ask the ultimate question we are all
faced with in our time—from which, the ego or the id, shall we derive
our moral sanctions—and his success in facing the enormity of that ques-
tion convinced Trilling that Mailer’s talent was more than trivial.*’

But, for the most part, the New York critics agreed that the Black
hipster remained as much a myth as Mailer’s imaginary white hipster. Ac-
cording to these critics, the white hipster and the Black hipster were not
representative character types. One writer observed that, just as white hip-
sters disparaged Black hipsters when they weren’t around for being nar-
rowly interested in white women, the Black hipsters were prone to saying
among themselves “man, those fay cats are pretty cool and don’t want us
to be Uncle Toms, but they still want us to be spooks. They don’t really
dig us as a people; they just dig us for our music and our pot.”* For this
reason, Ned Polsky remarked, the idealization of the Black male by many
of the radical intellectuals and beatnik writers of the 1950s was “an inverted
form of keeping the Nigger in his place.”*

Ironically, Norman Mailer, who seemed to model his own personality
on the white hipster, could not himself make the connection with the
Black hipster he so strongly believed in.>” The Black writer James Baldwin,
a homosexual who had called Mailer’s essay “downright impenetrable,”
wrote that his relationship with Mailer suffered in the 1950s from the white
writer’s refusal to give up the myth of Black sexuality. “The sexual battle-
ground . . . is really the same for everyone, and I ... was just about to be
carried off the battleground on my shield . . . so how could I play, in any
way whatever, the noble savage.”! Baldwin explained that matters be-
tween the two were not helped much by the fact that the Black jazz
musicians in Paris among whom they found themselves did not consider
Mailer in any way “hip.” Mailer did not know this, according to Baldwin,
and Baldwin could not bring himself to tell him. “He never broke through
to them...,)”
consider breaking through to him. They thought he was a real sweet ofay
cat, but a little frantic.” 52

For the most part, those New York Intellectuals who thought more
often and more seriously about their own Jewish identities and about the

wrote Baldwin, “and they were far too ‘hip’ ... even to
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relationship of Black Americans to society and culture did not subscribe to
Mailer’s idealized view of Black existence and preferred more specific trea-
tises on the condition of Black Americans. [rving Howe, the editor of Dissent
when that magazine published Mailer’s article, wrote that he was “over-
whelmed, delighted to have the piece” after Mailer had sent it to him but that
he later experienced guilt over having printed the article in full, including
parts that explicitly endorsed violence. “I should have fought with him about
that one passage,” wrote Howe, “the existential analysis of those hoodlums
beating up the storekeeper—which I now think is pretty much nonsense.” >
Mailer himself later admitted to having second thoughts about the article,
saying that he was afflicted by self-doubt at the time and was using drugs and
that had written the piece primarily for the satisfaction of his own ego rather
than to influence public opinion.>* Norman Podhoretz may have been one
of the first critics to hold up Mailer as a serious high-brow talent, but to the
romanticization of Black men he gave no quarter. “I doubt if a more idyllic
picture of Negro life has been painted since certain Southern ideologues tried
to convince them things were just as fine as fine could be for the slaves on the
old plantation.” >

Nat Hentoff, a young New York journalist and jazz critic, agreed that
Black Americans “do use their senses more than the ‘squares,” and that in
this respect theirs is a more intense way of life.” 5 But Hentoff felt strongly
that the life of the typical Black American was anything but the “enor-
mous” one Mailer had made it out to be. Aside from the sexual confusion
and impotence experienced by Black men due to their economic depend-
ence on women, Hentoff felt that “fundamentally Mailer appears to be
unaware of the depth of anxiety, desperation, and sheer physical discomfort
which ghetto living imposes on all the poor, hip and square.”5” Hentoff,
in effect, joined many social scientists in excoriating those who lionized
the Black male because they had ignored the likelihood that many gen-
erations of ghetto pathology had seriously discredited the myth of Black
sexual potency. James Baldwin put the point most succinctly when he asked
of his friend Mailer, “Why malign the sorely menaced sexuality of Negroes
in order to justify the white man’s sexual panic?”5®

This underside of the Black ghetto was seen keenly by another Jewish
intellectual associated with the New York crowd, Seymour Krim. Krim, a
marginal figure in New York Intellectual circles, wrote about the excite-
ment he found in the Black community in Harlem, but he was notably
more realistic about the condition of Blacks than Mailer was and about
how his Jewishness influenced his view of Black Americans. Krim admitted
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that more “than most white or non-Negro men I have haunted colored
society, loved it...sucked it through my marrow.”% Coming from a
comfortable, Jewish, middle-class family, Krim explained that it was a
“sense of identification stemming in part from my being the unreligious
modern American Jew who feels only the self-pitying sting of his identity
without the faith” that gave him his “girlish, milky notions about the
natural greatness of Negroes.”

When Krim became a teenager, his love for jazz and his “raging en-
slavement to sex” came together for him in the Black woman, the “jazz
queen, someone who loved to ball, could never get enough, was supreme
physically, rhythmically, ecstatically—‘oh, baby, give it to me!” ”¢! Krim
found himself frequenting jazz joints and prostitutes in Harlem, and he
learned to appreciate Harlem’s life and bounce—“the entire place was a
jolt to anybody with a literary or even a human imagination.”

Interestingly, the Harlem bars were more alluring to Krim than the
downtown white ones because, he admitted, society had judged him to
be superior to the rest of the patrons. This made Krim, for the first time
in his life, comfortable associating with both sexes. In this, Krim felt very
much like a Southern “white cracker,” whose psyche was impregnable
because he always had an inferior class of people below him. “It was
an astonishing revelation,” wrote Krim, “to realize that you could be a
better person—more attentive, calmer, happier. .. for the wrong rea-
sons. 62

Nevertheless, by his third month of Harlem cruising he had become
aware of the “low, cruel, ignorant, selfish, small-minded side of uptown
life.” Krim’s senses were “humbled time and again by the sight of men
beating women, hustlers drunkenly cursing and clawing each other . . . or
how some date I was out with was afraid to go home to her old man (the
pimp she lived with).”% The human good Krim appreciated so much in
Harlem, the good that “lay just an inch away from its flip into unarguable
nastiness,” often took that “flip” into nastiness. “I could never immunize
myself . . . to the garbage in the streets . . . the pawnshops five to a block,
the rat-infested tenements . . . the feverish traffic in drugs, the hordes of
sullen-faced, corner-haunting hustlers, the waste of money on adolescent
trinkets, the wild red rage on the broken-beer bottle 5§ A.M. streets and
the ceaseless stealing.”
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Jewish Cosmopolitanism and the Black Writer

Linked almost congenitally to rationalism and modernism, the New York
Intellectuals in the postwar period rejected alienation and nihilism as cul-
tural ideals. As Norman Podhoretz explained it, the proclivity of the 1950s
bohemians for “bop” language and jazz was a way of demonstrating their
contempt for “coherent, rational discourse which, being a product of the
mind, is in their view a form of death.” %> That the New York Intellectuals
did not share the alienation of the beats or the Black hipster reveals the
primacy of the “cosmopolitan” ideal in their criticism. Implicit in their
rejection of the idealization of the Black man was the belief that nothing
about an individual should be inferred from his past. The modern culture
of the West, they felt, provided the foundation for the emergence of a
sophisticated modern culture that would transcend the artificial borders that
divided regions, races, nations, and sexes. The task as the Jewish intellec-
tuals first saw it, according to the historian Terry Cooney, “was to extend
the reach of secular rationality; to escape the bounds of provincialism; to
raise American culture to the level of the most advanced European litera-
ture; and to construct in the process a society that would welcome members
of all groups as full participants.” % For the most part, the New York In-
tellectuals seemed to be enthusiastic adherents of an ideal that proclaimed
that an ethnic heritage or philosophical tradition should be preserved to
the extent that it could expand the horizons of knowledge but that to the
extent that it cut one oft from other experiences it should be discarded.
This cosmopolitan ideal, according to the historian David Hollinger, is
“decidedly counter to the eradication of cultural differences, but counter
also to their preservation in parochial form.” ¢’

Underlying the cosmopolitan ideal was a belief in the “polyvocality” of
the individual, the belief that individuals could speak with many voices and
should be free to pledge their allegiance to a variety of social categories.
Harold Rosenberg gave the most succinct description of the cosmopolitan
approach to the modern condition when he explained that “being born a
Jew does not save us from . . . the modern condition of freedom to make
ourselves according to an image we choose.”®® There was “room in the
contemporary human being to be many things and nothing,” and what
Rosenberg valued most about America was that “being an American means
being free precisely in that the American possesses that room, and can keep
multiplying and transforming himself without regarding . . . his national-
ity.”* The New York Intellectuals valued modern literature precisely be-
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cause of its complexity and multiple meanings. In literature, as in life, they
avoided any commitments that would limit the scope of their experience.

While a number of recent scholars have shown that the constant effort
to recreate ethnic orientations, to tear down old boundaries that separate
people and build new ones, gives the ethnic perspective in literature an
increasingly modernist slant, the New York Intellectuals, on the whole,
did not see this modernist potential in ethnic particularism.” If the New
York Intellectuals had entered the war between consent and descent over
which would rule the relationship of ethnicity to American culture, they
had landed decidedly on the side of consent. The New York Intellectuals
did not see ethnicity, particularly as it pertained to their Jewish background,
as a dynamic or enervating force, but rather perceived it as a static and
confining vessel of the past. Perhaps this is why it was not until the late
1950s that the New York Intellectuals identified Henry Roth’s 1934 Call
It Sleep as a great modernist novel. As one writer has pointed out, Roth’s
novel was at least as Jewish and certainly more modernist than the work
of Delmore Schwartz, and yet the New York Intellectuals picked up
Schwartz as a group hero and not Roth.”! If one could argue that the New
York Intellectuals were turned off by the proletarian tone of Roth’s novel,
rather than its Jewishness, more indicting evidence of their negative view
of ethnicity in literature comes from the response of some New York
Intellectuals to the rising interest in Yiddish literature in the 1950s. When
Irving Howe and Eliezer Greenberg, a well-known Yiddish writer, pub-
lished A Treasury of Yiddish Stories in 1955, the editors themselves com-
mented that Yiddish literature had been largely second rate and that none
of the Yiddish writers could rightfully be placed with the long list of West-
ern literary immortals.”? Howe later said of his own work with Yiddish
literature that he approached it “with the detachment of an anthropologist”
and that he had considered it a kind of a side job—*“one day a week away
from the Viet Nam war and the polemics with leftist ideologies into which
I had locked myself.””®> Norman Podhoretz commented after reading the
book that he found “the pleasure I derived was quite unlike the pleasure
I get from good fiction. It was the pleasure of old world charm and quaint-
ness, titillating but not challenging, and therefore not to be taken too se-
riously.” 7 “For better or worst,” Podhoretz wrote on a separate occasion,
the New York Intellectual “made a moral decision not to be . . . confined
by his Jewishness; he wanted to be a man of broad cultivation and wide
sympathies.” 7”5

The power of modern art for the New York Intellectuals derived from
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its ability to uphold its independence from ideology. Clement Greenberg
summarized the position on art and politics of the New Yorkers when he
wrote, “True, | may be a socialist, but a work of art has its own ends,
which it includes in itself and which have nothing to do with the fate of
society.””® The idea of the aesthetic autonomy of art, a concept long as-
sociated with modernism, was central to Greenberg and the other New
York Intellectuals. As Norman Podhoretz explains, art for the New Yorkers
was not a means to an end, of liberating the masses or bringing about
revolution. “For better or for worse . . . I do not regard literature as an end
in itself. . . . I do not go to literature for the salvation of my soul. . . and
I do not expect it to redeem the age, but only to help the age become less
chaotic and confused.””” The New York Intellectuals understood that art,
particularly the modern novel, was infused with political meaning, but they
believed it was the singularly tough task of the critic to determine when
the political “interruption” of a piece of literature was welcome and when
it was not. “We had meant, [ think,” wrote Irving Howe, “that a work
of literature has distinctive properties and must be perceived and judged
according to categories distinctive to its kind.”7®

These strongly held views about the relationship of ethnicity and politics
to a work of art brought the issue of Black literature to the serious attention
of certain New York Intellectuals. The race revolution of the middle to
late 1960s had as one component a breakthrough in Black writing and
publishing that the New York Times called nothing less than a “Black Rev-
olution in Books.”” At the helm of the “Black Arts movement” were
Black writers like James Baldwin, Lorraine Hansberry, LeRoi Jones, El-
dridge Cleaver, and Julius Lester, among others, who wrote works of fic-
tion saturated with political and racial self-consciousness. “The Black Arts
Movement is radically opposed to any concept of the artist that alienates
him from his community,” wrote Larry Neal, the spokesperson for the
new Black Aesthetic, who insisted on the wedding of art and politics.®
Black writers found themselves at the center of the political ferment of the
1960s, leaving a number of New York Intellectuals in a position vis-3-vis
the infiltration of politics into Black writing strikingly similar to their po-
sition in the 1930s, when a renascent Partisan Review broke away from the
Communist-inspired, socially conscious proletarian literature of that de-
cade. Initially, the New York Intellectuals believed that, like Jews, Black
Americans would be able to share in the cosmopolitan culture of the New
York writers, but some began to doubt this possibility after the promise of
full racial integration had failed to bear fruit by the early 1960s.
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The challenge of the Black Arts movement to the cosmopolitan outlook
of the New York Intellectuals must be seen in the context of the nation’s
changing intellectual life, particularly the rise of Black Power and the New
Left. In the 1960s, disillusionment with the use and misuse of Western
economic and military power in the Third World drew many intellectuals
toward an extreme cultural relativism. In the hands of radicals, the idea
that there was value in the study of all civilizations was transformed into
the idea that “people of color” and women, those groups that had histor-
ically occupied subservient roles in the West, perceive the world differently
from white men and that there is no received “canon” or agreed-upon
body of great imaginative works. From this viewpoint, universal standards
of truth and beauty do not exist, and texts and ideas are no longer acts of
individual self-expression but merely ways of exercising power. Hence,
texts are “authorless,” reflecting the political perspectives of social groups,
not of individuals. Writers become important, or “great,” to the extent
that they communicate the experience of the group they are presumed to
represent.’’ One of the key notions embodied in the new critical thinking
involved the idea that members of minority groups and women possessed
a racial or gender consciousness that not only governed their artistic inter-
pretations but rendered such work inaccessible to “outsiders.” In other
words, the idea that all humans were, through the use of reason, capable
of entering the experience of others, or that any human could step outside
of his or her own experience to communicate ideas to others, was repu-
diated. Accordingly, the theories of critics like Richard Gilman, who sug-
gested that white critics engage in a moratorium on judging Black writing,
and the Black poet LeRoi Jones, who argued that white listeners could
never understand the music of Black jazz musicians, gained widespread
acceptance.®

The idea that there existed unbridgeable gulfs between people of dif-
ferent racial or ethnic backgrounds, or between any human beings, was
anathema to the cosmopolitan ideal cherished by the New York Intellec-
tuals. The assumption that race, ethnicity, or gender is first and foremost
in a person’s experience negated the view that humans were capable of a
variety of identities and psychic connections. The New York Intellectuals
took the view that if the canon of Western literature was deficient in any
area, it was in the failure of Western intellectual elites to seek out important
creative works by minority writers and women; but by no means should
literature be judged by the extent to which it relates the experiences of
these groups.®
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Interestingly, the response of the New York Intellectuals to the new
critical thinking unfolded closely around the life and work of the Black
writer James Baldwin. As the former Commentary staffer Nathan Glazer
recalled, Baldwin began his career by writing for the journals controlled
by the New York Intellectuals such as Partisan Review and Commentary,
journals with editors and contributors who had hope for American plural-
ism and race relations. Glazer wrote of Baldwin, “[HJow he came to us [
don’t recall, but I do recall our pleasure that a remarkable young Black
writer—how remarkable we didn’t yet know—had come to us.” % Glazer
explained that Baldwin wrote poignantly about the Black condition in
America and that his position on Black leadership was not very different
from the way the Jewish intellectuals writing in Commentary felt toward
the “official” Jewish community. “The Negro press supports any man,
providing he is sufficiently dark and well-known—with the exception of
certain Negro novelists accused of drawing portraits unflattering to the
Negro race,” Baldwin had written. This was “exactly what a Jewish writer,
thinking of the difficulties of Isaac Rosenfeld and Philip Roth, might have
written,” Glazer explained.55

In two of his earliest essays— “Everybody’s Protest Novel” and “Many
Thousands Gone”—Baldwin had criticized the treatment given to the
Black experience in the genre of protest novels, from Harriet Beecher
Stowe’s abolitionist Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) through Richard Wright’s
Native Son (1940) and Black Boy (1945), for their “rejection of life, the
human being, the denial of his beauty, dread, power, in its insistence that
it is his categorization alone which is real and which cannot be tran-
scended.”®¢ Baldwin saw Stowe’s figure of Uncle Tom, the Black slave
who is “Jet-black, wooly haired, illiterate” and “phenomenally forbearing,”
and Wright’s Bigger Thomas, the snarling, menacing, Black murderer and
sexual predator, as symbols used by both writers to protest the condition
and the history of Black Americans. While Stowe used the Uncle Tom
character to express the virtuous rage of a white abolitionist and Wright
created Bigger Thomas to destroy the myth of Uncle Tom, Baldwin saw
that both images of the Black male failed to contend with the possibility
of his humanity. The whole idea of Bigger Thomas, Baldwin wrote, “car-
ries, implicitly, the most remarkable confession: that is, that Negro life is
in fact as debased and impoverished as our theology claims.” %’

Many in the New York Intellectual world were deeply taken by Bald-
win’s attacks on Black protest literature. Nevertheless, by 1963 Baldwin
had become disillusioned with the idea of integration and more sympathetic



The New York Intellectuals and Their “Negro Problem,” 1945—1966 | 115

to Black nationalism. Baldwin’s historic 1963 essay, The Fire Next Time,
about the Black Muslims, reflected a sense of the simmering rage that
existed in the Black community and that would, after the urban riots of
the mid-1960s, become a prominent feature of Black political discourse.®
Baldwin did not agree with the entire program of the Black Muslims,
which included the effort to establish a separate Black nation on United
States soil, or with their belief that the dignity of Black Americans could
be salvaged only by the use of violence. But Baldwin did agree with the
Muslims’ assertion that the “white man’s heaven is the Black man’s hell”;
that what the Muslims said about the evils of white America were essen-
tially correct; and that if something was not done about it soon, Blacks
might understandably turn to violence. Baldwin also retained a high degree
of ambivalence toward the efficacy of racial integration by asking, “Do I
really want to be integrated into a burning house?”*

Baldwin’s essay hit home with the New York Intellectuals because it
marked a shift in the Black writer they believed most closely shared their
commitment to the cosmopolitan ideal. Some New York Intellectuals were
convinced by Baldwin’s shift that perhaps the Black experience weighed
so heavily on Black writers that here, too, something other than aesthetic
judgments must be employed in evaluating the work of art. In other words,
perhaps for the time being, the Black writer in America, due to the verities
of his historical experience, could not take his place as an equal in the
culture of high modernism. What is perhaps most interesting about the
reactions of certain New York critics to these developments is the way in
which their reflections about Blacks were so thoroughly commingled with
their Jewish identities.

Norman Podhoretz, Leslie Fiedler, and the Fantasy of Miscegenation

Norman Podhoretz was one intellectual whose disillusionment with Bald-
win inspired a brisk response that, when combined with the history of his
early tenure as editor of Commentary magazine, reveals much about the
Jewish identity of the New York Intellectuals. Until this stocky and com-
bative intellectual took over the editorship of Commentary in 1960 at the
precocious age of thirty, the magazine had been liberal under the editorship
of Elliott Cohen but generally restrained by a staunch anti-Communist line.
When Podhoretz took over, he brought the magazine to the left, inter-
spersing articles by young radicals like Staughton Lynde, H. Stuart Hughes,



116 | BLACKS IN THE JEWISH MIND

and Paul Goodman with the usual Commentary articles. More important,
Podhoretz believed strongly that the Jewish community in the United
States was neither monolithic in its desires nor fully aware of its needs, and
he was determined to make Commentary a forum for this ambivalence. The
“new Commentary,” according to Podhoretz, “bespoke, and reflected, a
more advanced stage of acculturation than the old, and was accordingly
more general than Jewish in emphasis.”*® Between 1960, when Podhoretz
took over, and 1966, the circulation of the magazine grew from roughly
twenty thousand to sixty thousand by appealing to a readership that was
“neither especially religious nor much Zionist” but that “keenly awaited
Commentary every month as if it were a public realm in which Jews were
permitted to live on the questions.”®! Perhaps the changes Podhoretz ef-
fected were best summed up by a letter to the editor in April 1961 in
which the author wrote “though I read many periodicals regularly, Com-
mentary became one of them only a few months ago, for the magazine
interests me precisely to the extent that the new editorial regime has de-
Judaized its contents.”*2

It was probably no coincidence that the most radical thing Podhoretz
would do with Commentary in his early years there was prompted by James
Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time. Baldwin’s essay had confirmed for Podhoretz
the already strong sense of skepticism with which he viewed liberal inte-
grationism, and in his controversial article “My Negro Problem—and
Ours” it is possible to see precisely how Podhoretz’s vague “cosmopolitan”
sense of Jewishness was reflected in his assessment of the role of Black
culture and of Jewish culture in American life.*?

Podhoretz was less disturbed by what Baldwin had to say in his essay
than by what he felt was the poor treatment he had received from Baldwin
throughout the writing of it. As he tells the story in his autobiographical
Making It, in keeping with the new radicalism of the magazine Podhoretz
had asked Baldwin, a friend of the “old” Commentary, to write a piece on
the Black Muslim movement. Baldwin agreed to do it, and the two met
regularly and communicated by mail throughout the composition of the
work. Following a period of a few weeks in which there had been no
communication, Podhoretz phoned Baldwin about the progress of the
piece, only to be told by Baldwin that he had sold it to the New Yorker
magazine for twelve thousand dollars, roughly twenty times the amount
Commentary was able to offer. “I was thunderstruck,” wrote Podhoretz; no
“greater violation of the ethics of the trade could be imagined.”** Not
knowing what to do and believing that legal action against Baldwin would
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be “unseemly,” Podhoretz told almost everyone he knew about what had
happened and found that the responses people gave to his story were, in
his judgment, far more understanding and forgiving than they would have
been if a white writer had done what Baldwin allegedly had done. At a
meeting with the Black writer over drinks, Podhoretz told Baldwin that
he had dared to do what no white writer would have done because he
knew white guilt would exonerate him. After Podhoretz explained to Bald-
win that he suffered from no such guilt, Baldwin urged him to get his
feelings down on paper. Just as Podhoretz had played a role in encouraging
Baldwin’s essay, Baldwin encouraged Podhoretz to write his.

The result was “My Negro Problem,” a mea culpa in which Podhoretz
described his lifelong difficulty trying to reconcile the liberal belief that all
Black Americans were persecuted with his own experience of being vic-
timized by Blacks. The concept that Blacks were always oppressed was
almost as difficult for Podhoretz to grasp as a young Jewish boy growing
up in Depression-era Brownsville as was the idea that all Jews were rich.
The only Jews Podhoretz knew were poor, and the only Blacks he knew
were the ones who were doing the persecuting— “and doing it, moreover,
to me.”

Podhoretz went on to describe a number of boyhood incidents in which
he was bullied by Black boys from his neighborhood, the most formative
one being the time Podhoretz was waylaid by two Black classmates with
a baseball bat while he was standing alone in front of the brownstone
walkup in which he lived. As an intellectual writing about this incident,
Podhoretz tried to understand why the interethnic battles, which were
common among white ethnic groups, seemed to have a special intensity
when the opposing groups were Black and white. “Why, why should it
have been so different as between the Negroes and us?” he pleaded. Pod-
horetz argued that the usual explanation—that Black Americans hated
whites because of the “entrapment that poisons the soul of the Negro” and
that whites hated Blacks because of an unacknowledged guilt—contained
some truth, but that this was not the whole issue. The answer came from
the idea propounded by both James Baldwin in his essay “Nobody Knows
My Name” and Ralph Ellison in Invisible Man (1952)—that white people
refused to see Black Americans and that this perceptual deficiency worked
in both directions. Black Americans knew that what whites saw in them
was the color of their skin and that in white eyes they were all alike, and
therefore something less than human. Similarly, despite having lived a life
that would appear to exonerate him from the white world’s sins, Podhoretz
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found that his own white skin was enough to mark him in Black eyes as
the enemy, even though he was not, “and in a war it is only the uniform
that counts and not the person.”

Podhoretz admitted that this psychological projection operated on him,
for he looked at Black boys in his neighborhood as symbols, “the very
embodiment of the values of the street—free, independent, reckless, brave,
masculine, erotic.” Conversely, Podhoretz believed the noontime lunches
of spinach and potatoes his mother prepared for him, his prudent behavior
in the face of authority, and the hat and mittens his mother forced him to
wear in the winter were secretly envied by the Black boys. The upshot of
all the psychological dueling was that just as—“we have it on the authority
of James Baldwin”—all Black Americans hate whites—all whites “are sick
in their feelings about Negroes.”*® Podhoretz did not deny that all whites,
including immigrant Jews, might have received certain benefits just by
virtue of having white skin, but he insisted that in his own case, and in
the case of most of the Jews he had grown up with, having white skin had
not been noticeably beneficial. Just as Podhoretz believed himself to be
only marginally better off than the Black street toughs who beat him up
as a youngster, so he saw no particular advantages accruing to a white writer
like himself that had been denied to a Black writer like James Baldwin. In
fact, both the Black street toughs and Baldwin appeared to share significant
advantages vis-a-vis white liberals in their respective realms. What disturbed
Podhoretz most was that, in seeing all whites as similarly situated, Blacks
and white liberals were not only blurring important differences in the social
status of whites but encouraging bigotry in Blacks that would never be
tolerated in whites. “There are the writers and intellectuals and artists who
romanticize Negroes and pander to them, assuming a guilt that is not prop-
erly theirs. And there are all the white liberals who permit Negroes to
blackmail them into adopting a double standard of moral judgement, and
who lend themselves. .. to cunning and contemptuous exploitation by
Negroes they employ or try to befriend.”*’

Most of the New York writers considered Baldwin, on the basis of his
early essays, to be a Black intellectual in almost exactly the same sense as
most of them were Jewish intellectuals. “As they [Jewish intellectuals] had
moved out of the milieu into the broader world of Western culture, he
[Baldwin] had too, taking his bearings as a writer not from ancestral ethnic
sources but from the traditions of the literary mainstream,” Podhoretz once
wrote.”® But The Fire Next Time, along with the soft response of white
liberals to Baldwin’s alleged professional duplicity, had caused Podhoretz
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to doubt the efficacy of integration. The only possible solution to America’s
racial problem that Podhoretz could imagine was a wholesale fusion of the
races through miscegenation. Podhoretz believed that there should be little
cause for distress in the Black community if this were to happen, for there
was little in the Black past that Blacks should want to preserve: “His past
is a stigma, his color is a stigma, and his vision of the future is the hope of
erasing the stigma by making color irrelevant, by making it disappear as a
fact of consciousness.”* Podhoretz later admitted that his solution of mis-
cegenation was rather naive since, as Ralph Ellison subsequently pointed
out to him, the children of mixed racial sex would be considered Black.!®
But Podhoretz was not proposing miscegenation as a viable solution so
much as he was promoting the idea that the result of racial fusion would
be the most desirable outcome to America’s racial dilemma. It is perhaps
most revealing that Podhoretz had come to this conclusion about Black
culture and the Black past by way of his own ambivalence as a Jew. “In
thinking about the Jews I have often wondered whether their survival as
a distinct group was worth one hair on the head of a single infant. Did the
Jews have to survive so that six million innocent people should one day
be burned in the ovens of Auschwitz?” %' Podhoretz had earlier recorded
similar feelings about the Jewish faith. Proclaiming the likelihood of the
emergence of a new religion that would gradually take over the world and
displace those currently in existence, Podhoretz reassured the Jewish readers
of Commentary in his first year at the helm “that one ought to feel a sense
of ‘historical reverence’ to Jewish tradition, even, or perhaps especially, if
one is convinced that the curtain is about to drop on the last act of a very
long play.”'* It is no wonder, then, that as a Jew Podhoretz had few
qualms about his idea of intermarriage with Black Americans, who are
predominantly Christian. When he asked himself if he would want his
daughter “to marry one,” Podhoretz answered, “No, I wouldn’t like it at
all. I would rail and rave and rant and tear my hair. And then I hope I
would have the courage to curse myself for raving and ranting, and to give
her my blessing.” 1%

It should be noted that such a positive view of racial mixing appears to
be a distinguishing characteristic of the New York critics. Miscegenation
has appeared in the literary mind of non-Jewish whites, but it has mostly
been regarded with prurient disdain. This has been as true of such American
literary giants as William Dean Howells, George Washington Cable, Mark
Twain, William Faulkner, Thomas Wolfe, and Allan Tate as it has for out-
and-out racists like Thomas Dixon. Essentially, these writers reflected in
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their work the commonly held notion that miscegenation amounted to
racial pollution and often used the dangers of racial mixing to justify con-
tinued racial segregation.!® But for at least a few of the ambivalent Jewish
intellectuals, miscegenation was seen in a positive light, holding forth the
promise of a universally accessible modern culture that historical Black
stigmatization appeared to have rendered impossible. Whereas the oppo-
sition to miscegenation on the part of white gentile writers stemmed from
the belief in the purity of the white race, the cosmopolitan New York
Intellectuals who wrote positively of the idea of racial mixing are notable,
at least on some level, for their lack of concern for the sustenance and
continuity of Jewish culture. As one writer recently put it, “Jewish intel-
lectuals often saw themselves as prophets of cultural misogyny, standing
above all parties and peoples, transcending rather than imitating the divi-
sions among others.” 1%

Podhoretz’s attraction to the idea of sexual fusion as a solution to the
American race problem was shared by Leslie Fiedler, the brilliant iconoclast
who had been the first critic to identify interracial, homosexual love as a
central motif in American literature. Fiedler insisted that within some of
the most highly regarded American classics “are disturbing sexual overtones,
which combine with and are reinforced by an uneasy ambivalence toward
the problem of race relations.” ' Where homosexuality contradicted the
national myth of masculine love, Fiedler believed, the white man’s rela-
tionship with the Black and the American Indian contradicted the myth of
equality, and in American literature these two hypocrisies often come to-
gether in the fantasy of boyhood love between two males of different color.
The most famous examples Fiedler pointed to included Richard Henry
Dana’s Two Years Before the Mast (1840), the Leatherstocking tales of James
Fenimore Cooper (1826-1841), Herman Melville’s Moby Dick (1851), and
Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn (1892). “In Dana, it is the narrator’s mel-
ancholy love for Kanaka, Hope; in Cooper, the lifelong affection of Natty
Bumppo and Chingachgook; in Melville, Ishmael’s love for Queequeg; in
Twain, Huck’s feeling for Nigger Jim.”!'?” Just at the moment when the
world’s great novels would give us heterosexual passion in all its varieties,
‘we come instead on the fugitive
slave and the no-account boy lying side by side on a raft borne by the
endless river toward an impossible escape, or the pariah sailor waking in
the tattooed arms of the brown harpooner on the verge of their impossible
quest.” 1% The white renegade male, then, joins himself to the colored male
who has always been a renegade. “Behind the white American nightmare

13

Fiedler argued, in American literature
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that someday, no longer tourist, inheritor, or liberator, he will be rejected,
refused, he dreams of his acceptance at the heart he has most utterly of-
fended.” 1%

By the early 1960s, Fiedler commented that the task of mythologizing
the relations between Black Americans and whites had passed to the Black
writer, “to the descendants of Jim rather than those of Huck,” and he took
a position on much of this literature that was typical of that of other New
York Intellectuals. Richard Wright’s Native Son was too much of a reaction
against the image of Uncle Tom to enable it to outlive the cause that
occasioned Wright’s wrath. “Uncle Tom and Bigger Thomas, Tom and
anti-Tom, are not very different in the end: wooly-haired sniveler and
Black bully both sacrificing the possibility of authenticity and full humanity
in order to provide ‘satisfaction and security’ for those bound to them by
ties of mutual terror.” "' On Ralph Ellison’s attempt to escape the protest
genre in his Invisible Man, on the other hand, Fiedler wrote that the book
lacked authenticity. “Ellison’s invisible protagonist . . . seems a secondhand
version of the Black man in America, based on a European intellectual’s
version of the alienated Jew.”!!! Fiedler believed the Black American was
unable to escape his historical condition. “As long as the Negro remains a
Negro . . . a part of his self consciousness must be the consciousness of our
offenses against him . . . without a hatred equal to our guilt, he would not
know himself for what he is, that is, what we made him.” 2

By the mid-1960s Fiedler was beginning to suspect that the ultimate
assimilation of Black Americans through male love and friendship that he
had identified in the American literary tradition was beginning to take
place, and he also suspected that both colored and white were becoming
a “‘tertium quid” that more closely resembled the white myths about the
Black American than it did the actual lives of either. In the achievement
of the “tertium quo,” Fiedler believed, the Jew, the middle-man, could
play a special role.''?

In Fiedler’s view, such books as Norman Mailer’s An American Dream
(1965), Nat Hentoff’s Call the Keeper (1966), and Jay Neugeboren’s Big Man
(1966), as well as his own The Last Jew in America (1966), indicated that the
job of recreating the Black image away from the old WASP clichés had
now fallen to Jewish writers.''* Ironically, though, Fiedler believed the
interests of the Jew and the Black American were irreconcilable. It had
become abundantly clear to Fiedler that equality of opportunity would not
grant everyone, particularly those who had been brutalized as thoroughly
as Black Americans had, a decent life or the possibility of prosperity. This
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realization, Fiedler thought, would bring nothing but despair for Jews,
whose enlightened liberalism would now be the third religion they would
have to give up, having already lost orthodoxy and Stalinism/Trotskyism,
all within the same century. But there was hope. On a plane to Jerusalem,
a man who worked for a Jewish adoption agency told Fiedler that the
number of Jewish girls giving birth to illegitimate Black babies was mount-
ing spectacularly. Fiedler had personally spoken with mixed-race couples
and found that most of them consisted of “pretty blond Jewish girls and
Negro men.” From this Fiedler surmised that the Jewish girls were breaking
the old sexual taboos against the Black American and that this could very
well mean the “beginning of the end” of America’s racial nightmare. A
new mythology was being invented “though like all new myths this one,
too, contains within it one very old, indeed, the myth of the Jewish daugh-
ter, Hadassah ... dancing naked for our salvation before the gentile
king.”"> The only problem Fiedler could foresee arising from marriage
between Jewish girls and Black men was an increase in Black anti-Semitism,
since some Black radicals had accused Jewish women of emasculating Black
men. But he preferred to live in the hope of intermarriage between Jews
and Blacks, “convinced of its superiority to all the weary mythologies of
mere politics.” 16

The radicalism of miscegenation as a solution to the race problem is
testimony to the agony Jewish intellectuals experienced in trying to rec-
oncile the situation of the Black American with the exalted idea of a shared
culture, and the ease with which a few of them espoused Jewish inter-
marriage indicates that their commitment to Jewish distinctiveness was per-
haps no more intense than their commitment to Black distinctiveness.

Irving Howe and the Black Writer

The belief that the Black experience represented an insurmountable obsta-
cle to achieving a truly integrated high culture perhaps weighed heaviest
on Irving Howe. The weaknesses Howe found in the work of Baldwin in
The Fire Next Time and Another Country (1962), and of Ralph Ellison in
Invisible Man, convinced him that Black American writers could not stay
true to themselves without letting some measure of social protest seep into
their work, and he addressed the attempts of both writers to declare them-
selves liberated from the necessity of social protest. In his widely read and
controversial 1963 essay, “Black Boys and Native Sons,” Howe gave pow-
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erful expression to the view that the severity of the Black experience nec-
essarily proscribed the Black writer.!"

If it was true, as Baldwin had written, that “literature and sociology
were not one and the same,” then Howe felt it was also true that one
“writes out of one thing only—one’s own experience.” Accordingly,
Howe wrote in “Black Boys,” “What, then, was the experience of a man
with a black skin, what could it be in this country? How could a Negro
put pen to paper, how could he so much as think or breathe, without
some impulsion to protest.”!''® The Black writer must confront his own
experience in America, Howe thought, and only through this confronta-
tion could he achieve true authenticity. For Howe, Richard Wright’s Na-
tive Son was the greatest achievement in Black writing. “What is more, the
very act of writing a novel, the effort to confront what Bigger Thomas
means to him, is for such a writer a way of dredging up and then perhaps
shedding the violence that society has pounded into him.”!"®

Howe believed that it was necessary for Wright, as it was for all Black
novelists, to face the terror and violence of the Black past because of one
“primary and inescapable truth . . . that violence is central in the life of the
American Negro, defining and crippling him with a harshness few other
Americans need suffer.” It was the necessity to confront the violence in
his life that saddled the Black writer with a handicap Howe felt might
ultimately keep Black writers from joining the cosmopolitan world of high
letters. “Bigger Thomas may be enslaved to a hunger for violence, but
anyone reading Native Son with mere courtesy must observe the way in
which Wright, even while yielding emotionally to Bigger’s deprivation,
also struggles to transcend it. That he did not fully succeed seems obvious;
one may doubt that any Negro writer can.” ' Consistent with his lifelong
belief that the social world must sometimes impinge on artistic independ-
ence, Howe explained that the special circumstances at hand necessitated
a different standard of judgment. “To say this,”
propose the condescension of exempting Negro writers from moral judge-

ment, but to suggest the terms of understanding, and still more, the terms
7121

wrote Howe, “is not to

of hesitation for making a judgement.

The discomfort Howe felt with employing special criteria for the judg-
ment of Black literature became apparent by his qualifying hesitance. He
agreed that Baldwin had scored a major point when he criticized protest
novels for cutting away the positive dimension of Black life; he also ac-
knowledged that the posture of militance exacted a heavy price from the
writer, a price that includes the reader’s inclination to believe that in Black
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life “there exists no tradition, no field of manners, no possibility of ritual
or intercourse.” 122 But in his equivocation, Howe attested to his belief in
the primacy of the social world in the affair at hand. “All one can ask, by
way of reply, is whether the refusal to struggle may not exact a still greater
price.” 123

Ralph Ellison registered on Howe’s consciousness because of his alleged
attempt to deny or escape his experience as a Black American in his novel
Invisible Man and in comments he had made after receiving the National
Book Award in January of 1953. On this occasion Ellison said of Invisible
Man that, in order for the novel to fully capture America for its “rich
diversity” and “magical fluidity and freedom,” he had been forced “to
conceive of a novel unburdened by the narrow naturalism which has led,
after so many triumphs, to the final and unrelieved despair which marks
so much of our current fiction.” '?*

In “Black Boys,” Howe argued that Invisible Man was a “brilliant but
flawed achievement,” which stood with Native Son as the major works
composed by Black Americans, and the one novel that came closest to a
nonprotest novel. The story of the journey from South to North of the
young Black boy, from childhood humiliations at the hands of whites, to
a Southern Black college, from job to job in the North, and finally into
the hands of the Harlem Communists, avoided “for long stretches” the
formula of protest that Baldwin had eloquently described, yet was not so
perfectly free from the “ideological and emotional penalties” suffered by
Black Americans in the United States. The brilliance of the novel was
Ellison’s “rich and wild inventiveness” and his ability to capture the “hid-
den gloom and surface gaiety of Negro life.” But Ellison could not avoid
getting caught up in the “idea of the Negro.” What irked Howe most was
the hero’s assertion at the end of the novel, as he “finds himself” in some
unspecified way, that “my world has become one of infinite possibilities.”
Howe called this technique of proclaiming self-liberation a favorite strategy
of the 1950s but a strategy that “violates the realities of social life, the
interplay between external conditions and personal will.” It was impossible,
Howe felt, to define one’s individuality without dealing with social barriers
that stood in the way. “Freedom can be fought for, but it cannot always
be willed or asserted into existence. And it seems hardly an accident that
even as Ellison’s hero asserts the ‘infinite possibilities’ he makes no attempt
to specify them.” 1%

Howe’s contention that Baldwin and Ellison masqueraded as “Native
Sons” to hide the fact that they were “Black Boys” evoked a reply of
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considerable depth and authority from Ellison, which appeared in The New
Leader.?* Ellison rebuked Howe sharply, stating that the casual reader
would interpret Howe as saying that the Black American is a living em-
bodiment of hell. “He seems never to have considered,” wrote Ellison of
Howe, that “American Negro life . . .is also a discipline. . . . There is a
fullness, even a richness here; and here despite the realities of politics,
perhaps, but nevertheless here and real. Because it is a human life.”'?
Claiming the right to polyvocality that the Jewish intellectuals claimed for
themselves, Ellison wondered why, if Howe believed Wright had an au-
thentic Black American tone, that was the only authentic Black tone. “He
[Wright] had his memories and I have mine, just as I suppose Irving Howe
has his.” 128

As his reply to Howe unfolded, it became obvious that Ellison had
attempted to claim for the Black writer the role of the cosmopolitan in-
tellectual that had appealed so much to the Jewish writers and that a suc-
ceeding generation of Black critics would try to retrieve after the Black
Arts movement of the 1960s.'® Ellison insisted that his literary ancestors
were Tolstoy, Hemingway, Marx, T. S. Eliot, Pound, and André Malraux,
more so even than Richard Wright, and he pleaded for his work to be
judged by those high standards of modern culture. “I can only ask that my
fiction be judged as art; if it fails, it fails aesthetically, not because I did or
did not fight some ideological battle,” Ellison wrote. It is worth noting
that, while Howe never identified himself as a Jew in his essay, Ellison
took the liberty of doing so. “Thus I felt uncomfortable,” Ellison wrote,
“whenever I discover Jewish intellectuals writing as though they were
guilty of enslaving my grandparents, or as though the Jews were responsible
for the system of segregation. Not only do they have enough troubles of
their own, as the saying goes, but Negroes know this only too well.” %

Howe, in the words of the critic Daniel Aaron, did not believe the
Black writer could go the route of other ethnic American writers in passing
in which minority writers pass
from the periphery to the center of society, “viewing it no less critically,

k)

from “hyphenation” to “dehyphenation,’

perhaps, but more knowingly.” Speaking of Howe, Aaron wrote that
“Even the well-wishers of the Negro, it seemed, were imprisoned by their
liberal stereotypes, asserting unequivocally that all Negroes had identical
experiences, bore the same psychic wounds, suffered the same slights and
irritations.” “By the same logic,” Aaron continued, “the Jew was somehow
betraying himself and Jewry in the act of transcending his Jewishness.” !*!
Omitted from Aaron’s critique, however, was Howe’s explicit declaration
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that the Black experience in America was so different in kind from that of
the Jews, or of any other group, that it was impossible for a Black to work
outside of that experience, whereas a Jewish writer in America quite pos-
sibly could.

It is here that Ellison’s statement that Howe had been identifying himself
with the white power structure by assuming a guilt for Black misery for
which Jews can not properly be blamed takes on real meaning. Ellison had
written that this phenomenon was typical of Jewish intellectuals and that
it was unfortunate, because he considered “the United States freer politi-
cally and richer culturally because there were Jewish Americans to bring
to it the benefit of their special forms of dissent.” 1*2 But he did not allow
for the possibility that Howe’s identification with the suffering of Black
Americans itself constituted a special form of Jewish dissent. As Cynthia
Ozick has written of the Howe-Ellison exchange, Howe may indeed have
been unconsciously identifying, as Ellison had charged, but it was as a Jew
and not with the white power structure. “Howe’s call for the ‘impulsion
to protest’ was not a matter of burnt cork,” wrote Ozick; “he was not
coming on as a make-believe Negro (and certainly not as a make-believe
member of the ‘power structure’), but rather as a Jew responding implicitly
and naturally—i.e., vicariously—to an urgent moment in history, applying
to that moment the ‘benefit of [his] special form of dissent.” ”133

It is probably appropriate here to read Howe’s critique in the context
of his lifelong struggle with Jewish identity, for Howe obviously felt that
his own experience as a Jew made far less of an impression upon his con-
sciousness as a writer than Ellison’s experience as a Black man had made
on his. When socialism reached an impasse in the postwar years, Howe
said that his “reconquest of Jewishness” had become an important project
in his life. But even Howe could not explain what this “reconquest” meant.
“I had no aptitude for religion, little taste for nationalism, and rarely a wish
to go back to old neighborhoods.” Howe explained that Jewish intellectuals
like himself in the postwar period “were living through a confused expe-
rience of self-acceptance . . . we were now learning to accept the ease that
might come from acknowledgment and even taking pleasure in ties with
a past that, in any case, had become an integral part of our being.” “His-
tory,” he wrote, “was handing out cruel blows, teaching cruel lessons.” 13
When Howe died, in 1993, his friend and critic Leon Wieseltier wrote
that he could not count the number of breakfasts over which Howe had
lamented the decline of the secular Jewish world. He had lived with the
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feeling that he was a “man without contemporaries,” Wieseltier wrote.!?
Not even his substantial commitment to the translation of Yiddish literature
enabled him to “solve . . . the problem of ‘Jewishness’.” 136 Howe’s view of
Jewish culture as a relic of the past is revealed by his comments regarding
the overwhelming popular reception of his landmark history of the Jewish
immigrant world of New York’s Lower East Side, World of Our Fathers
(1976). Many Jews turned to this book, Howe felt, because it provided a
fragment of a past no longer available to them, upon which they could
sentimentally fasten a fading national or religious identity. “Some of this
turning back strikes me as a last hurrah of nostalgia. Each day, necessarily,
it keeps getting weaker and sillier.” '*7 It is instructive to note in this respect
that, even for the purposes of his debate with Ellison, Howe remained
insistent over the years that he did not approach the discussion from any
particular Jewish standpoint, that, in other words, while Ellison could not
help writing from his Blackness, he himself was free to choose the lens
through which he viewed the world."*® Given the discomfort Howe ex-
perienced with defining his Jewishness, it is not unreasonable to assume
that his view of the Black writer and his predicament was informed by his
own sense of Jewish loss and that it was not with condescension but with
envy that he looked at the Black writer, who, at least for the time being,
would not have to engage the cryptic forces of loss and remembrance.
Perhaps Howe felt that the anxiousness of Ellison and Baldwin to announce
their liberation from the historical pressures of the Black experience was
not only a literary impossibility but a personal impropriety as well.

Be that as it may, the only thing that can be said with certainty about
the Howe-Ellison exchange is that it reflected the difficulty a “Jewish in-
tellectual with cosmopolitan tastes” had in determining the boundary line
between the pressures of the social world and art. Howe himself admitted
to having been guilty of waging his own personal battle over the point
where ethnicity ends and art begins in his bout with Ellison. By the early
1960s, after the Black Arts movement had rejected Ellison’s point of view
in favor of a nationalist and separatist style in Black writing, Howe sheep-
ishly acknowledged victory but conceded that his own view had been
mired in indecisiveness. “My view that the Negro writer, while trapped in
a historical situation that makes protest all but unavoidable, nevertheless
seeks to find ways of mediating between the gross historical pressures that
surround him” would strike the literary intellectuals “as a token of equiv-
ocation, if not worse.” ¥
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Blacks and Jews in American Intellectual Life

The Black American, both in the literary world and in the social world,
posed a major obstacle to the cosmopolitan ideal cherished by the New
York Intellectuals. The cosmopolitan ideal was antithetical to the “cultural
populism” fostered by the Communists of the 1930s, which had emerged
again in the 1960s, giving life to the idea that cultural and social minorities,
such as Black Americans, ethnic groups, gays, and women, could achieve
cultural enfranchisement through the validation of their group membership.
As one scholar described this friction between intellectual viewpoints, cul-
tural “production came to be valued not for its aesthetic or intellectual
distinction but for its representative powers. . . . The New York Intellec-
tuals also faced the problem of cultural enfranchisement, but. .. [t]hey
looked for enfranchisement . . . through the entry into the already existing
universality of European culture.” %

Unable to countenance the thought of living in a world where a shared
culture was not possible, and fully aware of the insurmountable nature of
America’s race problem, the Jewish cosmopolitans negotiated the race crisis
in a variety of ways. Irving Howe believed that, at least for the time being,
Black writers would continue to be shackled to the Black past, unable to
achieve literary authenticity without first “protesting” against social con-
ditions, and prohibited from reaching the true aesthetic heights of cultural
modernism. Norman Podhoretz and Leslie Fiedler dreamed of washing
away the Black experience and its scars—benevolently, to be sure, but
away nevertheless—through the surreal solution of miscegenation. What-
ever else one can say about these attempts to deal with America’s race
problem, they deeply reflected the Jewish ambivalence of the cosmopolitan
intellectuals. That American intellectual life would one day become as dis-
connected and fractious as some of the Jewish cosmopolitans feared it
would is perhaps not as significant as the ease with which some of them
approved of marrying off Jewish daughters to preserve that ideal.

Before one rushes to judgment, however, it is necessary to view the
Jewish ambivalence of the New York Intellectuals and the approach they
took towards race and culture in light of the realities of Jewish life in the
United States. The history of the Jews in American literature before the
1940s and 1950s is instructive in forging an understanding of this phenom-
enon. While there were a few celebrated individuals like Abraham Cahan
and Ludwig Lewisohn, American Jews played only a tiny, unimportant role
in American letters before the war. Moreover, the role that these isolated
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individuals did play had little to do with their being Jewish but rather was
related to their having learned to “pass.” Norman Podhoretz has written
that the ability to operate in an unobtrusive manner within accepted literary
terms may have been a prerequisite for this kind of passing.'*! In the 1930s,
there were a number of talented Jewish writers in the United States, but
their work was still confined to the experience of the Jewish ghetto, which
served to prohibit its wider appeal. But the decline of anti-Semitism and
the greater acculturation of Jews after World War II served to create a
tension between the promise of assimilation and the life of the immigrant
past that was distinctly American, a tension through which American Jew-
ish writers were able to find their entrance into the literary imagination.
The Jewish imagination by itself was not capable of weighing on the Amer-
ican literary conscience in any significant way. It had first to be transformed
before it could resonate widely. It is true that the famous Jewish triumvirate
of Saul Bellow, Bernard Malamud, and Philip Roth has been given all the
highest honors that American letters can bestow upon a writer. But works
by these authors have had an appeal that is tied to their transitional nature,
the way they have gone about exploring the circumstances surrounding
the transformation of the Jews from a foreign immigrant people to a native
American one: they therefore do not really qualify as reflections of au-
thentic Jewishness or of a vibrant Jewish culture.'*? Perhaps it is not sur-
prising, then, that the Black American, the socially most marginal yet his-
torically most integral American, finds his way into so many stories and
novels by American Jews. Whether it be the little Black boy in Roth’s
Goodbye Columbus, the Black (Jewish) angel in Malamud’s “Angel Levine,”
the young Black feminist in Jo Sinclair’s The Changelings, the militant writer
Willie Spearmint in Malamud’s The Tenants, the Black pickpocket in Bel-
low’s Mr. Sammler’s Planet, or the heroic ghetto youth in Edward Louis
Wallant’s The Pawnbroker, the Black character or the theme of race repre-
sents an effort by the author to engage a people organically connected to
the United States. Given the precariousness of his own cultural foundations,
it was incumbent upon the American Jewish novelist to look outside his
tradition for literary sustenance, and he often found it, predictably, in the
Black American and his mighty epic. In the words of Ralph Ellison, “what
the Jewish American writer had to learn before he could find his place was
the American-ness of his experience. He had to see himself as American
and project his Jewish experience as an experience unfolding within this
pluralistic society.”'*

While it is true that the New York Intellectuals may not have played a
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large role in helping to sustain or to reinvent American Jewish culture, one
can only wonder what could have been achieved had they adopted such a
project as their own. It is useful in this regard to explore the fate of those
“other” twentieth-century New York Jewish intellectuals for whom Jew-
ishness was indeed central and to whom a volume of essays has been ded-
icated."** With the benefit of hindsight, it now appears that the cultural
impact, on both American Jewish life and the broader cultural life of the
United States, of these “Jewish” Jewish intellectuals has been perhaps no
greater, and possibly somewhat less, than the cultural impact of the New
York Intellectuals who did not make Jewishness central to their work.
These are the “affinatively” Jewish intellectuals who wrote for such journals
as the Jewish Frontier and the Menorah Journal and who, unlike their cos-
mopolitan counterparts at Partisan Review and Commentary, were celebrated
not by gentiles and “non-Jewish” Jews but by the international Jewish
community that had “remained within the perimeter of Zionism, Yiddish-
ism, Judaism, and Jewish culture in its infinite variety.” '*> These “Jewish”
Jewish intellectuals included the Labor Zionists Hayim Greenberg, Ben
Halpern, and Marie Syrkin; the Menorah _Journal editor Henry Hurwitz; the
Yiddishist Maurice Samuel; the militant Zionist Ludwig Lewisohn; and the
theologians Mordecai Kaplan, Will Herberg, and Milton Steinberg, all
writers who made Judaism or Jewishness the defining mark of their intel-
lectual pursuits. These intellectuals were “nominatively” Jews, and the cen-
tral theme underlying the volume dedicated to them is that, while the
“Jewish” Jewish intellectuals have not garnered the widespread recognition
of their cosmopolitan counterparts, their work is perhaps more worthy of
preservation because of its peculiarly Jewish nature. “The effort is a very
Jewish one,” writes the editor Carole Kessner of the purpose for her vol-
ume The “Other” New York Jewish Intellectuals: “commitment to the pres-
ervation of the worthy past and its incorporation into the present for the
sake of the future.”*¢ Kessner acknowledges that in this endeavor she has
been influenced by the work of the author and critic Cynthia Ozick. In
her famous critique of Jewish cosmopolitans, Ozick defended Jewish writers
with a strong Jewish consciousness on the grounds that their achievements
are generally longer lasting and serve to strengthen Jewish culture.'*

But the fate of Jewish culture and Jewish intellectuals in the United
States may be more complicated than Ozick presumes, and her assumption
that the specifically Jewish work of Jewish writers will survive among Jews,
if not among the general public, appears now to be a shaky proposition.
Ozick’s premise seems to depend on the survival of a thriving Jewish cul-
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ture, one with strong attachments to the Jewish past. But in a United States
where the Yiddish language has all but disappeared and the knowledge of
Hebrew is not much greater, in what meaningful way will the work of
secular Yiddishists and Hebraists be remembered?!*® With the focus of
world Zionism now shifted to the state of Israel, what is the appeal for
American Jews in the works of American Zionists like Ben Halpern, Hayim
Greenberg, Marie Syrkin, Ludwig Lewisohn, and Maurice Samuel, all of
whom preferred to live out their lives in diaspora? What segment of the
Jewish community can now look for inspiration to the work of Trude-
Weiss Rosmarin, the long-time iconoclastic editor of the Jewish Spectator,
or to Henry Hurwitz, the editor of the long-disbanded Menorah Journal, a
periodical whose primary Jewish interest was anti-Semitism at home and
in Europe?'*® It is true that Mordecai Kaplan, the founder of Reconstruc-
tionism, a religious philosophy that emphasizes community, remains a
prominent and provocative figure in American Jewish thought, and there
can be no doubt that the Jewish theology of the one-time Communist,
Will Herberg constitutes one of the most provocative philosophical ap-
proaches to twentieth-century Judaism.'®® Nevertheless, most of the affir-
matively Jewish intellectuals featured in Kessner’s volume seem to be pos-
sessed of concerns from a different time period, issues peculiar to a specific
generation of immigrant intellectuals trained in European universities but
unable to find an intellectual niche in the United States. Most of these
Jewish intellectuals were immersed in the business of creating or sustaining
support for a Jewish state, of championing the Yiddish language, of defining
an American pluralism in which Jewish expression would be acceptable,
or in reaffirming a Jewish relationship with God after the Holocaust, all
worthy projects that, except for post-Holocaust theology, are no longer
sufficient to inspire a Jewish community languishing in the cultural malaise
of the 1990s. As the Jewish historian Henry Feingold has written of these
“Jewy” Jews, not only did they pay their price in fame by confining them-
selves to the Jewish arena, but this arena itself was fast fading. “The ‘other’
intellectuals lived at the tail end of a dying culture.” !

It is with this in mind that the work of the cosmopolitan New York
Intellectuals must be evaluated. The historical forces of freedom and assim-
ilation that operated on the New York Intellectuals are the same historical
forces that continue to operate on the American Jewish psyche, probably
to a far greater extent than the cultural forces of Yiddish, Hebrew, or even
Zionism. In this sense the New York Intellectuals spoke directly to the
primary question facing most American Jews at the end of the twentieth
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century: how can one be Jewish in a free, secular society? If the New York
Intellectuals chose to emphasize their own transition from being Jewish to
being Jewish American, it was because the tension caused by that transition
was available to them as the most prepossessing component of their Jew-
ishness.

That the New York Intellectuals themselves were unable to resolve the
tension between universalism and particularism puts them in the company
of just about everyone else who has tried, perhaps because that is the kind
of tension that never really dissipates.'s? Perhaps their greatest indiscretion
was not recognizing the power of ethnic identity as a dynamic and chang-
ing phenomenon that need not have restricted their ideas about modernism
and culture. The New York Intellectuals were well aware of the multiple
meanings created by the peculiarly modern dilemma of “double conscious-
ness.” They knew, perhaps better than anyone else, that in the contem-
porary world one can have multiple identities and live in a void between
two cultures. But few of them ever looked to ethnicity for the creation of
new artistic forms or innovations. It is for this reason, perhaps, that the
three New York Intellectuals highlighted in this study—Irving Howe,
Norman Podhoretz, and Leslie Fiedler—all proffered the belief in later
writings that, with the completion of the Jews’ transition from being Jewish
to being American, American Jewish writing disappeared as a significant
genre in American literature.!>

This is also probably the reason that, when New York Intellectuals have
decided to return to their Jewish roots, as in the case of Alfred Kazin’s A
Walker in the City or in Irving Howe’s World of Our Fathers, it has usually
been in the form of nostalgic remembrances of a time long past. As Howe
has written of the popularity of World of Our Fathers, perhaps it enabled
Jews “to cast an affectionate backward glance at the world of their fathers
before turning their backs upon it forever and moving on. . .. My book
was not a beginning, it was still another step to the end.” 154

But if the New York Intellectuals were not sufficiently visionary to
foresee the possibility of a Jewish literature in the United States beyond
the ghettos they had left behind, this was because of the compromises they,
as Jewish writers in America, were forced to make before broad public
recognition could be bestowed upon them, compromises that Black writers
in the United States, to return to our opening analogy, were not forced to
make to obtain similar recognition. One must indeed compare the fates of
the cosmopolitan Jewish intellectuals with that of Black intellectuals in the
United States to fully appreciate the terms upon which acceptance of Jewish
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writers and critics has been predicated. Norman Podhoretz has pointed out
that Ludwig Lewisohn ceased being of any importance in the American
literary world after he became a militant Zionist and that his decline was
in dramatic contrast to the skyrocketing fame and acclaim that James Bald-
win experienced when he underwent his conversion to Black nationalism
with The Fire Next Time.'> This contrast between the fates of Black and
Jewish writers in the United States continues today. The Black intellectuals
who are now being compared to the New York Intellectuals have risen to
prominence having first distinguished themselves by their analysis of racial
subjects. As Henry Louis Gates Jr. has written, “it is the birthright of the
Black writer that his experiences, however personal, are automatically his-
torical.” '*¢ Thus, Cornel West becomes a best seller with his book Race
Matters (1993), and bell hooks rises to prominence with her book on race,
feminism, and culture Outlaw Culture (1994), as do Derrick Bell with his
mordant look on race relations in the United States, Faces at the Bottom of
the Well (1992), and Michael Eric Dyson with Making Malcolm: The Myth
and Meaning of Malcolm X (1995). By contrast, the New York Intellectuals
had to first gain prominence by writing books on non-Jewish subject mat-
ter before they were afforded the prestige commensurate with their talent.
Alfred Kazin had first to write his sweeping survey of American literature,
On Native Grounds (1942), before he could be comfortable writing New
York Jew (1978). Irving Howe had to write William Faulkner: A Critical
Study (1962) before World of Our Fathers (1976), Norman Podhoretz Doings
and Undoings: American Writing in the Fifties and After (1963) before Making
It (1968), and Lionel Trilling The Liberal Imagination (1950) before “Words-
worth and the Rabbis” (1955). As the scholar and critic Ruth Wisse has
written of the early New York Intellectuals, the “failure of this predomi-
nantly Jewish intellectual community to address the plight of the Jews was
as pronounced as its successful advancement into the mainstream of Amer-
ican culture.” '’

What, then, is one to make of the New York Intellectuals, these Jewish
writers who seemed to know implicitly that there were certain conditions
that had to be met before their work could garner widespread public in-
terest? While the record of the cosmopolitans is nowhere near as admirable
as that of the “Jewish” Jewish intellectuals in areas of specific Jewish con-
cern, particularly with regard to the Holocaust and support for the state of
Israel, they did deal, in a singularly skilled and noble fashion, with the
larger question of being both Jewish and American. The New York In-
tellectuals allowed generations of Jewish intellectuals and educated lay peo-
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ple to sustain their sense of Jewishness by creating an independent intel-
lectual community that brought the highest critical standards to bear on
questions of intense importance to American Jews afflicted with the de-
mentia of double consciousness. As one New York Intellectual described
the virtue of Commentary magazine, “one could, it seemed, be actively
Jewish just by reading about the Jews’ history, debating the place in culture
of Jewish ritual law, or discerning the American ‘emancipation’ in the
elegance of the magazine’s prose.” 's® This must be recognized as a novel
contribution not only to Jewish life in the United States but to the entire
idea of ethnic identity and acculturation in a free society. If the New York
Intellectuals left the womb of the Jewish immigrant ghettos to make names
for themselves, only to return to their roots to find them buried in in-
creasingly shallow soil, they should at least be credited with coming closer
than anyone else has before or since to bridging the void that separates the
Jewish from the American.



The Unbearable “Whiteness” of
Being Jewish

The Jewish Approach toward Black Power,
1967—1972

[The Jew] can comprehend the Black struggle but only in the
context of his own . . . it is time that he realize that he, not today’s
Black, is the invisible man. —M. Jay Rosenberg

I hesitate to say this because I know it will be misunderstood, it
doesn’t come easily to my tongue— [Jews should have] just a little
self-pride, to feel that it is an honor to be among the victims of our
century. —Irving Howe

For many American Jews, the late 1960s signaled the end of
one era and the beginning of another. On the one hand, the passage of
the two most comprehensive civil rights laws by the federal government
in 1964 and 1965 represented the high-water mark of the postwar liberal
coalition within which American Jews had figured so prominently. On the
other hand, the year 1967 brought with it a number of troubling devel-
opments. For the second time in thirty years, war in the Middle East in
May and June of that year brought Jews throughout the world face-to-face
with the possibility of annihilation. The outpouring of support by Amer-
ican Jews for the embattled state of Israel was a measure not only of latent
feelings for the Jewish homeland but also of the disturbing perception that
if they did not act, the world might once again turn its back on a seemingly
overpowered Jewish population. Compounding these forebodings were a
number of not completely unconnected domestic developments. New Deal
liberalism, a commitment to which had become the backbone of Jewish
identity, was breaking up. By the late 1960s the youth-inspired New Left,
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which had been born in the early part of the decade with a strong strain
of humanism and hope, had become radicalized and often expressed this
radicalism in ways that many liberal Jews found disturbing. But perhaps the
most unsettling development for American Jews was the advent of Black
Power, a movement that both caused and in some ways was caused by the
deterioration of relations between Jewish and Black Americans. While there
had been signs of discontent in both groups for a number of years, for the
first time since World War II the commonality of interests could no longer
hide the fact that American Jews and Black Americans were so obviously
at cross-purposes. Many Black Americans believed that it was time to con-
solidate their own power and close ranks against outsiders, eschewing the
goal of integration in favor of an appeal for “Black Power.”

The Black Power movement, which, among other things, defined Jews
outside the racialized movement for social change, more than any other
development hastened an end to the “Golden Age” of American Jewry,
an age in which American Jews could enjoy the luxury of increasing tol-
erance while linking their identity to a commitment to progressive causes.
But rather than adjust their identities in accordance with a revised racial
status, many Jews determinedly refused to consider themselves part of
“white” America. Jewish intellectuals and leaders could not extricate them-
selves from the discourse of liberalism and marginality, which for them had
come to define the Jewish past and to embody the Jewish present. But the
reality of race in the United States meant that the memory of Jewish suf-
fering could not register on a public conscience now wrestling with its
more intense and more protracted engagement with Black Americans.

The Black Power Revolution

In the February 1965 issue of Commentary magazine, the civil rights leader
Bayard Rustin recast the civil rights movement from one that emphasized
equality before the law to one that emphasized actual social and economic
equality. Rustin wrote that “the legal foundation of racism in America [had
been] destroyed” and that the civil rights movement “is now concerned
not merely with removing the barriers to full opportunity but with achieving
the fact of equality.”' By the mid-1960s, indeed, many Black leaders began
to feel that the strategies employed in the early phases of the civil rights
revolution were no longer effective. Passive resistance protests and lunch-
counter sit-ins were useful for achieving legal integration in the South, it
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was true, but they did not produce jobs, education, or health care in inner-
city slums.

The problems of the inner city seemed to dominate public discourse as
more Black youngsters came of age while living in urban slums and as
expectations of advancement continued to grow. From 1940 to 1963 more
than three million Black Americans moved from the South to other sec-
tions of the country, and by 1966 Black and Puerto Rican children made
up a majority of the youngsters in New York City’s public school system.?
Many younger Blacks began to feel betrayed by the established civil rights
leadership, which they accused of being wedded to an antiquated program
of “gradualism,” nonviolent demonstrations, and coalition politics. It made
no difference to the “New Ghetto Man” that progress against racial dis-
crimination had been made, as any amount of progress would have fallen
short of expectations. The urban Black male had developed a new psyche,
completely opposed to the docile and submissive Black American of white
racist mythology. The new Black male was politically “hip,” tolerant of
violence, and loud in proclaiming that he would not passively submit to a
life of material deprivation and racial discrimination.?

The “New Ghetto Man” was discontent, and he showed it by waging
a series of urban riots across the country. On August 11, 1965, the arche-
typical race riot of the late 1960s took place in the Watts section of South-
east Los Angeles. Watts was demographically representative of other big-
city ghettos. Poverty figures showed that four out of ten persons were poor,
38 percent of the families were headed by women, and 47 percent of the
children under eighteen lived in broken homes.* As on many similar oc-
casions in the late 1960s, the violence began over a routine encounter
between police officers and a Black resident, in this case a twenty-one-
year-old unemployed Black man who had resisted arrest after being pulled
over for driving while intoxicated. Shouting the motto of a local Black
disk jockey, “Burn, baby, burn,” a crowd of a thousand Watts residents
gathered in response to the arrival of police reinforcements. That night
young Watts residents attacked cars driven by whites, white news reporters,
and cops. The rioting, looting, and burning lasted almost four days, re-
sulting in thirty-four deaths, 1,072 injuries, 977 buildings damaged or de-
stroyed, and four thousand arrests. On the fourth day the National Guard
was called in to quell the violence. In all, there were forty-three racial
disorders in 1966 and 164 during the first nine months of 1967. Thirty-
three of the 1967 riots were of an intensity that required state police in-
tervention, while eight required the deployment of the National Guard.

>
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The riots in Newark and Detroit were on a scale similar to that of Watts.®
The National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, known widely as
the Kerner Commission, named for Governor Otto Kerner of Illinois, who
chaired it, found that the typical rioter was a teenager or young adult, a
lifelong resident of the city in which the riot took place, and, although a
high-school dropout, somewhat better educated than his nonrioting Black
neighbor. This typical rioter was usually underemployed or employed at
menial labor, fiercely proud of his race, extremely hostile to both whites
and middle-class Blacks, and, “although informed about politics, highly
distrustful of the political system.”® There were also clear nationalist over-
tones to the riots, as rioters showed extreme discipline in attacking mostly
symbols of white authority in the ghetto—primarily police and white-
owned stores—for the most part sparing stores with markings that indicated
they were owned by Blacks.”

Militant Black nationalists viewed the riots as guerilla wars being fought
to liberate Black colonies. The idea that Black ghettos were actually col-
onies that served to enrich whites living outside the ghetto had its first
prominent spokesman in Malcolm X. Before his assassination in 1964, Mal-
colm had exclaimed that “in every Black ghetto . . . every night the owners
of those businesses go home with that Black community’s money, which
helps the ghetto stay poor.”® Malcolm also warned that Blacks would take
a lesson from the other colonized people of the world. “If white America
doesn’t think that the Afro-American, especially the upcoming generation,
is capable of adopting the guerrilla tactics now being used by oppressed
people elsewhere on earth, she is making a drastic mistake.”® By 1967, men
like Stokely Carmichael and H. Rap Brown, successively the leaders of the
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), picked up Mal-
colm’s read on the Black ghetto and became the two leading spokesmen
for revolutionary nationalism. At a July 19 rally, while Newark was cooling
down from its riot, Brown shouted that “Honkies” owned all the stores
in the neighborhood. “You got to own some of them stores. I don’t care
if you have to burn him down and run him out. The streets are yours.
Take ’em.”°

The idea that Black ghettos constitute an internal colony within the
United States continues to be hotly debated among scholars.!' But even if
the Black ghetto of the 1960s did not possess the most frequently cited
attributes of a “colony,” it did suffer from sufficiently high levels of ex-
ploitation and social isolation to lend the idea substantial emotional validity.
“Like the peoples of the underdeveloped countries,” Harold Cruse wrote
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in one of the most eloquent statements on the subject, “the Negro suffers
... the psychological reactions to being ruled over by others not of his
kind.” 2

In the late 1960s, the nationalist interpretation of Black status in the
United States came under the rubric of Black Power. Black Power essen-
tially secularized the separatist impulse of Black nationalism, which had
previously manifested itself in religious form, and produced an ideological
convergence of older nationalist groups and newer militant civil rights
groups such as SNCC and the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE)."
Black Power meant different things to different people, but Stokely Car-
michael, coiner of the term “Black Power,” attacked the idea of liberal
integrationism and alliances with whites on the grounds that it implied that
there was nothing worth preserving in the Black community. “Let any
ghetto group contemplating coalition be so tightly organized, so strong that
...1it is an ‘indigestible body’ which cannot be absorbed or swallowed
up"’ 14

The attempt to consolidate Black political power along racial lines had
a new international appeal to Black Americans responding to the rise of
the decolonized nations of the Third World. The manipulative Cold War
approach of both superpowers to the aspirations of Third World countries
and the recent civil rights victories inspired among Black Americans a feel-
ing that they were part of an international majority of oppressed nonwhite
people, rather than an isolated minority confined to the United States. The
new international identity gave currency to the concept of “Negritude,”
which linked Black Americans emotionally, biologically, and politically
with other dark-skinned people across the globe and which often resulted
in a virulent antiwhite chauvinism.

The development of antiwhite racism among Black Power leaders was
bound to impact American Jews more than other whites, if for no other
reason than the heavy Jewish involvement in civil rights and Black orga-
nizations. One of the most conspicuous instances in which a Black organ-
ization with heavy Jewish support and membership turned against Jews was
the case of SNCC. Founded in 1960 on the principles of philosophical
pacifism, SNCC had attracted widespread Jewish support. But dissatisfac-
tion with what the civil rights movement had achieved caused SNCC to
take a major turn by the late 1960s. In 1969, SNCC officially deleted
“nonviolent” from its name, and its leader at that time, H. Rap Brown,
declared that the organization would no longer be associated with such a
concept as a solution to the problems of oppressed people.'* Before this
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declaration, in 1967, SNCC published an attack on Israel in its June/July
issue of the SNCC Newsletter that borrowed from the most extreme Arab
propaganda. The newsletter charged the Israelis with atrocities and pub-
lished cartoons showing a hand marked with a Star of David and a dollar
sign tightening a rope around the necks of the Egyptian leader Gamal Abdel
Nasser and the heavyweight boxer Muhammad Ali, implying that the same
Jewish forces had both men in their deadly grip. Another cartoon depicted
Moshe Dayan, the venerable Israeli general, wearing dollar signs instead of
a general’s shoulder insignia. “Zionists lined up Arab victims and shot them
in the back in cold blood. This is the Gaza strip,” the text read, referring
to a blurred photograph, “not Dachau, Germany.” The text of the news-
letter sounded anti-Jewish as well as anti-Zionist themes in a list of in-
dictments the editors called “facts.” It stated that the famous European
Jewish family the Rothschilds, “who have long controlled the wealth of
many European nations” control much of Africa’s mineral wealth. “Fact
32” of the SNCC newsletter was particularly intriguing. It said that “under
the guise of ‘foreign aid’ the Israeli Histadrut (Labor Organization) has gone
into African countries, tried to exploit and control their economies, and
sabotaged African liberation movements, along with any other African
movements or projects opposed by the United States and other Western
powers.” ¢ In attempting to explain that SNCC was not an anti-Semitic
organization, Ralph Featherstone, editor of the newsletter, exacerbated the
matter, explaining that he was interested in denouncing not all Jews but
“only Jewish oppressors”—a term he applied to Israel and “to those Jews
in the little Jew shops in the [Black] ghettos.” Featherstone also conceded
that he had received some of the information for the SNCC newsletter
from Arab sources.!” The Stanford University historian Clayborne Carson,
the eminent chronicler of SNCC, has written that the SNCC newsletter
was not written as an official policy statement but probably would have
been approved by many of SNCC’s leaders. For many Blacks in SNCC,
the antiwhite, anti-Israel, and sometimes anti-Semitic stand was, according
to Carson, “a test of their willingness to demonstrate SNCC’s break from
its civil rights past and a reconfirmation that ties with whites were incon-
sistent with their desire to express racial aspirations and frustrations without
restraint.” '8

If one idea was universal among the advocates of Black Power, it was
the necessity of a realistic approach to politics. Black Power ideologues
believed that the self-interest of American ethnic groups always took pre-
cedence over the abstract ideals of equality and brotherly love and that
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Blacks had to mobilize as a collective if they were to realize their interests.
To be sure, there were prominent Black Powerites, perhaps most appro-
priately categorized as “alienated revolutionaries,” who believed in the ef-
ficacy of a call for a separate Black nation. But Black Power spokespersons
generally sought to maintain group identity while enjoying the full benefits
of United States citizenship. Black Power asserted that “the dominant thrust
of Black ideologies has been the desire for inclusion in the broader Amer-
ican society.” !’

This was in fact the central theme of Harold Cruse’s landmark volume,
The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual (1967), in which Cruse excoriated the
Black intelligentsia not only for embarking on integrationist schemes over
the preceding forty years but also for failing to formulate an effective na-
tionalist program designed to address the very specific problems of Black
Americans in the United States. According to Cruse, “most of the post-
Garvey religio-nationalist creeds have developed an impractical Back-to-
Africa, separatist other-worldliness which is romantic escapism; for if the
Afro-American does not find his salvation in the United States he will find
it nowhere.”? In this polemic against the Black left, Cruse criticized the
Garveyites for relying on “Back-to-Africa” fantasies, the Communists for
allowing Black nationalism to be subordinated to the needs of white Com-
munists, the integrationists for ignoring the realities of group politics, and
the ideology of guerrilla warfare, which by the late 1960s had superseded
the Marxism of some Black Power activists.2! For Cruse, “the individual
in America has few rights that are not backed up by the political, economic,
and social power of one group or another. Hence, the individual Negro
has, proportionately, very few rights indeed because his ethnic group . . .
has very little political, economic or social power . . . to wield.”

It is ironic, therefore, that a movement born of the nationalist impulse
in Black Americans would utilize the tradition of American pluralism to
achieve revolutionary gains in the sphere of domestic politics, but that is
indeed what happened. On the domestic political front, there were essen-
tially three areas of concern for Black Power: community control of gov-
ernment agencies and programs; race preferences; and political power
through government jobs and the redrawing of electoral districts. The de-
mands made in these areas reflected a desire to dissipate the white influence
on the affairs of the Black ghetto and led inevitably to confrontation with
American Jews.

The irony of a clash between Jews and Black Power advocates should
not go unmentioned. Black Power sought to obtain political and economic
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privileges through communal solidarity, while Jews, at least to a certain
extent, relied less on group solidarity and political power to achieve their
place in American life than most other ethnic groups. There can be no
doubt that before the emergence of large-scale bureaucracies and profes-
sional specialization in the consolidated economy of the 1920s, American
Jews relied on ethnic-based institutions to advance themselves, including
Jewish trade unions, an extensive network of Jewish communal services,
and Jewish loan associations.?® Nevertheless, after the first world war, Jews
enthusiastically utilized education and certification as a major platform by
which to join the middle class, and they relied increasingly on the growing
use of merit-based criteria to gain admission to higher education and the
professions. The increasing use of objective professional and educational
criteria in employment saw a massive alteration in the character of the
Jewish workforce by the 1920s, which by 1930 and for the remaining
decades of the twentieth century would be characterized primarily by
white-collar professional employment. By 1935, a survey sponsored by the
New York Welfare Council found that only 3 percent of Jewish households
contained fathers employed as unskilled laborers. By the late 1920s, the
historian Henry Feingold tells us, “it became clear, [Jews] were not the
sons of workers nor would they produce sons who were workers.”2* While
white-collar professionals form semiexclusive occupational niches through
networks and associations much as blue-collar laborers do, in the case of
the professions these exclusionary devices are fueled at least as much by the
shared values derived from common occupational and educational expe-
riences as by those deriving from any specific ethnic loyalty.? It therefore
seems likely that only a small fraction of American Jews owed their middle-
class status to anything that could be defined as “Jewish” solidarity. Some
critics might argue that Jews advanced into the middle class by utilizing
those rights and privileges available to them as “whites” but denied to
Blacks, including, in many states, the right to vote, greater residential mo-
bility, and greater access to lending institutions.?® But even from this per-
spective, the faster rise of Jews up the socioeconomic ladder compared to
other white ethnic groups would have to be addressed before the explan-
atory power of education and merit in the creation of the Jewish middle
class can be invalidated.?” As the sociologist Nathan Glazer has commented
about the Jews in the postwar period, “while America in general became
more markedly middle class in its occupational structure, Jews became even
more so.”?® Needless to say, the expansion of the public sector after World
War II, greater access to higher education, and the implementation of
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merit-based civil service exams for government employees resulted in dis-
proportionate Jewish representation in the very white-collar public sector
professional class from whom Black Powerites would try to wrest control.

The Jewish Clash with Black Power

The conflict over community control in central cities, a subset of the more
general New Left rebellion against large bureaucracies and the call for grass-
roots democracy, resulted in the most serious conflict of all—the New
York City teacher’s strike of 1968. From the perspective of many inner-
city Blacks in the late 1960s, the failure of Northern public school systems
to integrate since the Brown decision of 1954 and the continuing academic
difficulties experienced by many Black pupils indicated that the white civil
service bureaucracies charged with overseeing the public schools had failed.
Having been promised integration by the powers that be, Black parents
became increasingly frustrated; this frustration coupled with the increasingly
obvious fact that Black children were not learning led them to drop their
original demand for integration and to substitute a demand for local con-
trol.? In many cases, this put these local Black communities on a collision
course with the Jews who had come to staff many of the large-scale urban
civil service bureaucracies. In the New York City school system, for ex-
ample, Jews had replaced Irish-Americans as the majority of teachers, prin-
cipals, and administrators after the widespread institution of civil service
examinations in 1940.>° This situation came to an unfortunate climax in
the Ocean Hill-Brownsville section of Brooklyn in the fall of 1968.
Although formerly a solid Jewish section of Brooklyn, Ocean Hill-
Brownsville by 1968 had no white presence except for absentee landlords,
shopkeepers, welfare workers, and teachers. As agitation for a larger parental
voice in school affairs mounted, Ocean-Hill-Brownsville was designated
one of three experimental districts set up with financial assistance from the
Ford Foundation. The experiment gave a community-elected neighbor-
hood board and its Black administrator, Rhody McCoy, a measure of local
control over policies in the area’s eight schools. The project was opposed
by the predominantly Jewish United Federation of Teachers (UFT), which
feared that decentralization on a citywide basis would damage the union’s
bargaining power. In the spring of 1968 McCoy, in a controversial use of
power, transferred nineteen teachers out of the district without formal
charges or hearings, setting the groundwork for a walkout of the 350 teach-
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ers in the district and for a series of three strikes later in the fall. Teachers
and supervisors spent a total of seven weeks on the picket line, which
turned out to be the longest school strike in American history up until that
point. The strike paralyzed a school system of more than one million chil-
dren, sixty thousand teachers and supervisors, and nine hundred schools.?!
What began as a dispute between the Ocean Hill Governing Board and
the teachers’ union soon turned into a struggle between Black spokesmen
and the predominantly Jewish teachers’ union.

As the teachers’ strike dragged on, ugly manifestations of anti-Semitism
and racism emerged. Vulgarities were exchanged between Black parents
and picketing teachers. The UFT charged the governing board with in-
citing violence in the schools themselves. One incident involved the dis-
tribution of handbills, written by unknown Black militants, that read “it is
impossible for the Middle-East murderers of colored people to possibly
bring to this important task the insight, the concern, the exposing of the
truth that is a must if the years of brainwashing and self-hatred that has
been taught to our Black children by those blood-sucking exploiters and
murderers is to be overcome.”* These handbills had appeared earlier in
the spring of 1967, when Robert “Sonny” Carson of Brooklyn CORE
held demonstrations to enforce his demand that white principals in Ocean
Hill be fired. The UFT, under the direction of Albert Shanker, printed
and distributed half a million copies of the leaflet. While a highly contro-
versial report by the New York City chapter of the American Civil Lib-
erties Union accused the UFT of exacerbating racial tensions in the school
strike, Shanker and others, including the Anti-Defamation League of B’nai
B'rith, declared that anti-Semitism in New York City was at a “crisis
level.”33

There had been other incidents of intimidation during the strike. A
Black teacher named Leslie Campbell, vice president of the Afro-American
Teacher’s Association, spoke at an Ocean Hill-Brownsville school assembly
following the murder of Martin Luther King, at which he incited his au-
dience of twelve- and fifteen-year-olds with the following remarks: “Don’t
steal toothpaste and combs. Steal things we can use. You know what I
mean brothers. . . . When the enemy taps you on the shoulder, send him
to the cemetery. You know who your enemy is.” 3 If the youngsters who
witnessed Campbell’s diatribe were unsure as to exactly who the “enemy”
was, Campbell clarified the matter on a subsequent radio show hosted by
the Black activist Julius Lester on WBAI-FM. Over the air, Campbell read
a poem dedicated to Albert Shanker by one of his fifteen-year-old students
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that read, in part, “hey, Jew Boy, with that yarmulke on your head/you
pale-faced Jew Boy—1I wish you were dead.”>*

In the end, the teachers’ union held out, the Ocean Hill-Brownsville
experiment failed, and the state suspended the governing board, replacing
it with a trusteeship in anticipation of systemwide reform. The Ocean Hill-
Brownsville controversy involved misinterpretations, misreadings, and in-
sults on both sides. But perhaps what alarmed the New York Jewish com-
munity so much about the school strike was the calm and silence that the
instances of Black anti-Semitism elicited from white non-Jews like New
York City Mayor John Lindsay and the heads of the Ford Foundation who
had helped finance and push the experiment along. Many Jews viewed this
as the willingness of a non-Jewish, white “establishment” to sacrifice Jewish
interests, embodied in this case in civil service rules and merit-based hiring
regulations, in order to keep peace and garner support from a resurgent
Black underclass.* The union ultimately won the right to return the teach-
ers to the district, and the strike established the UFT as a major force in
city and state politics. But the price of victory was high and included the
union’s image as a liberal and socially progressive force. Be that as it may,
the relationship between Blacks and Jews in New York was permanently
damaged by the strikes, which effectively weakened the city’s liberal po-
litical coalition.

The impression of many Jews that there were large numbers of whites,
including large numbers of Jews, who were willing to acquiesce to Black
demands for more political power and control even at the expense of treas-
ured liberal values was reinforced by events that occurred surrounding the
school strike. One of these events involved Thomas Hoving, the white,
gentile director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City.
In 1968 the Met exhibited a show titled “Harlem on My Mind.” While
the show was picketed by some Harlem Blacks for giving what they felt
was a romanticized portrait of Harlem life as seen through white eyes, the
biggest uproar came from some in the Jewish community who were dis-
turbed by the introduction to the catalogue of the show, written by a
sixteen-year-old Black girl, which read, in part, “[B]ehind every hurdle
that the Afro-American has to jump stands the Jew who has already cleared
it.” The young girl went on to declare that anti-Semitism helps Blacks to
feel more completely American. After a deluge of protests, the museum
hastily included a paragraph of disclaimer, which the American Jewish
Congress noted, was “half-hearted and did not end the libel against Jews.” 3
Once again, the response of the director of the museum seemed to rankle
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more than the Black teenager’s prose. Hoving declared, “[H]er statements
are true. If the truth hurts, so be it.”* Hoving himself later admitted that
he could have used more tact in handling the situation.*

Another troubling incident was the selection in 1968 of John Hatchett
by New York University to direct its new Martin Luther King Afro-
American Student Center. Hatchett, a former New York City public
school teacher, had authored an article in the Afro-American Teacher’s Forum
titled, “The Phenomenon of the Anti-Black Jews and the Black Anglo-
Saxon: A Study in Educational Perfidy,” which accused Jewish educators
of mentally poisoning Black pupils.*' President Hester and other officials
at New York University were allegedly not aware of the article when they
hired Hatchett, but they sought the help of former Supreme Court justice
and United Nations Ambassador Arthur Goldberg in investigating the mat-
ter. After speaking with Hatchett personally, Goldberg informed President
Hester of his belief that Hatchett understood the injustices and dangers
contained in his article and recommended the continuation of his appoint-
ment. Hester, in his August 9 announcement that the university would
retain Hatchett, stated that he did not believe Hatchett was an anti-Semite
in the “classic sense” and that “I think it is true that there is a preponder-
ance of Jewish teachers and administrators. . . . I can understand how some-
one might make references and still not be anti-Semitic.”*? While many
Jewish leaders were outraged by Hester’s response, they need only have
waited two more months for Hatchett to seal his own fate. On October
8, speaking before seven hundred students at NYU’s Bronx campus,
Hatchett called Albert Shanker and other white political leaders “racist
bastards,” which led to his prompt dismissal as director of the Center.
Nevertheless, an agreement was worked out with Black students by which
Hatchett was permitted to stay on as an “adviser” and was provided uni-
versity office space.®

The demand for Afro-American or Black Studies programs in univer-
sities across the country came from a growing feeling among Black students
and scholars that the treatment of the Black experience in standard college
curricula had been woefully inadequate. Since the basic impetus for Black
studies programs originated with Black students on mixed-race university
campuses, many of whom were influenced by the student revolts against
university bureaucracies, the push for a separate Black studies curriculum
was also accompanied by efforts of Black students to retain a say in the
development of such programs.** Only a few months after the New York
public school crisis, sixty-five out of 103 Black students at the nonsectarian
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Jewish-sponsored Brandeis University in Waltham, Massachusetts, occupied
an administration building in protest against the university administration.
Led by a Black Jew, the Black militants announced the establishment of
Malcolm X University in the center of Brandeis and demanded that a Black
Studies program be instituted at the school in which Black students would
have a say in the hiring of faculty and in the design of the curriculum. The
militants accused the administration of having a “racist attitude,” which
must have been discouraging to university president Morris Abram, a man
who not only served on the United States Civil Rights Commission but
who was instrumental in obtaining Martin Luther King Jr.’s release from a
DeKalb county prison in 1960 and who spearheaded the legal fight against
the white domination of Southern politics.* Abram took a laid-back ap-
proach to the crisis at Brandeis, refusing to call the police and carrying on
the business of the school from other buildings. Eventually, the militants
ended their holdout and a Black Studies Department was created, though
on a basis that was satisfactory to the Brandeis faculty.*

A more academically damaging and psychologically painful experience
for many Jews was the crisis at the City University of New York (CUNY)
over the demands of Black and Puerto Rican students for “open admis-
sions” and other changes. City College had been a Jewish enclave for
almost three-quarters of a century, primarily because Jews had attended
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