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n a celebrated ardcle in 1993 in the Journal of

Ethnic Studies, historians John Bracey and
August Meier declared, “The comparison and
interaction of blacks and Jews in the history of
the United States together form a significant and
interesting field that has yet to be explored in a

systematic way." They threw
down 2 series of questions

designed to “stimulate thinking

among historians, and [to] pro-
vide a useful agenda for furure
research.”

Four years later, we have a
tentative response in Sernggles
in the Promised Land, co-edited
hy Jack Salzmun, who curated
the Jewish Muscum’s exhibic
“Bridges and Boundaries:
African Americans and Ameri-
can Jews,” and Cornel Wese,
the distinguished HHarvard pro-.
fewsor. Salzman adinies thae the

COIMIMon

THE MAGAZINE OF

full-scale history of thar fasci-
nadng relationship “still has
not been written.” Four of the
21 essays in this multi-authored
volume are basically personal
ruminations, while four others
focus on contemporary “hot-
burton” issues like affirmadve
action and nationalism rather
than on learning from the past.
The best essays, though, do fill
important gaps in our under-
standing of the history of
blackJewish relations.

The volume begins where

black-Jewish relations began—

in rabbinie

exegesia of the
Bible, Thirey years ago in his
award-winning Hlite Over
Black, Winthrop Jordan con-
tended that it was *a speciti-
cally Jesish rather thana
Christian” interpretation of
Genesis 9:23 that rooted the

* origins of blacknuss in “the

curse of Ham.” Scholars huve

echoed him ever since, blaming

“Judaic tradition” for what St.
Claire Drake called “the gene-
sis of culeural and phenotype
denigradon of dack-skinned
peoples.” The Naton of Islum,
in its Blacks & Jews Newsleeter,
translates this into the incendi-

ary claim that there was 1 “few-

ish conspiracy in the Biblical
origin of White supremacy,”
which it sees as “the absolute
basis” for the “choice of dark-
skinned Africans for chattel

. slavery.”

The problem, as David M.
Goldenberg demonstrates in

his contribution, is that neither

- Jordan nor any of the scholars

who followed him could read
rabbinic texts in the original.
His own expert reading dis-
closes, if anything, “a posidve
percepdon of blacks running
throughout the rabbinic cor-
us.” Drawing in part on his
examples (some previously

* unavailable in English), Ben-

jamin Braude has brilliandy
shown elsewhere the elasdeity
of the medieval uses of Hum
imagery, which even included a
Christian theory that dJepicted

. Jews as Ham's true descen-
" dants. Braude finds that the

associagon of the Hamidc

* curse with blackness and the
- use of this biblical passage to

legitimate bluck slavery began
only in the modern period, not

- more than 400 years ago. His

conclusion is well worth pon-
dering: The children of
Noah—Shem, Ham, and
Japhet—“have buen ever-

~ changing projections of the
+ likes and dislikes, hatreds and
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nQuest

WS, BrELGies and fear,
needs and ratonules through

_ which society conunually con-

- structs and reconstructs igs

* selves and its opposites.”

Afeer briefly touching on the
Middle Ages, Seugales in the
Prowised Land nioves on to the
well-worn controversy over

- Jews and the slave trade. David

* Brion Davis, the Pulitzer Prize-

" winning historian, eusily dis-
musses as malicious fantasy
claims of 1 significant Jewish
presence: “In acrualiny, the free
people of color in the
Caribbean greatly surpassed the
much smaller number of Jews
in slave ownership.” Seymour

" Drescher hus concluded else-
where chat the Jewish presence
in the four most substandal
slave trades “ranged from mar-

' ginal to virrually nil.” And in an

* exhausdvely-researched forth-

; coming book, Eli Faber shows

. that Jews comprised fewer than

2 percent of those involved in

the slave trade.
To be sure, Jews did greatly

| benefit from slavery’s wormy
fruits, just as non-Jews did. And
as Davis reminds us in a slew of
books, much of modern

' progress was constructed upon

. the backs of black slaves. The

* “dismal quth,” he says, is “that

. the New World...was made

. possible only...by the dehuman-

| izing subjugmon of the so-

called African race.”

|
i truggles in the Promsed Land

! Jadds lictle to our understand-

| ing of black-Jewish reludons

. prior to mass East European

: Jewish immigradon in the

| 1880s. Jews scarcely exceeded

' one-half of one percent of the

. American population at any

. ame during that period, and

\ most of the scholurship that
exists—-sumnuarized in part here
by historian Jason Silverman—
suggests that they did not differ
¢ much from their Gentile neigh-

" bors: They were rich and poor,
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held diverse views about slavery
and fought on both sides of the
Civil War. Just barely inside
“the groove of history,” Jews
were “inconsequendal at best
and invisible at worse.”

A closer look, however, sug-
gests that at least four central
themes of black-Jewish reladions

.ve their roots in this period.
First of all, Jews both achieved
legal equality in the United
States and became firmly iden-
tified with the white race. Back
in colonial New Amsterdam,
Jews briefly enjoyed fewer rights
than free blacks (such as the
rights to own real estate or join
the miliga), but the status of
Jews rose over ume, dramag-
cally so after the Revoluton.
This was pargcularly true in
Charleston, the largest of
America’s Jewish communiries
during the immediate post-
Revoludonary decades, where
Jews won close to full accep-
tance into white society. With
60 percent of Charleston's resi-
Jents consistng of black slaves
and free persons of color, the
ruling minoriry populadon of
whites was happy to embrace
Jews as racial allies. In return,
in 1820 Jews boosted the city’s
total white populadon by more
than § percent. Being linked to
the white race brought Ameri-
can Jews an unprecedented
degree of freedom and happi-
ness throughout the South—
and beyond. These benefits
derived, at least in part, from
black subjugation. In antebel-
lum America as earlier in the |
Caribbean, the irony that .
David Brion Davis first noted
condnued to hold true: “Jews
found the threshold of liberation
in a region dependent on black
slavery.”

Sccond, the pre-Civil War
decades wimessed the firse sig-
nificant black-Jewish clash that |
turned on the distinctiveness of
the Juwish experience—the
expectation that Jews would
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evinee special sympathy for
black people’s plight. In
respanse to the pro-Southern,
anti-black and ant-abolidonist

" bombast of the Jewish journal-

ist and poliacian Mordecat M.
Noah, Freedom's Journal, the
first black newspaper in Amer-
ica, tied to evoke from him “a
fellow feeling” for slaves, sug-
gestng that 3 Jew should learn
from history to “sympathize
with the oppressed of every
hue.” Even if Jews had finally
achieved tull aceeptance, black
crites implied, history held
them to a higher standard.
Much of the subsequent relu-

. donship berween America’s

blacks and Jews has revolved
around this same presumption.
From the beginning, African
Americans expected more
understanding from Jews and

" expressed disappointment if
i they did not receive it.

Third, the mid-19th century
wimessed the first known
American examples of black

! people who were pracdcing

- Jews. Ralph Melnick has

- recounted the remarkable story
© of Billy Simons (1780:-1839},

_ an enslaved newspaper carrier

for The Charlestan Courier, who

- cliimed Jewish ancestry,

received the exmraordinary right
to sit “in the nave of the temple
among his white coreligionists”
and was described by Charles-
ton’s Rabbi Maurice Maver as
“the most observant of those

+ who go to the synagogue.” New
. York’s venerable Congregation

Shearith Israel likewise knew

* black worshippers at that dme.
! “When New York State abol-

ished slavery [in 1799, they
chose to remain with their now
endeared masters, and assumed
their religion,” an 1853 Ger-

. man-Jewish visitor to the syna-
. gogue was informed. The

African Americans, all females,
reputedly prayed “with oue
devodon.” Scholars have largely

" ignored the experiences of black
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Jews, past and present, aithough
some toduy estimmute that the
number of those Jews stands as
high as 200,000. Their history,
particularly the troubled rela-
donship between black Jews
and white Jews, cries out for
analysis.

Finally, any serious effort to
understand the early history of
black-Jewish relatdons must
confront the roubled legacy of
Reconstruction, yet another
glaring gap that Smuggles i the
Prontised Land proves unable to
fll. As early as 1899, Mark
Tiwain, in his essay, “Concern-
ing the Jews,” linked the legacy
of Reconsruction and the ris-
ing dde of ant-Semidsm in his
own tme: “In the cotton states,
after the war, the simple and
ignorant negroes made the
crops for the white planter on
shares. The Jew came down in
force, set up shop on the plan-
tation, supplied all the negro’s
wants on credit, and at the end
of the season was proprietor of
the negro’s shure of the present
crop and of part of his share of
the next one. Before long the
whites detested Jews, and it is
doubttful if the negro loved tum.”

The truth of this and similar
accounts is difficult to gauge in
the absence of serious scholur-
ship, but contemporaries were
apparendy persuaded. The
moral ambiguides hinted at by
Mark Twain underlay the his-
tory of black-Jewish reladons
forever afrerwards: Should
Reconstruction-era Jews be
reviled as Shylocks or praised
for extending credit to those
whom nobody else would oust?
Did Jews by moving south
block economic progress for
blacks or did they assist them
by filling 1 critical economic
void® In extending credit to
freed slaves, were Jews operat-
ing from altruistic motives or
self-interested ones—and does
it really mutter?® In sum, does
this episode bespeak Jewish

wn
tu

righecousness, Jewish rapacious-
ness, the victimization of both
Jews and blacks by wealthy
white landowners, or simply the
operations of 4 capitalist system
thae distributes rewards
unequally? These recurring
questions adinit of no easy

Jnswers.

Snvzgg/es in the Promised Land
stands on firmer ground
when it turns to the 20th cen-
tury, the subject of its best
essays. Here considerable new
historical research has been
accomplished, and the editors

that Jews and blacks con-
structed of each other and
comparing these to the
encounters that actually took
place between blacks and
Jews—encounters, she adnies.
that we stll know all too lictle
about—she concludes thar ula-
mately "the gap between
thetoric and reality proved o
be too great. Every dav Jews
and blacks who looked into
each others eyes could never
see each other 2y ordinary and
real.”

Reporter Jonathan Kaummuan,
by contrust, argues that what

make  the went

most of it — wrong can
No  sum- be located
myando Iy gptebelfupy i some

justice to all
these essays,

Jews: what

America...the
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of them wholly sadsfactory.
Historian Hasia Diner blames
what happened on the “long-
standing discrepancy berween
the way blucks and Jews ‘saw’
each other on a metaphoric
level and the ways they ‘saw’
each other in the flesh.” By
examining the mythic images

urban controntations took
place that pitted the interests
of blacks and Jews against one
another. These, he argues,
drove Jews by the thousands
out of Ameriua’s cities, and
enraged the mass of rank and
file Jews whose businesses were
gutted and old neighbarhoods

ravaged by viotenes snd omoe
Todav, a3 3 resuit. most Jews
have abandoned Anterica’s
cities and “like most whites
moved to the suburbs.” Wich
Jews and blacks no longer shur-
ing a conumon urban space. the
territorial basis of their “special
relationship,” he believes, hus
etfectively ended.

Historian Naney Weiss roors
the black-Jewish reladonship in
“a partcular subser of the
American Jewish communiey”
that operated n the early
decades of the nwentieth con-
rury. She focuses upon wealthy,
religiously liberal and socially
active Jews (Our Crowd) of
German or Austrian back-
ground who generally resided
in the most fashionabic sections
of New York. A “complex
interplay” of altrutsm, religious
belief, social concern and prag-
matic self-interest mouvated
their concern for racial justice,
she shows. She finds striking
parallels berween Jews' assis-
tance te blacks emigradng from
the South and to fellow Jews
immigrarng from Eastern
Europe. Most importanty, she
demonstrates, in greater detail
than anyone has before, just
how lurge this small cadre of
early 20th-century Jews loomed
in the financial, legal, politeal
and administrative work of the
NAACP and of the Nauonal
Urban League. Refuting those
like David Levering Lewis who
have sought to minimize the
early Jewish contribution to
civil rights, she concludes that
it was, if anything, even more
“unusual in tts character and
intensity” than previoushy rec-
oymized. As for what went
wrong, she argues, in part, that
Jewish contributions sometmes
carried with them problems of
ownership and control as indi-
vidual Jews sought to use their
power of the purse to intluence
black organizational policies.
One mighe add. of course, that
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2 new generation of Jewish and

- blaek leaders were emcrging
who understood the demands
of leadership ditterently thas
their predecessors had and
proved both less paternalistic
and more renresentative,

Historian Cheryvl Greenberg
suggests vet 1 tourth explana-
tion for “what went wrong.”
Examiining the reladons
benween bluck and Jewish com-
munal agencies devoted to el
cights. she finds that as early as
World War Il “collaboragon
emerged primarily out ot clear
and explicit selt-interest, albeir
a selt-interest that coincided
with 1 broader moral stance.”
WWhere both groups expected to
benetit, cooperation flourished.
VWhere self-interest was less
clear-cut, agencies held back.
since and-Semidsm declined
far more quickly than racism,
strategies slowly diverged.
Moreover, records of the tme

disclose that che “speatal rela-
vonship™ so warmly recalled in
{ddeceptive) retrospect was, even
atits heighe, more troubtied on
both sides than is geoerally
understood. By the 1960s,
Greenberg argues, “the most
basic visiuns of the two com-
munities contlicted.” The
angry subsequent debuate over
arfirmative action—"the logical
culmination of years of slow
divergence of interest. vision,
and priorin"—sounded what
mav have been the relation-
ship’s death knell. The more
“Jewish and black interests and
concerns diverged,” she con-
cludes. the more “their level of
collaboration declined.”
Finaily, Clayborne Carson
argues that it was not so much
selt-interest as “universalistic
vaiues and cosmapolitan per-
spectives” that drew blacks and
Jews together from 1954 1o
1965. Civil rights activism, he
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finds, "wis most aften rooted
in lefust political backgrounds
rather than in religious beliets™
and wus also “more common
among secular Jews chan
among observant Jews.” Whae
went wrong, he believes, was
that both Jews and blacks
shifted awav “trom the univer-
salistic values that had once
prevailed in the civil rights
movement” and moved toward
“an emphasis on politcal acton
based on more narrowly con-
ceived group identities and
interests.” Lamentng {as Paul
Buhle and Robin D. G. Kelley
also do in this volume) the
steep decline in “popular sup-
port for soctalism and other
forms of radicalism that tran-
scended racial, ethnic and reli-
gious boundaries,” he charges
that both Jews and blacks now
began to pursue divisive “iden-
tity politcs.” This political and
cultural change, he concludes,

At bookstores, or from

GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY PRESS

P.O. Box 4866 Hampden Station, Baltimore, MD 21211-4866
Phone toll-free 800-246-9606 or 410-516-6995 Fax 410-516-6998

1> what has undernuned sup-
port for multieulrural and mul-
tiractal democracy in America
and divided both blucks and
Jews among themselves,

Reading these different inter-
pretations of the black-Jewish
alliance and its demise reminds
us of how complex the history
of black-Jewish relations has
been, and how littde we really
understand it. {tis 1 history of
images and of interactions,
leaders and followers, cides and
suburbs, agencies and interests,
ideologies and wdenties,
Rooted in the past, itis a his-
tory that both shapes the pre-
sent and has been profoundly
shaped by ir. 3
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