American Anti-Semitism

Jonathan D. Sarna

The fact that a volume on the history of anti-Semitism includes a
briel American perspective is itself noteworthy. Farlier surveys of
anti-Semitism, whether lound in the American Jewish Year Book or in
as scholarly a volume as Koppel Pinson’s Essaps on Antisemitism
(1946), slu(li()usly avoided inrlmling any mention ol America in
the context of worldwide Judeophobia. To speak of American
anti-Semitism and uropean anti-Semitism in the same breath
seemed almost blasphemous. Even to speak of American anti-
Semitism on its own took courage. As late as 1947, a scholarly
article dealing with anti-Semitism that appeared in the Publications
of the American Jewish Hitonical Society began with an clhborate
justilication. “We can,” it explained, *no longer dismiss anti-
Semitism with a wave of the hand or a flourish of the pen. As an
influence in American Jewish life—although a negative one to
be sure—its study comes within the scope of this Society's
activities,” "'

Today nobody sould think that undertaking a study of
American anti-Semitism requires advance justification. Not only
has the subject acquired Tegitimacy, but also it has now become
one ol the most intensely examined aspects of American life, the
subject of innumerable books and monographs,” and the focus of

full sessions at the annual meetings of such prestigious S('h()lnrly
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associations as the American [Historical Association and the Orga-
nization of American | listorians. No consensus has emerged from
all of these vigorous ellorts, not even a clear definition of what
anti-Semitism in the American context means. But two questions
do seem to me to have emerged as central:

I. How important a role has anti-Semitism |)|ny('(| in Ameri-
can lile?

2. Is America dillerent in terms ol anti-Semitism, and if

s0, how?

The Role Q[/lmi—Semilism

With regard to the hirst question, the signilicance ol anti-
Semitism in American lile, there are, as might be expected,
several (li\'vrgcnl opinions. The most traditional one, which | bl
minimalist, considers anti-Semitism to be a late and alien phe-
nomenon on the American scene: a |)()st—Ci\'i| War dcvcl()pmvnt,
linked to the rise of both “scientific™ racism and anti-immigrant
nativism, and then conlimed largely to the ranks of the disalTected.
Earlicr on in America, according to this view, such Judcophobic
attitudes failed to take root. Jews were instead considered, as
Oscar Handlin put it, “wonderful in their past achievements . . .
still more wonderlul in their preservation.” ' Isolated incidents did
occur—1Peter Stuyvesant’s effort to keep Jews out of New
Amsterdam, the recall of Consul Mordecai Noah from “Tunis on
account of his religion, or General Grant’s Order #11 ousting
Jews from his war zone—but in the minimalist interpretation
these serve only as exceptions that prove the rule. Since in every
case the severity ol the evil decree was somchow miligntvd and
Jews ultimau-ly ('m('rgcd lriumplmnt, these incidents are not
viewed as “incompatible with the total acceptance of Jews as
Americans.”* Minimalists inmply that hate would cease if Ameri-

cans would only return to the virtuous ways of their forebears.

116 Jonathan D. Sarna



As against this view, there is another and diametrically op-
posite perspective on anti-Semitism in America, which 1 label
maximalist. Maximalists, influenced by recent trends in American
historiography, particularly the study of racism, find anti-Semites
stalking the length and breadth of American history, from colo-
nial times down to the present. They know, as minimalists do not,
that anti-Jewish slurs, discrimination against Jews, even acts of
violence directed against Jewish institutions have stained the
pages ol American history for over three centuries. Blood libels,
professional anti-Semitic crusaders, and avowed Nazis have, at
one time or another, also appeared on the American scene. The
conclusion that maximalists draw from this is plainly stated by
Michael Selzer in his “Rike!"": A Documentary [ hstory (_)/‘Ann-Scmilism

in America:

There is no reason to helieve that from the vast reservoir of
bigotry, and specilically of anti-Semitism, that exists in this
country, anew wave of Jew-haiting, perhaps even of persecu-
tion and murder, may not arisc.?

. \ll

“It"—meaning the Holocaust—"could have happened here,”
maximalists olten contend, and they darkly warn that it may
happen yet.

Inevitably, a third view lies between these two polar ex-
tremes, and that is the middle ground or centrist position. Cen-
trists have no quarrel with those who find manifestations of anti-
Semitism lhruughnnl American history: The facts speak for
themiselves. Every kind of prejudice found in Europe can be foundd
in America, .i[‘om- scarches hard (‘nougl)..,{r‘vnlrists p()inl out,
however, that Jews have also enjoyed_ tigroughly harmonious
relations with non-Jews throughout Agaerican Jewish history,
and that ideological philo-Semitism forms at least as much a part
of America’s cultural heritage as its opposite. Anti-Semitism,

centrists insist, must be seenin its proper historical perspective. It
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is only one aspect ol a |argcr and more complex d)'mmi(' that
forms the true picture ol Jewish-Gentile relations in the United
States.

The Centrist Pcr.s‘pective

No full-scale history of American anti-Semitism written from a
centrist perspective yet exists. Inoutline form, however, such a
history can readily be sketched out.

Beginning in the colonial period, Jews laced rejection, preju-
dice, and even occasional violence in America, while anti-Jewish
literary stereotypes abounded. **Jew” was still a dirty word,”
Jacob R. Marcus writes, “and it was hardly rare to sce the Jews
(|(‘nigralv(| as such in the press.””® As carly as the mid-seventeenth
century a New Amsterdam Jew named David Ferera, found guilty
of insulting a bailifl, received an inordinately strict punishment on
account of his religion. During the period of English rule, New
York Jews sullered a violent mob attack against one of their
funcral corteges and quite a few deseerations of their ggmeterics,
besides more rvgular cases ol discrimination and glcfaqm;iun. Yet
Jews also prospered in colonial America and maiptained close,
sometimes even intimate relations with their non-Jewish neigh-
bors. Alter wcighing the evidencee as a whole, Marcus_ponchulcs
that Jews found more aceeptance in America “than in any other
land in the world” 7 The hostility ol some colonial settlers toward
Jews, he implies, cannot be ignored but must nog be c#aggcmlvd.

‘Alter independence, the Jewish situation improved, but not
so much as some would believe. Although nonProtestants re-
ceived |)0|ili(';1| righls, the |)ailing of Jews I.’.f-ﬁ«'mc an acu‘plc(l
part of political muc-slinging, even when—ag in the case of John
Isracl of Pittsburgh—the candidate in question may not have
been Jewish at all. Various recent monographs demonstrate that
the range of anti-Semitic incidents in the young republic spanned

the spectrum from literary and cultural stereotyping, social and
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cconomic discrimination, attacks on Jewish property, all the way
to blood libels and Turid deseriptions of purported anti-Christian
sentiments in classical Jewish texts. In 1820, New York's German

Correspondent admitted:

The Jews are not generally r(‘prtlml with a favorable eve; and
“Jew” is an :;nllul which s frequently uttered in a tone
bordering on contempt. Say what you will, prejudices against
the Jews exist lu e, nn(| \ll|)|( t lh( ‘m to inconveniences from
tates are exempt.”

whic

James Gordon Bennett’s widelv read New York Herald «lis-
plaved particular vehemence in-its denunciation of Jews. Al-
though Bennett enjoyed Jambasting a host of targets and was
quite capable of printing philo-Semitic articles as well, his most
inflammatory rhetoric evoked the darkest davs of medieval

(lisputat jons:

Here are pictured forth, from their own sacred writings, the
Talmud, which is considered a second part of the Bib le, the
rcal opinion of the jc\\s on the original and Sacred Founder
ol Christianity. . . . In the midst of Christians, surrounded
by Christian usages, the Jews may conceal these terrible
opinions and doctrines—may attempt to b(‘gmlo and deceive
those among whom they live, in order the better to crush all
re hi_\mn llnlll T the secret poison of infilelity and atheism, but
their Talmudys and Targoms are evidences against them

Similarly medieval were characterizations of Jews in carlv
American literature. Louis Harap, in his comprehensive book The
lnch of the Jew in Amencan literature (1974), fAnds “invidious
stercotypes of the pawnbroker and businessman.” along with
such timeless motils as the *Jew’s daughter,” the Jewish hunch-
back, and the Jewish criminal in popular ante-beltum: fiction.
George Lippard's best-selling The Quoker Citv or The Monks of Monk
Hall (1844) portrayed a hump-backed Jewish ﬂ)rgvr, Gabniel Van

Gelt, who swindles, blackmails, and commits murder for the sake
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0[muncy. ]()s('[)h lolt Ingrnham's tales, best=sellers too, oflered a
whole cast of dark-cyed Shylocks, beautilul Jewish daughters, and
revolting Jewish criminals. But it must be emphasized that Jews
rarely appear as lone villains in carly American literature. Not only
do they have Gentile accomplices, but also in many cases they give
expression to a wise and sympathetic un<|<-rslan(|ing of Jewish-
Gentile relations (*“I'e Christian plead humbly to te Jew ven he
would have money, and curses him ven he no more needs him™),
and of history too (“Under the despotic governments of the old
world [the Jew's] political and personal rights have been the

foothall of tyranny and cupidity”). Ilarap’s summary scems apt:

Novels reveal attitudes and not necessarily hehavior . . .
probably actual relations were less acerbic than those re-
llected in [literature . THowever, the reality must have been
ambivalent at best. "

Ambivalence is the appropriate word. Conllicting emotions,
changing experiences, and divergent influences pulled people
now onc way, now the other. At times the lure olehe exotic
opened doors to Jews. Rural Americans traveled miles just to
catch a glimpse of one of God’s chosen people. JOSCP[I Jonas of

Cincinnati, for cxamplc, recalled:

Many persons of the Nazarene faith residing from 50 to 100

miles from the city, |waring there were Jews |iving in Cincin-

nati, came into town for the special purpose of viewing and

conversing with some ol “the children of Isracl, the holy
al » n

people of God,™ as they termed us.

As was true in the case of Asian immigrants, however, the
lure of the exotic [requently gave way to fear of the unknown.
Outsiders came to view Jews as an alien foree, a people apan,
“deficient,” as Charles King (at one time the president of Colum-
bia College) wrote in 1823, “in that single national attachment

which binds the man to the soil of his nativity, and makes him the
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exclusive patriot of his own country.” " As patronizing curiosity
gave way to xenophobic delusion, doors closed and Jews were
kept out.

A second, even more powerful source of ambivalence was the
pervasive tension between the “myvthical Jew,” that cursed hgure
ol Christian tracition (|r~cply embedded in Western culture, and
the “Jew next door,” who seeminglv gave the lie to every ele-
ment of the stercotvpe.” Usually, it was the mythical Jew—the
anscrupulous monevlender, the eternal wanderer, the satanic
Christ-killer—vho was flaved by anti-Semites. [f they sometimes
realized that Jews of their acquaintance did not fit the mold, the
mold was often too deeply ingrained to change; it was easicr to
live with the contracliction. *“Them Jews—I don't mean vou,” is a
phrase one upstate New Yorker still remembers having heard
from her neighbors. Thomas Jefferson, in spite of ha\'ing several
Jewish acquaintances, continued to think Jews morally depraved.
Henry Ford actually believed that all the “good Jews™ of the
country, including his friend Rabbi |.eo Franklin, woufd rally to
his crusade against the “international Jew.”"

“When a delusion cannot be dissipated by the facts of reality,
it probably does not spring from reality,” Freud wrote.”* Disso-
nance between received wisdom and pereeived wisdom was par-
ticularly strong in the case of Jews. From colonial days onward,
Jews and Christians cooperated with one another, maintaining
clase social and economic relations. Intermarriage rates, a reliable
if unwelcome sign of religious harmony, periodically rose to high
levels. And individual Jews thrived, often rising to pasitions of
wealth and power. Yet popular prejudice based on received
wisdom continued nonetheless. Even some slight manifestation of
a “typical Jewish trait” brought all the old ('hargvs back to
the fore.

Ambivalence is a theme that emerges clearlv during the Civil
War. According to Bertram Korn, “anti-Jewizh prejudice was
actually a characteristic expression of the [Civil War] age, part
and parcel of the economic and social uphcaval effectuated by the

American Anti-Semutism /2]



war.” Kom adduced evidence of anti-]Jewish writings and activi-
ties both in the North and Southy; “the Jews werea .. . popular
scapegoat in all areas.” " Far [rom being an isolated exception,
General Grant’s expulsion order was part ol a larger pattern. Yet
at the same time Jews rose in the ranks ol both armies; rabbis won
the right to serve as chaplains; Judah Benjamin became a key
Conlederate leader; and President Lincoln showed  unprece-
dented concern for Jews” civil liberties. In the Civil War as carlier,
Jews in general sullered because of what the word “Jew” symbol-
ized, while individual Jews won the respect of their fellow citizens
and emerged from the [ratricidal struggle more sell=assured than
they had ever been Iefore.

In the post=Civil War cra, during Reconstruction and in the

Gilded Age, many “Israclites”—as some called themselves to

distinguish real Jews [rom mythical ones—prospered with the
American business boom. Gaudy showpicce temiples, the Jewish
form of conspicuous consumption, testihed to the community's
new status and wealth. Jews entered the upper class. The upper
class, however, had at best mixed feelings about whether to
welcome Jewish parvenus. In the words of the Boston Saturday
Evening Gazette, quoted by John Higham, “It is strange that a
nation that boasts so many good traits should Ixe so obnoxious.” "’
Ultimately, some individual Jews won acceptance, while Jews as a
group continued to meet with considerable hostility. Long helore
Joseph Seligman made his trip to Saratoga and was turned away,
complaints about discrimination and prejudice lilled the pages of
Jewish newwspapers.

By all accounts, anti-Semitism crested in America during the
hall-century preceding World War 11 During this era of nativism
and then isolationism, Jews laced physical attacks, many forms of
discrimination, and intense vililication in print, on the airwaves, in
movics, and on stage. A series of highly publicized anti-Semitic
episodes took place: the lynching of Leo Frank, the ravings of
Henry Ford, the blood libel in Massena, New York, and anti-

Jewish speeches by notables too numerous to list." Yet the same
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period witnessed the growth of the interfaith movement, a great
increase in the number of Jews on college campuses and in
government service, and unprecedented cooperation: between
]cws and n()n—]cws in arcas of social service. Once again, the
historical picture is a mixed one, anti-Semitism forming only part
ol a larger story.

Professor Endelman has pointed 1o the theme ol anti-
modemism as a possible explanation for post-Emancipation
forms of anti-Semitism. | think that this approach to anti-
Semitism, viewing it as a cultural code, olfers rich potential.” As 1
read the paroxysms of America’s Jew-haters, 1 am repeatedly
struck by how frequently Jews receive blame for whatever hap-
pens to be wrong with moderm society, from music to the movies
to the New Deal. Jews can be condenmed as capitalists and
lambasted as communists in the same manifestos. Yet [ [ear that
explaining anti-Semitism through anti-modernism is to forget
that anti-Semitism is a_form of anti-modernism. By changing the
term we are not Ireed from the obligation to explain why anti-
modernism comes and goes. Anti-modemism adds to our under-
standing by broadening our sphere of vision and stimulating new
avenues ol exploration. But it leaves the complex question of

causality Slil I UNANSWered I

Is American Anti-Semitism Di/]?zrcnt?

I now turn to the second question posed at the lx‘ginnilig: Is
America different in terms ol anti-Semitism, and if so, how? Such
questions, demanding exhaustive rescarch in comparative history,
might with greater prudence be left unanswered. Nevertheless, |
want to suggest five lactors which, when taken together, do seem
to me to lend a special color to American anti-Semitism, differ-
entiating its history from the history of anti-Semitism clsewhere
in the Diaspora. | realize, of course, that countries are subject to

change. Furthermore, by saying that America is different, T am
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not by any means implying that it is altogether dillerent, but only

I. In America, Jews have always lought anti-Semites frecly.
Never having reccived their emancipation as an “award,” they
have had no fears of losing it. Instead, Irom the beginning they
made full use of their rights to freedom of speech. As carly as
1784, a “Jew Broker”—probably aym Salomon—responded
publicly and forcefully to the anti-Semitic charges of a prominent
Quaker lawyer, not hesitating to remind him that his “own
religious sectary” could also form “very proper subjects of criti-
cism and animadversion.” * A fesv years later, Christian mission-
aries and their supporters faced Jewish polemics no less strident
in tone. Where European Jews prided themselves on their “lore-
bearance” in the face of attack, Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise boasted
that he was a “malicious, biting, pugnacious, challenging, and
mocking monster of the pen.”*" Louis Marshall and Stephen
Wise, early twenticth-century spokesmen ol American Jewry,
may have been more civil, but as readers ol their voluminous
letters know, they were no less hold. T defense of Jewish rights,
they did battle even with the President of the United States.

2. American anti-Semitism has always had to compete
with other forms of animus. Racism, anti-Quakerism, Anglo-
ph0|)ia, anti-Catholicism, anti-Masonry, anti-Mormonism, anti-
Orientalism, nativism, anti-Teutonism,  anti-Communism—
these and other waves have periodically swept over the American
landscape, scarring and hattering citizens. Because the objects are
so varied, hatred is diffused and no group experiences for long the
full brunt of national odium. Furthermore, most Americans re-
tain Inll& memories of days past when they or their ancestors
were the objects of malevolence. The American strain of anti-
Semitism is thus less potent than its l:ur()pcan counterpart, and it
faces a larger number of natural competitors. To reach epidemic
proportions, it must first crowd out a vast number ol contending
hatreds.

3. Anti-Semitism is more fnrcign to American ideals than to
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European ones. The central documents ol the Republic assure
Jews of liberty; its first president conlerred upon them his bless-
ing. The fact that anti-Semitism can properly be branded “un-

’

American,” although no protection in the formal sense—the

nation has betrayed its ideals innumerable times—grants Jews a
mcasure of protection not found in Europe. There anti-Semites
could always claim a legitimacy stemming from times past when
the Volk ruled and Jews knew their place. American romantics
could point to nothing even remotely similar in their own past.
The Founding Iathers, whatever they personally thought of Jews,
gave them full equality. “Who are you, or whatare you . . . that
in afree country you dare to tram|)|v onany scclary whatever of
people?” Haym Salomon had demanded back in 1784, 11all a
century later, Isaac Leeser charged that it was "cbntrary to the
spirit of the Constitution of the country for the many to com-
bine to do the smallest minority the injury of depriving them of
their conscientious conviction by systematic efforts.” ** Non-Jews
could respond by pointing to America’s supposedly “Christian
character”—a view of American socicty occasionally recognized
by no less august a body than the Supreme Court. Nevertheless,
the Constitution has proved to be a potent weapon in the Jews’
defense. German Jews could appeal to no similar document.

4. America’s religious tradition—what has been called “the
great tradition of the American churches”—is inhospitable to
anti-Semjitism. Religious freedom and diversity, Church-state
STB{'BNO“' denominationalism, and voluntarism, the key compo-
nents of this tradition as described by Winthrop Hudson and
Syf;lrmymﬂ\}ﬂgtrom,“ militate against the kind of “Deutschtum-
Jutlcntum"’n(‘,lichotomy that existed i Germany. In America,
where religious pluralism rules supreme, there is no national
church from which Jews stand apart. People speak instead of
American Protestants, American Catholics, and American Jews,
implying, at least as an idcal, that all three stand equal in
importance.

5. American |)0|ilics resists anti-Semitism. In a two-party
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system where close clections are the rule, neither party can lnng
afford to alienate any major bloc of voters: The politics of hatred
have thus |.1rgt'l},-' been confined to nnis_v third [mrliw and .\'ingl(‘—
issue fringe groups. When anti-Semitism is introduced into the
|x)|ili(‘a| arcna—as it has been ])('ri(n“('n”_\' since the (IA}’S of the
Federalists—major candidates generally repudiate it America’s
most successful politicians build hroad-based coalitions, hig|||y
nchulous in their i(l('nlng‘\n 'I'h("\‘-' seck support from r('\‘p(‘rlnlwh‘
clements all across the political spectrum. Fxperience has taught
them that appeals to national unity win more elections than
al)pmls to narrow pr()\'in(‘ialism orto l)ig()\r.\'_

Of course, the fact that America has been “(‘xwpl'innnl" n
relation to Jews should not obscure the sad reality that there has
al\\'ays been anti-Semitism in America, and that it stll continues
to exist. Complacency is a luxury that Jews cannot afford—
anywhere. But il America has not heen heaven lor Jews (and as we
have seen it hasn’t been), it has been as far from hell as any
Diaspora Jewish community. History, as [ read it, gives American
Jews cause neither for undue celebration nor for undue alarm.
Instead, it records both the manifold blessings that America has
bestowed upon Jews, and, simultancously, the need for Jews, even

in America, to remain ctermally vigilant.
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