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What Harvey Wish described in 1948 as “a
dimension in general American history which
we have tended to ignore, perhaps through 2
conspiracy of silence” hasin recent decades bur-
geoned into 2 minor scholarly industey: the
study of American anti-Semitism. Robert Sin-
german, in a2 1982 bibliography and research
guide, listed 219 secondary sources dealing with
the subject, and that was before the appear-
ance of the excelleat volume edited by David
Gerber, AniiSemitism in American History
{1986). '

In 1984, Leonard Dinnerstein announced o
his colleagues, “Fred Jaher and [ are in the pro-
cess of preparing 2 book on antisemitism in the
United States”” Now, after more than 2 decade
of effart, two beoks have appeared, one from
each of these erstwhile collaberators. While they
complement ane 2nother chronologically and
share 3 comman overarching thesis, they diverge
in significant ways {even in how they spell anti-
Semitism!)and are by no means of equal value.

Frederic Cople Jaher focuses on the roots of
American and-Semitism to 1863, Building on
the research of exrlies scholars, he shows that
no esa in American history was completely frec
of anti-Jewish hatred. The interpreration that
dated the emergence of anti-Semitism to the
pastcenrury may new firmly be laid to rest. More
questionable is his thesis that from the late
19305 through the Civil War, “American anti-
Semicism assurmed its modern contours, if not
its subsequent intensity and scope.” While new
forms of bigotry cerrainly emerged during this
period, one is hard pressed to find either the
racial justifications for anti-Judaism or the pub-
lic displays of social discriminadon char devel-
oped later on. Indeed, although Jaher never
mentions this fact, the very word “anu-
Semitism™ only emerged in the 1870s; the use
of this racially charged term to describe earlier
seligiously based hatred is anachronistic.

Jaher's principal thesis is that Christianity
bears the brunt of the blame for American andi-
Judaism. He concludes with a syllogism: “Chris-
tanity has 2 powerful and-Semitic impulse,
America is 2 Christian country, and America
is anti-Semitic” As evidence, he devotes more
than 1 quarter of his volume to 2 lachrymose
recital of Chrictian andi-Judaism through eigh-
teen centuries, Yer the more significant histori-
cal question - why anti-Jewish hatred cycled up
and down through those centurics —eludes him,
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Nor does he setiously confront alternative in-
terpeetations of anti-Semitsm, of which there
are no small number.

Jaher stands on somewhat firmer ground
when he moves on to the New World, but here
again the data he presents cry out for analysis.
How do we reconcile anti-Semitic and philo-
Semitic elements in colonial thought? How do
we account for attitudinal diffezences in urban
and rural areas and in diffetent regions of the
country? What impact did Jewish sertlement
make on early American artitudes toward Jews?
And so forth. In some cases. Jaher's faczs are
simply wrong: “Rabbi” Gesshom Mendes Seixzs
of Congregation Shearith Israel was not a rzb-
bi. 2nd he never presched ar So. Faul's (Epis-
copal) Chapel. Nor was there a2 synagogue in
Bosten in 1734 (his account is off by 2 full cen-
tury). Even broader genesmlizations are ques-
tionable. Few scholars, for emmple. would 2gre=
that "{American] indepeadeace and nzdoa-
hood . . . broughtlittle deparrure from the cus-
tomary expericnice of American Jewty”™ As for
the supposed turning point of 1840, Jahe: him-
self offers lirtle evidence to back it up.

Leonard Dinnersteins volurme. billed as “the
first comprehensive survey of antisemitism in
the United Scates” is far more reliable, The most
prolific student of American and-Semitism. he
has produced four earlier books that illumicate
its history, including The Leo Fronk Case (19€68).
Here he draws on this lifetime of research w©
shape 2 narrative that is without peer in the
ficld. Like Jaher, he believes thar “all aspecs
of American antisemnitismare builton . . . Chris-
tian hostility toward Jews,” and he ideatifes
manifestations of anti-judaism from the dawn
of the colonial period. Unlike Jaher, however,
he dates the emergence of what he calls “a full-
fledged antisemitic socicty in the United Stazes™
to the last third of the ninctcenth century, when
Jewish imrmigration to the United States soared.
He also devotes the core of his bogk to twentiesh-
century developments, with solid chapressen
the narrowing of opportunitics for Jews after
Wortld War 1, the rabid antu-Semitism of the
depression era, and what he sezs as the "high
tide” of Amcrican 2nui-Semitism: World War
II. In his final chapters, he examines the pan-
wir decline of anti-Semitizm. southern and-

June 1995



o

I

Book Reviews ) : 173

Semicism, and African American anti-Semitism,
which he, unlike others who have studied this
subject, considers deeply rooted and historically
continuous. Nevertheless, he concludes on 2n
optimistic note: American anti-Semitism “has
declined in potency and will continue to do so
for the foresecable future.”

Dinnesstein’s synthesis is not without prob-
lems. First, his periodization is open to ques-
tion. To take just one example, most American
Jews believed that their situation deteriorated,
not in the mid-1860s, but in the late 1870s, 2
date that correlates with the rise of European
anti-Semitism as well as of domestic racism and
nativism. Qther dates too seem somewhar ar-
bitrary. Second, he prevides no basis for his com-
parative judgments. How do we know, for ex-
ample, that anti-Semitism was worse in the
Great Depression than in the relatively prospet-
ous 1920s? Morton Keller, writing in 1966, ac-
gued precisely the opposite. Third, except for
the chapter on the South, he overlooks sig-
nificant local and regional variations in the in-
tensity of anti-Semnitism. Why, onc wondess.
were conditions for Jews so much better in some
places than others? Did Jews face less andi-
Semitism in communities that they helped
found than they did elsewhere? Fourth, by
focusing as he does, he sometimes loses a sense
of proportion. Comparatively speaking, after
all, American anti-Semitism has been Jess sig-
nificant than many other forms of domestic ani-
mus and far less so than European anti-
Semitism. Is not the relative weakness of anti-
Semiusm asimportant to explain as are its mo-
ments of strength? Finally, Dinnerstein makes
no more than a perfuncrory effort to integrate
sacial scientific theories concerning group ha-
tred into his 2nalysis. Even if he is righe that
for many years anti-Semitism was the nom in
America rather than the exception, both the
motivations of those who spawned the hatred
and the reasons for its peaks and troughs cry
out for explanation. His narrative suggests some
answers, but scholars have provided many more,
and some of these might have been tested here,
Even many of the brilliant insights of John
Higham in Send These to Me (1975, 1984) have
not been followed up.

In short, Dinnerstein has provided a great

deal of reliable data set forth in a well-organized
and readable narrative. What exactly these data
mean remains to be explored.
Jonathan D. Sama
Branders Uriversizy
Waltham, Massachusesss




