


T R O U B L I N G T H E WAT E R S



POLITICS AND SOCIETY IN TWENTIETH-CENTURY AMERICA

R

Series Editors

WILLIAM CHAFE, GARY GERSTLE, LINDA GORDON, AND JULIAN ZELIZER

A list of titles in this series appears at the back of the book.



Troubling the Waters
Black-Jewish Relations

in the American Century

Cheryl Lynn Greenberg

P R I N C E T O N U N I V E R S I T Y P R E S S

P R I N C E T O N A N D O X F O R D



Copyright © 2006 by Princeton University Press
Published by Princeton University Press, 41 William Street,

Princeton, New Jersey 08540
In the United Kingdom: Princeton University Press, 3 Market Place,

Woodstock, Oxfordshire OX20 1SY

All Rights Reserved

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Greenberg, Cheryl Lynn.
Troubling the waters : Black-Jewish relations in the American century /

Cheryl Lynn Greenberg.
p. cm. — (Politics and society in twentieth-century America)

Includes bibliographical reference and index.
ISBN-13: 978-0-691-05865-2 (cl : alk. paper)

ISBN-10: 0-691-05865-2 (cl : alk. paper)
1. African Americans—Relations with Jews. I. Title. II. Series.

E184.36.A34G44 2006
305.896′07300904—dc22 2005054622

British Library Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available

This book has been composed in Sabon

Printed on acid-free paper. ∞

pup.princeton.edu

Printed in the United States of America

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2



For Michael, my brother

And for Dan, Rianna, and Morgan, rakkaimmilleni



This page intentionally left blank 



Didn’t my Lord deliver Daniel?
And why not every man?

—Slave spiritual

I thought trouble was something you were supposed to stay
out of. . . . trouble was a negative word. I never knew you
were supposed to go and get in trouble. But the truth of the
matter is, if you take a song like

Wade in the water
Wade in the water, children
Wade in the water
God’s gonna trouble the water.

. . . Well, you say what does it mean, telling you to wade in
the water and promising you that it’s going to be rough?
And, of course, you go there because you don’t want to be
where you are before you go into the water. You have to
really be ready to never again see the “you” that you are,
standing before this trouble. And really the “you” that you
are dies. You have to say goodbye to a part of yourself. You
have to really be ready—oh, you don’t have to be ready, you
just have to push yourself. But trouble is the only way you
achieve change in your life.

—Bernice Johnson Reagon
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Introduction

When Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel and the Rev. Martin Luther King
Jr. marched side by side from Selma to Birmingham in 1965, the image
symbolized for many the powerful “black-Jewish” alliance. Certainly, a
shared commitment to equality and concerted joint action between blacks
and Jews had helped produce substantial civil rights advances. By the late
1960s, however, this potent coalition seemed to unravel as the two groups
split over both style and policy. The decline of cooperative action has led
many to bemoan the passing of a “golden age” when Jewish Americans
and African Americans not only worked together but shared a vision of
the just society.

This book examines the reality behind the “golden age” by exploring
its roots in the time before the heyday of cooperation and challenging
facile explanations for its passing. Focusing on liberal political organiza-
tions as sites of interaction, I seek to temper the idealized vision of perfect
mutuality by demonstrating that blacks and Jews had different but over-
lapping goals and interests which converged in a particular historical mo-
ment; that both communities recognized that convergence as well as an
opportunity for cooperation, and came together in a structurally powerful
way to achieve those goals more effectively; that fundamental differences
of approach and priority remained, which manifested themselves in low-
level tensions and occasional sharp disagreements; and that those diver-
gent visions contributed to the later weakening of the alliance as external
political realities changed. A blend of political, institutional, and social
history, this is a case study of two important communities navigating
among competing and sometimes contradictory demands. At the same
time, the history of relations between African Americans and Jewish
Americans also lies at the crossroads of many larger narratives about race,
religion, ethnicity, class, politics, and identity in twentieth-century
America. This book, then, also speaks to these broader subjects.

The topic of black-Jewish relations in the United States is not merely a
subject for quiet intellectual study, however. It has a presence in American
public culture that “black-Greek relations” or “Jewish-Presbyterian rela-
tions” generally do not. Stories about the subject enjoy wide circulation
even in the nonblack, non-Jewish press. This fascination is evident too, if
we consider other silences. Several years ago, during the fiftieth anniver-
sary of Jackie Robinson’s entry into major league baseball, reporters high-
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lighted the role of Branch Rickey, the manager who signed him. That
coverage never referred to “black-Methodist relations” although cer-
tainly if Rickey had been a Jew, the stories would have placed black-
Jewish relations front and center. And as a nice Jewish girl devoted to
teaching and researching African American history, the topic of black-
Jewish relations is also quite personal. To understand myself, I had to
make sense of all of this.

Even within the scholarly community, the study of black-Jewish rela-
tions has been a battlefield, filled with exploding polemics and shell-
shocked casualties. Even excluding extremist rantings and anti-Semitic
and racist diatribes, sharp and fundamental disagreements remain.
While virtually all scholars and journalists acknowledge that blacks and
Jews worked together for civil rights at mid-century, they differ over the
nature and makeup of that relationship, whether or not it constituted
an “alliance,” the motives of the players, and the cause of their apparent
ultimate estrangement.

One position, held by and large by the broader “lay” Jewish commu-
nity and many Jewish academics, is that blacks and Jews have historically
had an identity of interest and experience which brought them together
in the twentieth century in what these nostalgists term a “natural alli-
ance,” or a “golden age,” enhanced by Jews’ enduring commitment to
social justice. This cooperation was marked by a shared recognition of
bigotry and discrimination, and a shared liberal vision of the post-civil-
rights-struggle world. The alliance, which produced dramatic victories in
court, in state legislatures, in Congress, and in public opinion, collapsed
in the late 1960s, felled by militant black nationalist separatists who ex-
pelled white people, allied themselves with a third-world anti-Zionism,
and spouted anti-Semitic rhetoric. Jewish activist-turned-academic Mur-
ray Friedman perhaps best embodies this view, summed up in the title of
his book on the subject, What Went Wrong? The Creation and Collapse
of the Black-Jewish Alliance.1

One opposing position, perhaps best represented by African American
intellectual Harold Cruse,2 questions not the fact of extensive Jewish
involvement with black civil rights, but rather Jews’ motives. It holds that
Jews infiltrated and exploited the movement to promote their own inter-
ests, masking their true agenda (improvement of Jewish status) by claim-
ing to be fighting for racial equality. Once discovered to be false friends,
they were purged from an increasingly authentic nationalist struggle for
self-determination.

Others question the extent of the alleged mutuality of interest. Many
scholars from David Levering Lewis to Herbert Hill have argued that
black-Jewish collaboration was, and is, primarily a story of elites, whose
motivations were multiple and complex, neither wholly manipulative nor
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wholly altruistic.3 The broader Jewish community, such scholars insist,
was more often either uninterested in, or outright opposed to, the ad-
vancement of black people, especially when it threatened their hard-won
turf. As for black folks, they argue, only African American elites viewed
Jews as different from other whites. This interpretation that black-Jewish
coalitions occurred solely among elites is disputed not only by historians
such as Hasia Diner,4 but also by many of the religious congregations to
whom I speak, and by many activists, past and present, who have devoted
themselves to the struggle for racial justice.

Meanwhile scholars who work on other arenas of black-Jewish interac-
tion, like Jeffrey Melnick and Michael Rogin, remind us that Jewish
involvement in civil rights was not the central story, but only one of a
multitude of stories, all of which shaped what we call black-Jewish rela-
tions.5 To these authors, the recently visible antagonism between the two
communities is simply a public manifestation of longstanding differences.

When I was studying for my graduate-school qualifying exams, survi-
vors advised that if I didn’t know the answer to a question, I should re-
spond, “Some of both.” (In previous years, I understand, the answer was
“the working class,” an answer I also like.) I take my training seriously,
and my current work on black-Jewish relations responds to each of the
debates I’ve described with “some of both.” The story is too nuanced to
fit neatly into any of the either/or alternatives that have been constructed
for it.

This complexity, after all, is part of the message of scholars like Melnick
and Adolph Reed Jr.: there is no single black community, no single Jewish
community. Both groups have polarizing internal differences based on
class, region, gender, politics, generation, occupation, and a host of other
less tangible factors. The resulting internecine disputes fractured unity,
and community sentiment often collided with organizational priorities.
There have also been many venues in which African Americans and Jew-
ish Americans have interacted; there are multiple “black-Jewish rela-
tions.” There is the relationship between the civil rights organizations in
both communities that fought for many of the same goals, sometimes
separately and sometimes in collaboration. There is also the relationship
between black and Jewish activists within the same organizations, from
the Communist Party to the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Commit-
tee. There is the relationship between blacks and Jews in the music and
movie industries, in labor unions, and in the garment trades. There is the
relationship between members of the two communities in their everyday
interactions, affected as they necessarily were by the economic and power
inequities that race and class differences produced and by recurring allega-
tions of black anti-Semitism and Jewish racism.
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These categories of relations overlap, surely, but they are not the same.
Nevertheless, both scholars and polemicists often use idiosyncratic indi-
viduals to represent their communities: what I call the “Goodman and
Schwerner Were Jewish” school. Neither the NAACP’s Jack Greenberg
nor the Federal Reserve’s Alan Greenspan stands for all Jews; neither Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr. nor Minister Louis Farrakhan reflects the beliefs
of all African Americans. That Goodman and Schwerner were Jewish says
nothing about the commitment of the Jewish community writ large to the
problems facing African Americans. Nor is it valid to infer the end of
political collaboration between black and Jewish organizations from vio-
lence in Crown Heights or anti-Semitic pronouncements by black rappers.

And yet there is something here. Individuals, community politics, eco-
nomic realities, and intergroup relations within these different “black-
Jewish relations” interact. In certain important ways, I would suggest that
it is, in fact, no coincidence that Jewish-born Jack Greenberg served as
the NAACP’s chief counsel, Herbert Hill as its head of labor relations, Joel
Spingarn as a founder, and Spingarn and Kivie Kaplan as its presidents.
(Similarly I am not surprised by the interest of Alan Greenspan in the
markets, given Jews’ historical dependence on finance to keep them safe—
and mobile—in anti-Semitic and periodically violent Europe.) It is signifi-
cant that Goodman and Schwerner were Jewish (it may say something
about what motivated these two to action), and that a disproportionate
number of white civil rights activists were as well. Jewish agencies en-
gaged with their African American counterparts in a more sustained and
fundamental way than did other white groups largely because their con-
stituents and their understanding of Jewish values and Jewish self-interest
pushed them in that direction.6

This claim, of course, only raises the larger question of why that is so.
And that can be answered only by recognizing that all these debates over
the nature of black-Jewish relations I have described are rooted in larger
questions about identity, race, class, and liberalism. And, like “black-Jew-
ish relations,” these terms are themselves contested.

First, what do we mean by Jews? Scholars have long debated the na-
ture of Jewish identity. Are American Jews better understood as mem-
bers of a religion or of an ethnic group?7 To put the question in our
framework, which model better explains Jews’ disproportionate engage-
ment with civil rights?

Many Jewish activists identified their religion as motivating their ac-
tions. “[I]t is our moral obligation as Jews not to desist from being a
light unto the nation,” one anti-segregationist Virginia rabbi preached in
1958.8 But while faith clearly motivated many, Jewish engagement can
not be attributed solely to religious impulses. Jewish activists’ perceptions
that Judaism demanded universalist equality is itself an interpretation
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shaped by historical forces. Both Christian and Jewish theologies pro-
claim that all human beings were created in God’s image and describe the
pursuit of justice as a moral imperative. Both also contain parochialism
and bigotry. Judaism’s theology is not ethically distinctive enough, nor
have Jews throughout history routinely acted progressively enough, to
account for the disproportionately high numbers of American Jews in
civil rights efforts. Furthermore, we see this engagement operating even
in those born-Jewish activists who did not consider themselves religious.9

Rather, the high level of Jewish civil rights engagement seems strongly
related to Jewishness as a historical, ethnic identity, shaped by circum-
stances and forces peculiar to the Jewish people, and the attendant deci-
sion of much of twentieth-century American Jewry to stress social activ-
ism and cultural pluralism (and in some cases socialism or communism)
as the highest expressions of that identity. Even in 2000, close to 90 per-
cent of Jews interviewed reported their ethnic heritage to be “somewhat”
or “very” important to them, a figure comparable to that for African
Americans but substantially higher than those for other white ethnics
questioned. But these Jews’ attendance at religious services (more than
half reported going only on “special occasions”) is well below that of any
other group. (Religion? Ethnicity? Some of both.)10

The concept of race requires similar examination. While “race” is a
notoriously slippery concept to define, virtually no serious scholars any
longer consider it a legitimate biological or genetic category. Not only has
continuous intermixing of populations made race meaningless in this
sense (there is no trait for which differences between putative racial
groups are greater than those within the group), but as biologists remind
us, every physical trait has a unique pattern of distribution, and any of
these could plausibly have been called upon to define the boundaries of
“races.” A further difficulty in defining race lies in the assumption that
individuals have only one race, when many people have ancestors from
more than one racial group. The criteria for defining who is black, for
example, have changed many times in this country.11

Nevertheless, it is no use pretending that race has had no lived historical
reality. “Race” has meaning in the United States (and most of the rest of
the world) based on the widely divergent historical experiences of popula-
tions whose ancestors came from different continents, and who enjoyed
differential access to power based on that ancestry. In other words, “race”
has historical meaning because people acted as if it had meaning. Much
of our history is a tragic reflection of this fact. Scholars Michael Omi and
Howard Winant have offered a useful definition of race in this context:
“Race is a concept which signifies and symbolizes social conflicts and
interests by referring to different types of human bodies.” That is, “race”
links certain physical phenotypical traits with certain abilities, behaviors,
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and desires; “racism” exploits those alleged links to justify unequal access
to social goods based on those physical differences.12 The social and his-
torical reality of race does not imply that the meaning of race (or racism)
is everywhere and always the same, but rather that in societies where
access to power has been allocated on the basis of supposedly biological
categories, the consequences have real and enduring legacies.

This ever-shifting terrain of racial negotiation helps explain why blond,
blue-eyed Walter White, longtime executive secretary of the National As-
sociation for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), was consid-
ered (and considered himself) black, and how he successfully passed for
white among a lynch mob. It is also central to any discussion of Jews,
whose racial designation has certainly had its own ambiguities.

Particularly since the emergence of “whiteness studies” many scholars
have advanced the thesis (and I am among them) that (European) Jews in
the United States have benefited from having white skin, even when they
rejected a white identity, and that their whiteness has informed their poli-
tics more than they recognize.13 Others, particularly those who study Jew-
ish history, and many leftist activists, flatly reject this claim, arguing that
Jews have never been seen, nor have they ever seen themselves, as fully
white. They would echo Birdie, the biracial protagonist of Caucasia who,
posing as Jesse Goldman, remarks, “I wasn’t really passing because Jews
weren’t really white, more like an off-white.”14

But in the case of black-Jewish relations, the ambiguity of Jews’ white-
ness also played out in reverse. If Jews were not entirely white, they none-
theless often “stood in” for whites in black people’s minds, and absorbed
the full force of their racial resentment, promoted by both propinquity
and the ubiquity of anti-Semitism. “[J]ust as a society must have a scape-
goat,” James Baldwin observed, “so hatred must have a symbol. Georgia
has the Negro and Harlem has the Jew.”15 Unpacking race from ethnicity
or religion is a challenge, especially when the players themselves were
none too clear about the distinction.

Jews served this “stand-in” function because so many worked in black
neighborhoods as landlords, shopkeepers, and middlemen. This attests
both to Jews’ greater willingness than other whites to serve black folk and
to the differential black and Jewish economic potential in the United
States. Rooted in the specifics of African American and Jewish American
histories, rather than in any timeless truths, these facts remind us that
black-Jewish engagement is historically contingent and ethnic rather than
essential and theological. They also point us once again to a larger histori-
cal discussion that intersects this one, that of class. Even studies focused
on political relationships between black and Jewish Americans must
consider the role class position played: how did each community under-
stand the class differences between them, how do those differences relate
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to the frequent allegations of racism and anti-Semitism, and how did they
shape the reaction of both blacks and Jews to those allegations?

For a great many reasons related to these ambiguities of identity, race,
and class, black and Jewish histories intersected in what publisher and
nationalist ideologue Henry Luce famously termed the American Century.
Blacks and Jews have been neighbors, competitors, allies, and antago-
nists, linked in the minds of bigots, mid-century progressives, and each
other. Their relationship has had a particularly powerful resonance in the
American imagination.

There are many ways to approach this complex story; I have chosen to
focus on national black and Jewish civil rights agencies. I use such a lens
because it seems to me that to determine the nature and extent of a black
and Jewish civil rights collaboration, one must concentrate on relations
between the political organs of the two communities. Certainly that can-
not be the whole story; the American Jewish Committee does not speak
for all Jews, nor does the NAACP speak for all African Americans. Never-
theless, these organizations are better bellwethers for identifying the
broader community’s convictions than are individuals.

In part, this is obvious; organizations represent more people than indi-
viduals do. But there is more to it. First, these organizations not only
claim to represent their communities but also rely on a broad membership
base to support themselves. They cannot safely go far beyond the range
of views their constituents hold. The interactions of the American Jewish
Congress Women’s Division and National Council of Negro Women, say,
were driven in large measure by the concerns and commitments of their
constituent communities, whose attitudes were in turn generally shaped
by their quotidian experiences and by their understanding of their place
within the larger society. In other words, the many black communities
affected choices made by black civil rights agencies; the many Jewish com-
munities shaped Jewish communal responses to civil rights. At the same
time (and this is my second reason for using this institutional approach),
within both communities those who disagreed with these organizations
also appear in agency records as gadflies; their letters, essays, and speeches
allow us to at least consider these alternate perspectives. While no ap-
proach can adequately represent such complex communities, and no
method can define precisely the extent of community agreement with any
particular organizational view, considering both agencies and naysayers
begins to fill out the picture of what we call black-Jewish relations. It
helps us also to better understand the pressures those agencies faced and
the decisions they made. And, finally, my study focuses on national liberal
organizations, arguably among the most elite and typically managed from
the top down, because by the second half of the century, when the civil
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rights movement hit its stride, they had become the most active and suc-
cessful in promoting a politics of coalition between blacks and Jews.

Even when the topic is narrowed in this way, black-Jewish relations
remain a chaos of contradictory perspectives. Black and Jewish political
organizations and the communities they claimed to represent often held
contrasting views. So did community members themselves. Organiza-
tions within the same community differed in approach, organizing prin-
ciples, priorities, and focus. Defensive and ameliorative approaches co-
existed in the same agencies. Local personalities, political dynamics, and
population shifts created different patterns of interaction in every com-
munity. And even the same individual could hold conflicting and contra-
dictory positions. But within the chaos was some consistency: as Kurt
Lewin of the American Jewish Congress discovered to his surprise in a
1945 study he conducted, “many aspects of the inner structure are simi-
lar in different minority groups. For instance, not only the Jews seem to
fight among themselves.”16

Despite all these ever-changing variables, a fairly consistent pattern of
challenge and conciliation between the two communities emerges. Differ-
ences in region, demographics, and local particularities affected the tim-
ing of this pattern, but not its overall shape or its structural tensions.
Across the nation, African Americans and Jewish Americans, increasingly
brought together as political allies, found themselves divided as racial,
ethnic, religious, and class competitors. How they negotiated those con-
tradictions defines black-Jewish relations.

If we look beyond these trees of black-Jewish relations for a moment,
we also discover a forest: twentieth-century American liberalism, the
larger political framework in which these organizations operated. Re-
shaped in the century’s early decades, liberalism became for a brief span
of time transcendent, only to lose much of its relevance and political credi-
bility by the century’s close. I suggest that the history of political relations
between African Americans and American Jews reflects, in microcosm,
the history of American liberalism. Not only have African Americans and
Jewish Americans long been America’s quintessential liberals, they have
been so because of their deep commitment to what they understand to be
its tenets: cultural pluralism, individual equality, and the obligation of the
state to protect and extend both. The potency of postwar coalitions both
resulted from and reflected the triumph of postwar liberalism; their subse-
quent decline can be traced to the fate of liberalism in the turbulent 1960s
and beyond.

At the same time, the cold war helped insure that liberal, integrationist
groups, as opposed to those farther to the left or right, would dominate
the political landscape, and that their choices and their limitations would
shape the civil rights agenda. The trajectory of black-Jewish relations,
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then, can tell us much about the fate and potential future of liberalism,
at least as it relates to race. And to the extent that liberal values shaped
the parameters of black and Jewish political collaboration, the trajectory
of liberalism can tell us much about the fate and potential future of black-
Jewish relations.

Both an intellectual construct and a political label, liberalism in the
United States has had varied and often contradictory meanings over the
life of the American republic, and I can do little more than trace its barest
outlines here. Its origins lay in Enlightenment Europe, where it stood
against despotism and religious control and extolled individual freedom.
Yet most nineteenth-century liberals lived quite comfortably with racism,
female disenfranchisement, and other positions we would today view as
contradictions, understanding them as part of the natural order within
which liberalism operated. Furthermore, given its origins in resistance to
tyranny, traditional liberalism feared the state as potential usurper of
rights and sought to minimize its power and reach. In the United States
this distrust of government remained until the (often ignored) urgings of
Progressives, the central planning of World War I, the New Deal, and
finally World War II revealed to many liberals the power of the state to
do good.

By the 1940s American liberalism had taken on a new character, chas-
tened by Nazi racism, emboldened by new ideas of state power, heartened
by the triumph of democracy, energized by anticolonialism but fearful
of communism—or anything that looked like communism. This postwar
liberalism has at its root four basic assumptions. First, rights accrue to
individuals, not groups. Second, although achievement depends on the
individual, the state has a role to play in guaranteeing equality of opportu-
nity (but not equality of outcome). Third, in a capitalist democracy, liber-
alism stresses reform rather than revolution, compromise rather than con-
frontation. Finally, as its goal for civil society, liberalism enthrones
pluralism, the championing of difference within a broadly agreed-upon
framework of what constitutes socially acceptable behavior. The modern
concept of liberalism is more complex than this, of course, but it is along
these axes of individualism, moderation, limited state intervention, and
pluralism that I suggest that the black-Jewish political relationship oper-
ated, and later, came apart.

Chapter 1 sets the stage for our inquiry. Despite their very different histo-
ries, by the early twentieth century both blacks and Jews in the United
States faced discrimination and bigotry based on involuntary, inherited
characteristics. While antiblack racism was always the more pervasive
and deep-seated, both Jews and blacks endured exclusion from certain
jobs, neighborhoods, schools, and social facilities. Racist and anti-Semitic
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references were prevalent in the media as well as in polite conversation,
and while racism was certainly the more pernicious, both had been known
to erupt into violence. All this impelled both communities to establish
agencies to protect and promote their rights and opportunities; these
ranged from mass to elite, nationalist to integrationist, local to national,
conservative to radical.17

At the same time that each community was navigating its own way
through the American system, the two groups came into increasing contact
with each other. A black migration northward intersected with an eastern
European Jewish immigration to American urban centers, North and
South. This led to greater interaction, for better and for worse, and also to
a greater awareness of each other’s difficulties. Coupled with their commit-
ment to safeguarding their own culture in the face of coercive assimilation,
this awareness prompted a sense of identification between these apparently
fellow victims, despite Jewish racism and black anti-Semitism.

The evidence we have suggests this affinity was more than the political
calculation of elites. African Americans from all parts of the country re-
ported that they considered the Jews a people apart, and a potential
ally. Their newspapers bemoaned Jews’ slaughter in European pogroms
and praised their mutual aid societies and their commitment to union
organizing. Black women in Harlem gathered baby supplies for refugees
of Polish pogroms. The Amsterdam News explained such “tender feel-
ings”: “only these two [groups] knew what it meant to drink the bitter
dregs of race prejudice.”18

Most Jews, in turn, endorsed African American civil rights. Black work-
ers trying to unionize in 1920 looked to the Workmen’s Circle and other
Jewish groups for help “because the Jews can sympathize and empathize
more with them,” the Jewish Daily Forward believed. “Many of us our-
selves were oppressed in Old Russia as the Negroes are in free
America. . . . We can understand them better and sound their appeal wide
and quickly.”19 Liberal Jews, who interpreted their religion as a universal-
ist call to arms, joined those from even more secularized, frequently social-
ist, backgrounds, whose stress on internationalism and on class had al-
ready led them to a concern for black civil rights.20

Where black and Jewish interests and concerns overlapped, individuals
began, tentatively, to cooperate. Agencies followed, more slowly. Over
time these contacts broadened into a more committed collaboration be-
tween civil rights organizations in the two communities. The economic
and political struggles of the 1930s (subject of chapter 2) and World War
II (chapter 3), served as the pivots for change. Both the burdens and the
possibilities of the age affected African and Jewish Americans profoundly.
Government now acknowledged its role in extending equality; liberal or-
ganizations could thus win meaningful advances. Each success brought
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increased strength and prestige to the groups that won it and encouraged
the formation of even more potent political alliances. Meanwhile, devel-
opments in Europe underlined the dangers of fascism and the real—and
horrific—implications of racism. And the incarceration of Japanese
Americans in internment camps revealed that it could happen here. Thus
the benefits of cooperation and the means to cooperate converged in the
postwar years, and an active black and Jewish political partnership was
born. This partnership was never seamless, and full unity was never
achieved—nor sought. Nonetheless, the number of programs and goals
shared by advocacy groups in the two communities had multiplied, and
the positive initial experiences of cooperation encouraged the develop-
ment of more expansive coalitions.

After the war, black and Jewish civil rights agencies spearheaded battles
to establish fair employment, fair housing, and anti-Klan legislation; chal-
lenge restrictive housing covenants; and dismantle restrictions based on
“race, religion, or national origin” in employment, private clubs, and col-
leges. They worked jointly on educational campaigns to challenge bigotry
and promote pluralism. This partnership was concretized in the Leader-
ship Conference on Civil Rights (1951), whose two leaders were an Afri-
can American and a Jew. These organizations also collaborated in chal-
lenging restrictions leveled solely against one group or the other. They
joined in the fight against segregated schools, transportation, and other
public facilities; struggled to lift restrictions on the immigration of refu-
gees; and formed coalitions with other ethnic, racial, religious, and labor
groups to promote civil rights and civil liberties. All this is considered in
chapter 4.

But this collaboration took place on the institutional level. Many Jews
held racist views; few African Americans were immune to anti-Semitism.
Although each group encountered discrimination, the experiences of most
Jews diverged from those of most African Americans. Anti-Semitism in the
United States was almost always less vicious than racism, and it certainly
declined more quickly. Jews might be restricted from colleges, country
clubs, and exclusive neighborhoods, but Jim Crow was an indignity and
an economic barrier Jews never had to endure. Most significantly—and in
part this explains the last two observations—almost all Jews were white
people. Not only could many Jews therefore “pass,” but social and eco-
nomic opportunities were often based on skin color rather than on ethnicity
or religion. Thus Jews’ color and their job skills facilitated mobility into
entrepreneurial positions, and into white-collar work generally by the
1940s and ’50s, while most African Americans remained trapped at the
bottom of any occupational field they were permitted to enter at all.

In spatial terms, by the 1930s and ’40s upwardly mobile Jews in the
North began moving out of neighborhoods—ghettos—that African
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Americans had begun moving into, while keeping their jobs, stores, and
other real-estate investments there. As their incomes rose, Jewish
housewives began hiring African Americans as domestics, and Jewish
businesses hired black employees. In the South, Jews opened or expanded
businesses in an otherwise barely entrepreneurial region, serving the local
black as well as white population. Thus, precisely at the time that Jewish
and black civil rights organizations began to reach out to each other, Jews
had also become landlords, rental agents, social workers, teachers, em-
ployers, and shopkeepers in black communities. For the masses of blacks
and Jews, then, relations took place in interchanges where Jews generally
held greater power.

By the early 1940s, these entrepreneurial and class tensions threatened
to derail the fragile coalition, and black and Jewish agencies therefore set
out explicitly to address them. African Americans demanded that Jewish
groups intervene with Jewish businesses to stop exploitative and racist
practices, while Jews lamented black anti-Semitism and defended the Jew-
ish record regarding black civil rights. In this way community conflicts
surfaced within organizational interactions. Meanwhile, elites in both
communities led most of their civil rights organizations. The paternalism
those elites could exhibit toward those they sought to help only inflamed
feelings further.21 The actions and responses of both sides reveal the deep
fissures that class tensions created within an otherwise productive collab-
oration; these issues are explored alongside organizational developments
in the book’s first four chapters.22

Despite these tensions—or more accurately, helping to fuel them—
both blacks and Jews shared the presumption that Jews would treat
blacks more fairly than other whites would, because of the shared bond
they both perceived in their historical experience of oppression. This
enhanced mutual expectations that common cause might be made and
was important for the forging of political ties. But while genuinely felt,
the claim of black and Jewish kinship through suffering, made by both
blacks and Jews, also obscured racial and class differences between the
two communities and created unrealistically high expectations on both
sides. When these expectations were disappointed, as in cases of eco-
nomic strife, and when that mutual support weakened in later decades
(the subject of chapter 6), the bitterness and recriminations proved par-
ticularly difficult to handle. Here, then, was the irony of the “golden
age” of black-Jewish collaboration. That period of cooperation did in-
deed produce remarkable progress in civil rights. But at the same time it
was wracked by tensions that constrained collaboration and prefigured
the later collapse of mutual purpose.

Before proceeding with that story, however, chapter 5 pauses to explore
liberal black and Jewish agencies’ responses to anticommunism, crucial
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for understanding the relationship between American liberalism and
black-Jewish relations. The postwar liberalism of pluralism, integration,
and civil equality was always tempered by the cold war and the awareness
that just beyond our borders, and even within them, lay direct threats to
the American Way of Life. This was the era of the (second) Red Scare,
colloquially known as McCarthyism after its most famous instigator.

Black and Jewish organizations found themselves enmeshed in a contra-
diction. On the one hand, most considered communism an ideology
antithetical to the values of democracy, individual freedom, and entrepre-
neurial capitalism they embraced. On the other hand, many avid anticom-
munists were also racists and anti-Semites, painting civil rights organiza-
tions as subversive foreign agents bent on overthrowing American
civilization. Both to protect their own programs and to defend the civil
liberties necessary to a liberal democracy, black and Jewish organizations
simultaneously proclaimed their own anticommunism and challenged the
more draconian pieces of anticommunist legislation. They narrowed their
conception of equality from human rights to civic rights while they cam-
paigned on behalf of those rights even when accused of disloyalty. These
contradictions shaped black-Jewish relations, liberalism, and the civil
rights movement as surely as did economics and racial politics, and their
implications are explored at some length before we return in chapter 6 to
the chronological narrative.

The class tensions between most blacks and Jews that had long threat-
ened their political collaboration intensified with the mass action of the
1960s. Jews’ greater success in achieving middle-class status made them
hesitant to employ confrontational tactics and aroused their suspicion of
outspoken black leaders. And to some extent, blacks and Jews began to
diverge in their goals. If the desire for liberal civil rights legislation pro-
moted a “grand alliance,” the struggle to define true equality and deter-
mine methods of enforcement spurred its unraveling.

This difference of views became public in the 1978 affirmative action
case of Regents of the University of California v. Bakke, when black and
Jewish agencies, disagreeing over the policy’s approaches and mecha-
nisms, took opposing sides. But the decline in cooperation predated
Bakke, spurred by several failures of liberals in the previous decade to
live up to their stated civil rights commitments. Those failures provoked
an increasing nationalism and militancy within the black community,
which increased fear and resentment among Jews. Both turned inward
and away from coalition. Or at least it seemed that way, as the diatribes
of black anti-Semites and the neoconservatism of many Jews dominated
public discussion of black-Jewish relations by the 1980s.

But it is not that simple, chapter 6 suggests. Once again, the contradic-
tions and ambiguities of the multiple black-Jewish stories make such gen-
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eralizations impossible. I argue that neither black-Jewish relations nor
black and Jewish liberalism are in as much decline as current wisdom has
it. The book concludes with a look at the election of 2000, notable for
(among other things) two striking black-Jewish moments.

Facile claims about the ending of a black-Jewish political partnership
because of black extremism or Jewish self-serving manipulation miss the
complexity and drama of the civil rights struggle. If there is a tragedy in
the weakening of black-Jewish ties it is ultimately not about blacks or
Jews, but rather about the loss of momentum in the struggle for justice.
Perhaps a clearer understanding of both the real limits and noblest goals
of the black-Jewish relationship can help forge a new, broader partner-
ship. And perhaps understanding the limits of liberalism in a racialized
state can help liberalism become truer to its own ideals.



C H A P T E R O N E

Settling In

Writers discussing “black-Jewish relations” often treat the subject as time-
less. Both those who argue for a “natural alliance” of African Americans
and American Jews and those positing a more pernicious relationship
imply almost by definition a longstanding and ongoing special connection
felt by members of the two communities. Whatever the truth of such
claims in the twentieth century, they are certainly false for the past, as a
quick historical look will reveal. At the same time, many of the compo-
nents that would shape the future relationship between black and Jewish
Americans, for good and for ill, can already be seen in their distinct but
overlapping histories. We begin, then, with the prehistory of black-Jewish
relations in the American Century.

For most of the nation’s history, demographics limited contact between
the two communities. Jews were always a tiny minority of the American
population. On the eve of the American Revolution, only approximately
two thousand Jews lived in what would become the United States, primar-
ily migrants from Spain and Portugal (Sephardic Jews). By the mid–nine-
teenth century their ranks had been swelled by Jews from northern and
central, primarily German-speaking, Europe (Ashkenazic Jews). At the
start of the Civil War the Jewish population numbered between 150,000
and 200,000, less than one percent of the U.S. population.1 Furthermore,
most resided north of the Mason-Dixon line, while all but 200,000 of the
4.5 million African Americans lived in the South.

Not only were Jews few in number, they played almost no role in
public debates over race during the period of slavery; in both the North
and the South their activities were indistinguishable from those of other
whites around them. Southern Jews feared that challenging racial hierar-
chies so central to southern white identity would fan the flames of anti-
Semitism. Virtually no Jewish leaders there, either religious or lay, pub-
licly opposed slavery. David Einhorn of Baltimore, the one southern
rabbi who did (in 1861), had immigrated from Germany as an adult.
And as a result of his pronouncements he was forced to flee the city for
his own safety, both justifying and reinforcing Jewish fears of speaking
out against the South’s “peculiar institution.” Other Jews supported
slavery not merely by their silence but by their actions as well, suggesting
most did not see it as a particularly Jewish moral concern. Approxi-
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mately a quarter of southern Jews held slaves, and since others worked
as tradesmen or businessmen, their livelihood was deeply intertwined
with the slave system.2

Northern Jews showed the same ambivalence toward abolition as did
the non-Jewish white majority. While most northerners held racist views
about the abilities of African Americans and the undesirability of min-
gling with them, it was far safer to express antislavery sentiment in the
North by the 1850s than in the South, especially if couched in vague and
antiexpansionist terms. Nevertheless, few northern Jews did so publicly,
and fewer still joined the abolitionist cause, although more spoke out
after the war began. No “special relationship” between blacks and Jews,
no universalist ethic, led Jews, North or South, to challenge this viola-
tion of human rights. In most respects these Jewish immigrants consid-
ered themselves as much German as Jewish, and sought to blend into
the larger white community with as little fuss as possible beyond estab-
lishing Jewish service institutions and defending their right to worship
as they chose.

There is little evidence that African Americans, slave or free, felt any
particular bond with contemporary Jews either. While slave spirituals
such as “I Am Bound for the Land of Canaan” suggest a deeply rooted
sense of identity with the children of Israel, this was by and large a connec-
tion felt with biblical, not actual, Jews, who, after all, had not given any
reason for black people to establish a more current sense of commonality.
And African American religion contained as much anti-Semitic sentiment
as did the white Protestant churches from which black people had learned
it. Those who longed for a present-day Moses also sang “De Jews done
killed poor Jesus.”

Such attitudes proved quite durable, lasting beyond emancipation and
into the next century.3 While more Jewish than white gentile businesses
proved willing to serve black people after the Civil War, so few Jews
lived in the South that most African Americans had no direct interactions
with them that might counteract these stereotypes. Thus, few Jews or
African Americans drew substantive connections between the experi-
ences of their two peoples before the end of the nineteenth century. It
was at this point that two massive migration streams intersected: African
Americans and eastern European Jews both moving to northern and
urban areas. In those earliest years, simultaneous cooperation and con-
flict characterized black-Jewish interactions, an unstable combination
that remained at the heart of their relationship for the entire century to
come. Both communities recognized reasons to cooperate, but also
found themselves at odds given the asymmetries between them in class,
historical experience, and racial identity.
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Great Migrations I: “The standing of a man and a citizen”

The combination of what migration scholars have called push and pull
factors propelled hundreds of thousands of African Americans from the
southern countryside and towns toward what they hoped would be better
lives in the North and in the city. Jim Crow, racism, and debt peonage or
sharecropping kept black southerners from achieving economic stability
in the South, while the ubiquitous threat of racial violence and lynching
made living there dangerous for those who desired equal opportunity. For
thousands, the North seemed a happier choice. The growing reliance on
mechanization and a series of natural catastrophes, including floods in
Mississippi and the spread of the boll weevil, pushed African Americans
from the land as well.

At the same time, northern and urban opportunities beckoned. Indus-
trialization increased the need for factory laborers, a process accelerated
by World War I as war production expanded and one major source of
labor recruits, European immigrants, was cut off. Immigration restric-
tions imposed in 1921 and tightened in 1924 maintained the labor short-
age, and northern industrialists energetically wooed southern black work-
ers to meet their labor needs.

But African Americans who came north acted as agents of change, not
merely as pawns in a national economic process. This migration was a
social movement, shaped by internal information networks and commu-
nity ties. African Americans who had already come to northern centers
wrote home of the comparative social freedom and economic opportunity
they enjoyed, prompting thousands of friends and family members to join
them. “Tell your husband work is plentiful here and he wont have to loaf
if he want to work,” wrote a woman newly arrived in Chicago. A new
migrant to Philadelphia hadn’t “heard a white man call a colored a nigger
. . . since I been in the state of Pa. I can ride in the electric street . . . cars
any where I get a seat. . . . I am not crazy about being with white folks,
but if I have to pay the same fare I have learn to want the same acomida-
tion.” The black press also encouraged the migration, none with more
enthusiasm than the Chicago-based Defender. “Our entrance into facto-
ries, workshops and every other industry open to man places us on an
entirely different footing,” it exulted in 1918. Many migrants recognized
the price they paid for such advantages, but remained nonetheless. “I am
doing well no trouble what ever except i can not raise my children here
like they should be this is one of the worst places in principle you ever
look on in your life but it is fine place to make money,” one Cleveland
resident observed.4
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Although women as well as men moved north looking for better jobs
and greater equality, the link between employment opportunities, full citi-
zenship, and manhood was raised again and again. “I just begin to feel
like a man,” a Philadelphia migrant wrote. “I have registered—Will vote
the next election and there isnt any ‘yes sir’ and ‘no sir.’ ” “[W]ith the right
to vote goes everything: Freedom, manhood, the honor of your wives, the
chastity of your daughters, the right to work, and the chance to rise,”
promised W.E.B. Du Bois at the 1906 meeting of the Niagara Movement
(out of which would spring the NAACP). The Defender opined, “Every
black man for the sake of his wife and daughters especially should leave
even at a financial sacrifice every spot in the south where his worth is not
appreciated enough to give him the standing of a man and a citizen.”5

Thousands took such advice. In each decade between 1890 and 1910,
almost 170,000 African Americans left the South. Between 1910 and
1920, that figure jumped to 454,000; in the decade following it reached
749,000. This was the Great Migration. Between 1910 and 1920 Chica-
go’s black population increased 148 percent and Detroit’s 611 percent.
Black New York, Pittsburgh, and Philadelphia expanded similarly. This
was also an urban migration; even southern cities saw a rise in their
black population while the southern countryside saw pronounced de-
clines. Norfolk, Virginia’s black population rose by 73.3 percent be-
tween 1910 and 1920; Atlanta experienced a 21 percent rise in the same
decade and another 43.4 percent in the decade following. Similar in-
creases in Baltimore, Birmingham, Houston, and Memphis suggest these
cities’ experiences were not idiosyncratic. Meanwhile, white farmers in
parts of Texas, Mississippi, Georgia, Kentucky, and Louisiana com-
plained of severe labor shortages.6 And in some northern cities, espe-
cially New York, the southern migration joined with a substantial inflow
of Caribbean immigrants.

Despite the relative security and prosperity the North offered, life for
African Americans and West Indians remained insecure and far more con-
strained than it was for whites, including immigrants. Not only did rural
agricultural workers lack needed urban and industrial skills, racism lim-
ited their opportunities to obtain them. Even for those with skills (and
recent scholarship suggests that a substantial proportion of these migrants
and immigrants were not “peasants” but laborers of varying skill levels),
most occupations remained closed to them, and job and class mobility
proved virtually impossible.7 Generally they received only the lowest and
least-skilled jobs. In cities with large immigrant populations, even some
unskilled industrial jobs were closed to them, leaving many with access to
employment only in the service sector. Whatever their jobs, black workers
often received lower wages than those paid to similarly employed white
workers. One New York employment agency posted two jobs: “An eleva-
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tor boy wanted—Colored; hours 8 A.M. to 8 P.M. daily, $65 per month.
Elevator boy wanted—white; hours 8 A.M. to 7 P.M. daily; $90 per
month.” Adam Clayton Powell Sr., pastor of the Abyssinian Baptist
Church there, observed, “Even in New York it costs an elevator man 365
hours of extra labor and $300 a year to be colored.”8 Some few achieved
professional degrees despite overwhelming racial and economic barriers
but because they could generally practice only within their own, poorer,
community, their income was similarly incommensurate with that of
whites in the same occupations.

Residential patterns were also largely determined by race. Most land-
lords would rent to black people only if they could not find white tenants,
making only the worst areas available for black settlement: the South Side
in Chicago or the Black Bottom and the ironically named Paradise Valley
in Detroit. These already substandard neighborhoods worsened with
overcrowding and the poverty of their inhabitants, problems com-
pounded by the unconcern of local politicians and service organizations
who provided poorer services to black areas. Morbidity and mortality
rates were far higher in black districts, and mobility out of these slums
far harder to achieve.9

Because white landlords and neighboring communities only saw race,
black people from all classes and occupations, the native-born and the
foreign-born, long-term residents and new southern migrants, were
forced to share physical, if rarely social, space. Differences of culture,
politics, and behavior often led to misunderstanding and anger. Long-
settled residents looked with suspicion on those unused to city life. Many
blamed the newcomers for the worsening conditions and an increase in
discrimination. Prewar black Chicagoans “were just about civilized and
didn’t make apes out of themselves like the ones who came here during
1917–18,” complained a longtime black resident. “We all suffer for what
one fool will do.” Mary White Ovington, one of the NAACP’s founders,
warned of the “surplus women” among the migrants who “play havoc
with their neighbors’ sons, even with their neighbors’ husbands.” Most
black residents understood the motives behind the newcomers’ decision
to migrate, but worried about the impact their number and their rural
ways would have on race relations. The Detroit Urban League’s director
explained that migrants did not receive a particularly warm welcome
“from the great majority of colored citizens of the better class. . . . They
try to decide whether his coming is a benefit or an injury to them.”10

Perhaps even sharper divisions were drawn between the native and for-
eign-born. African Americans resented what they saw as arrogance and
political radicalism in the foreign-born, who in turn criticized the native-
born as lazy and passive. Paule Marshall reported that the West Indian
women she grew up among considered themselves “different and some-
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how superior . . . more ambitious than black Americans, more hard work-
ing”; foreign-born Ray from Claude McKay’s Home to Harlem felt “su-
perior to ten millions of suppressed Yankee ‘coons.’ ” They found in
African American worship services “over-emotionalism which danger-
ously borders on fanaticism.” For their part, African Americans com-
plained about West Indian “rabble rousers” and made derogatory com-
parisons between these entrepreneurial “monkey chasers” and Jews.
Certainly most understood that both suffered from white racism; that did
not prevent a certain amount of nativist suspicion or sense of competition
and resentment.11

Beyond divisions based on geographic origins were those of class. Social
relations rarely transcended class lines; the well-to-do traveled in exclu-
sive circles, seeming disdainful or patronizing to the poor. Black New
York social workers taught immigrant girls “neatness, orderliness and
decorum, while they have learned to ply the busy needle” while the
wealthier resided in architect-designed brownstones in “Sugar Hill” or
“Strivers’ Row.”12

Nevertheless, African American urban residents were not merely vic-
tims of racism or intraracial strife. Their neighborhoods, constrained
though they were by poverty and discrimination, and divided though they
were by class, nativity and culture, nonetheless offered opportunities for
community building impossible in more rural settings. This was particu-
larly true in the North. In the absence of legal bars to black voting or the
quasi-legal apparatus of violent intimidation, concentrated black commu-
nities became potent voting blocs when not gerrymandered into impo-
tence. Black newspapers and magazines like the Chicago Defender, New
York Age, Baltimore Afro-American, and Pittsburgh Courier enjoyed
wide circulation, supported by large populations facing similar obstacles
and sharing similar concerns. Black urban churches, so often crucibles
of community and politics, could attract huge congregations that would
become seedbeds for activism. New York’s Abyssinian Baptist Church,
for example, served as the springboard for the political career of Adam
Clayton Powell Jr. Sociologist Aldon Morris identified scores of black
urban churches, North and South, that served as catalysts for civil rights.13

Artistic life flourished, obvious in the art and literature of the Harlem
Renaissance and the music scenes of Memphis, New Orleans, Kansas
City, and Chicago.

The racial segregation that forced families of all occupation and class
levels to share space also offered rich opportunities for political organiz-
ing. The National Association of Colored Women (NACW) was founded
in Washington, D.C., the product of efforts in Boston, New York, Wash-
ington, and Chicago. The National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP) and National Urban League (NUL) located
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their headquarters in New York, as did Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro
Improvement Association (UNIA). The National Council of Negro
Women (NCNW) was also founded there in 1935. Black Republican and
Democratic clubs emerged in virtually every northern city with a substan-
tial black population and Chicago elected the century’s first black con-
gressman (and first ever for the North), Oscar DePriest, in 1928, followed
by Arthur Mitchell in 1934 and William Dawson in 1942. That same year
Harlem provided the voting bloc needed to elect Adam Clayton Powell
Jr. From nationalist to integrationist, from accommodationist to radical,
from religious to secular, from local to national, from top down to bottom
up, hundreds of self-help and defense agencies competed for the allegiance
of the black community. The triumvirate of accommodationist Booker
T. Washington, iconoclastic immediatist W.E.B. Du Bois, and nationalist
Marcus Garvey are the best known, but thousands of others from socialist
and trade unionist A. Philip Randolph and antilynching crusader Ida B.
Wells to leaders of local political machines, women’s clubs, religious bod-
ies, and fraternal organizations, offered their own strategies for challeng-
ing prevailing racism.

Certain realities governed most black organizations of the period. Reli-
ance on self-help made good sense in an era of segregation and racism.
And because the larger society viewed assimilation as the ticket to success,
most emphasized middle-class norms. Still, they grounded their argu-
ments in race pride and the dignity of black people.

Politically, their range of strategies was limited, given the general pov-
erty and political weakness of these emerging black neighborhoods.
Whether nationalist or integrationist, few had the resources or the clout
to take on broad social problems or influence politicians. Nevertheless,
since laws and policies that shaped black lives were controlled by white
people, even the smallest and most nationalist of organizations found
themselves engaging with political issues from lynching to worker protec-
tion. Many black activists were liberals or leftists who sought to use the
power of the state to protect individual rights, but they were also prag-
matic “race men” and “race women” who recognized that in a nation so
rooted in racism, such protection would not come easily or quickly. Virtu-
ally all African American organizations seeking to improve the race pur-
sued both self-help and political action, and combined appeals to racial
unity with pragmatic efforts to reach out beyond the black community.

Nevertheless, while sharing the goal of improving the lot of African
Americans and overcoming political constraints imposed by poverty and
discrimination, each of these groups had its own philosophy, strategy, and
constituency. The UNIA, founded in 1914 and guided by the principles
of its founder Marcus Garvey, advocated not only a return to Africa for
all those of African descent, but black unity “to work for the general
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uplift of the Negro peoples of the world . . . [and] to conserve the rights
of their noble race.” Black people’s potential was limited only by their
failure to aspire to greatness. “Up, up you mighty race!” thundered Gar-
vey. “You can accomplish what you will!” The UNIA promoted black
pride so effectively that light-skinned Adam Clayton Powell Sr., described
Garvey as “the only man that ever made Negroes who are not black
ashamed of their color.”14

Perhaps more unexpected, the UNIA also struggled for equal rights and
opportunities for black people within American institutions. As Garvey
insisted, “To fight for African redemption does not mean that we must
give up our domestic fights for political justice and industrial rights. . . .
We can be as loyal American citizens . . . as the . . . Jew, and yet fight for
the redemption of Africa.” Thus, for example, the UNIA worked to ex-
pand black access to New Deal programs while respecting existing rules
and restrictions. In this the UNIA proved itself remarkably liberal. Unlike
Father Divine, a black religious leader who forbade his many followers
to accept government aid, or the Communist Party, which challenged the
New Deal’s capitalist premises, UNIA representatives helped those need-
ing relief by documenting their eligibility and helping them fill the forms
out correctly.15

Farther to the left, the African Blood Brotherhood of Cyril Briggs
(1919) similarly combined nationalism and pragmatism. “The Negro
Race is above all races the most favored,” its “Race Catechism” taught.
But Briggs also urged his followers, “Make the cause of other oppressed
peoples your cause, that they may respond in kind and so make possible
effective coordination in one big blow against tyranny.”16

More middle-class in orientation, and wholly female in membership,
the National Association of Colored Women similarly devoted itself to
self-help as a matter of race pride. Black women’s clubs had organized
around the country to aid their communities by supporting women and
families; in 1896 leaders came together to form a national body. These
primarily middle- and upper-class black women conducted a host of uplift
programs under the guiding principle of their motto, “Lifting as we
climb.” The NACW grew quickly, claiming 45,000 members by 1910 and
over 100,000 by 1924. It was emphatically an all-female organization,
“not because we wish to deny the rights and privileges to our brothers in
imitation of the example they have set for us,” its first president, Mary
Church Terrell, chided, “but because the work which we hope to accom-
plish can be done better, we believe, by the mothers, wives, daughters,
and sisters of our race than by the fathers, husbands, brothers and sons.”17

Social work was becoming increasingly professionalized in these years,
and clubs abandoned traditional models of “doing good” to employ new,
more “scientific” methods on behalf of their poorer, uneducated, and
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rural black sisters. Certainly their class position came across in both tone
and method. Terrell called upon members to “inculcate correct principles,
and set good examples” for the “little strays of the alleys,” who needed
to “come in contact with intelligence and virtue, at least a few times a
week.”18 Nevertheless, the NACW also provided crucial support systems
for both those women who migrated to new locations and those who
remained where they had been raised.

From its inception the NACW also engaged in political action. In its
first five years NACW chapters in Louisiana, Tennessee, and Washington,
D.C. petitioned to end segregation. The national body dedicated itself not
only to “raising to the highest place the home, moral and civil life ” but
also to ending lynching, disenfranchisement, and segregation, and pursu-
ing temperance, peace, health care, prison reform, and aid to the poor. It
challenged the President and Congress on racial violence and employment
discrimination and pledged support to the Niagara Movement that would
become the NAACP. Its president, Mary Talbert, worked with Congress-
man L. C. Dyer on a federal antilynching bill.19

Despite its emphasis on racial self-help, the NACW recognized the unity
of all struggles for equality, and the importance of interracial outreach.
As black clubwoman and educator Anna Julia Cooper explained in 1893,
“The colored woman feels that . . . not till the universal title of humanity
of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness is conceded to be inalienable
to all . . . is . . . woman’s cause won—not the white woman’s, not the
black woman’s, not the red woman’s, but the cause of every man and of
every woman who has writhed silently under a mighty wrong.”20 By 1922
the NACW had established an “Interracial Cooperation” department that
met and coordinated strategies with white women’s groups, including
Jewish ones, on mutual aims.

This era of migratory ferment produced many such national organiza-
tions. Fraternal and sororal orders and professional groups ranging from
the Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority to the Negro Masons and the National
Association of Colored Graduate Nurses endorsed self-help and political
action to improve the lot of black people, often working in coalition to
achieve their goals. One of the largest was the National Urban League
(NUL), a 1911 merger of three social service agencies aiding black mi-
grants. It blended its own form of paternalism with substantive employ-
ment, training, and antidiscrimination programs. Led by both African
Americans and sympathetic whites, supported by large business and phil-
anthropic donors as well as by members of more modest means, the
League sought primarily to integrate black people into the mainstream of
American life.

This required two steps: initiating rural migrants into urban and mid-
dle-class behaviors, then convincing employers to provide them with op-
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portunities. “Do not loaf. Get a job at once,” the Chicago Urban League
advised. “Do not carry on loud conversations in . . . public places.”21 The
League’s philosophy presumed that black people were just like white peo-
ple and therefore should not face discrimination. But fearing confronta-
tion would alienate employers it generally operated behind the scenes,
employing tactics of persuasion rather than protest or legal challenge.

From the start, Jews constituted a disproportionate number of white
NUL leaders. They included those from elite German Jewish families such
as banking scions Paul Sachs and Ella Sachs Plotz (who also served on
Fisk University’s board) and Edwin and George Seligman, as well as more
radical eastern European Jews like Abraham Lefkowitz, a New York
labor organizer. One Jewish donor, Julius Rosenwald, president of Sears,
Roebuck, was recruited by Sachs and became the League’s second-largest
contributor in those early years, after John D. Rockefeller Jr. These were
broadly philanthropic and activist Jews who committed themselves to a
wide range of causes. Edwin Seligman, for example, also championed
conservation, tenement house reform, and the settlement house move-
ment. Individual Jews also played leading roles in establishing local
Leagues and in funding their projects. According to Richard Maass, presi-
dent of both the White Plains Urban League and the local American Jew-
ish Committee, “There were a large number of Jews on the board of the
Urban League. Our problem was to get WASPs, white non-Jews on.”22

Challenging the racial status quo most directly was the NAACP.
Founded in 1910 by leading black and white progressives including
W.E.B. Du Bois, a harsh critic of both Booker T. Washington’s accommo-
dationism and Garvey’s militant nationalism, the NAACP from its incep-
tion demanded (rather than requested) equality of black opportunity
under law, and sought the immediate granting of full citizenship rights to
all black people. Because of its focus on legal challenges and on the leader-
ship obligation of educated blacks (the “Talented Tenth” Du Bois called
them), much of the NAACP’s membership and leadership was drawn
from the white elite and the black professional class.

Like the NUL, its members and leadership were integrated from the
start. Also like the NUL, a larger proportion of those whites were Jewish
than was the white population as a whole. Of the sixty signers of the
“Call” to the organizing conference, forty-six were white; at least four
were Jewish. Jews made up fully one-seventh of its first general committee
and board of directors. These were among the leading Jewish activists of
their day, including Lillian Wald, founder of New York’s Henry Street
Settlement; banker and philanthropist Jacob Schiff; Rabbi Stephen Wise
of New York’s Free Synagogue; and Rabbi Emil Hirsch of Chicago’s Tem-
ple Sinai. Joel Spingarn, professor-turned-activist, headed the NAACP’s
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board of directors; his brother Arthur led its legal committee. Du Bois
called Joel “one of those vivid, enthusiastic but clear-thinking idealists
which from age to age the Jewish race has given the world.” Prominent
Jews figured also among the organization’s earliest advisers and financial
supporters, including jurists Louis Marshall, Morris Ernst, and Felix
Frankfurter; banker and later New York governor Herbert Lehman;
Jacob Schiff; Julius Rosenwald; and Franz Boas, the father of cultural
anthropology.23

Not surprisingly, the NAACP held a strongly integrationist position,
rooted in a liberal faith that enforcing the Constitution would, without
resort to fundamental economic reform, go a long way toward remedying
the burdens of racial discrimination. As Mark Tushnet, historian of the
NAACP, notes, most members of the organization “accepted the premises
and results of American democracy on every issue other than race and
did not attempt to link the race issue in a systematic way to anything
else.” Longtime director Walter White’s support of the New Deal and
similar legislative and legal programs revealed his belief, in the words of
New Deal scholar John Kirby, that “liberal reform . . . offered the surest
guarantee for the ultimate creation of a racially just society.” There were
those, Du Bois among them, who argued for a greater emphasis on eco-
nomic self-determination and insisted that challenges to economic and
institutional structures were necessary to fully address the problems fac-
ing black people, but the narrower legal approach prevailed.24

This was no capitulation to the forces of accommodation, however.
From the start the organization employed publicity and protest to educate
white Americans about the violations of black people’s constitutional
rights, and pursued legal remedies for segregation and racial discrimina-
tion. Its earliest victories included Guinn v. United States, voiding grand-
father clauses in state constitutions (1915); Buchanan v. Warley, overturn-
ing the right of cities to district neighborhoods by race (1917); and Moore
v. Dempsey, upholding the right to a fair trial and due process (1923).

Nor did its liberalism preclude militancy. Following a season of racial
violence against African Americans, including a particularly bloody riot
in East St. Louis, the NAACP staged a “silent parade” up New York’s
Fifth Avenue in 1917 in which ten thousand supporters marched to muf-
fled drums. Anger and frustration were heightened by the rhetoric of the
world war, fought to make the world “safe for democracy.” The Associa-
tion held a conference on racial concerns just six weeks after the United
States entered the war, attended by more than seven hundred activists.
Their sweeping demands for reforms went unheeded. The irony of black
soldiers fighting for rights abroad they did not enjoy at home was lost on
no one. As Du Bois closed a 1919 Crisis editorial on that subject,
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We return.
We return from fighting.
We return fighting.25

Meanwhile, Marxists and others on the left, concerned with the eco-
nomic system and with workers, engaged with the emerging trade union
movement. Because most AFL unions were racist or at least racially exclu-
sionary, black socialists, communists, and unionists were forced to fight
two battles simultaneously. While continuing their struggle to be admitted
to white unions (some of the most accessible of which were the Jewish-
led unions of the garment trades), they also sought to organize African
Americans into their own unions. The most powerful and successful of
these was the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters and Maids, founded
and led by charismatic and outspoken socialist A. Philip Randolph.26

Like the NUL and NAACP, these efforts were also integrationist, but
for a different reason; leftists believed that the problems of working men
and women centered on their domination by capital. Racial divisions only
strengthened the hand of bosses by dividing workers who might otherwise
recognize their shared oppression.27 Thus men and women like Randolph
remained committed to interracial organizing and coalition building
throughout their political careers. Yet most of them, like Du Bois, never
relinquished a sense of the importance of racial solidarity and race pride,
the need to establish a power base from which to organize and demand
justice. It was the staunchly interracial Randolph who insisted that the
proposed 1943 March on Washington to demand equal opportunities in
wartime be an all-black affair. The National Negro Congress, organized
in 1939 as an umbrella organization for black civil rights organizations,
was similarly both leftist and racialist in its outlook.

Also prominent in both self-help and political activity were black
urban churches and their denominational bodies. These churches grew
enormously with the influx of so many migrants. Established congrega-
tions grew, and new ones emerged both within traditional denomina-
tions and outside them. Urban African Methodist Episcopal (AME),
AME Zion, and Baptist churches saw remarkable increases in their mem-
bership, while new groups such as that of Daddy Grace’s United House
of Prayer for All People, Black Hebrews, and Noble Drew Ali’s Moorish
Science Temple answered the need for others. These religious bodies ran
the gamut from otherworldly to activist, from politically conservative to
leftist. Some, like the Nation of Islam, were nationalist, but several, such
as Father Divine’s Peace Mission, eschewed racial designations along
with racism. Virtually all black churches endorsed some form of self-
help, establishing benefit societies and homes for the elderly, soup kitch-
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ens and community centers, industrial training schools, employment bu-
reaus, and kindergartens.

Again, mutual aid was often supplemented by political action. Many
religious leaders embraced the African American tradition of ministerial
activism and immersed themselves in political struggles. Bishop Reverdy
Ransom of the AME Church and Adam Clayton Powell Jr., who inherited
his father’s congregation in Harlem, are perhaps the best known, al-
though hardly the only ones so active. From the earliest days of his pastor-
ate before the turn of the century, Ransom publicly advocated full equality
for African Americans and later held several political appointments. Pow-
ell, who entered adulthood in the Depression, routinely marched parish-
ioners out of the church and into the streets for protests. In 1941 he
moved from the church to the City Council and then to Congress where
he represented Harlem for twenty-six years. The National Fraternal
Council of Negro Churches, organized in 1933 to expand cooperation
among black churches, was lobbying Congress ten years later on behalf
of civil rights legislation.28 The Great Migration had invigorated black
political organizing. That organizing, in turn, whether focused on self-
help or political challenge, provided the crucial scaffolding for the civil
rights battles to come.

Great Migrations II: Experts in Estrangement

This early twentieth-century African American migration and consequent
political organizing had its counterpart in an eastern and southern Euro-
pean immigration and the development of Jewish defense agencies.
Among the millions of immigrants who came to the United States after
1880 were more than two million Jews from eastern Europe.29 Like their
African American counterparts, they were generally poor and often
poorly educated, and most moved as family groups, intending to stay.
Also like black migrants, their ways clashed with those more-established
members of their community already living in American cities. But unlike
African Americans, most came from urban centers in Europe, and there-
fore already possessed both the tangible and the intangible skills needed
to succeed in the industrial city. By 1897 almost half of all Jews in Russia
lived in cities, and another 30 percent in commercial towns.30

And these immigrants enjoyed another benefit African Americans
lacked—they had white skin. Rarely perceiving their whiteness, seeing
themselves (and often viewed by the mainstream) as different and other,
they nonetheless were able to take advantage of the opportunities open
to those whose skin color they shared. Americans of European origin
quickly learned to identify as whites since most rewards and opportunities
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in America were apportioned not by ethnic origin or religion, but by race.
Jews were no exception to this pattern, although for them the shift was
more gradual. Contemporaries debated whether Jews were white, non-
white, or constituted a separate race, leading scholars to describe them as
“not-yet-white.” Still, while Jews were initially unsure of their place in
the American binary racial schema, their commitment to a white identity
grew over time. Although anti-Semitism was real, race was the deeper
cleavage in American society, and American Jews had a vested interest in
remaining on the safe side of that divide.31

This was especially true in the South. The tiny Jewish communities
there perceived themselves as exceedingly vulnerable. Although a bastion
of fundamentalist Christianity and political conservatism, the South
tended as a whole not to be as anti-Semitic as those beliefs might suggest.
Most Jews assumed that was because race so shaped the southern mental
landscape that they were included within the protective framework of
whiteness. Nevertheless, a strong evangelical and fundamentalist tradi-
tion, the periodic resurgence of anti-Semitic organizations, and the widely
held canard that all Jews were radicals ensured that anti-Semitism was
never far from the surface. Jews had seen blood-curdling evidence of that
with the lynching of Atlanta Jewish businessman Leo Frank.

In 1913 Frank was accused of molesting and murdering Mary Phagan,
a young white employee in his pencil factory. Convicted largely on the
testimony of an African American janitor, the only other suspect, Frank
was sentenced to die. The overt anti-Semitism surrounding his trial con-
vinced the governor to commute Frank’s sentence to life imprisonment.
This decision led an outraged mob to drag Frank from prison in 1915
and lynch him. That a Jew could be the victim of such vigilante violence
reminded Jews that while racism might be the stronger sentiment, anti-
Semitism did not lag far behind.32 As Daniel Elazar put it, “In sum, the
Jews were accepted but were not really at home.” He argued that as a
result of such vulnerability, “Southern Jews . . . remained far more con-
scious of being Jews despite conditions that otherwise would have pro-
moted assimilation.”33 Harry Golden, writer and longtime southern resi-
dent, himself a racial liberal, analyzed that vulnerability differently. He
pointed to the southern Jew’s “relentless struggle to become one with the
population mass which surrounds him. . . . The studied attempt to avoid
all debate . . . [has made it] hard to find six Jews below the Mason-Dixon
line who hold sufficiently strong convictions to be ‘accused’ of any-
thing. . . . Primarily the Jews of the South reflect to a large extent the
mores, the hopes, the politics, and even the prejudices of the society
around them.”34

On the other hand, the transformation of Jews, North or South, into
white people was never complete. Most Jews never felt fully comfortable
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with a white identity because they rejected the ideology of racial superiority
that usually accompanied an explicit self-definition of whiteness, because
they resisted identifying with those who despised and persecuted them in
Europe, and because many Jews continued to insist they were a people
(even a race) apart. Jews’ ambiguous status as white people was thus the
basis both for their greater receptivity to racial equality than other whites,
and for the limits on that receptivity that whiteness often set.

Not that anti-Semitism wasn’t itself a significant cause of discrimina-
tion in the United States Anti-Semitic attitudes had long been broadly
held; now they calcified. Racially based social tensions created by emanci-
pation and a growing Asian presence in the West, the shifting patterns of
immigration from northern and central to eastern and southern Europe,
and the political transformation of Darwin’s evolutionary theories into
seemingly immutable social laws, spurred an increasing social conserva-
tism. The impact on Jews was visible in the widespread appearance of
exclusionary advertisements, the circulation of anti-Semitic slurs and ca-
nards in books, newspapers, and the new motion picture industry, and
the anti-Jewish rhetoric by the resurgent Ku Klux Klan and other white
supremacist groups. Some occupations remained virtually closed to Jews,
especially those in top-tier fields like banking, as did numerous social and
educational opportunities. Restrictive housing covenants bound home-
owners of many neighborhoods together in a commitment not to sell to
“Negroes or Jews.”

Even elite Jews experienced such exclusion despite their financial suc-
cess (achieved primarily by serving as middlemen and filling economic
gaps). In 1877 the prominent banker Joseph Seligman was refused accom-
modations at the Grand Union Hotel in Saratoga Springs despite frequent
previous stays. By the end of that decade Jews were excluded from urban
social registers around the country. Private clubs, professional societies,
and colleges limited the number of Jews they would accept, or excluded
them entirely. In the 1920s, responding to the growing number of eastern
European Jews interested in higher education, Harvard, Princeton, Co-
lumbia, Yale, Duke, Rutgers, Cornell, Johns Hopkins, Northwestern,
Ohio State, and Washington and Lee, as well as the Universities of Cincin-
nati, Kansas, Minnesota, Virginia, and dozens more set quotas limiting
Jewish enrollments.35 Nor was this anti-Semitism merely socially or eco-
nomically inconvenient. The Frank lynching demonstrated to Jews across
the country that in the eyes of whites, Jews remained outsiders in funda-
mental and dangerous ways.

Despite these real threats to their security, the combination of their urban
skills, help from the already established German Jewish community, and
white skin allowed eastern European Jews to rise more quickly than Afri-
can Americans and to overcome their perceived differences from the main-
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stream more quickly. Much hardship and struggle lay between the immi-
grants and success, but the road that led there held fewer obstacles.

Constrained as they were by anti-Semitism and anti-immigrant senti-
ment, Jewish immigrants, settling largely in northern urban areas, became
industrial workers and small entrepreneurs in disproportionately large
numbers. They quickly became a presence in trades they had engaged in
back in Europe, and those that German Jews had taken up before them,
such as garment manufacture and wholesale merchandising, and their
peddler carts and small shops became ubiquitous in their own neighbor-
hoods and in those of other poor immigrant and migrant groups.

Although the majority of Jews settled in large cities like New York,
Chicago, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Cleveland, and Boston, almost a quar-
ter settled in smaller communities in the North or joined the few Jews
already settled in the South and West. In the smaller towns and in the
South, they were heavily involved in small-scale shopkeeping and entre-
preneurship, and their political and social behavior tended to be more
conservative. “[C]ivic vulnerability and the precariousness of economic
success . . . acted as reinforcements of the inwardness of the local Jewish
community,” observed Ewa Morawska in her study of the Jews of Johns-
town, Pennsylvania. James Weldon Johnson described a (fictional) south-
ern Jewish train passenger conversing with white southerners and north-
erners. When discussing “the race question,” noted the narrator (himself
black but passing for white), “the diplomacy of the Jew was something
to be admired; he had the faculty of agreeing with everybody without
losing his allegiance to any side.” These Jews tried as best they could to
remain inconspicuous.36

Immigrant Jews came from a variety of religious and political back-
grounds. Most arrived as Orthodox, religiously devout Jews, although
many—particularly those in the larger cities—fell away surprisingly
quickly from the most stringent requirements of their faith, as American
life and financial necessity challenged such practices as not working on
their Saturday Sabbath. Eastern European Jews transformed American
Orthodoxy with their different liturgical traditions and less formalized
style of worship. By the turn of the century they controlled its central
organizing body, the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations.

Other Jews arrived already less religious and some even secularized
by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European liberalizing movements.
The “Jewish Enlightenment,” or Haskalah, paralleled the broader Euro-
pean enlightenment, and stressed Jewish emancipation and citizenship,
secularization, and the dismantling of intermediary institutions between
Jews and the state. These Jews expressed their ongoing commitment to
Judaism through a more acculturated style of observance that elevated
those practices least at variance with their new lives, and jettisoned those
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most in conflict with it. They embraced modernity with its commitment to
individual rights and understood the relationship between Jewish freedom
and broader emancipatory programs.

The heady revolutions of 1848 and the rise of socialist, communist, and
trade unionist ideologies invigorated other Jews. By 1900, for example,
close to a third of all Russian university students tried for subversion were
Jewish. Despite their universalist message, however, Jewish leftists identi-
fied strongly as Jews, especially after the pogroms of the 1880s. And their
faith in universalist equality came directly from their political convictions.37

These secularizing and universalizing trends were evident within the
new Reform movement. Emerging first in Germany, Reform Judaism es-
tablished itself in the United States with the Union of American Hebrew
Congregations (UAHC, 1873) and Central Conference of American Rab-
bis (1889). These Jews stressed their religion’s moral and ethical precepts
over its ritual demands, and emphasized the universalist message of their
faith. “We accept as binding only its [Judaism’s] moral laws and . . . reject
all [rituals and laws] . . . as are not adapted to the views and habits of
modern civilization,” declared the “Pittsburgh Platform,” adopted by the
Reform rabbinate in 1885. “We deem it our duty to participate in the
great task of modern times, to solve on the basis of justice and righteous-
ness the problems presented by the contrasts and evils of the present orga-
nization of society.” Much of secularized Jewish political life in America
embraced the same ideals. As historian Deborah Dash Moore explained,
by the 1920s American Jews had developed a “political ideology of Amer-
ican Jewish ethnicity” that embraced liberalism, civil rights, civil liberties,
internationalism, and support for those in need.38

The American Jewish identification with liberalism (much less social-
ism) seems implausible on its face. Rarely do either individuals or collec-
tivities embrace ideologies at odds with their self-interest. Jews, increas-
ingly commercially successful and eager to integrate into American civic
life, ought to have embraced racial and economic conservatism. Yet, as
historian Stephen Whitfield and others have noted, most Jews did no such
thing. “By the mid–twentieth century,” he observed, “the Jews have be-
come perhaps the most conspicuous players for political stakes that are
apparently more high-minded than self-interest,” evident, for example, in
the number of Jews in black civil rights organizations.39 Of course, high-
mindedness does not contradict self-interest, but redefines it more
broadly. Given their historical experience with persecution and the dan-
gerous intolerance of parochial and authoritarian societies, and recogniz-
ing the security and freedom civil emancipation had brought them in Eu-
rope, Jews understood their self-interest as rooted in liberal values of
tolerance and broad access to the opportunities of civil society.
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Despite its identification with liberalism, Reform Judaism had vocifer-
ous critics. Anger over Reform’s seeming wholesale abandonment of Jew-
ish tradition came to a head when its 1883 rabbinical ordination banquet
served shrimp, a food forbidden by Jewish law. This provoked those Jews
less willing to forsake tradition to establish a more conservative rabbinical
school in 1887, the Jewish Theological Seminary, and ultimately Conser-
vative Judaism itself through the founding in 1913 of the United Syna-
gogue of America. Picking a careful and often not fully consistent path
between Orthodoxy’s strict adherence to Mosaic law and Reform’s re-
sponsiveness to modern realities, the Conservative movement, like Re-
form, highlighted Jews’ divine mission as “healers of the world.” By and
large, Orthodoxy remained dominant in the areas of earliest eastern Euro-
pean settlement, with Conservative and later Reform synagogues increas-
ingly common in smaller towns and areas of subsequent Jewish resettle-
ment. That is, as Jews increasingly prospered in America, they not only
moved out of their poor neighborhoods, they also moved away from rit-
ual observance. Politically this meant over time an increasing number of
Jews in religious groups most likely to desire Jewish integration into main-
stream society and to emphasize ethics over ritual.

Not all Jewish immigrants identified with Judaism as a religion. To most
socialist and communist Jews, community rather than religion defined Ju-
daism. Some sought the creation of a Jewish homeland (although other
Zionists were deeply religious), others maintained their ethnic commitment
through the promotion of Yiddish culture or political organizing. All took
their identity as Jews seriously, although they defined that identity in radi-
cally different terms. These identities were also surprisingly fluid; an indi-
vidual might be both an observant Jew and enjoy Yiddish theater; another
might be a Zionist, read a socialist paper, and buy kosher meat.

Like other immigrant and migrant communities, eastern European Jews
generally settled in poorer neighborhoods and established strong commu-
nity institutions reflecting a wide range of interests and needs. The Jewish
Daily Forward, a Yiddish newspaper with a circulation of 147,000 in
the 1920s, reflected the socialist and unionist convictions of its founder,
Abraham Cahan, while the Tageblatt (circulation: 60,000) offered a reli-
gious perspective. Lending and mutual aid societies provided cultural and
social spaces in addition to financial support. Yiddish writers, poets, and
playwrights like Jacob Gordin and Sholom Asch enjoyed tremendous
popularity in the dozens of Yiddish theaters. Debating societies flourished
in a community so politically engaged. The relatively small number of
Zionists created their own institutions, and religious Jews established the
structures necessary to perpetuate their traditions, from ritual baths to
rabbinical courts.



Settling In 33

This influx of poor, immigrant Jews, speaking a different language and
with seemingly backward customs, embarrassed the already established
German and Sephardic Jews. A German Jewish social club in New York
City pressed for “more polish and less Polish.” Some resorted to racial
stereotypes in their despairing depictions. An article in the German Jewish
press called the new immigrants “wild Asiatics.” The Hebrew Standard
referred to them as “miserable darkened Hebrews.” In 1901 Rabbi
Abram Isaacs described the German (“Western”) Jews’ view of the eastern
Europeans: “ignorant, superstitious, bigoted, hypocritical, cunning, un-
grateful, quarrelsome, unclean, and in may other ways abominable.” The
feeling was mutual, he reported; to eastern European Jews, “the Western
Jew is a cad. His . . . philanthropy [is] ostentatious and insincere; his man-
ners a cheap imitation of the Gentiles upon whom he fawns; . . . his as-
sumption of superiority” evidence of his stupidity.40

For German Jews, the immigrants, with their anachronistic Yiddish,
irrational Orthodoxy, and un-American socialism, threatened their own
precarious acceptance in American society. “If there should grow up in
our midst a class of people . . . who . . . adhere to customs and practices
abnormal and objectionable to our fellow citizens,” the 1891 UAHC con-
vention concluded, “then all of us will suffer. . . . [T[he question is largely
one of self-preservation.” Convinced “[e]ducation, moral and religious,
and instruction in manual labor,” would “lift them from the slough of
despair,” German Jews, like elites in the black community, established
programs to both aid and “elevate” their poorer coreligionists. The En-
glish-language Jewish press, like the Chicago Defender, helpfully pub-
lished lists of dos and don’ts for immigrants including admonitions to
obey the law and avoid radicalism.41

Both the need to defend Jews against expressions of anti-Semitism and
the desire to assimilate the immigrants led to a great deal of Jewish or-
ganizing, first among the German Jews and then among the immigrants
themselves. As with African American organizations, Jewish agencies var-
ied substantially, but all combined self-help and political action to achieve
their goals.

Reform German Jewish women of middle- and upper-class back-
grounds formed the National Council of Jewish Women (NCJW) in 1893
to promote pride in Jewish identity while encouraging greater integration
into the wider social world. Despite its relatively narrow class and ethnic
membership, non-Jewish women’s groups tended to view the NCJW as
the voice of all Jewish women; male Jewish organizations generally con-
sidered it as speaking for of all Jewish women.42

During the Progressive Era the NCJW, like black women’s clubs, fo-
cused on benevolence and uplift to aid new immigrants and the poor. One
speaker at a 1903 New Orleans NCJW meeting advocated “lifting up and
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educating and civilizing the Russian Jews. . . . [Y]our children, though
educated, cultured, refined, wealthy, will find themselves . . . judged by
the Russian Jews.”43 Despite their embrace of the new techniques of pro-
fessional social work, their charitable efforts, like those of other German
Jews, were often perceived as condescending by resentful recipients of
their aid. Anzia Yezierska’s fictional Hanneh Breineh offered a damning
portrait of the “kind rich ladies” who “should only have to feed their own
children on what they give me.” When the “Social Betterment Society”
withdrew its meager aid because the family had received an unreported
gift of cake, Hanneh’s boarder Sophie burst out, “You dare call yourselves
Jews? You bosses of the poor! . . . You are the greed—the shame of the
Jews!” Others criticized the NCJW by name. One Forward article la-
mented that NCJW members, “Rich Jewish Aristocratic Women from
Uptown” who “shower favors upon and seek remedies for downtown
Jews,” offered pennies “with their bediamonded hands more to show
their delicate alabaster fingers with well-manicured nails than really to
save the unfortunates.”44

But the NCJW provided far more than charity work. Like the NACW
it quickly became politically active, forging coalitions with black women’s
groups and developing a broad network to lobby for social issues includ-
ing education, health, peace, housing, and discrimination. Such expansive
concerns were motivated by two strong convictions: that Judaism de-
manded equal treatment for all, and that broadly defined protections were
Jews’ best hope for their own security. Here, self-interest and universalism
came together. Yet historian Faith Rogow has argued that partly in order
to forestall gentile fears of a Jewish conspiracy, the NCJW never claimed
to speak for Jews, and defended its positions almost exclusively in terms
of “universal humanism.”45 If so, the NCJW was employing a strategy
other Jewish groups would also adopt: a sincere, if partial, claim of uni-
versalism that masked self-interest, which would later be challenged by
erstwhile black allies as devious or manipulative.

The NCJW kept motherhood at the center of its efforts, not simply
because it justified the organization’s political activities, but because its
members genuinely considered it a motivating principle. And the NCJW
never abandoned its concern for traditionally female issues like religious
education, mothering skills, and housekeeping. Nevertheless, like black
women’s clubs, NCJW chapters recognized that their goals—cleaner liv-
ing spaces, better-quality food, good schools, decent working condi-
tions—relied as much on governmental action as on self-improvement,
and could be achieved only if articulated as social goods. Nor did the
organization limit its vision to issues of immediate concern to families.
The NCJW supported most Progressive Era legislation, opposed the Espi-
onage and Sedition Acts of World War I, and advocated U. S. membership
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in the League of Nations. In doing so, it allied itself with other women’s
groups, including the NACW, the Women’s Trade Union League and
Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom. Sometimes it did
so over its own ethnic interest. During a strike against a Jewish business
owner, for example, the owner’s wife supported the strikers. As Hannah
Solomon, one of its founders, pointed out, the NCJW had been radical
from its inception. It was a “council,” not a “society,” and of “women,”
not “ladies.”46 Interestingly, the NCJW came to many of its programs
and positions well before male-dominated Jewish groups did; it was years
ahead in advocating open immigration, Progressive Era labor and social
reforms, addressing universal rather than just Jewish needs, and in endors-
ing specific legislation.47 As the leading Jewish women’s organization, the
NCJW grew rapidly, by the 1920s embracing the eastern European
women it had earlier considered clients. By 1925 it claimed more than
fifty thousand members.

The NCJW was not the only significant Jewish women’s organization.
B’nai B’rith, American Jewry’s oldest and largest fraternal organization,
created a women’s auxiliary in 1897. The first YMHA women’s auxiliary
formed in 1888. Reform Temple Sisterhoods began in the 1890s and coa-
lesced into the National Federation of Temple Sisterhoods in 1913, a year
after the formation of the Zionist women’s group Hadassah. There were
so many women’s groups that in 1923 they created their own umbrella
organization, the Conference Group of National Jewish Women’s Organi-
zations. These organizations challenged traditional roles for Jewish
women by becoming active in the public sphere, whether on behalf of
women’s issues, religious freedom, or the establishment of a Jewish home-
land; indeed, many of these women joined secular, non-Jewish organiza-
tions as well.48

Male-dominated organizations also proliferated. (While women joined
these groups, they rarely challenged men’s leadership there until much
later.) As elite as the early NCJW and as rooted in the German Jewish
community, the American Jewish Committee (AJC) organized in 1906 to
challenge discrimination against Jews in the United States and Europe.
Responding to horrific Russian pogroms, the Guggenheims, Jacob Schiff,
Louis Marshall, Cyrus Adler, and other prominent German Jews created
the civil rights agency to press U.S. leaders to protect Jewish lives in Eu-
rope. While eastern European Jews were represented on the AJC’s execu-
tive committee, it was directed by German Jews, many of whom had am-
bivalent feelings about the newcomers and their foreign attitudes. Some
local chapters excluded eastern European Jews informally—and occasion-
ally formally.

Like the NAACP and NUL, the AJC reflected integrationist convictions,
reflected in its programs of immigrant acculturation. Jews, like all citizens,
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had to share equally in all opportunities afforded by American society,
but their own heritage, suitably muted and privatized, was something to
celebrate, not jettison. But such convictions dictated the AJC’s opposition
to Zionism. As that movement to provide safe haven for persecuted Euro-
pean and Russian Jews gained momentum, other activists (including east-
ern Europeans resentful of German Jews’ domination of the AJC), orga-
nized a separate body to advocate for Jewish rights including the creation
of a homeland. In 1916 almost four hundred representatives from diverse
Jewish organizations met to form a new American Jewish Congress (AJ-
Congress), which held its first official meeting in 1918. Yet its more mili-
tant character, promising “Not relief but redress . . . not charity but jus-
tice,” ensured that it would never be the broadly representative body its
founders had conceived.49 The AJC saw the AJCongress not only as a
challenge to its power but also as irresponsible and potentially dangerous
despite the involvement of such prominent and respected Jews as Justice
Louis Brandeis. Louis Marshall called Congress supporters “noisy, bla-
tant demagogues,” and the AJC agreed to work with it on peace and
resettlement issues only if it made no ideological pronouncements.50

These differences resembled those between the moderate NUL and the
more confrontational NAACP. Dominated by eastern European Jews frus-
trated by the AJC’s German Jewish elitism, and led by Rabbi Stephen
Wise, a Progressive Era liberal and a signer of the NAACP’s Call, the
Congress was less wedded to the upper-class status quo. Wise helped lead
the Congress to a political stance no less integrationist but more progres-
sive on racial and class issues and more given to public protest. Still,
nothing in its initial aims, which employed the language of self-help and
group pride, explicitly required it to make common cause with other mi-
nority peoples. The AJCongress sought “to secure and safeguard the civil,
political, economic and religious rights of Jews” and to coordinate all
Jewish efforts toward that end “in a spirit of self-help, self-expression and
self-determination.”51

Explicitly dedicated to a civil rights agenda broadly construed, the Anti-
Defamation League (1913) organized in reaction to the Leo Frank case.
Operating under the auspices of B’nai B’rith, the ADL’s founding plat-
form committed it “to secure justice and fair treatment to all citizens
alike,” although in practice in its early years the agency focused almost
exclusively on fighting anti-Semitism. Like the NAACP, the ADL, AJC,
and AJCongress had litigation departments to challenge discrimination
through the courts, as well as departments to combat anti-Semitism
through fact finding, political pressure, and individual interventions. To
unify and amplify their voices, these groups and the political agencies of
the fund-raising Jewish Federations called Community Relations Coun-
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cils created an umbrella organization, the National Community Relations
Advisory Council (NCRAC), in 1944.

Immigrants’ socialist and communist commitments also found ample
organizational expression. Not only did large numbers join non-Jewish
leftist groups like the Communist and Socialist Parties, they also orga-
nized or brought from Europe leftist and trade-union organizations of
Jews, like Workman’s Circle (Arbeiter Ring), a mutual aid society devoted
to working-class and leftist interests; and the General Jewish Workers’
Union, or Bund. There were enough leftist Jewish newspapers to fight one
another as well as more reactionary publications. And in 1934 the Nazi
threat prompted Jewish unionists to establish the Jewish Labor Commit-
tee to rescue their European counterparts from the growing fascist threat.
Later the JLC committed itself to challenging anti-Semitism and racism
in, and on behalf of, the union movement.

Pluralism

These black and Jewish organizations, and other religious, racial, ethnic,
and political ones like them, operated in an era when American identity
was under deep scrutiny. The flood of immigrants and the trajectories of
black migrants altered the racial and ethnic character of every region of
the country. This unsettled many of the white Americans, primarily Prot-
estants, who had for so long dominated the social and political life of the
nation. Because they believed in the supremacy of their western Euro-
pean–based culture and values, they and the academicians who reflected
their concerns urged the prompt and unconditional assimilation of immi-
grants and sought to bar those deemed least likely to do so. Neither sub-
tlety nor compromise was among nativists’ strengths. As one New York
City teacher put it, newcomers “must be made to realize that in forsaking
the land of their birth, they were also forsaking the customs and traditions
of that land.”52 A small group of scholars, primarily from the very popula-
tions under suspicion, challenged this coercively assimilationist or mono-
cultural model by positing in its place two alternative paradigms for
American society: the melting pot and pluralism.

British Jewish playwright Israel Zangwill popularized the former term
in his 1908 play of that title. The melodramatic tale of two immigrants—
David Quixano, a Russian Jew, and Vera Revendal, a Russian Christian
and revolutionary—played to immense acclaim across the country. Quix-
ano falls in love with, and ultimately decides to marry, Vera, although he
discovers in the course of the play that her father, a Russian army officer,
had ordered the killing of Jews—including David’s mother—in the Kishi-
nev pogrom. In the play’s triumphal ending, Vera’s father confesses his
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guilt, Vera and David are united, and David’s symphony in honor of the
melting pot ideal, The Crucible, is performed.53 This vision of the ideal
American society, still a monocultural and assimilationist one, nonethe-
less challenged older assumptions by insisting on the value and uniqueness
of an American culture shaped by contributions from many ethnic, na-
tional, and religious traditions.

Others argued for a more expansive, less assimilationist conception of
culture, which they called pluralism. Formulated primarily by minority
scholars like (Jewish) Franz Boaz and Horace Kallen and (African Ameri-
can) Alain Locke, pluralism called for the recognition of the unique cul-
tures of different groups, which were to retain their distinctiveness in pri-
vate while conforming in public to the monocultural norm. It presumed
both the inherent worth and the fundamental similarity of different cul-
tural values, behaviors, and practices. Pluralists, whose views would gain
traction only after the Second World War, believed both that cultural di-
versity contributed to the richness of American life, and that each cultural
community shared a commitment to the “American” ideals of tolerance,
democracy, and human equality. The clearest illustrations of this ideal
might be World War II movies like Bataan, whose all-American fighting
force included Jake Feinberg, Felix Ramirez, F. X. Matowski, Bill Dane,
Jesus Katigbay, Wesley Epps, and Yankee Salazar.54 Thus pluralists could
endorse both accommodation to putatively American behavioral norms
and a degree of cultural relativism, seeing no contradiction between them.
Furthermore, the insistence on the right of individuals to celebrate their
cultural and religious practices implied as well the right to reject such
practices if one chose. This focus on the individual fit in well with the
longstanding American social ideal of “rugged individualism” and its po-
litical commitment (Jim Crow notwithstanding) to the rights of individu-
als rather than groups. In all this, pluralism dovetailed neatly with an
emerging notion of modern political liberalism that would become preem-
inent by mid-century.

While pluralists sometimes vacillated about whether cultural character-
istics were learned or inherited,55 most considered culture volitional, thus
linking pluralism with liberal notions of equality. Author and educator
Horace Mann Bond argued in a 1925 Crisis essay that differences among
the races were the result “not of the germ-plasm but of the social mecha-
nism.” Warning about the dangers of “too strong a race-consciousness,”
he urged “a realization of ourselves as simply and wholly human; not
separable by any anatomical, or intellectual, or temperamental barriers
from our fellows. . . . Than this there can be no diviner racial goal.” Locke
concurred. While “Negro life and experience should have and are having
increased and increasingly effective expression,” he wrote in 1949, “all
we should be sanely concerned about is freer participation and fuller col-
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laboration in the varied activities of the cultural life.” Complete integra-
tion was “as right as it is inevitable.”56

Pluralism’s inclusion of racial groups in the pantheon of worthy cul-
tures, something few melting pot enthusiasts did, was a step forward. But
the tendency to subsume racial differences under the heading of ethnic
and cultural ones underestimated the power and resilience of racism. Lib-
eral pluralists’ insistence that one’s cultural values determined one’s suc-
cess and that African Americans (and other nonwhites) were in those cru-
cial ways just like white ethnics, lessened the likelihood that these scholars
would recognize the fundamental differences in the barriers facing racial
groups and white ethnic communities that resulted from the racialized
nature of the American opportunity structure.

In part because liberal pluralism preserved as well as lauded separate
identities and validated the legitimacy of black and Jewish cultures, most
African American and Jewish defense agencies came to embrace it, at least
in theory. In the early years, however, their programs remained firmly
assimilationist. The NCJW and NACW struggled to force their poorer
sisters, and often their own middle-class constituency, to act more like the
white Protestant mainstream; the ADL continued to do so through the
middle 1940s.57 Some took up Locke’s refrain, arguing that ending racism
and anti-Semitism would—and should—end all need for separate institu-
tions of any sort. Sociologist E. Franklin Frazier claimed, “It is seldom
that one finds Negroes who think of themselves as possessing a different
culture from whites and that their peculiar culture should be pre-
served. . . . The Negro minority is striving for assimilation into American
life.”58 Many Jewish leaders shared this outlook, scholar Seth Forman has
argued. They urged “complete racial integration of Jewish neighbor-
hoods, community centers and agencies without ever considering the need
for autonomous Jewish institutions.”59

Still, these groups’ vision was broader and more accepting than a strict
assimilationist one, and its very assumptions required the recognition of
cultural diversity. In a 1915 speech, Brandeis identified a “new national-
ism” that “proclaims that each race or people, like each individual, has
the right and duty to develop, and only through such differentiated devel-
opment will high civilization be attained.” In the 1930s and ’40s the AJC
and ADL designed books for young people, radio programs, and I Am an
American pamphlets, reminding audiences of the contributions of Jews,
African Americans, Mexican Americans, and others to American life.60

Similarly, pluralism provided political grounds for challenging discrimi-
nation as a failure of democracy. If Jews and African Americans shared the
same values and aspirations as other citizens, they deserved full equality.
“American citizens of all races who are bound together by their common
concern for their common community and by their respect for the rights
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of their neighbors have an inescapable responsibility for working to re-
move social or economic handicaps from minorities within our popula-
tion,” the NUL’s “Credo” read. “The problem faced by these minorities
in their everyday living and working situation is not a racial problem, but
a problem of American democracy.”61

But because pluralism largely ignored the structural nature of racism, it
approached discrimination as a set of individual acts (in the case of segrega-
tion, codified by law). This had real consequences for the civil rights strug-
gle, especially as liberalism, pluralism’s champion, achieved political domi-
nance after World War II. The concept of civil rights became fixed within
a framework that still set white Protestant norms as the standard and ac-
knowledged the western European tradition as America’s unifying cultural
heritage. By the late 1960s these two assumptions, along with the facile
equating of ethnic and racial experiences and the failure to challenge struc-
tural or institutional impediments to racial progress, led many black orga-
nizations, and some Jewish ones as well, to reject pluralism and turn instead
to nationalism, identity politics, and a multiculturalism that downplayed
the centrality of European traditions in American life.

Of course not all social thinkers of the early twentieth century em-
braced the notions of nativists, pluralists, assimilationists, or melting pot
advocates. Nationalists—Zionists, Garveyites, and others—objected to
the assimilative nature of all three of the prevailing ideologies, and insisted
more than did any integrationists on the intractability of the barriers to
full participation in American life. Nevertheless, even nationalists insisted
that their advocacy of an extranational homeland did not contradict their
commitment to American values. Du Bois, an NAACP founder, was also
a fervent Pan-Africanist; Brandeis worked tirelessly to both protect Jewish
rights in America and promote Zionism. While the substantial differences
among organizations should not be minimized, their shared faith in a
modernist, liberal vision is striking, as is the fluidity of these ideological
boundaries, at least for individuals.

Making Common Cause

Pluralist rhetoric implicitly recognized that many groups struggled against
marginalization or exclusion. Even in the early years of the twentieth cen-
tury black and Jewish organizations and leaders called attention to each
other’s plight. The NAACP, for example, took note of the Jewish experi-
ence in both Europe and America. Certainly its interest came in part from
the presence of Jews among its leadership, a fact also true of the NUL.
One could make a similar argument of self-interest for leftists like Paul
Robeson, who told the Tageblatt, “The Jewish sigh and tear are close to
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me. I . . . feel that these people are closer to the traditions of my race.”62

But even those groups with completely African American leadership
made more reference to Jews than to most other minority groups. Mary
Church Terrell referred to European anti-Jewish pogroms in the midst of
a tirade against lynching. To praise West Indians’ success, Jamaican-born
journalist W. A. Domingo likened them to New York’s Jews: “they are
both ambitious, eager for education, willing to engage in business, argu-
mentative, aggressive and possessed of a great proselytizing zeal for any
cause they espouse.” Despite Garvey’s diffuse anti-Semitism, even he fre-
quently made admiring references to Jews, particularly their Zionist and
community-building efforts, two praiseworthy activities from a national-
ist standpoint.63

Jewish groups proved similarly sensitive to African American problems.
The NCJW, horrified by the Frank lynching, used the opportunity to con-
demn similar atrocities committed against African Americans. Jewish in-
dividuals who embraced black causes drew parallels with their own expe-
rience. “Whether it is because I belong to a people who have known
centuries of persecution, or whether it is because naturally I am inclined
to sympathize with the oppressed, I have always felt keenly for the colored
race,” philanthropist Julius Rosenwald explained. As historian Cyrus
Adler observed of Louis Marshall, “It may be, because he was a Jew and
was aware of the oppression to which minorities are subject, that he took
up the cause of the Negro.”64

Jewish newspapers covered stories of lynchings and racial violence in
the United States. The Forward called the 1917 race riot in East St. Louis,
“A regular pogrom on people who had the misfortune to be born with
black skin.” The Tageblatt mused, “Who but a Jew knows so well what
it means to be dealt out segregation laws and pogroms?” A lynching
in 1921 provoked the Forward headline, “Hair Stands Up When You
Read about the Slaughter of Negroes in Georgia.” The Yiddish-language
press reprinted the Tuskegee Institute’s annual lynching reports. Unlike
other white Chicago papers in the teens that blamed racial tensions on
newly arrived black migrants, the Jewish Daily Courier criticized white
racial attitudes and expressed concern that such views could lead to anti-
black violence.65

Women’s groups more than their male-dominated counterparts moved
from words of concern to joint action in the early twentieth century. The
NACW cosponsored conferences with the NCJW in the 1920s, a decade
before male groups collaborated in such structured ways. During World
War I at Camp Upton Hostess House on Long Island the YWCA’s Col-
ored Work Committee “registered and entertained the wives, mothers and
friends of black and Jewish soldiers,” since racism and anti-Semitism
made neither group welcome at most social gatherings for men in uni-
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form. Following the 1919 race riots in Chicago, the local NCJW chapter
joined with black women’s clubs there under Ida B. Wells’s direction to
help pass civil rights protections.66 While individual Jewish men and
women alike involved themselves with black causes, among liberal orga-
nizations women’s groups were far more likely to concern themselves
with the other. Unlike the NCJW, and despite its founding as a result of the
Frank case, the ADL said almost nothing at the time about the lynching of
black citizens. The NCJW passed a resolution condemning lynching in
1923, more than a decade before other Jewish groups would do so.67

But the organizations most committed to joint action in the early twen-
tieth century were those of the left, which were more committed to racial
justice than liberals. Both blacks and Jews participated in leftist groups
in disproportionate numbers; this is hardly surprising as the Communist
and Socialist Parties addressed the problem of racism in America earliest
and most forthrightly. Not only was the left also sympathetic to the prob-
lem of Jews (one reason that African Americans fighting anti-Semitism so
often came from the left), many eastern European Jews came to this coun-
try already committed to leftist politics and were thus among the earliest
Jewish activists on behalf of black civil rights. Black communist leader
James Ford praised “the Jewish people,” who, “[t]o their eternal credit
. . . have played a prominent role in every progressive movement, in every
struggle for Negro rights.” He claimed one hundred thousand Jewish CP
members in 1939, one-fourth the number claimed by the AJCongress.68

These men and women committed themselves to the cause of the poor
and downtrodden, a political conviction that universalized their concern
beyond any narrow or parochial commitment to their own group. They
were among the first to go South and organize African American share-
croppers and tenant farmers, to unionize sweatshops in northern cities, to
raise questions of racial justice. While distrusted by those in the political
mainstream, including most liberal black and Jewish organizations, and
hounded by the government as subversives, leftists, among them a signifi-
cant number of blacks and Jews, played a crucial and underappreciated
role in highlighting the problems of American minorities.

Only slightly more acceptable were socialist trade unionists. As World
War I’s labor demand drew black workers north, the Jewish-organized
needle trade unions broke with American union tradition to aggressively
recruit them. Not only did the socialist leanings of many Jewish unionists
encourage their inclusive thinking, it made good sense for these early in-
dustrial unions to organize all potential members. While craftsmen hoped
to protect job security by limiting access to training, these newer unions
represented workers in unskilled and semiskilled jobs who could be easily
replaced. Exclusion of any group would virtually guarantee strikebreak-
ing. Still, the benefits of interracialism were rarely obvious to other indus-
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trial unions, which retained racial bars even when they ran counter to
members’ class interest.69 The interracial solidarity of these Jewish unions
that seems in hindsight like the obvious product of self-interest was in
fact radical for the time.

Scholars Take Aim

Certainly the presence of so many blacks and Jews who did aid the other
community needs some explanation. Why would A. Philip Randolph lend
his name to fighting anti-Semitism and Julius Rosenwald donate millions
for black education? Why were there so many Jews, proportionally speak-
ing, in the leadership ranks of the NAACP and NUL? “The Jewish people
have been fairer and squarer in their treatment of Negroes than any other
people in the world,” Randolph’s Messenger wrote. The Defender agreed:
“They have stood by us and have aided us when all other groups in
America have turned their back on us.”70 Hasia Diner has suggested that
fighting racism allowed Jews to prove themselves good Americans, up-
holders of the liberal American creed of equal opportunity. It allowed
them also to fight anti-Semitism by indirection; if racism could be eradi-
cated, discrimination of Jews would also cease. Jewish journalists who
lamented black lynchings feared more mob attacks on Jews; to prevent
additional Leo Franks, all such violence must end. Similarly, African
Americans lamented Jewish troubles as a way to call attention to their
own, similar plight.

David Levering Lewis attributes a more elitist political agenda to black
and Jewish leaders. He argues both were similarly assimilationist and con-
cerned about maintaining control in their communities during this period
of high migration and social dislocation and suggests they made common
cause to educate the black and Jewish urban newcomers in the ways of the
American middle class. As he puts it, “theirs was a politically determined
kinship, a defensive alliance cemented more from the outside than from
the inside. . . . Both groups saw each other more as means to ends, rather
than syncretic and equal partners in a struggle for citizenship without
disabilities.”71 These political elites concluded that fighting for civil rights
and advocating assimilation would further their goal of security, and
working together would be mutually beneficial. Lewis, however, argues
that while this collaborative strategy helped Jews achieve most of their
goals, the record for African Americans was more mixed. A black-Jewish
partnership helped win civil rights, but Jews’ remarkable economic and
political success invited invidious comparisons with African Americans.
Many Americans view Jews as a “model minority,” one that overcame
hardship and discrimination to flourish in America. Because this para-



Chapter One44

digm does not take into account the whiteness and middle-class back-
grounds of those Jews, it has led some conservatives to blame the failure
of black people to rise as quickly on blacks’ own shortcomings rather
than on the society that constrained them. When judging the partnership,
Lewis sees the perniciousness of the paradigm overshadowing the gains
in rights. While I find a more widespread concern in both communities
for the other than Lewis posits, and some might differ with his weighting
of the collaboration’s successes and problems, it is clear that assimilation-
ist elites led the way in the early years of black-Jewish interaction, and
that they sought to advance their own interests in doing so.

Numerous scholars have noted that those African Americans and Jews
who became most committed to the other group’s causes looked to that
other community for political and financial support. Morris Hillquit, a
Jewish socialist, requested and received the enthusiastic public support of
Randolph and Chandler Owen when he ran, unsuccessfully, for mayor of
New York in 1917. Walter White of the NAACP frequently used his well-
placed Jewish advisors to raise money in their community, for instance
sending a willing Spingarn a “draft of the letter to go to wealthy Jews”
for editing. Yet such support sometimes came at a price. Rosenwald Fund
contributions to the NUL were on occasion contingent on the League’s
making specified changes. When it resisted, those contributions lessened
and finally stopped altogether.72 While such pressure was rare, it was
nonetheless real.

Still, the sense of connection ran deeper than financial interest. Some
leaders recognized the potential power to be gained from making com-
mon cause; others came to interracial concerns through ideology. For
Jews, both their religious and their ethnic cultures emphasized a universal-
ist ethic rooted in historical experience and in biblical injunction. “Noth-
ing will so test the sincerity of our religion, our moral obligation . . . as
will the exigencies of this [racial oppression], which is among the greatest
of all our problems,” Rosenwald declared. Milton Himmelfarb termed it
“that Jewish particularism which likes to regard itself as universalism.”
Louis Marshall, who came to the NAACP first because its cases had posi-
tive implications for Jews, stayed on as legal advisor because of this
broader understanding.73

For African Americans the need for models for survival and allies in
the struggle also prompted the turn toward Jews, a similarly oppressed
population. Booker T. Washington observed that “[t]he Negro has much
to learn from the Jew,” and James Weldon Johnson argued that Jews were
“the example which we should set before us for solving our own prob-
lem.”74 For leftists, internationalism and a commitment to the unity of
the working class led inevitably to struggles on behalf of all victims of
oppression. If racism and anti-Semitism were tools the ruling class used
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to maintain its hegemony, challenging both would hasten the overthrow
of capitalism. Finally, specific situations of shared discrimination, like the
exclusion of black and Jewish servicemen from hospitality houses, lent
themselves to short-term joint action. Thus history, pragmatism, idealism,
and self-interest combined to lead many individuals to deep personal com-
mitments on behalf of the other.

As Separate as the Fingers

Whatever the tangle of explanation, however, the fact remains that be-
yond this cadre of elites, and beyond the rhetorical and journalistic inter-
est the larger black or Jewish population occasionally took in the experi-
ences of the other, most blacks and Jews simply did not see themselves as
making common cause in the first decades of the twentieth century, de-
spite seeking many of the same goals. There are many reasons for this.
First, the problems each community faced were dramatic and urgent. The
barriers to full citizenship and equal opportunities were immense; most
blacks and Jews were too preoccupied with their own difficulties to pay
much attention to the plight of others. For the same reason, most black
and Jewish civil rights organizations, which might have helped their con-
stituencies make the link, did not collaborate even on mutually beneficial
programs. Small, limited in resources, and politically weak, these agencies
had their hands full addressing the immediate and pressing problems con-
fronting their own group.75 Second, the strategies most commonly em-
ployed in this era—moral suasion, court challenges, behind-the-scenes
maneuvering—did not lend themselves to the large-scale and public col-
laborations more common in the later civil rights era.

Third, for groups seeking acceptance into mainstream society, linking
one’s fortunes with other out-groups seemed counterproductive. Leo
Frank is a case in point. Scholars have often identified the railroading and
lynching of Frank as one of the earliest spurs to Jewish recognition that
their condition was bound up with that of African Americans. This was,
in part, true. Jews now understood that racism threatened them as well
as black people. This is why the ADL’s founding mission included a com-
mitment to universal civil rights. On the other hand, for many Jews the
Frank case demonstrated the crucial importance of Jewish assimilation.
The sooner Jews could blend in with other white people, the sooner such
dangerous anti-Semitism would abate. Particularly among southern Jews,
the Frank lynching may have actually lessened the likelihood that they
would openly embrace the cause of black equality.

Fourth, the sense of a shared historical experience with oppression was
a limited and often theoretical one, diluted by anti-Semitism on one side
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and racism on the other. Although every poll documented lower levels of
anti-Semitism in the black community than in the white, and lower levels
of racism among Jews than among white gentiles, bigotry still helped keep
the two groups politically separate.76

Finally, most relationships between African Americans and Jews were
in fact deeply unequal. Black and Jewish experience might appear paral-
lel, but in fact most interactions between them were hierarchical. In-
creasing numbers of black migrants moved into Jewish neighborhoods
and met Jews as employers, teachers, landlords, and shopkeepers, not as
fellow oppressed people. Jewish impresarios and producers hired black
musicians, actors, and entertainers; Jewish union leaders represented
black workers.

Ironically, these black-Jewish tensions were the product of both the
chasm between ordinary blacks and Jews, and the greater affinity each
felt toward the other. The process had its own inexorable logic. Newly
arrived Jews filled available entrepreneurial niches as shopkeepers, prop-
erty managers, teachers, social workers, and the like. They competed
by serving poor neighborhoods where they exhibited greater flexibility,
catered to their clients’ special needs, charged lower prices, and sold on
credit. Because Jews did not fully accept their whiteness, this openness
extended to race. They embraced American racism far less quickly and
completely, and therefore proved less resistant to having black neighbors
and clients than did most other working-class whites. This, combined
with the fact that Jews were generally less prone to resort to violence to
express grievances, meant Jewish districts all over the country turned
slowly into black ones beginning in the teens. And as Jews earned their
way out of these neighborhoods, they often kept their businesses and
jobs there.77

For most Jews, their economic involvement in black communities af-
firmed their lack of bigotry. They saw themselves as fellow strugglers:
hard working, near-poor, oppressed by discrimination, managing only by
pressing family members into service. Jewish businesses provided af-
fordable—if not high quality—goods and services, and if their prices were
higher than downtown stores, so was the risk in a poor area.

For African Americans, Jewish store owners’ general unwillingness to
hire area residents, their high prices and poor-quality merchandise, the
economic success that enabled them to move into more desirable neigh-
borhoods, and their willingness in the South to practice segregation, all
marked them as no better than other white people. Jewish housewives
who hired black domestic workers treated them in the same exploitative
ways as Christian white women did. Jewish employers were little more
likely to hire or promote black workers than were their gentile counter-
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parts and while Jewish-run unions more often accepted black members,
their leadership remained firmly Jewish.

But black anger was often more intense toward Jews than toward other
whites. Because so high a proportion of whites working in black areas
were Jewish, black resentment of the pettiness of social workers, paternal-
ism of teachers, and greed of landlords and their agents landed on Jews.
And the anti-Semitism that African American Christians had imbibed,
along with the disappointment many felt that Jews, fellow victims, failed
to treat them more sympathetically than other whites, fueled anti-Jewish
anger based in large measure on class privilege.78

The Jewish view of themselves as economically and socially vulnerable
and the African American view of Jews as economic insiders both had
validity. But because both sides consistently painted their differences as
arising from racial or religious friction these tensions were never ade-
quately addressed, and they remained to limit political collaboration even
once it had begun. This is not to deny the role racism and anti-Semitism
played in black-Jewish tensions. Rather, the refusal to consider class ex-
plicitly as an aggravating factor limited the reach of any resolution. Ques-
tions of race, religion, and class were intertwined, in ways usually invisible
to those involved. Jews’ race allowed them more mobility up the class
ladder, but because they were blind to structural racism and often held
racist attitudes of their own, many blamed blacks’ failure to rise on black
people themselves. Meanwhile Jews’ economic power over blacks, how-
ever limited when compared to that of white Christians, fanned pre-
existing anti-Semitism in the black community. Jews, legitimately angry
at such bigotry, could not see the class-based resentments that lay beneath.

Black-Jewish relations in the early twentieth century, then, were
marked by contradictions that would continue through the century. On
the one hand, both endured discrimination; to challenge it, both orga-
nized in a variety of agencies, most of which shared a basic commitment
to liberal American values. And some individual elites recognized the simi-
larities of black and Jewish experience and acted upon them. On the other
hand, the two communities’ racial, religious, and (ultimately) class differ-
ences prevented them from using shared grievances as the basis for politi-
cal collaboration.

Such small steps toward cooperation would increase in both frequency
and scope as the threat of Nazism in the 1930s brought racial issues to
the fore. At the same time, the same constraints of bigotry, organizational
weakness, and most agencies’ quiet and nonpublic political style would
delay the development of a potent black-Jewish coalition for at least an-
other decade.
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Of Our Economic Strivings

The economic catastrophe of the Great Depression encouraged greater
political activity by both blacks and Jews at the same time as it heightened
economic tensions between them. The contradictions between shared po-
litical concerns and competing economic interests that had emerged in the
early years of the century intensified; relations worsened between the two
communities at the same time that their civil rights agencies came into
increased contact. The black-Jewish coalition was off to a rocky start.

For African Americans, the era brought gains as well as losses. Econom-
ically devastated, black communities organized politically and, as a result,
benefited from government programs for the first time since Reconstruc-
tion. This experience offered valuable lessons about the usefulness of po-
litical mobilization and the efficacy of outspokenness. The spur to or-
ganizing and the increased political power of black civil rights agencies
(including those with substantial numbers of white and Jewish members)
encouraged more far-reaching political coalitions. However, the new out-
spokenness also brought more vocal criticism of Jewish business practices
in African American neighborhoods.

Black political successes could not have occurred without, and indeed
helped shape, a sea change in the federal government’s attitude toward
minority rights and its willingness to remedy inequality and ameliorate
hardship. This transformation of the political landscape would in the next
three decades alter public discourse on democracy, equality, and identity;
reshape relations among activist organizations, and between them and
governmental structures; and help catapult liberal organizations to the
center of American political life.

Meanwhile, the rise of Nazism led Jewish organizations not only to
seek allies wherever they could (the subject of the following chapter) but
also to confront more openly those they considered anti-Semites, includ-
ing African Americans. Yet while both blacks and Jews exhibited a greater
willingness to protest, the traditional and often defensive style of their
political organizations remained largely unchanged until the end of the
1930s, thereby minimizing the opportunity to address these tensions di-
rectly and forge a more mutually productive relationship. The increased
hardship and the greater willingness of the two communities to challenge
each other, without an increased recognition of common goals, meant a
worsening of both formal and informal relations between them. Not until
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both groups recognized their common problems and saw in the emerging
redefinition of liberalism the potential for greater success by working
together would these problems be tackled. Until then, black-Jewish rela-
tions were developing on two intersecting but separate tracks simultane-
ously: the expansion of antidiscrimination efforts and increasing eco-
nomic conflict.

“Can’t stand these hard times long”

The crash of 1929 and ensuing Great Depression harmed every stratum
of American society, but none were so hard hit as those already margin-
alized. By the end of the 1920s African Americans had made limited but
real strides in employment, real estate, and business, particularly in the
North. The Depression wiped out most of those gains. Black employment
levels plummeted. At the height of the Depression almost 25 percent of
the American labor force was unemployed; the black figure was double
that. Those with jobs saw their incomes drop just as they were being
called upon to support more unemployed family members. While African
Americans made some gains in the Depression era, thanks to the New
Deal programs that helped feed, clothe, educate, train, and employ the
needy and that opened some new opportunities for black people, these
could not compensate for such massive losses. Furthermore, federal anti-
discrimination provisions were only as effective as local officials chose to
make them; gross inequities marred the distribution of aid in this most
desperate of times.1

Jews suffered during the Depression as well, and if the devastation did
not extend as broadly within that community, it was certainly cata-
strophic for those who found themselves unemployed. Twelve percent of
Jews lost their jobs, and Jewish agencies were overwhelmed with applica-
tions for aid. In 1931 alone they reported a jump of almost 50 percent in
the number they helped. Many more Jews were underemployed, including
doctors and lawyers forced to take other jobs or work without any assur-
ance their clients or patients would be able to pay them. Yet the communi-
ty’s economic recovery occurred more quickly than that of most other
groups.2 Their concentration in areas hit hard by the economic collapse—
the garment trade, the arts, and the luxury goods trade—was offset by
their large representation in civil-service positions, the numbers of which
increased with the New Deal, and their substantial presence in teaching,
the professions, and the wholesale and discount business, none of which
suffered as dramatic a collapse as other sectors. And younger Jews’ rela-
tively high levels of education allowed them to move into new and more
stable jobs more rapidly than those with less schooling.
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Nevertheless, the Depression had a strong psychic impact. Recent Jew-
ish immigrants felt particularly vulnerable to any shift in fortune. And
historically, hard times produced an increase in anti-Semitic behaviors;
many feared violence or pogroms might come to their new land as it had
to their old. The rise of Nazism and the growth of domestic anti-Semitic
organizations reinforced such concerns.

“A force for constructive action”

Both the black and the Jewish communities thus saw pressing reasons to
redouble their efforts to end discrimination and to respond publicly and
politically to the emergency at hand. For African Americans, the Depres-
sion was an economic crisis of such magnitude that it required urgent
action from every community organization. Although black churches;
civic, social, and professional organizations; service agencies; and politi-
cal groups provided aid to the desperate, they were quickly overwhelmed
by the need. But the presence in the North of urban voting blocs offered
new opportunities for political organizing, while the relative willingness
of the Roosevelt administration to consider racial equity brought renewed
energy to the task. Both helped shift African American tactics from self-
help toward political action.3

In the Jewish community, synagogues, Federations, and service agencies
offered aid from job placement to feeding and clothing the needy. In fact,
the Depression spurred the development of Federations as consolidated
support agencies. But by 1934 almost 90 percent of all needy Jewish fami-
lies had been transferred to public relief and, like black groups, Federa-
tions turned to activism along with other forms of support. While Jewish
agencies less often aired discrimination complaints publicly, they did track
religious discrimination, filing complaints on behalf of those unfairly de-
nied public or private jobs, housing, employment, or assistance.4

Such efforts succeeded; the number of black federal employees grew
from fifty thousand in 1933 to almost two hundred thousand by the
end of World War II. Thousands of Jewish teachers, lawyers, and others
found positions in New Deal and other government agencies. Hundreds
of thousands of needy black farmers, tenants, unemployed people, and
laborers received government aid or job training, as of course did simi-
larly poor Jews.

The New Deal also benefited black and Jewish elites, who became in-
creasingly active in national politics. While anti-Semitic accusations of
a “Jew Deal” were exaggerated (approximately 4 percent of New Deal
appointees were Jews), numerous prominent Jews became well-placed
government advisors, including Bernard Baruch, Louis Brandeis, Felix
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Frankfurter, Benjamin Cohen, and Samuel Rosenman. Henry Morgen-
thau Jr. became Secretary of the Treasury. Other Jews worked in the De-
partments of Labor, Interior, and Agriculture, and the Securities and Ex-
change Commission. Nonetheless, as Henry Feingold has pointed out,
most “were not Jewish men of influence, but rather men of influence who
happened to be Jewish.”5

More of a departure from the past was the number of highly placed
African Americans. Explicitly concerned with racism, Roosevelt’s “Black
Cabinet” won appointments and discrimination prohibitions in dozens
of agencies. Mary McLeod Bethune directed the Division of Negro Affairs
of the National Youth Administration; Robert Weaver served as racial
adviser in the Department of the Interior and went on to the Federal Hous-
ing Authority and War Manpower Commission. Lawrence Oxley headed
the Division of Negro Labor in the Labor Department, and Pittsburgh
Courier editor Robert Vann served as special assistant to the attorney
general. In 1937 William Hastie became the first African American federal
judge. Despite the stubborn resilience of racism in New Deal programs,
these developments had tremendous psychological impact. As the
NAACP’s Roy Wilkins observed, the presence of African Americans at
the highest levels made black people feel “that they were getting through
to the man.”6

African Americans’ greater access to the political and economic system
further invigorated black organizing. Existing groups like the NUL and
NACW expanded, and were joined by new organizations like the Young
Negroes’ Cooperative League (1932), Negro Labor Committee (1933), and
Southern Negro Youth Congress (1937). The National Council of Negro
Women (NCNW), organized by Mary McLeod Bethune in 1935 to “har-
ness the great power of nearly a million women into a force for constructive
action,” hoped to coordinate the efforts of the numerous black women’s
organizations and ensure black women’s representation in national affairs.
The National Negro Congress (1936) sought to become a coordinating
agency for groups fighting for racial equality. Its objectives included
“decent living wages,” voting rights, opposition to union discrimination,
equal access to relief, and “complete equality for Negro women.”7 As we
will see, its leftist origins and leadership limited the number of mainstream
organizations that would formally affiliate and brought its early demise.
But during its brief life the NNC joined activists from the Communist and
Socialist Parties together with church, fraternal, and cultural groups to
challenge lynching, discrimination, and police brutality.

While African American and Jewish institutions continued to reflect the
wide range of political attitudes in their communities, it was primarily
liberal and leftist organizations that took the lead as the New Deal pressed
liberalism toward greater social democracy and garnered widespread sup-
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port. Roosevelt’s programs had kept people from starving; liberals and
progressives now argued that the state had both the power and the obliga-
tion to act in order to protect the well-being of its citizenry. In this way
the New Deal completed the transformation of liberalism’s attitude to-
ward the state. No longer suspicious of government as a potential tyrant,
liberals now embraced government as a potential savior.

The New Deal protected union organizing and extended relief to unem-
ployed families, demonstrating that the state now concerned itself not
simply with citizens per se, but with their specific condition as workers,
parents, or farmers. It was a plausible step to grant protection on the basis
of race or religion as well, as several programs explicitly did. Whether
that protection should take the form of improved separate facilities or
integrated ones remained a contested issue, and indeed, whatever the na-
ture of the protections, local officials implementing those programs often
ignored them altogether. Nevertheless, liberalism as an ideology had de-
finitively moved from its earlier antistatist position to one of state activism
on behalf of individual rights and guarantees, including those of racial
and religious equality.

New Deal liberalism protected capitalism as well, albeit with new re-
strictions. Much as leftists desired it, there was little indication the major-
ity of Americans were interested in any other economic system. While
Jews remained overrepresented in the Communist and Socialist Parties,
most rejected their anticapitalist ideologies despite the strong stands both
took against anti-Semitism, and the CP’s active Jewish recruitment. Na-
tive-born Jews had not had their politics forged in Russia, and by the end
of the decade the Nazi-Soviet pact and Stalin’s antagonism toward Jews
had driven many Jewish communists from the Party into the progressive
wing of the Democratic Party.8

Similarly, despite communist-led drives to organize black workers, fight
evictions, and improve black living standards, black CP membership did
not grow substantially. Rather, most progressive black activists worked
alongside communists, and only so long as their goals were compatible.
In the New Deal era the numbers attracted by Party efforts were virtually
matched by those abandoning membership. As historian Carol Anderson
has demonstrated, to many African Americans, communists seemed less
concerned with race than with the promotion of communism. And for
both the black and Jewish communities, growing anticommunist senti-
ment in the United States made alliance with the CP both unattractive
and dangerous. As Roy Wilkins once remarked, “God knows it was hard
enough being black; we certainly didn’t need to be red too.”9

Communists were active in virtually every struggle for black equality,
North and South, from unionizing drives to antilynching campaigns. In
many instances, they spearheaded the efforts. Yet even the CP seemed to
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move toward liberalism in this era, with what it called the Popular Front:
engagement with liberal organizations to further mutual goals of equality,
worker rights, and increased government aid. While this increased the
left’s political impact, it also tempered its radicalism. Even leftists seemed,
for a brief time, liberals.

At the same time, the Democratic Party was coming to meet them. The
New Deal drove northern Democrats left just as leftist Jews and African
Americans (as well as disgruntled black Republicans who could see in that
party no further sign of Lincoln) were looking for more congenial homes.
By embracing the notion of an activist government committed to remedy-
ing inequity the Democratic Party appeared well on its way to becoming
the embodiment of leftist as well as liberal ideals.10 Meanwhile socialist
trade unions could now find an organizational base in the new and activist
Congress of Industrial Organizations. Many CIO unions accepted African
American members (often despite strong local resistance), a triumph for
liberal activism. In the Depression, then, the middle moved left, and the
black and Jewish left moved a bit toward the middle. The New Deal re-
shaped liberalism and by doing so, provided Jews and African Americans
with a lasting—albeit sometimes troubled—political home.

Nationalist organizations fared poorly in an era filled with newsreels of
Fascists and Nazis marching in Europe. The triumph of liberalism over the
alternatives of the left and right, and its general embrace by the public,
strengthened the legitimacy and therefore the power of organizations like
the ADL and AJCongress, the NAACP and NUL, over more nationalist,
parochial, or radical ones. By the end of the war, the most visible civil rights
programs came from liberal black and Jewish agencies.

Increasingly, those agencies’ attention turned to European Nazism and
to the resurgence of domestic organizations of like mind, such as the
Klan, which made all gains vulnerable. In the Jewish communal field, a
new Jewish Labor Committee (1934) took as its mandate the rescue of
European Jewish trade unionists. Leftist in its politics and sensitive to the
dangers of group hatred, the JLC embraced antiracism from the start.11

Meanwhile established Jewish organizations focused increasingly on ris-
ing anti-Semitism, from domestic hate groups to anti-Jewish violence in
Germany. This heightened American Jewish sensitivity to all forms of
bigotry. But it also fed Jews’ sense of danger.

Racial violence also spurred black organizing. The best known case is
that of the “Scottsboro boys,” nine young black men arrested in Scotts-
boro, Alabama, in 1932 for allegedly raping two white women on a
freight train. Sentenced to death, their defense was taken up by the
NAACP, the leftist International Labor Defense (ILD), and dozens of
“defense” committees before their sentences were finally overturned.
(This case had a Jewish aspect as well. The lead lawyer, Samuel Leibow-
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itz, was Jewish. During his summation the prosecutor asked the jury if
they would allow Alabama justice to be “bought and sold with Jew
money from New York.”)12

Then there were lynchings and race riots. In 1935 Harlem exploded,
releasing years of tension and resentment in a rampage that did over two
million dollars’ worth of damage. Inevitably, Jewish stores were attacked;
many merchants and several historians saw an explicitly anti-Semitic com-
ponent to the rioting.13 Elsewhere, white people attacked black workers
trying to join unions, tenants wishing to move into previously white build-
ings or neighborhoods, or those unlucky enough to get in an angry white
man’s way. In 1934 Claude Neal, charged with the rape and murder of a
white woman, was brutally tortured and killed by a white mob in Florida.
Radio and newspapers publicized the events in advance and thousands
came from eleven southern states to watch. Souvenir photos were sold.

The newly energized black civil rights organizations publicized details of
each atrocity and mounted vocal protests against the violence, which in
turn brought them greater recognition and membership. Following a 1932
Georgia lynching, the NAACP organized a letter-writing campaign by
prominent citizens, called public meetings, and encouraged “specially ag-
gressive students at Howard University to hold protest meeting on cam-
pus.”14 Black organizations had been active in antilynching efforts for de-
cades, but this level of public protest was, in the words of historian
W. Fitzhugh Brundage, “without precedent.” In this decade, he found, “Ac-
tivists did not adopt new tactics so much as apply familiar methods with
a newfound urgency.”15 Lynching publicity also reinforced the power of the
media to shape public opinion, and encouraged the black press to expand
coverage of abuse and discrimination. A positive contribution to the ad-
vancement of civil rights, that practice also heightened tensions with Jews,
whose business practices received more frequent, and public, scrutiny.

“Most diplomatically”

While liberal black agencies stepped up their efforts, however, their politi-
cal styles remained basically unchanged through the middle 1930s; this
limited the potential for coalition building. Newer groups might throw
up picket lines in protest, and the black press might be aggressive in its
coverage of discrimination, but the established organizations generally
maintained their preference for quieter methods. The NAACP, focused
on civic inequality, was increasingly challenged by younger, more radical
thinkers who, with Du Bois’s encouragement, pressed the Association to
more directly confront economic inequality. The NAACP did become
more public in confronting racism and it organized workers’ councils, as
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did the NUL, to press for black workers’ interests (as well as to counter
communist attempts to do so). These councils accomplished little, how-
ever, and the NAACP did no more. Nor in most cases was it willing to
endorse mass action, leading a frustrated (and increasingly separatist) Du
Bois to resign in 1934 from the organization he had helped found. Anti-
lynching campaigns were the exception, as anti-Nazi protests would be
for Jews; such gruesome physical violence warranted an entirely different
level of response. But for the most part, pragmatism dictated less militant
tactics. Furthermore, for a variety of reasons, until 1936 the NAACP’s
legal work consisted primarily of reactions to specific cases. Only toward
the end of the decade did the Association begin its broader, proactive
challenge to discriminatory institutions and patterns. Without that
broader vision it was unlikely the NAACP would actively seek coalitions
in a common pursuit of justice.16

The NUL’s style remained similarly circumspect. As it had from its in-
ception, it believed behind-the-scenes action most likely to succeed. Its
Depression-era efforts to improve employment opportunities consisted
primarily of intervening forcefully but privately with each New Deal
agency and local employer rather than, for example, pursuing antidis-
criminatory legislation.

Jewish organizations proved even more reluctant to shed their cautious
operating style and less likely to endorse public action. Arnold Forster, a
passionate advocate within the ADL of such action (he would become the
League’s chief counsel in 1946), insisted in his autobiography, “The sim-
ple fact is that even entering the forties, Jewish defense agencies as we
know them today were all but nonexistent.”17 As an architect of ADL’s
later, more aggressive style, Forster understandably exaggerated these or-
ganizations’ earlier quiescence. Still, his observations have merit. In 1937
the AJCongress decided, in response to information about the growing
strength of the Klan, to appoint a committee “to see whether the problem
is one with which the Congress should deal,” although it had been aware
of the Klan’s anti-Semitic (not to mention antiblack) activities since the
Congress’s founding.18 If the Klan was not clearly a problem “with which
the Congress should deal” it is hard to imagine what would qualify.

Like their black counterparts, Jewish organizations in this period con-
ducted studies, and if the situation warranted intervention, proceeded with
tact. If Jews challenged anti-Semitism openly, S. Andhil Fineberg of the AJC
explained, they might make the situation worse. “So . . . getting all Jews
to stop publicizing anti-Semites by writing about them in the newspapers,
answering them and the like, was an important part of our program.” Such
discretion succeeded in winning new Jewish job placements and easing
some religious employment restrictions. “Outstanding employers of labor
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have been conferred with to the end that they might see the unfairness of
such discrimination,” boasted the AJCongress in 1933.19

Nevertheless, the choice to avoid public confrontation also had its
costs. When quiet methods failed, those agencies had to accept a still-anti-
Semitic status quo. In 1941 the ADL met with the International Business
Machines Company regarding allegations that it would not hire Jews.
The IBM representative explained the problem lay not with the company
but rather with its clients, who “usually stipulate the type [of machine
operator] desired.” Reassured, one ADL executive committee member
proposed sending IBM “a letter of thanks.” Fearing any further communi-
cation would “magnify the importance of the issue” and seeking to deflect
the “not very tactful” approach to the same company made by the AJCon-
gress, the League decided to take no further action on the matter.20

The NAACP’s and ADL’s reaction to published materials they deemed
offensive nicely illustrates this decision to approach bigotry with restraint.
Each routinely screened books and movies, then contacted publishers and
producers whose works contained anti-Semitic or racist references. As
Richard Gutstadt, the ADL’s national director, wrote to the League’s New
York director Leonard Finder, the technique is “familiar to you.” He sug-
gested that Finder privately communicate “that we have had a great many
complaints indicating that the book is creating ill will which they certainly
do not desire.”21 The tone was as important as the message. Regarding
an “undesirable” film called The Wandering Jew, Finder advised his staff,
“Please be sure to have those boys who write to the management . . . do
so very tactfully. While we wish to have the management made aware
that we realize and resent the undesirable message of [such] pictures . . .
we do not wish to make enemies.”

Gutstadt linked this approach with the League’s broader agenda. Not
only would tact make media leaders more likely to acquiesce to ADL
requests, it also laid the groundwork for developing strategic alliances
that could be a powerful tool in furthering the organization’s goals. “The
approach might be that . . . we would appreciate it if upon occasion of
any doubt as to the advisability of contracting a picture, he [the theater
manager] would call your office. . . . The gradual building up of cooperat-
ing agents . . . may prove to be an essential and important part of the
work which you do. . . . It is not, after all, the specific instance of the
Wandering Jew that concerns us primarily. It is . . . the opportunity to
evidence a tactful and friendly approach and thereby to establish a
friendly relationship.”22

The fears of backlash that motivated the choice of strategy had a basis
in fact. During discussions of how most effectively to challenge the anti-
Semitic content of the film Golgotha, Finder warned that anti-Semitic
radio priest Father Coughlin had become involved in the controversy, and
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if the film’s promoters found “any evidence of Jewish ‘interference’ . . .
they probably would be willing to make capital of it. . . . Therefore any
representations made by us should be done most diplomatically.”23

Thus fear of backlash, faith in polite and rational discourse, and the
desire to build strategically important relationships led Jewish groups to
conclude, like the NUL, that quietly building good will would serve their
interests better than a more confrontational approach. And indeed, these
methods succeeded again and again. “We regret exceedingly to learn from
your letter . . . that the illustration . . . is giving offense to anyone,” wrote
John Williams, chairman of the publishing company whose book, Fun
With Figures, contained a puzzle titled “Out-Jewing the Jew (It Can’t Be
Done).” “We are sorry indeed that offense has now been taken; we can
assure you none was intended.” However implausible his claim, the point
had registered. And ADL did use its new connections to distribute or
promote positive materials. Nevertheless, as with challenges to employ-
ment discrimination, their polite approaches had their limitations. When
Time referred to “TVA’s hard-boiled Jewish director,” Finder argued,
“Since we cannot change their attitude, there is no sense in protesting
needlessly and arousing animosity.”24

The NAACP also scrutinized books and movies for racist content, and
employed similar tactics in response. In 1932 Walter White explained to
the publisher of Ten Little Nigger Boys, “The term ‘Nigger’ is one which
is most objectionable to colored people and to a great many white people.
We feel certain that so reputable a publishing firm . . . would not wish to
give offense to any considerable group of American citizens. We feel also
equally certain that use of this objectionable phrase was an unwitting
one.” (“Unwitting” was too kind; the publisher replied that while “We
quite appreciate the fact that the term ‘nigger’ is objectionable to colored
people. . . . [T]his little book is so amusing, and innocuous in every re-
spect, that it never occurred to us that there would be any criticism.”)25

Again, such strategies paid off. “We are extremely sorry that we used
the word ‘darkey,’ ” the publisher of an offending ad apologized. “We
did not realize the implications that you say apply to the word and we
will see that it is not used in the future.” And again, the NAACP’s positive
contacts allowed the Association to pursue a more proactive strategy of
promoting books it considered good on the subject of black history or
race relations.26

Yet just as this approach sometimes led Jewish groups to accept anti-
Semitism, on occasion gentle rebukes left a broader racism untouched. A
1939 advertisement for a memoir of a white woman who married a black
man and was forced to flee the South describes her longing for the home
of her youth: “The languorous, moonlight nights . . . the darkies toiling
and singing in the cotton fields.” Although the whole image of happy,
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singing black workers is an offensive racial stereotype (not to mention
incongruous for a book purporting to be a “moving protest” and a “dra-
matic chronicle of a disturbing social problem”), an NAACP staffer sim-
ply circled the word “darkies.” And indeed, after receiving a letter of
protest, the publisher agreed to change the word to “Negroes” or “col-
ored people” in subsequent advertisements.27

Looking back on the period, Harry Golden twitted African Americans
and Jews for their nonconfrontational approach to such stereotyping. As
a New York hotel clerk in the 1930s, he distributed tickets to struggling
Broadway plays, including Tobacco Road. “It was nothing more than a
surface caricature of a few stock characters out of vaudeville,” he ex-
plained, including blacks, Jews, and Irishmen. “Of the groups thus stereo-
typed, only the Irish knew what to do. As soon as the Knights of Colum-
bus acquired some strength, they . . . settled the entire matter one
Saturday night simultaneously in New York and in Boston—with eggs
and tomatoes. The stage-Irishman disappeared from vaudeville, and to
this day no one accuses the Irishman of being oversensitive and few
Irishmen have heard the label ‘chauvinist.’ ”28

Even if they shunned mass action or militant confrontation, liberal
black civil rights organizations did routinely and publicly protest racist
incidents. In this they were different from Jewish groups, who were far
more reluctant to publicize anti-Semitism. When they did protest, Jewish
agencies sought to have non-Jews lead the charge in order to cloak their
presence and thereby minimize any anti-Semitic response. As AJC’s Fine-
berg explained, “if statements were to be made on behalf of Jews, . . .
Christian names were better” because they “had no obvious self-inter-
est.”29 On the one hand, it is not surprising that Jewish groups, who hesi-
tated to go public with problems facing their own people, would resist
doing so for others. On the other hand, this fear of direct attack also made
organizing against racial discrimination more attractive to Jews, as an
indirect way to fight anti-Semitism.

For the moment, this was not to be. Quiet diplomacy, legal briefs, press
releases, political appointments—these had a significant impact on black
life but were not tactics conducive to interracial outreach or making com-
mon cause with Jewish organizations. Those Jewish organizations, with
their private contacts and the use of non-Jewish front groups, were rea-
sonably effective in combating anti-Semitism. Yet their style made it less
likely they would go public on civil rights issues or engage actively in
coalition building. And the deep suspicion of anti-Semitism made cooper-
ation with black people, many of whom were outspoken in their criticism
of Jewish businesses, highly unlikely. Despite rhetoric about the universal
rights of citizenship and equal opportunity, liberal black and Jewish
groups persisted in defining those goals narrowly, even if individual Jews
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(and other whites) worked in black civil rights organizations, or a few
black leaders emphasized the dangers of anti-Semitism. Equality meant
securing it for one’s own group; it did not yet mean getting there by secur-
ing it for all. In a few years this would begin to change, propelled by
world events and new leadership. A second generation of Jews and north-
ern-born African Americans was coming of age, more at home, and more
willing to speak out on a wider range of issues. Yet they were not yet
in positions within defense agencies powerful enough to overcome the
parochial vision and quieter, cautious tactics of their parents.

Blacks and Jews Together

Economic interactions far outpaced political ones; because of proximity,
black suffering in the Depression had a Jewish dimension. African Ameri-
cans, who so often moved into previously Jewish neighborhoods, encoun-
tered Jewish merchants, landlords, and rental agents. In a 1941 meeting
with the AJC regarding Harlem, Aubrey Mallach, research assistant at
the (non-Jewish) Community Service Society, “admitted the possibility
that if Negroes . . . did own . . . [a] high . . . proportion of Harlem real
estate [before the Depression], much of it reverted to the original Jewish
owners.” An AJC report calculated that up to half of Harlem’s buildings
were Jewish-owned.30

Many stores serving economically devastated black communities re-
mained in Jewish hands as well, and this proportion rose as beleaguered
and poorly capitalized black-owned stores went under. A 1942–43 Wayne
University study of three black and mixed neighborhoods in Detroit
found Jews ran between 30 and 70 percent of its businesses, highest in
those areas most recently inhabited by Jews. The ADL estimated that “95
percent of the businessmen in . . . [Chicago’s South Side neighborhood]
are Jewish.” Jews owned so many of the pawn shops in black neighbor-
hoods that Langston Hughes entitled the book of poetry in which a “Hard
Luck” man was so desperate for money he had to pawn his clothing, Fine
Clothes to the Jew. (As he reflected later, “But it was a bad title, because
it was confusing and many Jewish people did not like it.”)31

Black domestics seeking day work stood on street corners in the Bronx;
many of the housewives who picked them up were Jews. Black musicians,
whose pay scales and work opportunities both declined during the De-
pression, continued to rely on Jewish club owners, agents, and middle-
men. In some cities Jews even took over black crime networks; in Harlem,
for example, the Jewish “Dutch” Schultz took over the lucrative numbers
game in 1931 by cutting out the largely black “runner” middlemen who
had routinely taken a cut of all winnings.
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Indeed, if Jews on the whole fared better economically in the Depres-
sion than other groups, they did so in large measure because they inhab-
ited the economically crucial but vulnerable niche of wholesale and dis-
count marketing. Those who remained afloat there did so only with
tremendous struggle. If store owners or employers managed to keep their
businesses, they saw their profits plummet as clients lost the ability to pay
for the goods they offered. Customers more often requested credit, a far
riskier proposition than cash transactions. Jewish merchants, desperate
for business, took that risk more often than better-financed chain stores.
But credit, while crucial, also produced tensions between struggling store
owners desperate to collect and their poverty-ravaged patrons, regardless
of race or religion.32

The labor Zionist Jewish Frontier concluded that Harlem’s higher rents
and poorer services came not from the ethnicity of the providers but from
“the inevitable ruthlessness of the profit system, on those that fatten upon
it.” In such situations Jews were “in the unhappy position of being a
scape-goat for a scape-goat.” Most business owners saw their activities
in a more positive light, but all faced the same pressures. To survive, many
felt compelled to raise the price of credit or offer poorer quality goods,
exacerbating tensions. Some even resorted to illegal measures like short
weighting or false advertising.33

But honest or dishonest, merchants were responding to the exigencies
of the situation, and all were caught in the fury and resentment cost-
cutting behaviors produced. From the shopkeeper’s point of view, there
was little alternative. The risks were high, and most, near-poor them-
selves, could not make ends meet any other way. From the consumers’
perspective, greedy merchants took advantage of the desperation and iso-
lation of ghetto inhabitants to steal what they could from those who could
least afford it.

To add insult to injury, white local businesses rarely hired black employ-
ees, and virtually never for positions beyond the most menial. In the
South, the indignities of segregation and prohibitions against trying on or
returning items added to poverty’s burdens. Such resentments were felt
by black people at all economic levels. The new willingness in urban black
communities to go public with grievances heretofore limited to private
grumbling meant vocal street protests in city after city. Often collectively
labeled “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” campaigns, these primarily
northern and midwestern protests brought thousands into the streets.
Marches and picket lines in front of stores demanded the hiring of black
clerks and an end to unfair business practices.34

In neighborhoods in which blacks and Jews had had hierarchical and
potentially tense business interactions for over a decade, resentments esca-
lated on both sides. Issues between owners and clients, between whites



Of Our Economic Strivings 61

and blacks, seemed to many in this decade to become black-Jewish fights.
Given the substantial Jewish presence in black neighborhoods, many pro-
tests targeted stores that were owned or operated by Jews.

Fanned by preexisting anti-Semitic sentiment and the longstanding re-
sentment of black residents, these protests occasionally turned overtly
anti-Semitic, making negative references to Judaism, gratuitously identi-
fying the offender as a Jew, or singling Jews out for behaviors common
to all whites. The resulting conflicts were a conflation of legitimate indig-
nation at unethical business practices and an anti-Semitic tendency to
blame Judaism for those practices and therefore vilify all Jews. Jewish
store owners, in turn, not only denied accusations of illegality and de-
fended their practices as socially acceptable and economically necessary,
but called attention to the anti-Semitic component of the protests at least
in part to deflect the criticism.

Both the ADL and the AJC kept extensive files on black complaints of
Jewish businesses because they considered them, whether legitimate or
not, troubling examples of rising black anti-Semitism. By November
1939 the ADL believed that in New York at least, “the problem is assum-
ing alarming proportions.” The League filed the complaints in folders
labeled “Negro Race Problems.” Until 1941 this longstanding category
contained information not about civil rights violations but rather about
black criticism of Jews. Available executive meeting minutes for the
major Jewish agencies reveal that in this period, discussion of antiblack
racism was exceedingly rare. The NAACP’s attempt in 1934 to garner
Jewish organizational support for the Costigan-Wagner antilynching bill
failed. While individual Jews contributed, the NAACP received moral
support from the NCJW and the Rabbinical Assembly, $25 from the
AJCongress, and $100 from the AJC, far below the $1000 it had re-
quested.35 For Jewish groups the problem of the Negro was primarily
the problem of black anti-Semitism.

Black Anti-Semitism or Jewish Exploitation?

The experiences of Walter White, longtime head of the NAACP, illustrate
the difficulty of characterizing these entrepreneurial interactions. Secre-
tary of an organization devoted to the interests of black people and reliant
on the help of Jewish donors, advisers, and attorneys, White both op-
posed anti-Semitism and criticized Jews in ways Jewish leaders considered
anti-Semitic. Yet the methods he used were precisely those both blacks
and Jews had employed against white Christian discriminators—polite
references to shared values and careful selection of the particular argu-
ments that would hit home in each case. Much organized black-Jewish
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interaction in the Depression era presented such contradictions and White
frequently found himself at the center of the maelstrom.

November 14, 1938
HORNSTEIN BROTHERS STATIONERY STORE
Gentlemen:

I am the individual to whose son you sold a basketball, about
which I called at your store recently. You made the statement that
you guaranteed everything that went out of your store. [White re-
counts how the poorly made ball fell apart.] . . .

I neither expect nor ask any adjustment since your manner the
other night showed the type of person you are. I want to say this
to you, however, as members of a race which at this particular
stage in the world’s history should be busily engaged in making
friends instead of more enemies, particularly in view of the news
out of Germany during the last three days. I have been exceedingly
fortunate in that I have had the opportunity of knowing honor-
able and decent Jews, like Governor Lehman. But I want to say to
you quite candidly that your type of merchant, selling shoddy
goods, are doing more to build up anti-Semitism . . . than some of
you appear to realize. Having for many years opposed anti-Semi-
tism in the U.S. and elsewhere, you can imagine what effect con-
duct like yours has upon persons like myself.

Ever sincerely,36

White maintained that complaints such as these addressed unfair busi-
ness practices. As he had with publishers of racist materials, White simply
highlighted arguments he believed most likely to persuade the recipient.
His letter identified the Hornsteins’ religion because he considered it both
relevant and an effective strategy in the wake of Kristallnacht for convinc-
ing the owners to reconsider their actions. Jewish business owners and
organizational leaders, on the other hand, insisted a store owner’s religion
was irrelevant to the exploitation, so identifying it was a dangerous form
of anti-Semitism. Doing so held the group responsible for those few ex-
ploiters who happened to be Jewish, and sought to justify anti-Semitism
by blaming it on the actions of Jews themselves. Because these were recur-
ring debates and involved those who would seek to make common cause
on other issues, they are worth a closer look.

Scores of black complaints about Jewish business behavior in the De-
pression drew explicit attention to religion. As White’s letter reveals, the
willingness to do so was not limited to the margins. Around the country
the black press highlighted instances of discrimination practiced by Jew-
ish store owners.37 Attorney Irvin Mollison reported that in Chicago’s
black neighborhoods, “all of the intelligent educated classes of Negroes
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as well as the masses of uneducated Negroes believe that they are the
victims of Jewish merchants and traders who come into the colored com-
munity and sell shoddy goods at high prices.” The AJC reported “frequent
complaints by Negroes against discrimination or exploitation by Jews”
in numerous cities.38

Many such complaints proved valid. As the ADL reported in 1941,
“Careful investigation does reveal considerable Jewish exploitation of Ne-
groes in the field of merchandizing, and in the areas of property for lease
and rent, this exploitation becomes most apparent. Discrimination
against Negroes by Jewish employers, many of whom do substantial busi-
ness with Negroes, is also marked.”39

Yet other data suggest Jewish exploitation of ghetto customers was less
common than the exploitation non-Jews practiced. Several studies reveal
that contrary to the black community’s beliefs, Jewish businesses gener-
ally charged prices no higher than those of black-owned stores, and many
did hire African American workers. The Wayne University study of the
Hastings area of Detroit found of twenty-nine Jewish stores there that
employed help, twenty-eight employed African Americans (and only one
employed a Jew), a ratio higher than both black and white Christian
stores. The same pattern held true for a better-off black neighborhood.40

Nor did Jewish owners charge higher prices for shoddier goods. The
study priced eleven basic grocery items in 176 Detroit stores. Black-
owned stores charged the highest prices for eight, Jewish-owned stores
for two, white-Christian-owned stores for one. While examiners did not
test the quality of the goods, they did rank 60 percent of the Jewish stores
and 48 percent of black stores in the poorest areas “good” or “very good”
in appearance; 29 and 33 percent, respectively, were judged “poor.”

Stereotypes about poor landlord-tenant relations, which also produced
substantial tensions between blacks and Jews, seem also to be partly true
and partly distorted. In the same Detroit neighborhood half of those resi-
dents surveyed reported having a Jewish landlord, certainly a high pro-
portion, and a third of those believed they had been treated “unfairly.”
But comparing those results with white gentile landlords, investigators
concluded, “The general impression that there is a great deal of conflict
between Jewish landlords and Negro tenants appears to be a result of the
fact that the number of Jewish landlords is a large one, not that antago-
nism is more intense.”41

While anti-Semitism played a role in black anger, more significant in
many cases was black disappointment. The Detroit study found that both
African Americans and Jews had higher expectations of Jews, as fellow
oppressed people. Yet both acknowledged those expectations were not
always met. When asked whether they agreed with the statement that
“Jews have an obligation to treat Negroes better than do non-Jewish
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whites because Jews know what it is to be persecuted,” 71 percent of Jews
and 63 percent of African American youths surveyed answered in the
affirmative. But when asked whether, “in general, Jews treat Negroes bet-
ter than do non-Jewish whites” only 52 percent of Jews and 50 percent
of blacks agreed. As the study noted, “Obviously, some of the same people
who thought they should treat Negroes ‘better’ admit that this belief is
not carried out in practice.”42

The first statistic suggests that ordinary blacks and Jews both recog-
nized at least some shared experience of discrimination. More interesting
are the results for the second question. The gap for both races between
hope and reality reveals not only frustrated black expectations, but also
a level of Jewish guilt suggestive of the widespread—albeit relatively su-
perficial—Jewish commitment to black civil rights that more than a de-
cade of Jewish press coverage has also indicated.

These higher expectations blacks had of Jews extended well beyond
Detroit. Activist and NCNW treasurer Bessaye Bearden warned, “Mi-
nority groups—and I speak now with reference to Jews and Negroes—
must understand one another and must work harder than ever before
for that type of interracial cooperation that will give added strength and
force to our efforts toward a wider human understanding.” Instead, “far
too often we find the Jewish employer who registers an objection to
the hiring of Negro youth.” Even street-corner orators made the same
argument: “the way they [Jews] have been cursed and beaten and robbed
in Europe, you’d think that they would be considerate of us [Negroes]
over here, where we are on the bottom. Instead, they rob us just like
everybody else does.”43 That both groups expected more from Jews
based on a presumptive shared history of oppression, and believed that
expectation was not being met, goes far toward explaining why Jewish
businesses were singled out for special scrutiny and why relations be-
tween blacks and Jews have received such attention in analyses of racial
and ethnic relations.

Higher expectations, however, can fully explain neither the tendency of
African Americans to identify offending Jews by religion, nor the willing-
ness of some Jewish business people to engage in exploitative practices.
Jews focused on the first problem, African Americans on the second. In
that sense Jews and blacks understood troubling business interactions in
completely different ways. Where African Americans saw exploitation by
Jews, Jews saw black anti-Semitism.

Certainly Jewish reaction was understandable. The rise of fascism and
especially Nazism, with its overt anti-Semitism, made Jewish groups
particularly sensitive to and concerned about the danger of any anti-
Jewish expression. “JEWS! JEWS! JEWS EVERYWHERE!” warned a 1938
German American Vocational League broadside which alleged they
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were stealing white workers’ jobs. “OUT WITH JEWS! . . . WAKE UP! WAKE
UP! WAKE UP!”44

That same year, Frank McCallister, southern secretary of the Workers
Defense League, an organization dedicated to workers rights and civil
liberties, reported the “existence of numerous vigilante ‘shirt’ move-
ments,” the Klan’s “phenomenal revival and growth” and its organiza-
tion of “a systematic boycott campaign against Jewish business men and
job discrimination against Jewish workers,” growth of “anti-Semitic sen-
timent among workers employed by Jewish operators,” and “distribution
by the tens of thousands of anti-Semitic leaflets, pamphlets, stickers, and
various publications.” The NAACP contacted the AJC with similar con-
cerns and proposed a conference to “determine the possibility of working
out a program of cooperation.45 All this informed Jewish response to
black complaints about Jewish businesses.

African American groups, particularly those who enjoyed close con-
tacts with Jews, shared their concern that black anti-Semitism was in-
creasing. Walter White undertook an informal survey of black attitudes
toward Jews across the country in 1935 to determine the depth and
breadth of the antipathy. Three years later the Chicago Urban League
conducted a similar local investigation, about which White commented,
“the whole question of anti-Semitism, apart from its immediate connota-
tions, seems to me of tremendous importance in that we must oppose
bigotry and racial hatred no matter against whom it is directed.”46

While most of the evidence gathered suggested black complaints were
grounded in concrete situations, some did espouse overt anti-Semitism. Ac-
cording to the black Chicago paper Dynamite (which the ADL described
as “small but noisy”), “Those JEWS . . . take advantage of the Black Peo-
ple. . . . Inferior merchandise, short changing and weights, . . . trick con-
tracts . . . and various other schemes too numerous to mention are prac-
ticed by JEWS on COLORED people.” In such situations, black organizations
cooperated with Jews in addressing the problem. In this case, the ADL
“work[ed] closely with Negro leaders, Jewish merchants, Negro clubs and
business associations, and it is probable that the entire matter will be com-
posed to the satisfaction of both groups in the next few months.”47

More often, however, Jewish groups raised the specter of Nazism to
avoid acknowledging that Jews engaged in unfair behaviors. A 1941 AJ-
Congress article argued, well after specific exploitative situations had
been documented, that a “well-organized fascist-inspired . . . campaign”
explained African American complaints against Jewish business prac-
tices in Harlem. The Forward went further. Not only was this “anti-
Semitic propaganda . . . the work of American Nazis and Fascists,” but
“The Negro intellectuals . . . admitted that all these legends [of Jewish
exploitation] were without the slightest foundation.” (The ADL staffer



Chapter Two66

who collected and translated such articles put a question mark next to
that last sentence.)48

Beyond the question of the role fascism played in fostering black anger
against Jews lies a more complex question: whether such anger was actu-
ally anti-Semitic. The answer to that depended on one’s interpretation.
Jewish leaders saw anti-Semitism not only in instances of explicit bigotry,
like the Dynamite article, but also in the routine identification of exploit-
ative businessmen as Jews, insisting religion had nothing to do with the
behavior. White’s letter to the Hornstein store reveals the tendency within
the African American community, by contrast, to see the owner’s Judaism
as directly relevant, and therefore not anti-Semitic. In the context of a
world struggle against a vicious anti-Semite, White believed, being Jewish
had—or ought to have—everything to do with it. The Pittsburgh Courier
editorialized that the racial discrimination practiced by a local business
“is more puzzling because it is operated by Jews. . . . Booted about in
Palestine, Russia, Germany, Italy, England, they flee for asylum here and
set up bars against a common sufferer.”49

But Jewish agencies argued that while specific criticisms might have
merit, it was inappropriate and dangerous to generalize about an entire
people based on the case of a few individuals and thereby legitimize
group hatred. White’s Hornstein letter seemed to do just that. So did his
1940 comment that the “considerable” black anti-Semitism in Baltimore
was not “caused by anything else except the discriminatory policy of
department store owners like [Jewish] Mr. Hutzler.” White was hardly
alone in blaming black anti-Semitism on exploitative actions of particu-
lar Jews. Such generalizing occurred all the time. “Yes there is anti-Semi-
tism among a large part of the Negro population, largely because of some
covetous and greedy Jewish landlords and merchants,” Charles Houston
observed. “Anti-Semitism is regrettable,” asserted a 1938 Amsterdam
News editorial,“ but the Jew himself is its author, insofar as it concerns
the American Negro.”50

Jewish civil rights agencies themselves concurred with the analysis. The
ADL and AJC concluded after their joint national investigation that not
only were black complaints against Jews in large measure accurate, “It is
these attitudes which are utilized in the promotion of anti-Semitic agita-
tion among Negroes.”51 But for them, this linkage of exploitative acts by
Jews and black anti-Semitism was precisely the problem. Absent pre-
existing anti-Semitism, individual acts of exploitation or discrimination
would not generalize to a wholesale criticism of a group. Virtually every
individual interviewed by White, the ADL, or the AJC on the question of
black anti-Semitism referred to specific Jews’ unfair practices as creating
or reinforcing anti-Semitic attitudes. Christian behavior obviously did not
have the same effect.
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In some black commentary Jews were made to stand in for the racist
behaviors of all whites. The (North) Carolina Times, for example, ran a
story headlined, “Jews in the South Must Stop Practices of Discriminating
[against] Negroes in Stores,” as if non-Jewish whites acted any differently.
Jim Barber, a Harlem resident interviewed by Ralph Ellison in 1939, com-
plained bitterly about white businessmen exploiting blacks. Midstream
he altered course to blame Jews. “I have to get these white cats told. . . .
They just the reason why I cain’t get ahead now. They try to get all a
man’s money. . . . I ain’t giving these Jews my money.”52

The ADL’s Abel Berland understood this pattern of using Jews to repre-
sent whites. “[W]hile the Jewish merchant conducts his business no differ-
ently than a non-Jew,” he observed, given the virtual Jewish monopoly
in Chicago’s black areas, “the anti-white sentiment of many Negroes is
translated into anti-Semitism, particularly in view of the reported abuses
of the Negro public by the merchant.”53

But understanding did not mean acceptance. Jewish leaders insisted
singling Jews out for behaviors common to many whites was anti-Semitic.
Rather, these businessmen were simply rational operators; neither religion
nor race explained their practices. An AJC investigation of Jewish busi-
ness practices in Harlem described “the entirely reasonable principle of
economics as well as the course of New York City history applying to
the present housing situation in Harlem. . . [;] this went far beyond any
question of Jewish management or ownership, or abuses by any particular
group of landlords” since even black landlords acted the same way. The
report urged the AJC to “bring every grain of constructive truth to the
attention of people like Clayton Powell, Roy Wilkins, and other leaders
of the American Negro community.”54 While this analysis was neither
incorrect nor unfair, from the perspective of many African Americans it
begged the question of whether or not landlords and business owners,
among them Jews, were indeed exploiting black people.

Jewish organizations responded similarly to most complaints about
Jewish merchants. Jews should not be singled out for blame when acting
as others did. When discrimination occurred in the South, agencies noted
that Jim Crow was standard practice there. Several black papers pub-
lished a 1941 story about discrimination at Kaplowitz’s, a Jewish-owned
department store in Washington, D.C. It had issued the following notice
to its employees: “During busy periods and on sale days we wish to avoid
waiting on COLORED TRADE. Of course, we have quite a few very valuable
customers among colored people. . . . If you know these people it is good
business to give them service . . . in such a manner that it will not look
like a colored convention. . . . All others— . . . in some way, without of-
fending them, get them out as quickly as possible.”55
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The ADL responded. “Actually, the Kaplowitz store was by no means
the only offender, nor were the Jewish stores the only ones guilty,” one
memo noted. Another argued that Washington “practices the same dis-
crimination as in the South, but it is definitely due to the pressure of non-
Jews. . . . The fact that other people are guilty of similar things does not
excuse the Jewish store, but it does throw a different light upon the asser-
tions.” Since all white southern businessmen acted in racist ways, if only
Jews “individually alter their present policy, it would affect their business,
and would be opposed by the majority of residents of the community.”56

Indeed, this was precisely the argument Jewish merchants themselves
often made. In 1938 White complained to Victor Ridder that in Balti-
more, “[o]ut of nine large department stores . . . seven . . . are operated by
Jews. . . . [A]ll nine of them bar Negroes no matter what their appearance,
education or background may be.” All seven “justify it on the ground that
they might lose some white trade if they stopped discriminating against
Negroes.”57 Ultimately, the ADL concluded, “if it [discrimination] be
common practice . . . then, however regrettable the practice may be, it is
hardly fair to pick only upon the Jewish organizations and effect thereby
some justification for negro [sic] anti-Semitism.” The AJC commented,
defensively but accurately, “Objectively, there are Jewish[-]owned stores
that accept Negro customers and Christian[-]owned stores that do not.
However, there can be no doubt that most of the blame for the situation
is placed on the Jews.”58

In other words, Jews, who at opportune moments identified themselves
as a disadvantaged minority, in these situations defended themselves on
the grounds that they were simply white people. In this, Jewish agencies
(as well as the offending Jewish businessmen) revealed the limitations of
the egalitarian vision they claimed. The president of all-black Morgan
State College in Baltimore commented, “To summarize, I would say that
in the Baltimore community the Jews are white people with all the white
people’s psychology and prejudices when it comes to dealing with
Negroes.”59

On the other hand, Jews’ whiteness (and therefore, by implication, their
racism), cannot fully explain their ill-treatment of African American cli-
ents either. While black store owners did not treat their clients in racially
discriminatory ways, they did charge similarly high prices for similarly
poor-quality goods. Class as well as race determined business owners’
behavior, as the AJC’s discussion of economic forces suggested. Jews bore
the brunt of such complaints, but they were not acting white so much as
capitalist, two categories often conflated in segregated and discriminatory
America. As George Murphy wrote, “I am persuaded that many of the
middle class Jews do not like to consider this problem in its true light
because they are members first of their class, and then of their race.”60
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Many other African American leaders also recognized the economic
dimension. They believed Jews hid behind allegations of fascist influence
and black anti-Semitism to avoid taking responsibility for the unfair busi-
ness practices such exposés revealed. Again Walter White is a case in
point. In 1938 Chicago ACLU lawyer Ovrum Tapper objected to an anti-
Semitic comment made by a local NAACP member, A. C. MacNeal. White
confided to Houston, “I, frankly, confess that I am getting a little sick
of some Jews yelling anti-Semitism when Negroes make protest against
discrimination by Jews against Negroes.” In a second letter he expanded,
“here is the A.C.L.U.’s Chicago attorney asking us to get rid of a member
of our branch with whose point of view he does not agree. O, consistency,
thou are a jewel!” But, “more important,” was the source of MacNeal’s
“bitterly critical” remarks about Jewish southside businessmen. “Where,
I should like to ask Mr. Tapper, is the dividing line between legitimate
protests against exploitation whether it be by Jews, Gentiles, Catholics or
Hottentots on the one hand, and anti-Semitism on the other?”61

That these conflicts were about class, not just racism or anti-Semitism,
is highlighted by a letter from a Boston ADL representative describing
tense postwar relations between African Americans and Jews in that city.
As black residents moved into the previously Jewish neighborhood of
Roxbury and bought multifamily houses, some sought to evict the build-
ing’s remaining tenants. As the local ADL observed, “In many instances
eviction notices from newly made Negro landlords to Jewish tenants led
to trouble.”62

Nevertheless, if black-Jewish entrepreneurial tensions were largely
rooted in issues of class and race, the widespread black tendency to iden-
tify the religion of the owners, and the suspicion among a sizable minority
to suspect worse treatment from Jews, indicates the persistence of black
anti-Semitism. This layering of explanations meant that most Jews and
African Americans would view the same conflicts very differently. Jewish
leaders insisted criticism of Jewish merchants was anti-Semitic because it
blamed all Jews for the actions of some, inappropriately targeted racists
by religion, and ignored white Christian violators. Black groups main-
tained the criticism was legitimate because the Jews identified were indeed
exploitive or discriminatory, and because Jews portrayed themselves as
fellow oppressed and should therefore reflect that sensitivity in their treat-
ment of black customers.

Countering Black Anti-Semitism

Nevertheless Jewish organizations recognized the seriousness of black-
Jewish economic tensions, regardless of their origin. They required a re-
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sponse beyond deflecting blame. Two possibilities recommended them-
selves: stressing Jewish benevolence to the black community or confront-
ing the behaviors of Jewish businessmen. Primarily, they chose the former.

If racist Jews reinforced black anti-Semitism, perhaps fair-minded Jews
would reverse the damage. The AJC publicized “Jewish Contributions to
Negro Welfare,” and the ADL solicited articles from black clergy praising
Jews. A 1939 Forward article on problems between blacks and Jews in
Harlem reminded readers that, “We Jews, suppressed and persecuted for
so many generations, must regard the faults and weaknesses of certain
Negro elements with sympathy and understanding. By his very nature the
Negro is friendly and genial. . . . It is our duty to extend a friendly
hand. . . . [W]e must bring the Negro closer to us; we must enlighten him
as to who are his true friends.”63

But these rhetorical efforts were seen as paternalism, if not outright
racism, to many in the black community. Louis Wright, a Harlem physi-
cian, explained to White in 1935 that “[c]olored people feel that Jews
have exploited them and that many of these same Jews have adopted a
patronizing attitude towards them, which they resent.” Irvin Mollison
elaborated regarding Chicago. “Negroes,” he suggested, “have no faith
in the profession of friendship announced by most Jewish people. They
believe that Jewish people are . . . full of hypocrisy so far as the recogni-
tion of the equal rights of the Negro. . . . Particularly do they resent the
activities of Jewish merchants . . . and ‘philanthropic donors’ who not
only, in their opinion, exploit them, but follow up their exploitation by
setting up in the colored community various agencies for the purpose of
the control of Negro public opinion.” He offered “the example of the
Rosenwald Foundation attempt . . . to select the books which would oc-
cupy the shelves of the George Cleveland Hall public library” and to con-
trol the local UL. “In other words the notion that Negroes are not only
exploited but that the exploiters seek to make them amenable to the ex-
ploitation is extremely annoying to many people in Chicago.”64

The Pittsburgh Courier articulated that resentment in a 1938 editorial.
“From the lips of almost every Jew who has protested last week’s editorial
[criticizing Jewish exploiters] has fallen the name of [Julius] Rosenwald.
We are reminded of his contributions to the educational and spiritual
welfare of the Negro race. . . . [W]e are not ungrateful.” But his own
practices, they noted, fell short; his Sears-Roebuck company refused to
hire black workers. “Thus the graduates of Rosenwald schools can go
without bread so far as the Rosenwald business institution is concerned,”
the editorial concluded. “We are grateful but we are hungry.”65

Not all black leaders saw Jews’ contributions in the same harsh light.
Kelly Miller, essayist and Howard University dean, wrote in 1935 that
“[t[he cultural development of the Negro centers around Harlem under
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sponsorship and encouragement of members of the Jewish race.” Other
centers of black urban life, like Philadelphia and Washington, on the other
hand, have “developed no cultural leadership of the race. . . . This dis-
crepancy may be accounted for by the fact that the cultural life of these
communities . . . is under dominant Gentile control which has little inter-
est in developing special Negro gifts and cultural capacities. But the Jew
who controls the theaters, concerts, and amusements and largely the chan-
nels of literary publication . . . , has given the Negro his chance.”66 Miller
was a conservative, suspicious of what he saw as a trend toward radical-
ism among African American leaders, and sympathetic to a more accom-
modationist politics. But his positive reports of Jewish aid would be
echoed by other black leaders, especially those from organizations that
relied on Jewish support, including the NAACP, NUL, the Negro Labor
Committee, and the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters and Maids. The
NUL’s Mr. Wood welcomed “that very liberal group to us, the Jew,” at
its 1939 annual meeting.67 Nevertheless, a sense of Jewish condescension
would continue to mar black-Jewish relations in the ensuing decades.

Most Jews remained oblivious to the ways in which their tone gave
offense. Certainly, paternalism was a style of the time. Jewish organiza-
tions treated Jewish constituents in much the same way. Arnold Forster
describes ADL efforts in this regard, reminiscent of the Defender’s cam-
paign to uplift new northern migrants: “Incredibly, the League established
a desk concerned with Jewish conduct, and it presented the Jewish com-
munity with a roster of dos and don’ts: Dress conservatively; Don’t be
loud in public; In Miami Beach don’t wear a mink coat over a bathing
suit; Don’t flash diamond rings on your fingers. The ADL even produced
a film teaching appropriately tasteful dress.”68

Black leaders expressed a similar (and presumably similarly uncon-
scious) paternalism toward their own people. Chandler Owen, preparing
anti-Nazi material for the black press, advised “that information concern-
ing the nature of Nazism and Fascism must be couched in relatively simple
terms . . . for by and large the readers of colored newspapers have a lim-
ited education and must be shown by pictures, stories, parables and other
devices in order to insure continued reader interest.” White’s criticism of
Baltimore department stores barring African Americans rested in part on
their doing so to all black people “no matter what their . . . background.69

The observation that Jewish organizations sometimes viewed black peo-
ple patronizingly must be understood within that context.

In a few cases, Jewish leaders responded to black economic criticism by
intervening with Jewish businessmen, particularly in areas where positive
black-Jewish relations already existed. While such actions were rare be-
fore the early 1940s when a political relationship had begun, they were
nonetheless significant. (Later, more extensive interventions are discussed
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in the following chapter.) These early efforts occurred not necessarily be-
cause Jewish organizational leaders recognized the legitimacy of black
grievances but rather because of their conviction that reforming Jewish
behavior would minimize gentile antagonism.

The Cincinnati AJC sought to establish a “Business Ethics Committee.
To foster maximal ethical standards in Jewish business . . . to help answer
accusations in antisemitic [sic] literature.” The Chicago ADL responded
to the Dynamite articles not only by enlisting the support of black groups
(which it was able to do because of previous good relations), but also by
working to improve the behaviors of Jewish merchants. As the League
explained, “This local situation is dangerous inasmuch as, should disor-
ders break out, the Negro-Jewish question would appear in an intensified
form in other cities which at the present are experiencing no trouble.”70

Still, despite their origins as tools to combat anti-Semitism, these were
among the earliest efforts to redress legitimate and longstanding African
American grievances against Jews.

The conflicting interpretations of black economic criticism of Jews do
not explain the failure of the two communities to make common cause.
The more fundamental barrier was the absence of a sense that racism and
anti-Semitism were linked. By and large, neither black nor Jewish leaders
had moved toward a broader, unified attack against bigotry. Despite the
professed interest of Jews in black people, and despite the participation
of individual Jews in black organizations, even when the problem of
blacks and Jews overlapped, available evidence suggests that until the
1940s Jewish agencies concerned themselves almost exclusively with
problems as they affected Jews. In 1938, for example, the Chicago ADL
charged a Chicago realty firm with discriminating against blacks and
Jews. The firm replied, “‘It is true that the properties we are selling at this
time are restricted against any person who is not a Caucasian, but there is
no restriction whatsoever as to Jews.’ ” Presumably reassured, the matter
ended there.71

In this period, most Jewish leaders did not see it in their self-interest
to link their fortunes with those of African Americans or address their
problems in any systematic way. T. Arnold Hill of the NUL observed
that compared to the outreach of the Catholic church, “the Jew makes
a poor comparison.”72 And despite a greater willingness to engage the
Jewish community directly, black-centered organizations also saw little
advantage in taking on Jews’ problems. When tackling issues that af-
fected both groups, such as restrictive housing covenants, biased juries,
or the rise of white supremacist organizations, they focused exclusively
on racial discrimination.

This failure to constructively engage the other community meant eco-
nomic tensions would dominate black-Jewish relations. In those few lo-
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calities where individual Jews or African Americans did embrace the
struggles of the other, relations were generally positive. Mayme Osby
Brown of New Orleans, editor of the Louisiana Weekly, reported, “we
count the Jewish element as being among our best friends. The several
Jewish rabbis are always allied with us in any progressive movement, and
their aid is usually among the first to be sought by us in any undertaking.
They speak for us and to us whenever requested, and their meetings are
always open to us, with no segregation.”73 Such was most often the case
in larger cities with a substantial Jewish population and relatively progres-
sive politics, although the presence of a brave individual activist could
strengthen black-Jewish ties even in small towns. But in most smaller and
southern communities, where Jews felt more insecure or African Ameri-
can political activity was muted, economic relations constituted the pri-
mary point of black-Jewish interaction and class trumped any common
ground. There, tensions between owners and clients exacerbated pre-
existing black anti-Semitism and Jewish racism and set the tone for rela-
tions between the two communities. The executive director of the India-
napolis YMCA believed “there is some feeling of antagonism against the
Jews, not as a group, but directed at a class who conduct business in a
Negro community . . . but turn nothing back to the group in the matter
of employment of Negroes.”74

Absorption in the problems of one’s own community, the failure to
recognize linkages between oppressions, is hardly surprising. It is the
change in both communities in later years, the new willingness to engage
in the other’s issues or see common cause where others saw none, that
requires further explanation. Anti-Nazi protests provided the impetus for
that change. There, self-interest coincided with joint action. Black groups
embraced the Jewish cause, equating anti-Semitism abroad with its racial
counterpart at home, and Jews sought allies to help bolster the war effort
and combat domestic anti-Semitism. Nazism helped Jewish leaders to ap-
preciate the similarities between black and Jewish problems. Pragmati-
cally, Jewish organizations would come to recognize the difficulty of win-
ning black allies while economic tensions persisted. African American
agencies, in turn, would prove more willing to challenge black anti-Semi-
tism after their antifascist involvement with the Jewish community at the
end of the decade. As the next chapter details, this departure from the
attitudes of previous decades would spur the development of a substantive
black-Jewish political collaboration and begin to challenge the contradic-
tions between economic conflict and anti-discrimination programs.
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Wars and Rumors of Wars

The rise of Nazism proved pivotal for the development of a political rela-
tionship between blacks and Jews. The need to organize against the rising
tide of hatred in Europe and to some extent at home, challenged the two
communities to transcend entrepreneurial tensions and compelled their
civil rights groups to reconsider their behind-the-scenes strategies. Earlier
approaches were slow to change, but by the early 1940s a wide range
of liberal black and Jewish agencies had become more public and more
political. In addition, their desire to bolster strength through coalitions
with like-minded groups moved them for the first time beyond idio-
syncratic contact toward a more constructive and enduring relationship.
A number of jointly pursued and mutually beneficial political initiatives
helped counteract the frictions between African Americans and Jews,
and open the possibility of a stronger and more extensive political collab-
oration after the war. Such an outcome was by no means inevitable, how-
ever. An emerging sense of common cause, tempered by continued eco-
nomic tensions and political hesitations, defined black-Jewish relations in
this period.

New collaborations were the result of several separate but overlapping
factors. The growing strength of Nazism in Europe made it clear to
American Jews that their determination to go it alone was insufficient to
the task of saving their European coreligonists or stemming the rise of
domestic anti-Semitism. AJC’s A. N. Franzblau advised, “[W]e must use
liberal Christian aid to support us in our fight against our enemies and
we ourselves must be in the first ranks, aiding liberal Christians in the
fight for Democracy.”1 As part of their new outreach effort, in the late
1930s Jewish civil rights agencies formally requested that black groups
join them in aiding Jewish refugees and disseminating antifascist propa-
ganda. But Jews also challenged every community that expressed anti-
Semitic or antidemocratic sentiments, including those of putative allies
like African Americans.

Making the case against Nazism also led Jews to more public condem-
nations of bigotry. This they discovered to be a more effective tactic than
quiet maneuvering. Jewish leaders organized mass rallies against fascism
and invited prominent liberal non-Jews, including African Americans, to
speak.2 These pleas for tolerance were broad-based. Universalism
strengthened their argument, and provided an ideal strategy for Jewish
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leaders still reluctant to attack anti-Semitism head on. In any case, Nazism
taught them that independent action was not enough, and that only by
eradicating all forms of bigotry could any group live in safety.3 At the
same time, increased attention to the plight of the Nazis’ victims gave
Jews greater visibility and legitimacy as a political voice for oppressed
people. Thus the political crisis began to expand both Jews’ clout and
their commitment to broad-gauge antidiscrimination protections.

Both increased concern and the improving social and economic posi-
tion of American Jews following the Depression also brought Jewish orga-
nizations increased numerical and financial support, and therefore in-
creased power. By the end of World War II, the ADL, AJC, AJCongress,
and NCJW had seen dramatic increases in both their memberships and
their budgets. Not only did this provide them the luxury of greater re-
sources to devote to coalition-building efforts, but it meant they were
becoming players on the local and national stages.4

The threat abroad also affected the strategies of African American orga-
nizations. The emerging European holocaust, which stirred the conscience
of many Americans, could be profitably compared to the oppressive state
of American race relations. The Pittsburgh Courier’s “Double V” cam-
paign linked victory against bigotry at home with victory abroad; such
antiracist rhetoric won liberal black groups new adherents and brought
greater visibility to their cause. Their strategic willingness to challenge all
forms of bigotry made them more likely allies. Meanwhile, two decades
of accumulated legislative and legal victories had also brought greater
membership and power to the civil rights organizations that won them.
The NAACP, for example, by 1946 had grown to more than one thousand
chapters, with close to four hundred fifty thousand members. Like Jewish
groups, then, black groups now had both the resources necessary for co-
alition building and the political visibility to make such coalitions more
desirable.5 And for them, Jews were a particularly attractive ally: not only
powerful and well-organized, but also now particularly sensitive to the
dangers of bigotry.

The timing, too, was propitious for these efforts. Across America, news
of the genocidal violence in Europe reinforced the commitment to a plu-
ralist and open society. Not only blacks and Jews but many other ethnic,
religious, and racial groups, as well as social scientists, liberals, radicals,
and trade unionists now recognized that divisions of race, religion, and
ethnic background could no longer be considered secondary social prob-
lems. Bigotry had to be challenged directly. Such heightened engagement
was evident everywhere, from the writings of Reinhold Niebuhr and Ruth
Benedict to the activity of union locals and newly organized human rights
commissions. Black-Jewish political collaboration expanded within that
larger framework of commitment.
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A generation of younger African Americans and Jewish Americans was
coming of age at this moment of potential coalition. Outspoken leftists
like Abram Harris pressed the NAACP to adopt more activist, mass strate-
gies, and they organized a more militant National Negro Congress
(NNC). Similarly, younger Jews in the ADL and AJCongress pressed their
organizations toward greater public action. Arnold Forster reports, for
example, that in the late 1930s when gangs of Irish teens were attacking
and beating young Jews on the streets of New York, ADL’s leaders coun-
seled quiet diplomacy through the Catholic churches. Meanwhile, its
younger members, himself included, organized vigilante groups to protect
Jewish victims and give back what they had received.6 These young turks
decried what they called the “sha sha” tactics of their elders. Thus at the
helm, or at least in young leadership positions, were individuals in both
communities who sought more aggressive and public approaches to long-
standing problems.

What changed in this period, then, was not the commitment to chal-
lenge racial or religious discrimination, but rather the decision to work
against it together and with other allies. This was not a shift in attitude
so much as a shift in political calculus. At such a time, strategies based
on broad appeals to antidiscrimination seemed the most potent; these
early mutual civil rights efforts were the product of overlapping self-inter-
est. In this period, discussions of civil rights almost always referred either
implicitly or explicitly to both racial and religious discrimination; to fight
against one was to fight against the other. The coincidence of self-interest
provided the real momentum for collaboration. Still, this was a far
broader sense of self-interest than the narrower vision of earlier years,
one that recognized a shared agenda and embraced joint action as an
effective strategy.

“Over his dead body”: Community Divisions

Although broad patterns of emerging black-Jewish political cooperation
can be identified, it would be an error to conclude that liberal civil rights
organizations had come to agreement on methods, political styles, or
agendas. Neither every black nor every Jewish group worked in the same
way, made the same assumptions, or shared all of the same goals. Intra-
community competition and disagreement remained intense. The black
community remained deeply divided by debates over nationalism versus
integration, radical politics versus liberalism, and by accusations that
elite, middle- and upper-class institutions like the NUL and NAACP ig-
nored the real needs of the masses of black people.
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These were not simply theoretical debates; the NAACP, NNC, NUL,
Civil Rights Congress, and others often came into conflict over specific
policy decisions. When New York’s twenty-first congressional district
election pitted a black man, Reverend Lorenzo King, against the white
progressive incumbent Joseph Gavagan in 1938, the NAACP urged a vote
for Gavagan, a hardworking advocate of antilynching, antidiscrimina-
tion, and other legislation beneficial to African Americans. “We Negroes
must take more than a narrow and immediate view,” the Association ar-
gued. “To jeopardize legislation for the benefit of the great masses of peo-
ple simply to have one more Negro member of Congress, desirable as this
is, would reveal, in our opinion, a failure to see the picture as a whole.”
In the resulting flap, several black ministers espousing a more nationalist
line lambasted the NAACP. Reverend Adam Clayton Powell Jr., “told his
congregation that if any member of his church joined the N.A.A.C.P. it
would be over his dead body.”7

Even among integration-oriented organizations, differences could out-
weigh similarities. The NUL warned in 1943 that other black-focused
agencies, including the NAACP, did not recognize “the dangers of separat-
ist political action by Negroes” (an accusation the NAACP denied) and
complained of “unwillingness on the part of the Association to cooper-
ate.” Despite the NAACP’s insistence that “the responsibilities of organi-
zations like ours at a time like this are too numerous and important to
spend time on needless misunderstandings,” friction between the two
groups continued.8

The NAACP advocated collaboration only on a case-by-case basis, and
refused to relinquish any autonomy. In 1942 the NAACP Board of Direc-
tors agreed to “cooperate as fully as possible with other organizations in
efforts to integrate the Negro . . . [on condition] that it be understood
that the NAACP shall take the lead in every instance where it is practical.”
In 1943 the Association agreed to “combine on a minimum program with
. . . [other] enlightened groups,” noting not only the imperative to “seek
allies” but also the institutional advantage in doing so. “Of course we as
an organization get the credit for being the spearhead organization,” it
noted parenthetically, “so that this procedure is sound from the point of
view of our organization as well as from the point of view of our aims.”9

Gender continued to play a role in the selection of political partners.
Black women’s groups often sought out women’s groups in other commu-
nities for joint action. “Recognizing that discrimination, lack of opportu-
nity and injustice based upon race, creed or country of origin constitutes
the greatest danger to national unity on the home front,” the NCNW
explained in its 1944 report, the Council had “invited the cooperation of
other national women’s groups to meet and discuss the possibilities of
joint social action at a well attended National Planning Conference on
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Building Better Race Relations.” Such efforts proved substantial and abid-
ing. The group “maintains regular contacts with women throughout the
country,” the report continued. As further evidence of the close ties
among black and white women’s organizations, this report found its way
into NCJW files.10

The Jewish community proved no less divided, nor did their agencies
work together more harmoniously. Class and politics separated the more
radical Jewish Labor Committee (JLC), made up of working-class unionists
and active (or former) socialists, from the middle-class Jewish organiza-
tions, which in turn still divided between the “old money” German Jewish
elites of the AJC and the more liberal eastern European Jewish organiza-
tions such as the AJCongress. The resulting political styles of these organi-
zations clashed as well. The AJC continued to insist on quiet diplomacy
even after the ADL and AJCongress moved toward a more public ap-
proach. “Anyone who was opposed to tangling with the anti-Semites in
public was said to be guilty of sha sha,” explained Fineberg. “The AJC was
accused of being sha sha. Of course, against that I would talk about the oi
vey group, those who would be crying ‘oi vey’ . . . too loudly.”11

Nathan Perlmutter, who held leadership positions in both the AJC and
the ADL, theorized what might be at the root of their differences. “[T]he
ADL was more militant in fighting anti-Semitism,” he concluded in his
reminiscences, in part because “a young lawyer class, a middle class had
less to lose in pursuing truth through militancy than the more conservative,
wealthier, more integrated . . . German Jewish community. For them to be
militant might complicate relationships with Gentiles. . . . I think profes-
sionally the ADL was somewhat contemptuous of Brotherhood Weeks [for
example] while the Committee was more kindly disposed.”

He attributed these differences not only to class but also to structure.
The AJC “studied things thoroughly.” Its decisions usually “come out . . .
through the same door ADL came out. But it takes them so much longer.
I suppose it’s because the AJC is the long shadow of social workers” and
because the Committee considered its primary obligation to be the educa-
tion of its membership. The ADL, by contrast, “was more the long shadow
of the lawyer mentality” and considered its central mission to be combating
bigotry. Thus the League “is more result oriented.” Also, and because it
welcomed as supporters those who already shared its agenda, the ADL was
“more timely in gut responses to what it is that is happening.”12

Yet the ADL also came in for criticism for being too quiet, from those
favoring the still more public approach of the AJCongress. These critics
made the same complaints about the League that the ADL had against
the AJC. “The Difference between the Congress and the A.D.L.” the Jew-
ish Post editorialized in 1946, was the former’s willingness to pursue pub-
lic, mass action against bigots. When a coalition sought to haul profascist
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agitator Gerald L. K. Smith into court, the ADL refused to participate,
arguing it gave him another platform to spread his views. The AJCon-
gress, by contrast, “a prominent member” of the coalition, “believes . . .
that to allow Mr. Smith to continue his attacks on democracy unmolested
by laws already on the statute books is to repeat the same error made by
the Jews of Germany.” Furthermore, the Post argued, such timid policies
demoralized the Jewish community. The AJCongress’s approach, by con-
trast, “has the merit of giving democracy a chance to work, use [sic] the
checks and safeguards guaranteed to all minorities, and has faith in the
people who make up the nation.”13 The AJC did not share the Post’s
enthusiasm, but agreed with its characterization of the AJCongress, not-
ing in its American Jewish Yearbook that the Congress “differs fundamen-
tally from the American Jewish Committee in sponsoring mass activities.”
It also observed, rather more snippily, that “[A]lthough its leaders claim
that it is a ‘democratic organization,’ there is no record of a popular or
democratic election since its organization.”

Zionism remained another point of difference among community agen-
cies. Support for Zionism had grown since the early years of the century,
but pockets of resistance remained, and different organizations pursued
the dream of a Jewish homeland with varying levels of energy and varied
conceptions of what that state would look like. The AJC characterized
itself as “anti-nationalistic, [but] . . . definitely pro-Palestine,” and counted
among its leaders “leading non-Zionist members of the Jewish Agency for
Palestine” while the AJCongress was “nationalistically motivated,” with
prominent Zionists among its leaders. As historian Henry Feingold ob-
served, “Rather than bringing unity to the divided Jewish community, the
Zionist thrust tended to stiffen the lines of confrontation.”14

Even questions of race divided Jewish agencies. Despite the skepticism
of much of the Jewish community about making common cause with black
people, the NCJW (and to a lesser extent the AJCongress and the Union
of American Hebrew Congregations) had begun calling for closer ties by
the 1920s, based primarily on Jewish concerns with social justice. Other
Jewish groups came to this position only later. And disagreements over
strategies to improve race relations and strengthen black civil rights would
continue to create Jewish interagency friction in the coming decades.

The greater racial activism of the NCJW reveals that gender differences
in both outreach and priorities also remained. With several important
exceptions, Jewish men and women continued to operate in different
spheres even when the agendas of those spheres almost completely over-
lapped. (The American Jewish Yearbook, for example, did not include the
NCJW under civic protection organizations, listing ADL, AJC, AJCon-
gress, and JLC as the “four organizations in the United States concerned
with the problem of protection of Jewish rights.”)15 In some cases, women
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expressed resentment at having been excluded from deliberations. More
often, Jewish women’s groups themselves elected to operate within a fe-
male sphere, coordinating efforts with other non-Jewish women’s groups.
Such gender separatism operated to a greater extent than in the black
community, where both men and women recognized that while tactics
and alliances might differ, all were pursuing the advancement of the race.

And like male groups, women’s groups competed among themselves
as well. “I had not been notified [by cosponsor NCJW] of the conference
which the National Council of Negro Women held in Washington,”
sniffed Beth Levin Siegel, chairman of the Interfaith Affairs Committee
of the AJCongress’s Women’s Division, in a letter to the NCNW. The
IAC “has dealt almost exclusively with the problem of the Negro this
year and we have been informed by many Negro leaders that we are the
first Jewish women’s organization that has had an active program deal-
ing with the problems of the Negro. . . . It was therefore quite a shock”
to discover that the NCJW did not see fit to invite them. Both Jewish
groups were busy scoring points, the NCJW by not inviting the AJCon-
gress Women’s Division, and the latter by asserting that only it was active
in civil rights causes.16

As historian Gerald Sorin summarized, “The community was rent by
various strategies and ideologies and degrees and kinds of religious per-
suasion, as well as by duplication and competition.” The AJC put a more
democratic spin on the situation. The AJC, AJCongress, ADL, and JLC,
“though having practically the same purpose, are responsible to different
sections in the community. . . . It is safe to say, therefore, that . . . the four
organizations together probably constitute a cross-section of the entire
Jewish population in the United States.” Yet, even excluding women and
leftists as it did, the AJC reported that “[t]he differences in orientation
and the methods of work which characterize these organizations gives
rise to frequent conflicts.”17

Despite these real differences, on questions of intercommunity collabo-
ration liberal Jewish and black groups proved remarkably consistent. Al-
though their styles and their constituencies differed, they shared a vision
of a fully equal, democratic and nondiscriminatory America. Different
organizations might move more or less quickly to that realization, or use
different tactics to achieve their goals, but they ultimately reached the
same conclusions on most policy issues. This process of convergence had
begun by the late 1930s, as the pressures of anti-Nazi organizing com-
pelled Jewish civil rights organizations to begin to resolving their differ-
ences with black groups. This was not a simple task.
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“A dangerous policy”

The factors militating against closer relations remained. If in some areas
mutual support now seemed advisable, in others self-interest continued
to dictate caution. Well into the war years Jewish groups struggled inter-
nally over whether forging closer ties with black organizations would be
in their interest.18 What would, in hindsight, seem a great and almost
inevitable coming together of two oppressed groups actually occurred
quite haltingly, especially on the Jewish side.

Part of Jewish hesitation to take on questions of black civil rights di-
rectly came from fear that Jews’ already tenuous position in America
might be further jeopardized by any perceived alliance with an even more
reviled group. As the ADL’s Philip Frankel put it in 1943, “The difficulties
facing the Jews, as a minority group, are sad enough without tying our-
selves up with another minority group of less influence, and by so doing,
probably taking on some of their troubles—a group whose difficulties, in
my estimation, are even more deplorable than our own.” Such suspicions
were probably accurate. While a 1944 poll suggested that 12 percent of
non-Jews “appear to be definitely anti-Semitic” and 42 percent “suscepti-
ble” to anti-Semitic propaganda, a 1943 poll revealed that “90 percent
of the American people stated that they would rather loose [sic] the war
than give full equality to the American Negroes.”19

Through the early 1940s, most Jewish organizations tempered pro–
civil rights pronouncements with warnings against linking their concerns
too closely with those of African Americans. A 1943 internal study
doubted it was “wise for Jews as a recognized group to emphasize their
concern for the removal of prejudices and discrimination against Ne-
groes.”20 There was no unanimity within the Jewish community that rac-
ism was a Jewish problem.

Some feared that making common cause with African Americans could
threaten the achievement of larger democratic goals. The AJC reported
its “strong feeling that it would be unwise to bracket Jews and Negroes
in the general promotion of tolerance. It has felt that such a bracketing
would be harmful to both Jews and Negroes as separate groups.” Too
much public emphasis on racism, or an explicit black-Jewish partnership,
could prevent the formation of a more effective and broad-based progres-
sive coalition or even create a backlash. This embodied the liberal commit-
ment to building consensus by avoiding seemingly irreconcilable differ-
ences over race.21

Furthermore, for many Jewish organizations, working for black equal-
ity meant more than promoting antidiscrimination measures. Just as the
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NCJW, AJC, and ADL had sought to reform Jewish behavior to minimize
anti-Semitism, so too did they see work within the black community as
central to advancing civil rights. Perhaps the most dramatic example
comes from a 1943 letter from Finder to an ADL colleague: “While it is
true that we do not want it to appear generally that we are assisting [Ne-
groes in their struggle for equality], because southern whites particularly
would view this as proof of the ‘Jewish-Negro’ relationship, nevertheless
we should do what we can both to abate anti-Semitism among the Ne-
groes, and to create a better understanding of democracy among them.”
As the current political expression goes, he just doesn’t “get it.” Attacking
racism is not synonymous with countering supposed antidemocratic or
anti-Semitic tendencies of African Americans, important though those ac-
tivities might be. And his evident concern that some might see a “‘Jewish-
Negro’ relationship” reveals just how dangerous most Jews, even those
committed to black equality, perceived such a coalition to be. “Do not let
the K.K.K. ever get hold of the picture showing me in deep discussion
with Dr. Holmes of Howard University!” his letter jokingly concluded.22

Indeed, not all Jewish leaders were yet convinced that racism and anti-
Semitism should be attacked as twin facets of a single problem. AJC’s
Alfred Bernheim commented in 1942: “We have had no faith that a gen-
eral attack on . . . all prejudice in the abstract can be very effective in
combating anti-Semitism specifically. . . . If the eliminating of anti-Semi-
tism must wait for the elimination of all prejudices which men and groups
possess, there is not much hope of accomplishment.” As George Murphy
Jr. of the NAACP observed, many in the AJCongress, NCJW, and B’nai
B’rith “refuse to accept the premise that Negro and Jewish problems stem
from the same cause.” When the Association considered approaching
whites who “also suffer . . . from being underprivileged” to build civil
rights support, it did not think of Jews. Rather, “our natural allies are
the working class and their organizations.”23 So much for the “natural
alliance” of similarly oppressed blacks and Jews.

Jewish agencies were only reflecting the views of their constituents. Jew-
ish leftist Louis Harap, writing in Negro Quarterly in 1942, observed;
“[T]he full and active realization on the part of Jews of their common
destiny with Negroes has come very slowly. And because this realization
is incomplete there is as yet no unity of organized Jewish and Negro action
toward those common objectives.” This was particularly true of southern
Jews. In 1945 Alexander Miller, director of the ADL’s Southern regional
office, noted “the growing clamor of some Negro leaders for active partic-
ipation by Jews in helping them. They feel that the Jews, as fellow objects
of persecution, should be the first to rush to the aid of the Negroes and at
the same time should be the last themselves to act in a prejudiced manner.”
While he agreed, such a hope was, he concluded, “completely in variance
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with the behavior pattern of the Southern Jewish community, which has
clothed itself quite completely in the mores of this area.”24

If anything, Jewish agencies were ahead of their community on these
questions. As Rabbi Lou Silberman of the Reform movement’s Hebrew
Union College lamented in 1943, African Americans “resent our indiffer-
ence to their problem. They feel that minorities ought to stick to-
gether. . . . That there has been little . . . done in this direction is an indica-
tion that the status of being a minority does not always carry with it
sympathy for other minority groups. Though the pulpit declaim it and
the Social Justice Commission affirm it, . . . the sympathy of the Jew for
the Negro is often more homiletical than practical.”25

Loose Lips Sink Ships

Their commitment to the war effort also made Jewish organizations hesi-
tate. Black organizations occasionally embraced confrontational tactics to
further their goals, which most Jews considered ill-advised, especially dur-
ing wartime. Recognizing the potency of mass action that local African
American communities had employed to good effect in the Depression, the
NAACP and other liberal black organizations sponsored public demonstra-
tions and picket lines against discrimination during the war, and challenged
local officials over segregation. Although when it came to anti-Nazi rallies,
groups like the AJCongress enthusiastically signed on, in most cases Jewish
groups avoided any action that might be seen as a challenge to those in
power. They did not want to alienate those they hoped to convince to inter-
vene in the European conflict. It was not that Jewish groups refused to
work with black organizations, but they expressed caution about choosing
appropriate situations. “Anything that we can do with right-minded, tem-
perate individuals and agencies should be done,” urged Gutstadt in a clear
articulation of 1940s white liberalism.26

Most black groups, on the other hand, recognized that the conciliatory
tactics they tried during World War I had produced no benefits for them.
So when A. Philip Randolph proposed his mass protest march on Wash-
ington in 1941 most black organizations signed on, whereas many Jewish
groups, even those who had enjoyed good working relations with Ran-
dolph in the past, read it as a sign of potential subversion.

Responding to a 1942 query about working with Randolph, Paul Rich-
man of the ADL warned Finder, now the League’s director, “I wonder if
you are aware that the Department of Justice is watching him closely for
subversive activities. . . . He has been causing the President . . . a great
deal of anxiety with statements involving threat, bordering on sedition.”
Gutstadt elaborated. “The violence of his recommendations . . . might
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conceivably affect our relations with some government bureaus because
Randolph does not hesitate to whip the Negroes up to the adoption of
methods calculated seriously to embarrass Washington.”27

The equation of protest and subversion was made easier by Jewish con-
cerns about black loyalty. In 1942 Stanley Jacobs warned, “The A.D.L. is
reliably informed that 85 percent of the responsible Negro leaders secretly
applaud Japanese victories over the forces of the United Nations and this
sentiment is evidenced increasingly in the Negro press.” Meanwhile, an-
other report warned of “the dangers attendant on the current demands
of the Negro leaders for an immediate solution of the social aspects of the
Negro problems.” It would be “courting disaster for Jewish organizations
and interests to be tied in intimately with Negro causes and leadership”
because “[i]t is certain that the demands of the Negro leadership will
lead to violent resistance in the southern and border states.” Furthermore,
“The disloyal attitudes of the Negro leadership and a large percentage of
their followers might break into a national scandal at any moment.”28

Wartime had heightened Jewish concerns about the impact of Nazi pro-
paganda in black communities. Many Jews in fact considered subversion
and anti-Semitism as one and the same. Certainly white anti-Semites were
busy associating Jew-hatred with opposition to the war. “NO WAR FOR ME
To Save the British (or Yiddish?) Empire!” one handbill read. “Christians
Unite You Have Nothing To Lose But The Jews.”29 Jews feared African
American communities, given their economic resentments, might fall prey
to the same views. They saw evidence in the continued criticism the black
press leveled toward Jewish business owners. A black Memphis paper
published “The Indigestible Jew”; a 1942 Crusader editorial urged a
“solid front” against the Axis powers, then complained about the exploi-
tation of Harlem’s Jewish merchants. “It is an accepted fact that the Jew
is a shrewd trader, but this is no time for shrewd tricks. . . . We know
that the jews [sic] employ more Negroes than any other group, and we
appreciate it, but we also know that he gets it all back with interest,
through high rent, shotty [sic] merchandise and short weight.” Such con-
cerns led the JLC, AJCongress, ADL, and AJC to monitor “the street
scene”—local newspapers, political orators, handbills, and the like—care-
fully in black as well as white neighborhoods around the country.30

Worries that black communities could be Nazi breeding grounds were
hardly unique to Jews. Black organizations, including the Brotherhood of
Sleeping Car Porters, the UL, Harlem’s Negro Labor Committee, and the
NAACP, launched their own investigations.31 Most agreed with the ADL’s
assessment that “pro-Axis propaganda in Harlem emanates from pro-
Axis sources.” While a few argued that many of these agitators were sim-
ply nationalists trying to advance their own cause (in Harlem, for exam-
ple, nationalists pressed for a boycott of Italian ice vendors following
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the Italian invasion of Ethiopia), there was no disagreement that such
propaganda could be found in numerous black communities and that
black communities were vulnerable to Axis sympathies.32

These fears prompted the ADL to cooperate directly with the authori-
ties investigating suspicious behavior. It sent undercover agents to meet-
ings and organizations suspected of pro-Nazi sympathies and cooperated
with law enforcement to shut them down. Its files were “better than those
of the F.B.I.,” boasted a member of its national advisory council.33 A 1942
ADL memorandum described an FBI-sponsored raid on Chicago’s Temple
of Islam (a “Jap-Negro organization” according to the ADL). The raid
relied on the infiltration of the organization by “a Negro employed by us
and who was . . . quite instrumental in assisting in the arrests of these
[68?] individuals.” The memo’s author, Miles Goldberg, concluded, “I
believe this is a very good example of concrete cooperation and services
rendered to one of the important government agencies by the A.D.L.” If
some believed such activities skirted the edges of legality or blurred the
line between undesirable and illegal organizations, the ADL did not. The
potential danger and the lack of adequate government oversight war-
ranted such action.34

Such suspicion was not motivated by racism; Jews acted similarly when
they suspected white disloyalty. Some situations even prompted Jewish
organizations to override their oft-stated commitment to free speech.
ADL counsel Arnold Forster contacted Post Office chief inspector Al-
drich in 1941 regarding the book The Octopus. “Under no construction
whatever can it be said that the book is legitimate in its purpose. . . . We
are convinced that wise discretion would rule that the book is an unmail-
able piece of literature under the postal laws and regulations.” In a letter
to Max Kroloff, Forster acknowledged, “Nothing in the book . . . comes
within the prohibition of any of the statutes. However, a reading of the
statutes leaves the reader with the impression that books of a certain
‘odor’ cannot go through the mails. In view of the fact that Aldrich is
supposed to be an understanding person and because he probably realizes
the real need for unity at this time, I can see where he might stretch a point
and rule as I have requested.” While neither this effort nor a previous one
to block the mailing of War, War, War succeeded, the urgency of the
ADL’s concerns (or at least, Forster’s) about subversion is evident. These
concerns seemed reasonable to those in authority as well. While Aldrich
denied Forster’s request, he did suggest, “In view of the possible subver-
sive nature of the book, you may desire to bring it to the attention of the
Director, Federal Bureau of Investigation.”35

The Jewish community was not unified in the conviction that black
anti-Semitism constituted such a danger. As late as 1943 the AJC believed
that “Anti-Semitism among Negroes . . . has not been sufficiently exten-
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sive or menacing to require a sustained and concentrated program.”36 Nor
did most respond to the fear of subversion by collaborating with the FBI
as the ADL did. It was the ADL too, who raised the strongest concerns
regarding Randolph. Nevertheless, every Jewish group monitored the po-
litical scene. Although most African Americans (and most whites) re-
mained loyal to the war effort, no Jewish organization could risk ignoring
any potential danger signs.

Jewish fears intensified almost to the point of paranoia. In 1939 an
ADL staffer contacted Finder with his concerns about a new film, Mr.
Smith Goes to Washington. “In the course of the two hours’ unreeling,”
he complained, “the United States Senate is pretty completely besmirched;
and the press is shown to be easily controlled by one or two politicians
who presumably can take such a man, let us say, as Representative Torkel-
son, and by their control of propaganda agencies show him to be a de-
mented screwball, when actually he is a young American idealist fighting
for the ‘right.’ ”37 The news from Europe was enough to make anyone
paranoid, of course. But understandable though such oversensitivity may
have been, it made it more difficult for Jews to trust any other group
enough to embrace coalition, much less one that seemed to hold anti-
Semitic or disloyal attitudes.

Wartime Blinders

Despite Jewish concerns that black organizations were not properly com-
mitted to the war effort, the urgency to win the war limited insurgency
and sensitivity to discrimination among virtually all civil rights groups.
Although African American organizations did protest antiblack discrimi-
nation, they, like Jewish groups, labor, and even civil liberties watchdogs,
muted criticism regarding other drastic violations of minority rights.

When the order came down from President Roosevelt to incarcerate
those of Japanese descent on the West Coast, including American citi-
zens, virtually no organization made protest. Although Italian and Ger-
man Americans were not similarly jailed en masse, and although no evi-
dence of espionage was ever produced to justify the roundup, neither
Jewish nor African American organizations seemed to recognize the rac-
ism of the internment order until much later. Neither, in all fairness, did
the ACLU, the CP, or even the Japanese American Citizens’ League. The
two agencies that did initially raise questions, the NCJW and the
NAACP, quickly capitulated to pressures to support the war effort. In-
deed the NAACP’s objection was based in part on the difficulty of har-
vesting needed crops in the West without reliable Japanese American
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workers. The NCJW only asked that as they were individually cleared,
prisoners should be quickly returned home.38

The need to demonstrate loyalty in an era where both blacks and Jews
were looked on as suspect peoples; the need to cultivate the good will of
Washington, in Jews’ case to aid fleeing European refugees, and in African
Americans’ case to secure equal rights; and a still poorly developed com-
mitment to challenging (or even recognizing) the human rights abuses of
groups other than their own all help explain both the silence over the
internment and the slowness of black and Jewish organizations to act
publicly and jointly on broader civil rights issues.

Thus the war, which would provide new opportunities for black and
Jewish organizations to work together on mutually beneficial goals, also
hindered the full development of those opportunities. Jews’ understand-
ably fierce devotion to the Allied cause drove them to court the good will
of Washington and to equate any expression of protest during the war
with subversion. This, coupled with Jewish suspicion of black loyalty and
sensitivity to any hint of anti-Semitism, limited the scope and depth of
any potential coalition building. That, in turn, limited the advance of a
civil rights agenda. The unwillingness of either African Americans or Jews
to see the plight of other minority groups as necessarily linked with their
own ensured that the collaborative efforts they did engage in had a rela-
tively limited vision.

Common Interest, Self-Interest

Nevertheless, despite chilly exchanges over black-Jewish business ten-
sions, and despite these real hesitations about making common cause, by
the late 1930s the urgency of the European situation led Jewish organiza-
tions to contact black civil rights groups for support. Black organizations
willingly embraced the anti-Nazi crusade and saw the opportunity to also
generate support for their own goal of black equality. The first steps to-
ward black-Jewish cooperation rested on clear and mutual self-interest.

In 1938 the Joint Boycott Council of the AJCongress and JLC sought
the NAACP’s endorsement for their boycott of Nazi products. “As an
organization which has fought valiantly for the rights of the colored popu-
lation in our democracy and as members of a people who have suffered
all sorts of indignities at the hands of Hitler’s hordes, you too must be
vitally interested in doing your share,” the Council wrote.39

Certainly most African Americans sincerely opposed anti-Jewish vio-
lence and fascism generally. “As a race of people whose souls have been
made sensitive through many years of persecution and suffering,” wrote
the members of Bethesda Baptist Church in New Rochelle, New York,
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“we extend our profoundest sympathies to the Jewish people in their pres-
ent plight, particularly in Germany. . . . We further pledge ourselves that
unsolicited by any individual or organization we will . . . assemble for a
benefit entertainment . . . to aid the cause of the Jewish refugees.” Follow-
ing a 1936 visit to Germany, W.E.B. Du Bois wrote in the Pittsburgh Cou-
rier, “There is a campaign of race prejudice carried on, openly, continu-
ously and determinedly . . . against the Jews, which surpasses in vindictive
cruelty and public insult anything I have ever seen; and I have seen much.”
The black Crusader News Agency covered European atrocities against
Jews along with news of African Americans.40

Anti-Nazi sympathy also corresponded with direct black self-interest.
Chester Ames telegraphed the NAACP, “Why not present attitude of US
toward Negroes in comparison to Germanys [sic] attitude toward Jews?”
Many recognized that the present crisis presented an opportunity to bring
their own issues more dramatically to public attention. In a 1934
radio address William Pickens compared Nazism with “ku kluxism in
Georgia . . . vigilantism in California, and . . . lynching in Mississippi.”
A 1938 NAACP press release announced: “NAACP SECRETARY DENOUNCES
NAZI POGROMS; Says All Must Unite to Protect Minority Rights Here and
Save Democracy.”41

African American leaders made the same point over and over again.
Judge Ira Jayne of Michigan’s third circuit court wrote to White in 1938,
“[E]very time I go South it makes me madder. No . . . schools, no legal
protection, no hope, a dollar a day—we get all excited and froth at the
mouth at the Germans and the Jews. Why doesn’t our great President
look out the window in Georgia this morning and ‘scarcely believe that
such things can be’?” White replied, “Your letter is filled with such superb
indignation and points out so effectively the hypocrisy of the American
attitude of howling about conditions four thousand miles away while they
ignore longer lived things right under their noses that I wish you would
grant us permission to quote from it.” With a sensitivity that demon-
strated that real sympathy for Jews’ plight had not taken a back seat to
self-interest, Jayne hesitated. “I’m afraid that the interpretation might be
put on it [my letter] that I do not think the plight of the Jews serious and
I do not want to say anything at this particular time to add to the burden
of my Jewish friends.”42

In March 1938 the U.S. State Department urged twenty-nine nations
to provide safe haven for German refugees. Roy Wilkins of the NAACP
urged “most strongly that the Association take note publicly in some fash-
ion that will attract attention. . . . I feel that this opening is a made-to-
order one for us.” That day, White cabled Secretary of State Cordell Hull:
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AMERICAN NEGROES APPLAUD ACTION OF UNITED STATES GOVERN-
MENT. . . . WE SHARE . . . INDIGNATION AT THE OUTRAGES BEING
PERPETRATED UPON MINORITIES BY THE NAZI GOVERNMENT. BUT
WE WOULD BE EVEN MORE ENTHUSIASTIC IF OUR GOVERNMENT
COULD BE EQUALLY INDIGNANT AT THE LYNCHING, BURNING ALIVE
AND TORTURE . . . OF AMERICAN CITIZENS BY AMERICAN MOBS ON
AMERICAN SOIL WHICH HAVE SHAMED AMERICA BEFORE THE
WORLD FOR A MUCH LONGER TIME THAN PERSECUTION UNDER
ADOLPH HITLER.

Even more baldly, George Schuyler commented, “While we are all in a
state of incandescent indignation over the treatment of members of the
Jewish faith in Germany I trust that some of this anger will be directed
toward similar treatment of colored citizens in the United States. . . .
More than 5,000 Negroes have been lynched, and not a half-dozen lynch-
ers have been convicted or even arrested. I doubt that so large a number
of German Jews has been murdered by Hitler’s gorillas.”43

Black organizations pressed their case whenever American politicians
pronounced sympathy with European Jewry. “SEN. KING, SORRY FOR
JEWS, URGED TO SUPPORT FEDERAL ANTI-LYNCH BILL” read one NAACP
press release. In the NUL’s journal Opportunity, Kelly Miller linked the
ideas of Hitler with those of Senators Vardaman and Tillman, and ob-
served that America had lynched its black citizens while Germany hadn’t
yet “reached such depths of depravity.” As James Ford observed, “Natu-
rally, the Negro people in condemnation of Nazi persecution, also called
attention to their own struggle against the lynch terror and persecution
at home. This was natural.”44

Black leaders also exploited hostility to domestic anti-Semitism. White
wrote President Roosevelt that he was “very much disturbed, as I know
you are, at the spread of anti-Semitism in certain quarters in Washing-
ton.” As he explained, “My reason for writing you about this is that this
ties in with an attempt by certain persons . . . to tie in anti-Semitism with
prejudice against [African American] Dr. Robert C. Weaver” of the U.S.
Housing Authority, in hopes of blocking appropriations for public hous-
ing serving African Americans. “Frankly, I don’t know what the complete
answer is to this tendency to express anti-Semitism and anti-Negro feeling
with housing the victim except that I would urge that more Administra-
tion support of housing instead of less would be the best answer.”45

Black leaders played the loyalty card as well. African Americans would
be far more enthusiastic participants in the struggle against fascism if the
United States had “given us our just share of American democracy,” Wil-
kins observed in a 1937 column. Three years later an NUL fund-raising
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letter warned: “The Negro has always remained, despite the disadvan-
tages under which he lives, loyal to American institutions and ideals but
we cannot assume that he will not be influenced by a force of disunity
unless a counter effort is made by those whom he respects.”46

The American entry into the war provided further opportunities for
black groups to press for domestic reforms. The Double V campaign,
spearheaded by the Pittsburgh Courier and advanced by the NAACP, de-
manded antisegregation, antidiscrimination, and antilynching measures
as both morally compelling and crucial for victory. “Our program of
equal treatment, without discrimination or segregation for Negroes in all
aspects of the war effort [is crucial] not only because that alone is compati-
ble with the total war effort which the international situation calls for,
but even more because that alone is compatible with the ideals which we
have proclaimed for the war,” a 1943 NAACP memorandum argued. The
Association for Tolerance in America, with some of the nation’s most
prominent African Americans on its board, placed transit ads depicting
black men in uniform. Their captions read: “500,000 of these lads are
fighting for you. Let them and theirs share in our democracy.”47

“How can we secure the confidence of the brown peoples in the South
Pacific, or retain the confidence of our yellow allies in Asia, or win the
friendship and cooperation of our swarthy-skinned Latin-American
neighbors to the South,” asked Lester Granger of the NUL, “when we
cannot establish a decent working relationship between white and Negro
Americans at home, even in the midst of a life-and-death War?”48 The
impetus behind Randolph’s proposed March on Washington was to capi-
talize on concerns that if not granted equality, African Americans might
not fully support the war.

Slouching toward Coalition

Despite hesitations and limitations of vision, the war years also brought
ample opportunity for black and Jewish agencies to move beyond mutual
protest of Nazism and build coalitions around shared concerns. The selec-
tion of those issues remained dictated by self-interest, but the momentum
and the rhetoric generated by them would ultimately propel both commu-
nities into a new relationship. Shaken by the virulence of racial and reli-
gious hatred, these organizations, and those in other communities as well,
began to appreciate how support of others’ causes was in fact in their
own interest.

African American groups recognized the potential for effective interra-
cial collaborations. A 1943 NAACP memorandum instructed the Associa-
tion’s branches to call together black organizations and “those white lead-
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ers known to be friendly” to “insist . . . sturdily on further advances for
Negroes . . . [while] making such advances acceptable to whites.” In some
southern communities however, “it may be wiser to urge that inter-racial
conferences . . . should be called by progressive white organizations.”
Here the Association proved as cautious as Jewish organizations, recog-
nizing that in some cases its visible leadership would lessen the chances
for success. Certainly, though, no one had lost sight of the promotional
possibilities. If the NAACP could “show substantial unity among Negroes
behind our program,” this “should get for our branches the prestige that
will come from taking the initiative.”49

Meanwhile, Jews hoped coalitions with black partners could help com-
bat anti-Semitism. In 1940 an ADL speaker proposed to students at City
College of New York that they create a committee “consisting of members
of . . . Negro and Jewish societies” to promote black-Jewish cooperation.
Jewish members were further instructed “to use this committee as a . . .
possible spearhead for cooperation with Harlem Negroes on the Jewish
question in Harlem.”50

A few recognized the imperative to combat Jewish racism if they were
to ask African Americans to challenge anti-Semitism. Finder applauded
the words of Julius Thomas, NUL director of public relations, at a 1943
Goodwill convention. “I noted particularly your comments about the
need for internal education among Negroes. . . . [W]e [similarly] . . . de-
vote part of our work to the education of the Jewish community in terms
of teaching its members their responsibility to their fellow citizens and to
our democratic structure.” Finder proposed the two groups work to-
gether on this issue. This was direct self-interest. Yet already it was being
redefined to include the interests of others. “Do not construe any of this as
indicating that we have been oblivious to the interracial problem before,”
Finder assured Thomas. “It is intended only to state that we are desirous
of doing even more if we can.”51

The desire to win black support for Jewish issues also helped motivate
liberal Jewish groups to participate directly in black civil rights struggles.
As Richard Bluestein of the New England ADL office argued, “If we are
to secure the confidence of the negro [sic] leaders throughout the country
[in] the good will and good intentions of the Jewish leaders, we should
take some concrete steps to aid them in the alleviation of some of their
many problems.”52 In other words, like black groups, Jewish ones
weighed action on behalf of African Americans in light of their institu-
tional self-interest. ADL’s Richard Gutstadt believed the Bronx employ-
ment agency his office was promoting would not only be useful in amelio-
rating exploitation of black domestic workers but also “be of
considerable value to our efforts at establishing the League’s prestige.”53
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But the very understanding of institutional self-interest had shifted
from earlier years. Every organization concerns itself with expanding its
reach and prestige; what is interesting is the sorts of actions a group con-
siders positive in achieving those ends. Ten years earlier, such an effort on
behalf of black women would not have been viewed by most ADL mem-
bers (or by most white Americans) as an enhancement of the group’s sta-
tus. It might improve the ADL’s status among African Americans, but
desiring to do so was also new for the ADL. On the other hand, the ques-
tion remains, prestige as what? A fighter for universal civil rights, or a
protector of Jewish interests? In previous years, Jews had sought only the
latter. In this era, many Jewish leaders began to understand the link be-
tween the two, and promote their support of civil rights as serving both
ends at once. When asked to advise a Jewish law firm on whether to
represent black teachers faced with discrimination in Evanston, Illinois,
Gutstadt offered to investigate the details of the situation “before a Jewish
firm sticks its neck out. I told him, however, in addition, that there were
times when the defense of right and in defense of the democracy for which
we are so articulate, that it might be necessary to take a chance.”54 For
both Jews and blacks, the collaboration of wartime emerged out of clear
and explicit self-interest, but a self-interest that corresponded with a
broader moral vision.

Coming Together

Generally black and Jewish political cooperation emerged first on local
issues, particularly on efforts to improve race relations within specific
cities or neighborhoods. Later, this cooperation would extend into the
more visible forum of national politics. Especially during 1943, which
saw a spate of race riots across the country, many cities and states re-
sponded to the violence or threat of violence by establishing “unity com-
mittees” and similar ad hoc structures to examine the state of race rela-
tions and ameliorate the worst of the problems. Jewish groups, while
concerned with racial violence, also viewed these committees as an oppor-
tunity to promote a broader message of tolerance and antibigotry that
would challenge anti-Semitism as well as racism. Thus they willingly par-
ticipated in these committees all across the country along with African
Americans and others newly committed to improving race relations and
helping Americans to accept rather than resist difference.55

Participants in these local coalitions, whether appointed by officials or
organized independently, reveal the extent of this new commitment to
challenging discrimination and prejudice. The lists read like a liberal
who’s who. According to the organization’s by-laws, the Chicago Council
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Against Racial and Religious Discrimination’s executive committee con-
sisted of local representatives of the AJCongress, American Friends Service
Committee, ADL, NUL, NAACP, March on Washington Committee, Chi-
cago Civil Liberties Committee, Commission on Race Relations of the Chi-
cago Church Federation, CORE, Catholic Youth Organization, Immi-
grants’ Protective League, Inter-Denominational Council of Negro
Churches, and a few others. The New York–based Council Against Intoler-
ance in America included Walter White, Rabbi Stephen Wise, A. Philip Ran-
dolph, Robert Wagner, Rexford Tugwell, Dorothy Thompson, Alfred E.
Smith, Thomas E. Dewey, Harold Ickes, Herbert Lehman, and Reinhold
Niebuhr. The City-wide Citizens Committee on Harlem (which had orga-
nized before the war), chaired by Algernon Black and Rev. Powell Sr., in-
cluded Granger, White, Wilkins, City Councilman Stanley Isaacs, Ran-
dolph, Channing Tobias (YMCA), Anna Arnold Hedgeman, Frank
Crosswaith, Rabbis David De Sola Pool and William Rosenblum, Rever-
ends Powell Jr. and John Johnson, and Judges Anna Kross, Hubert Delany,
Myles Paige, and Justine Wise Polier (daughter of Stephen Wise).56

The religious, racial, and ethnic breadth of these committees was desir-
able for all concerned. For officials it provided the best hope for promot-
ing broad unity and racial peace. African Americans recognized the great
potential for forging new and far-reaching alliances in the fight for civil
rights. Jews hoped to keep anti-Semitism on the agenda and to resolve
black-Jewish tensions. And they pressed for other white groups’ participa-
tion. As Arnold Wallack of the ADL explained, “[I]t is undesirable to give
the impression that it is the Jews only who are concerned with Negro
welfare so that the Negro-Jewish relationship is one which becomes
closely identified within the general public mind.” And for all who looked
to these groups for real rather than simply rhetorical advances, breadth
offered the best hope. The wider the net, the more likely “that representa-
tions on the committees be truly popular” observed Gutstadt.57

Some committees were pure window dressing, limiting themselves—
or limited by their charters—to purely rhetorical efforts, but others had
considerable power and made substantive recommendations. In Chicago
the committee helped subdue white tensions over integrated housing, and
called for state fair employment laws to prevent a repetition of the race
riots that followed World War I. Others won passage of antidiscrimina-
tion laws or regulations, conducted educational programs, challenged rac-
ist advertisements and textbooks, and supported efforts to integrate
facilities or workplaces. In Indianapolis the Citizens’ Council publicly de-
bunked racist rumors that elsewhere had prompted riots. The City-wide
Citizens’ Committee on Harlem, cooperating with the ADL, AJCongress,
and other liberal groups, successfully lobbied to strengthen the State
War Council’s Committee on Discrimination in Employment. As Charles
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Collier Jr., the City-wide’s executive secretary, wrote to Finder, “These
results of our joint effort have been gratifying. We wish to express our
sincere appreciation for your helpful cooperation.”58

In each case, these groups explicitly addressed both racial and religious
bigotry and discrimination. Dr. Homer Jack, Unitarian minister and exec-
utive secretary of the Chicago Council Against Racial and Religious Dis-
crimination (the title alone illustrates the point), testified in 1945 before
an Illinois Senate Committee that “[w]hile the Negro faces the greatest
discriminations, it is often felt by Jews and Catholics and by Americans
of Mexican and Japanese descent.” (Note the sensitivity to Japanese
Americans. Blindness to the discriminatory nature of the wholesale incar-
ceration cleared up immediately after the war, a point discussed further
in the next chapter.) The ADL’s Jack Baker noted that within the Council
Against Intolerance in America, discussions of Jewish as well as black
problems with discrimination “shows that at least this group was fully
aware of the complexity of the minority problem.”59

Here was the core of the civil rights movement that would burst onto
the public scene with such energy in less than a decade. Yet despite the
breadth of participation in such programs, in these early years among
the white organizations it was the Jewish ones that generally proved the
quickest to recognize the imperative of black civil rights and the necessity
for strong coalitions, in part because they more quickly appreciated the
danger of racism that Nazism raised. “When Hitler and the Nazis . . .
started a racial persecution against the Jews, I have acquired the knowl-
edge that I have to fight . . . every racial prejudice wherever it is existing,”
a German Jewish refugee explained to Walter White.60 Although they
spent most of their efforts on the immediate dangers of Nazism, and de-
spite their hesitation about joining too closely with black leaders or orga-
nizations, by the late 1930s Jewish organizations were attentive to the
problems facing African Americans. Meanwhile black groups moved
quickly to translate such interest into long-term coalitions on behalf of
civil rights.

Apart from broader unity committees, local chapters of the NAACP,
NUL, AJC, ADL, NCJW, NCNW, NACW, JLC, and AJCongress labored
jointly, and often with other allies, in numerous states and cities to im-
prove race relations and pass civil rights laws, attesting to the broad-based
appeal among both blacks and Jews for such efforts. While the laws they
won varied from place to place, by the late 1940s dozens of cities and
states had some provisions against discrimination “based on race, reli-
gion, or national origin.” Other activities ranged from political to social
programs to combat discrimination. The Jewish Anti-Defamation Coun-
cil of Minnesota urged the governor to acquiesce to the request of the
state’s Negro Defense Committee to permit black citizens to serve in the
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Home Guard. Granting this “as a matter of right [allows] . . . our State
. . . [to] lead the way to the implementing of the democratic principles that
the country is now pledging and preparing itself so earnestly to defend,”
it argued.61

Intergroup efforts occurred from coast to coast. In 1942 several Jewish
agencies in Oakland supported a petition drive protesting “discrimination
against Negroes.” The following year the Brooklyn “colored YWCA”
(as the ADL called it), organized a borough-wide committee “to foster a
program of inter-racial, inter-religious, and inter-cultural good-will” with
support from local black and white churches, the ADL, NAACP, Brooklyn
UL, and state War Council Committee on Discrimination. In Brooklyn
the local B’nai B’rith lodge opened a “recreation and . . . day room” for
the six hundred men of a black infantry unit based there. At the dedication
party, the wives of lodge members served as hostesses. “I believe this ex-
ample of friendly cooperation between the Jews and Negroes is newswor-
thy,” the lodge representative wrote to the city editor of the liberal news-
paper PM. “In the interest of inter-racial goodwill my lodge would
appreciate it if PM would be able to devote some space to this event.”62

Slowly black and Jewish groups moved toward cooperation on national
issues. Jewish women were first; the NCJW added an antilynching plank
to its national platform in 1935, well after chapters had begun lobbying
on its behalf. Most male-dominated Jewish agencies took longer to join
national efforts; while there was ample involvement in local issues in the
early 1940s, there was little discussion in AJC or ADL files of participa-
tion in antilynching, anti–poll tax, or other federal legislative efforts. As
their 1943 joint study put it, “Few Jewish organizations have developed
policies and activities for combating general prejudice and discrimination
against Negroes. This is in line with the general under-development of
programs for social action which attempt to deal directly with problems
which aggravate relationships between various segments of the American
population.”63

But such efforts had begun. By that year the ADL had joined the effort
to integrate the armed forces, at least on a voluntary basis, and began
challenging racism along with anti-Semitism in American social and eco-
nomic practice. The interfaith affairs committee of the AJCongress Wom-
en’s Division announced as its 1943 program “a study of Negro problems
and a concerted effort to bring about social action which will help to
solve them.” Its chair called on the NAACP and other “national Negro
organizations (women’s organizations especially)” for suggestions and
planned an “inter-racial Conference of national women’s organizations.”
As she wrote to Roy Wilkins, “It is not difficult to get discouraged in this
effort to arouse some interest and subsequent social action . . . but we
just won’t give up, will we?”64
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Black groups, long willing to support anti-Nazi and prorefugee efforts,
also embraced other issues dear to Jews. Walter White, for example, ex-
plored with the AJC ways to reprint and distribute a 1941 Atlantic
Monthly article critical of anti-Semitism. The author’s words, wrote
White, are “an inoculation against racial or religious prejudice. . . . Even
an anti-Semite could learn how his liberties are in danger through indul-
gence of prejudice.”65

Ironically, given initial Jewish opposition, one of the more significant
coalition-building experiences was the product of Randolph’s threatened
March on Washington. Executive Order 8802 mandated that companies
with military contracts could not discriminate in employment on the basis
of race, religion, or national origin. The order also created a Committee
on Fair Employment Practice (FEPC) to hear complaints. The black com-
munity convinced President Roosevelt to issue the order, but in areas with
large Jewish populations such as New York City, Jews actually constituted
the majority of complainants. As a result, the struggle to enforce the exec-
utive order and expand it to all industries brought Jewish and black
groups into frequent and productive contact.66

The wartime FEPC had offered the strongest civil rights employment
protection yet provided by government, in part because the NUL and
NAACP, soon joined by all the major Jewish organizations, Federal
Council of Churches of Christ in America, National Catholic Welfare
Conference, Catholic Interracial Council (CIC), CIO, AFL, and National
Lawyers’ Guild, pressed Roosevelt to expand its original powers and
scope. Perhaps more important, these liberals insisted that the govern-
ment bore responsibility to eradicate discrimination. In the words of Na-
than Perlman, equal opportunity in all areas of employment “should be
the privilege of American citizenship.” So when the FEPC lapsed after
the war, the coalition, now the National Council for a Permanent FEPC,
lobbied and testified before House and Senate committees on behalf of
permanent legislation. Rabbi Cohen emphasized at a 1944 NAACP meet-
ing “how firmly the Jewish community stands with you.” That first effort
failed, killed by a Senate filibuster, but the Council persevered for an-
other decade, an energetic and early (if unsuccessful) example of a lib-
eral, black, and Jewish partnership.67

Beyond specific advances won, each instance of collaboration gave
black and Jewish (and other liberal) leaders, both local and national, the
opportunity to meet one another and work together. They identified
shared problems to be fought in tandem, and came to appreciate some-
what better each group’s separate burdens. When mutual action proved
effective, it encouraged further cooperation.

Additionally, antibias work compelled a universalist language that ex-
tended the commitment of coalition partners. “Let us pull off our gloves
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today and be perfectly at home, forgetting whether we are white, Negro,
Indian or Chinese, but remembering that we are just fine women here
together who have come to give the best that God has given to us to help
to create a new and beautiful world,” Mary McCleod Bethune urged as
she opened the 1944 National Planning Conference on Building Better
Race Relations.68

Looking Inward

In part to sustain support for these fruitful programs, black and Jewish
organizations turned inward to challenge the prejudices of their own com-
munity and move their constituents toward the greater mutual commit-
ment they had themselves only recently made. The tactics they em-
ployed—hesitant, limited, and focused on the direct benefits received—
remind us of the deep suspicion many members of each community felt
toward the other, and that these early instances of black-Jewish collabora-
tion were driven by, and limited to, perceptions of overlapping self-inter-
est. Yet at the same time, the act of defining that self-interest required that
it be embedded in a more universal context, a crucial step toward building
a more sustained coalition. Internal reeducation efforts, limited though
they may have been in this period, also enhanced the growing mutual
trust by deepening the commitment of the broader black and Jewish com-
munities to universal rights.

Jewish organizations defended their efforts on behalf of black civil
rights to their constituents as directly promoting Jewish security. A 1941
ADL memo about the recent rise in racist activities by the Klan in Miami
reminded readers that they must fight hate groups regardless of the tar-
get: “Though some leaders declare the Klan, in its resurrected form, will
not be anti-Semitic, the inescapable fact is that the nightshirt organiza-
tion represents an extra-legal movement to take the law into its own
hands so far as Negroes and Catholics are concerned. And when any
minority race or faith is attacked, other minorities inevitably become the
targets of hate.” Rabbi Berman put the same sentiment more bluntly in
1949: “I think the [AJ] Congress has made a great gain in Chicago in
that we are helping the Jews there to understand that this is a common
struggle and not something we are doing out of the graciousness of our
hearts for Negroes.”69

Jewish leaders also argued to fellow Jews that furthering black civil
rights was crucial to advance the war effort. “One of the sorest spots of
America’s life as a nation, which was cited by every enemy as an example
of hypocrisy and double-dealing, is the Negro problem,” the AJCongress
warned in 1942. It must be addressed in order to “rebuild its [the nation’s]
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morale.” “Is This a White Man’s War?” wondered Rabbi J. X. Cohen,
listing the ways in which racism both materially and psychologically de-
pleted American war-making capabilities.70

Yet such arguments from self-interest inevitably universalized the strug-
gle. As Rabbi Silberman observed, “There can be no doubt that the juxta-
posing of . . . the Negro and Jewish question will offer offense to some,
perhaps to many, Jews who do not like to think of themselves in such a
category. Yet the patterns of discrimination in both cases have much in
common and the sources of prejudice . . . have close connections.” At
least some had finally come to see Jews’ interest as tied to that of universal
equality. “Human freedom is indivisible,” proclaimed the ADL in 1943,
in explaining its “Philosophy with Reference to the Negro.” “[I]t must
apply to Negroes if it is to be effective for whites. It must be the birthright
of Jews if Christians are to be truly free. Discrimination against any mi-
nority group is an attack against the foundations of democracy. . . .
[T]here is no security for one unless there is security for all.”71

When black groups addressed their constituents they similarly linked
the struggle against anti-Semitism explicitly with advancement of their
own agenda. Randolph, long reliant on Jewish trade union support, in-
sisted black anti-Semitism was “dangerous and downright stupid” be-
cause “[i]n our various battles . . . against Jim Crow, . . . Jews . . . rallied
to our support. And not just with words.” Furthermore, “[o]ur appeal to
Jews and the others on Rankin’s blacklist will come with ill grace if we
keep on nourishing our own pet prejudices.”72

Black leaders explained to black audiences that a fight against anti-
Semitism was actually a fight against racism. “If we do not make this
effort . . . to join hands with the Jews in a common cause . . . we are
bound to suffer needless ills,” Arthur Huff Fauset wrote in 1944. “For
. . . surely . . . if Fascism makes any headway in America, it will strike out
at Jew and Negro alike.” In a revealing hint of the patron-client style that
would continue throughout the partnership he continued, “What the Jew
lacks in numbers the Negro can help to make up; what the Negro lacks
in experience, political wisdom and in economic opportunity, the Jew can
help add to.” Similar arguments came from other black editors and jour-
nalists, from William Pickens’s “‘Wolfing It’ on Our Friends,” to the Chi-
cago Defender’s warning about “The Danger of Anti-Semitism.” It is
“The Way of Madness,” opined Opportunity. And linking the cause with
a broader value, the Louisville Defender chastised its readers that “Jew
Baiting Tactics Are Undemocratic.”73

Like those of Jews, such appeals to self-interest rested on liberal, univer-
salist appeals for justice, evoking a theme that would come to define the
civil rights struggle. As White told the Amsterdam News in 1938 follow-
ing news of Kristallnacht, “We Negroes know what this means since it
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has happened to us. . . . We must join with all those condemning Nazi
terror because what happens to one minority can happen to others—a
lesson which Jews, Negroes and all other minorities must learn.” In fact
anti-Nazism proved a potent opportunity to call for making common
cause. Claude McKay editorialized: “My reaction, as a Negro, to the Nazi
persecutions of the Jewish people is that every minority group should join
hands with the Jews as well as all progressive people who want to see
democracy live.” According to Mordecai Johnson, Howard University’s
president, “Negroes instinctively belong on the side of all decent-thinking
people who are revolted by Nazi terror. . . . No minority can protect itself
from the fate which has befallen the Jewish minority in Germany today,
by attempting to achieve self-protection alone.”74

This, then, was mutual collaboration, recognition that advancing the
cause of the other could advance one’s own cause. Out of this came a
recognition of common ground and thus the possibility for cooperative
action on issues with less direct joint impact. Indeed, a sudden flurry of
writing on black-Jewish relations by progressive integrationist leaders in
both communities suggests a shift toward more sustained mutual concern
was already becoming visible. In the January 1941 issue of the Jewish
Forum, Harold Debrest urged the ADL to “become an American society
for the defense of all nationalities,” especially “efforts of the Negro.” The
year following, the Reform movement’s Central Conference of American
Rabbis inaugurated annual sermons for “Race Relations Sabbath.” In a
call to action, the Conference proclaimed, “Negroes are victims of harsh
discrimination and flagrant injustices, which cry aloud to God and to man
for remedy and redress. . . . We Jews, who ourselves have been victims of
injustice should be especially sensitive to this.” White, Everard Hughes
of Wilberforce University, and Rabbis Walter Plaut and Lou Silberman
contributed articles on the subject of black-Jewish relations to HUC
Monthly in April 1943. That same year Ben Richardson, associate pastor
of Harlem’s Abyssinian Baptist Church, penned a series on Jews for Peo-
ple’s Voice with the collective heading, “This Is Our Common Destiny.”
Even the UNIA suddenly felt obliged to publicly rebut accusations of anti-
Semitism. These were calls for making common cause—“We must realize
that Negroes and Jews have a common destiny here,” Hughes argued—
but not necessarily for more. “I do not advocate here a Jewish-Negro
coalition,” White insisted, echoing earlier Jewish sentiments.75

Leftist groups moved more quickly than liberal ones to embrace coali-
tion. And because their universalist message was embedded in their poli-
tics, they called not simply for mutual concern but for unity. Jacob
Weinstein, writing in the labor-Zionist Jewish Frontier in 1935, insisted
that the two groups “must understand each other and combine with other
minorities to break the vicious hold of that arch-predatory minority—the
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capitalists and their flunkies.” As James Ford saw it, “The Negro masses
in active struggle against anti-Semitism, the Jewish masses in active strug-
gle for Negro rights—Only this will deprive reaction of its Ace Trump!”
As if in response, the Bronx Council of the Jewish Peoples Committee
voted in 1940 to forward to the NAACP “its sympathy for your strug-
gle. . . . Our membership is well aware that . . . the struggle of the negroes
[sic] for their rights as Americans is the selfsame struggle as that of the
Jews for their rights.” And in 1942, Jewish author and editor Louis Harap
and L. D. Reddick, African American curator of the Schomburg library
collection and lecturer at New York’s City College, argued forcefully for
alliance in the Negro Quarterly. The articles were reprinted the next year
in a pamphlet provocatively entitled Should Negroes and Jews Unite?
with a passionate introduction by Randolph.76 This recognition of the
shared and pressing concerns of oppressed groups, emerging naturally
from communist and socialist ideologies, was also spurred by tactical de-
cisions such as the 1935 declaration of a Popular Front, the Internation-
al’s mandate to work with liberal institutions for progressive change.

All these calls for a more active working relationship between blacks and
Jews emerged out of their historical moment—the plea for unity against
fascism, the mutual need for allies. They came, too, from the sickening
realization in 1943 that lack of progress in race relations had brought Nazi-
like mob violence to American shores in the shape of race riots. Liberal
and progressive organizations, and Jewish groups in particular, reexamined
their commitments in that light. Following the Detroit riot, ADL’s A. Ralph
Steinberg raged, “I know damn well what should be done, and I just want
to make it a matter of record that I believe . . . our policy . . . on the whole
Negro question [is] something that needs a little focusing. Some day the
handling of the Negro question is going to blow up right in our faces.”
Not just ineffective, he declared, the policy “stinks!”77

From Rhetoric to Action

Reddick argued that if coalition efforts were to move forward, merely
speaking against bigotry within one’s community was inadequate; inter-
nal practices must also change. Jewish leaders must use community pres-
sure against unfair Jewish businessmen, and black leaders must remind
their communities that an exploiter “who happens to be a Jew. . . . should
be fought not as a ‘dirty Jew’ but as a callous landlord or dishonest mer-
chant.” The same “two-flank approach to anti-Negroism will go far to-
ward stamping it out among the Jews.”78

In the best of cases, progressive-minded black and Jewish activists ac-
knowledged Reddick’s argument. The editor of the Negro World Digest



Wars and Rumors of Wars 101

contacted the ADL in 1940 to help him publish information combating
black anti-Semitism. In its 1944 national “Wartime Conference” the
NAACP passed a resolution condemning anti-Semitism and promising to
“adopt a program of action among all branches for the purpose of elimi-
nating anti-Semitism among Negroes.” The same year, Charles Johnson
of Fisk University, editor of Monthly Summary of Events and Trends in
Race Relations, began including anti-Semitism in those reports.79

Some Jewish leaders viewed these efforts as too little and too late. In
language reminiscent of White’s laments about Jews, Abel Berland of
ADL’s Chicago office complained in a 1943 internal memorandum: “While
every right-thinking Jew wants to see a lessening of the discrimination
against the Negro and a general improvement in his condition, it is unfortu-
nate that in our contacts with the Negro leadership” they focus on “how
we can be of assistance,” and too rarely “what the Negro community itself
can do to cooperate in eliminating anti-Semitism among its constituents. I
do not mean that we should withhold cooperation unless the Negro com-
munity reciprocates, but I do believe that we ought to emphasize . . . with
Negro community leaders that there be a quid pro quo.”80

A few black leaders admitted their neglect of the issue. In 1946 Robert
Carter, the NAACP’s associate general counsel, acknowledged that for
many years “we haven’t done any particular thing” regarding anti-Semi-
tism “except to apprise our membership of the fact that we have to work
with other minorities.”81 And black organizations did reveal ambivalence
about their fight against anti-Semitism. Unwilling to separate black and
Jewish political relations from the more problematic economic ones, the
Chicago UL declared that it “has stated publicly its opposition to any
campaign that is . . . an attack against a whole race of people, but at
the same time has expressed its recognition of the fact that there might
be certain unfair and over-reaching practices carried on by Jewish mer-
chants . . . which give rise to criticism and indignation.” The 1944
NAACP resolution against anti-Semitism also resolved to work with Jew-
ish groups to end “anti-Negro . . . practices . . . which foster anti-Semi-
tism among Negroes.”82

But African Americans also had their own complaints about lack of
balance. As White lamented to Victor Ridder regarding Baltimore, “Some
of us are doing everything we can to combat anti-Semitism among Ne-
groes, but we are not going to get any help from some of those in the
Jewish group who should be working to stop prejudice among Jews them-
selves while they are asking others to join in protesting Nazi outrages
against Jews. It is a complex and difficult situation.”83 Much skepticism
remained in the black community about the reliability of these new
friends. Frank Crosswaith of the Negro Labor Committee called a 1942
conference regarding the “high degree of racial tension” and anti-Semi-
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tism in Harlem. The NLC, JLC, Sleeping Car Porters, Council for Democ-
racy, Friends of Democracy, and Union for Democratic Action jointly in-
vited representatives from selected organizations to a closed meeting “so
that all delegates may speak their minds as openly as possible.” Despite
the fact that “[o]nly those organizations have been called to participate
which have an honorable record in trying to bring about genuine interra-
cial justice in employment opportunities and in other respects,” the meet-
ing made little headway. Black participants made it clear that they “con-
sidered the method and the extent to which the various committees were
willing to deal with their problems as wholly insufficient,” while an ADL
representative there complained that the speakers “did by no means go
to the roots of the problem.”84 The commitment to common cause had
not yet proven itself durable.

Jewish leaders also accepted the need for internal action and began to
explore ways to confront black-Jewish tensions head on. As a start, the
ADL sought permission to reprint up to 10,000 copies of Reddick’s article
(although not Harap’s “Anti-Negroism Among Jews”).85 And for the first
time, Jewish agencies moved beyond defensiveness regarding economic
tensions. When the Forward complained in 1939 that the black press’s
discussion of the slave markets had been conducted “with the obvious
intention to incite riots,” an ADL staffer drew an x across the organiza-
tion’s copy of the article and across the top scrawled “tripe.”86

The ADL, at least, now acknowledged the claims of black critics. In
1942 Gutstadt confessed, “There are definite areas of irritation for some
of which we are responsible” and so, must help resolve. “Since the viola-
tions of decency which mark some of these Negro-Jewish relations are
thoroughly reprehensible, there is reason to believe that we can appeal to
the decency and good sense of our own people.” Rejecting the League’s
previous strategy, he argued, “It will not suffice for us to point out that
people other than Jews similarly violate decency in their exploitation of
the Negroes. . . . I believe that we ought to explore the possibilities of
stimulating the greater ethical consciousness within our own group.”87

Earlier approaches did not disappear entirely. Maurice Rosenblatt
called for Jewish leaders to “become interested in Negro problems, if this
involves merely the paying of lip service.” In 1941 the ADL commissioned
black journalist Chandler Owen to help decrease tensions between blacks
and Jews. His first article, “Should the Negro Hate the Jew?” “through
concrete examples showed his colored readers that there always had been
a strong bond of sympathy between Negro and Jew, and that Jewish im-
presarios, businessmen, industrialists and union leaders had been in the
forefront of those desiring to give the Negro an even break.” Like the
AJC’s “Jewish Contributions to Negro Welfare,” which highlighted the
activities of individual Jews active in black causes, the “Anti-Defamation
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League Vitally Interested in Welfare of the Negro Community” reminded
readers that Jews “have a natural sympathy and understanding for the
plight of the Negro” and listed concrete activities the ADL had under-
taken to promote black equality.88

Jewish groups still did not see themselves as patronizing. And compared
to their contemporaries, perhaps they were correct. When a Mrs. Scott
reported to her Philadelphia meeting of the National Legion of Mothers
and Women of America that “colored people. . . . are harmless. I for one
would rather have the friendship of a colored person rather than a com-
munist” (and received applause), the AJC’s Sidney Wallach copied the
meeting minutes to Walter White with the cover note, “I don’t know how
you feel about condescending statements like the attached from people
who are known to be chock-full of bigoted feelings, but I thought you
might be interested.” (To which White replied, “I am glad to see the state-
ment anyhow, though it does make me slightly ill.”)89

Nor did black leaders necessarily hear these examples of Jewish good
will as paternalistic. White suggested to the ADL that to lessen black anti-
Semitism, it should work with the black press for “[s]ome means of per-
petuation of name of Jew like JES [Joel Spingarn] who took uncompro-
mising stand.”90 While modern readers recognize the paternalistic tone, it
was certainly unconscious. Perhaps a better characterization is tokenist.
But that type of sentiment dovetailed with the contemporary approach to
civil rights. For example, in 1944 the AJC reprinted articles about (Jew-
ish) Samuel Klein of the St. Louis Urban League who had hired a black
secretary. The pamphlet, with its cover depicting Ruth Seals taking dicta-
tion from Klein, bears the title He Practices Racial Tolerance. In it Klein
boasted that “Miss Seals, understanding the instinctive prejudices some
of her co-workers might feel, . . . always managed to be in the locker
room when the other girls were not there. She had no thought of joining
them when they had lunch together. . . . Miss Seals, keenly aware that she
had not only to prove her own ability but able to stand as a credit to her
race, responded to friendliness with friendliness, but never with even a
hint of aggressiveness.”91 When Lester Granger discussed African Ameri-
cans’ experience with radio in 1946, he celebrated three Jews who hired
black performers for nonstock characters: Danny Kaye (Butterfly
McQueen), Eddie Cantor (Thelma Carpenter) and the director of The
Eternal Light (Juan Hernandez, cast as a rabbi).92

Both black and Jewish leaders, then, used examples of moral individu-
als to counter stereotypes about entire groups. There is a certain irony
in this, given both communities’ insistence that the actions of immoral
or criminal individuals ought not be used to create or reinforce general-
izations about their group. And they unreflectively accepted the wide-
spread liberal tokenist understanding of racial progress. But more im-
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He Practices Racial Tolerance, pamphlet, reproduced courtesy of the American
Jewish Committee.

portant, such efforts did represent the first real attempts by Jews to
address the economic barriers limiting African Americans and to resolve
intergroup tensions.

“Oh for the life of Community Service!”

More so than in the previous decade, Jewish organizations in areas with
developing black-Jewish political collaborations also addressed business
tensions directly by confronting Jewish discriminators. The ADL met with
Jewish department store owners in Washington, D.C., to urge “greater
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discretion” in the treatment of black customers. In Cleveland the Jewish
Community Council intervened with unfair Jewish landlords and credit
merchants. In Detroit the Council set up an investigative body regarding
complaints. In Baltimore the AJC tried (unsuccessfully) to change the poli-
cies of Jewish department store owners, and in St. Louis to encourage
Jewish employers to hire more African Americans. Still, these were baby
steps. The AJC’s 1943 report noted, “Jewish communities have only re-
cently become aware of the problem, and if they have recognized the prob-
lem, few have taken the trouble to do anything about it.”93

A closer look at the situation in two cities suggests the challenges in-
volved in taking action and highlights the gulf between Jewish community
professionals and the population they claimed to represent. It also details
the ways that challenging black anti-Semitism brought Jewish agencies
increasingly into the business of confronting Jewish racism and building
closer political ties with black organizations. Jewish organizations were
still pursuing the same political goal: the protection of Jews. But wartime
threats convinced them they had to address public expressions of black
anti-Semitism head on, not only by pointing out the fallacy of equating
group character with individual behavior, but also by confronting the
problematic behaviors themselves.

In Chicago, the shift from defensiveness to intervention occurred quite
suddenly. In 1942, after meeting with black leaders regarding anti-Semitic
tensions in that city’s black neighborhoods, the ADL’s Stanley Jacobs
“emphatically made . . . clear to the Negro representatives” that “I am of
the opinion that some of the Negro leaders are primarily resentful of
Jewish business successes.”94 Yet soon thereafter the ADL was mediating
between Jewish merchants and aggrieved black patrons. Following the
race riots in 1943, it took a more structural approach, organizing “Jewish
and non-Jewish businessmen in the Negro community into a chamber of
commerce, whose purpose it will be to raise the business standards of
the community. . . . develop positive public relations with the Negro
community, and spearhead drives for the improvement of the condition
of the Negroes.”

The proposed “chamber of commerce” proved so complex and conten-
tious that, Abel Berland complained, “In spite of nearly twenty meetings
. . . we have not yet reached a stage of development that would permit a
full picture of what is being planned.”95 He described the difficulties in a
memo to ADL director Richard Gutstadt, suggesting the vast differences
in perception between his organization and the merchants, and among the
merchants themselves. After one meeting with Jewish business owners, he
admitted, “Dick, of all the groups with which I have ever worked, this
was the most difficult, and the most divided. (I was ready for the dry
cleaners when we concluded.)” Opinions ranged from advocating “long-
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range program[s] for alleviation of Negro conditions . . . to an unwilling-
ness to take any steps . . . , as the Negroes were too demanding, that this
was not a Jewish problem, etc. . . . The meeting finally adjourned with
the survivors ragged but undaunted and giving bright promise of bigger
and more acrimonious meetings in the future. Oh for the life of Commu-
nity Service!”96

The group finally agreed to move forward with a large community-wide
meeting, and the South Central Association (SCA) was launched in July
1944. The Association announced as its mandate: “To improve the living
conditions of the Negro. . . . To . . . appeal . . . to all employers to elimi-
nat[e] policies of racial discrimination. . . . To improve the standard of busi-
ness ethics in the Community.” This last the Association promised to do,
with unintentional ominousness, either through education “—or, if neces-
sary, through . . . elimination of the violators.” SCA challenged explana-
tions given by employers who refused to hire African Americans and initi-
ated “a program to encourage the efficiency, punctuality, competency and
regularity of Negro workers on the job.” In an evaluation of black-Jewish
tensions in Chicago in 1947, Berland reported “the pressure has been some-
what relaxed. Of course, there is room for much improvement.”97

A letter a year later suggested the magnitude of the improvement that
had occurred. Harry Englestein, a founder of the SCA and owner of
South Central Department Store, 99 percent of whose clerical staff and
several of whose store executives were black, received an award from
the Mayor’s Commission on Human Relations for improving intergroup
relations. “It has not always been so,” noted Berland. “In total candor
it must be said that in the past the gentleman’s practices and views are
alleged to have been responsible for engendering a certain amount of
friction and misunderstanding.” 98

Certainly neither Jewish racism nor black willingness to identify Jewish
business owners’ religion ended in Chicago. A 1949 ADL memo warned
that “The major activity of the [South Central] Association seemed to be
a cover-up for some of the unethical practices of some of the merchant
members.”99 The Chicago Defender published a letter to the editor in July
1952 criticizing the ADL and its parent organization, B’nai B’rith, “the
members of which talk about civil rights and yet sell run-down buildings
to Negroes.” When the ADL objected, Mr. Browning, executive assistant
to the publisher, made it clear “that he was suppressing many complaints
he received regarding the practice of Jewish merchants on the South side.”
Nevertheless, while such complaints continued to surface periodically,
they did so with far lower frequency following the organization of the
SCA and similar efforts. These programs had improved black attitudes
toward Jews.100
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In New York, at the NAACP’s suggestion, the AJC organized a series
of autumn 1939 meetings between black and Jewish editors, publishers,
and political leaders. The first formal meeting on September 26 called for
“Negro and Jewish editors” to discuss how African American agencies
could help challenge negative views of Jews. Carl Murphy of the Balti-
more Afro-American, Robert Vann of the Courier, Earl Brown of the Am-
sterdam News, Ted Poston of the New York Post, L. Fogelman of the
Forward, Hy Wishengrad and L. Schuster of the Jewish Telegraphic
Agency, and S. Dingol and A. Glantz of the Day, along with Walter Men-
delsohn, Newman Levy, Sidney Wallach, and Norman Belth of the AJC;
Hubert Delany; Lester Granger; Thurgood Marshall; White; George Mur-
phy; Elmer Carter; and Judge Myles Paige, attended.101

George Murphy advised White in advance of the meeting that “unless
people who attend this conference are going to get down to the root of
the problem, which is economic, the results of the conference are going
to be nil.” They did; the meeting quickly turned into a discussion about
exploitative business practices, and several proposals emerged. “Educate
Jewish agents and owners to deal fairly with tenant groups,” Murphy
suggested. “Jewish housewives will have to learn that if they cannot af-
ford to employ Negro help except at exploitation wages, then they will
have to do their own work.” He also urged the Jewish press to “do special
features on the Negro in American life . . . [and] write articles on the
cooperative leadership of Jewish and Negro people in helping to develop
the early history of our country. Develop the idea that all minorities have
a common fighting ground.” Thurgood Marshall suggested that “it would
be wise to include an article on the stores owned by Jews in Harlem and
the practice of short-changing Negroes and other practices whereby Ne-
groes get the attitude that Jewish merchants are not to be trusted.” The
Forward and the Day agreed to do a series of articles, according to an
NAACP press release, “with a view to making the Jewish population as
a whole understand that Anti-Semitism is not native with the Negro, but
an outgrowth of bitterly revolting economic conditions. . . . Jewish People
must see the similarity of their plight to that of the Negro and treat the
Negro citizen with the understanding that a similarly persecuted minority
can well afford to display.”102 Here is explicit expression of African Ameri-
cans’ higher expectations of Jews, and their conviction that the roots of
black anti-Semitism lay in Jewish practices and in Jews’ unwillingness to
see African American issues as identical to their own.

The Day obliged. Its article on the Bronx “Slave Market” described “a
picture which will bring you right back to the horrible days of ‘Uncle
Tom’s Cabin.’ ” After describing the black women who stand on street
corners waiting for domestic work, scrutinized and poked by would-be
employers, the article concluded: “And to our shame, be it said, that Jew-
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ish women too come to buy the labor of dark slaves. . . . Daughters of a
people who were the first to raise their voice against slavery because they
more than others knew what slavery meant, help this trade in slave-
labor.” Meanwhile, the Jewish press ran stories stressing common bonds.
A 1939 article in the Forward argued, “The Jews, more than any other
group, sympathize with the suppressed black race because the Jews them-
selves are feeling the bitter taste of racial persecution. . . . Therefore, we
should . . . treat them [Negroes] with particular consideration.”103

The AJC proposed a further solution to the problem of Jewish business
exploitation: a survey of all Harlem stores, preferably under the leader-
ship of the NAACP. Those stores with quality merchandise, good cus-
tomer relations, and black employees would receive a “seal of approval.”
Customers would be then urged to buy only in those stores. Meanwhile
a black and Jewish “committee on employment” would put “pressure on
Harlem merchants to give additional employment to negroes [sic]” and
another “will bring pressure on real estate owners to improve condi-
tions.” But nothing came of this suggestion, or similar proposals made
by the ADL. The latter’s Committee on Inter-Racial Relations (CIRR)
concluded in 1943 that “quite a few interfaith groups have formed, had
meetings and passed resolutions and recommendations, but as yet none
have had a tangible concrete program.”104

There was, however, real movement on the problem of the Bronx slave
market. Acknowledging in 1940 that “there is this exploitation and . . .
much of it is done by Jewish women,” the ADL supported a local im-
provement committee organized by Rabbi Jerome Rosenbloom of Tre-
mont Temple, to “remove a condition which is certainly no credit to our
people,” and announced “a program of education among our Jewish
women in order to attack the evil from that angle.” Rabbi Simon
Kramer, for example, wrote to his congregants that while “We cannot
conceive of any Jewish housewife being guilty of such practices,” never-
theless, “I am asking you to be very careful in your treatment of these
part time colored houseworkers. . . . [B]e . . . considerate of the reputa-
tion of the Jewish community and the rights of human beings to fair and
honorable treatment.”105

Both the ADL and AJC also proposed replacing street-corner hiring
with job centers that would ensure fair wages. Leonard Finder thought
the center should operate “under Jewish auspices so that the colored peo-
ple would . . . understand that a Jewish group is trying to be friendly”
but others at the planning meeting feared a public Jewish presence and
preferred an interfaith group. Two offices, advertising themselves in both
English and Yiddish, opened in 1941 under the auspices of a Committee
on Street Corner Markets. Officially, they were supported by the NAACP,
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Domestic Workers’ Union, the New York and Brooklyn ULs, Harlem’s
YWCA, and the Women’s Trade Union League.106

This again highlights the complexity of assessing Jewish responses to
black complaints. Organized Jewry may have reacted because they heard
criticism of individual Jews as anti-Semitism, but the fact remains that they
did respond, and they based their response largely on that shared sense of
being a “similarly persecuted minority” that the NAACP had described. At
the same time, the sharp differences between the views of Jewish leaders
and at least one portion of their constituency are also laid bare.

On August 1, 1943, Harlem erupted into riot, the second in less than
a decade. The ADL conducted a study to evaluate its causes. It found “no
anti-semitic [sic] angle” but did insist, “There is no doubt, whatsoever,
that there is a definitive feeling amongst the negroes [sic] of Harlem, and
this is true of the negroes in other parts of new York, as well as in other
cities of the United States, that they are oppressed by the whites.” The
survey concluded: “Absence of acute race hatred was indicated by the fact
that there was no continuance of rioting after the first wave of excite-
ment.” Still, “Underlying conditions . . . must also be primarily blamed”
including poor employment opportunities and living standards.107

Following the riot the ADL’s CIRR met more frequently and decided
on several approaches: seek the “cooperation of Negro leaders” and orga-
nizations, provide speakers and articles sympathetic to Jews for black
audiences and newspapers, establish a “nonsectarian” committee to hear
consumer complaints, and confront Jewish merchants directly regarding
their behavior. The League had added an action component to its tradi-
tional rhetorical and defensive strategies.108

Eugene Holmes and Mordecai Johnson of Howard University, both
public critics of black anti-Semitism, agreed to help provide speakers and
editorials. Again concerned that a Jewish group not be the visible sponsor,
the CIRR agreed to route all articles designated for the black press
through the Institute for American Democracy, a non-Jewish group under
ADL auspices that produced tolerance and prodemocracy materials.109

The Committee also held several meetings with the (Jewish) Harlem
Merchants Association (HMA). As in Chicago, the Jewish merchants did
not see eye to eye with the ADL, and progress was torturously slow. Inter-
viewed by the ADL just before and after the riots, Harlem Jewish business-
men offered a wide range of views about the situation. Some acknowl-
edged the legitimacy of black complaints. Others took refuge in arguing
that “abuses of white merchants are not confined to persons of the Jewish
faith.” A few denied any basis for the complaints at all. Mr. Hamburger,
a thirty-eight-year resident of Harlem and owner of an Army-Navy store
there, complained that “the Negroes are a bad lot up here, stealing right
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and left. They have all the privileges they want—in fact too many” and
had more money than he did.110

But the best example of the range of feelings comes from an unguarded
moment captured in the transcript of a meeting with the HMA called by
the CIRR in December 1943. With abundant generalizing, participants
expressed views from racism to nationalism to enlightened self-interest.111

Store owner Eli Lazar began the meeting by acknowledging, “There’s
plenty of room for improvement among the merchants of Harlem,” but
Harry Schwartz demurred: “Most of the faults were forced upon us. . . .
Negroes wouldn’t go into a business if they couldn’t steal from us.” Lazar
conceded, “There is shoplifting from some elements. But why is it so dif-
ficult for a person in many stores in Harlem to return an article for a
refund?” Joseph Greif, another owner, answered, “Stuff not bought in my
store is returned and they raise hell if I won’t accept it. They steal it in
the next store and return it in my store.” All denied the accusation that
they provided inferior merchandise, although Joseph Eschelbacher admit-
ted, “Inferior goods have to be moved.” He gave up his Harlem business
for that reason: “[I] couldn’t compete in a legitimate way. . . . People [in
Harlem] came in with five cents, seven or ten cents. In order to give them
something you had to have cheaper merchandise.”

This was not about race but class. “You don’t only have it in Harlem,”
he explained. “People feel that because they are poor people they are more
mistreated.” Harry Schwartz agreed. “It’s not our fault but the people
themselves. The moment you give them a good job they move out of
Harlem—don’t stick with their own kind.” Greif demanded an investiga-
tion of both black and white merchants. “Colored merchants are up in
Harlem too, but nothing is said about them.”

When asked if Jews could do anything about these problems, Lazar
acknowledged, “we must . . . give them a square deal every time,” but
Schwartz insisted, “The solution is education of the Negro. . . . A land-
lord in Harlem has to charge more rent because he can’t get responsible
tenants. They break the walls, etc.” Greif took a different tack. “If they
want to buy something, they can buy it or not. . . . If I overcharge they
don’t have to pay it.” Admitting the long history of such practices, he
observed, “I always did this. Lately, though, it was, [‘]you Jew.[’]” Eschel-
bacher interrupted the speakers several times to insist, as several black
nationalists already had, that the only solution was to “get the hell out
of Harlem. Leave Harlem to Harlem.”

William Sachs explained the CIRR’s idea of a code of business ethics
to be endorsed and posted by store owners. He asked, “Will it be worth-
while for us as Jews to do this?” Schwartz scoffed, “[I]t can’t be done. . . .
The stories that you hear are not authentic.” They did agree to a policing
system of some sort for all merchants, so long as it did not come from
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the HMA. “They know us too well,” explained Eschelbacher. The group
instead suggested the Uptown Chamber of Commerce, which included
non-Jewish merchants as well. Sachs replied, “Uptown Chamber of Com-
merce is not interested in these problems. We have our own problem be-
cause we are Jews.” While any business might conduct itself unethically,
generally only Jews would be criticized for it, and therefore only the Jews
felt concerned enough to mobilize against it. Ultimately, all present agreed
to some form of “self-policing.” After a similar meeting, the (Jewish) As-
sociated Grocers of Harlem, Inc. agreed to abide by wartime price ceilings
and to support a “non-sectarian interfaith program” (i.e., not just black-
Jewish) to reduce tensions and promote interracial understanding.

Meanwhile, the CIRR began to pursue the establishment of a “non-
sectarian complaint office” in Harlem to adjudicate disputes and a “non-
sectarian committee on inter-racial relations.” ADL’s earlier objections
had rested not on the importance of such offices, but on their being a
solely black and Jewish endeavor. Until the riot, however, no non-Jewish
groups had agreed to participate. That fall finally saw a series of plan-
ning meetings, and in November an interfaith group gathered to create
a complaint bureau. Among the black participants were Judge Hubert
Delany, the Reverends John Johnson and Shelton Hale Bishop, and Dr.
Channing Tobias of the YMCA. White Christians included Protestant
and Catholic clergy.112

At the December 2 meeting of the CIRR, however, Martin Frank raised
an objection to the proposed bureau. As the minutes related, he feared it
“might be very harmful to us. He said that the Jews are being accused of
sharp practices . . . in Harlem. . . . [I]f this complaint bureau received
many complaints against Jews, we would be substantiating the case
against the Jew and bringing this factual information to an interfaith and
interracial committee, and if it wanted to, it could make capital of the
facts that the Jew is guilty of all these practices.” This proved so persua-
sive that “it was decided to discontinue our efforts to establish such a
complaint bureau.” Instead, the Committee asked the Better Business Bu-
reau to develop a plan to “raise the business standards of [all] the mer-
chants in Harlem.” William Sachs approached the Bureau’s Mr. Kenner
but, still concerned that this might provide fuel for anti-Semites, the Com-
mittee directed Sachs not to tell Kenner that the proposal came from the
ADL. Receiving a positive answer, the CIRR set up a meeting between the
Bureau and several Jewish businessmen.113

At that meeting Sachs explained that Harlem merchants “are losing the
confidence of the residents.” He “stated that the merchants . . . were not
without fault because . . . they have overcharged their customers, sold
them shoddy merchandise, taken advantage of them on credit transac-
tions and have treated them unfairly in other respects.” Kenner proposed
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establishing a local office on an experimental basis, reminding everyone
that “it would have to function through the use of moral suasion and
appeals to the common sense and sound business instincts of the mer-
chant. . . . [A]ny effort at coercion would undoubtedly result in failure.”
While “he did not believe it practicable to have a colored person as head
of the branch . . . he believed it should be practicable to employ colored
persons in clerical capacities.” Even within these limits the group was
skeptical, although it agreed to explore the feasibility of opening a Harlem
office. Either the office never materialized or it proved ineffective, since
the ADL considered later proposals by the Uptown Chamber of Com-
merce to try something similar.114

The CIRR and AJC continued working on the “Harlem situation” for
several more years, on their own and through the Mayor’s Committee
on Unity. In 1946 the ADL added business ethics to its “Internal Jewish
Education Program.” Finally, in June 1948 the ADL reported that “the
Harlem situation has become academic” when the Mayor’s Committee
on Unity, local merchants, and several black groups agreed to establish a
complaints office in the YMCA. Since there was no further discussion of
these issues in agency files, black-Jewish tensions seem to have abated,
perhaps in part because many Jewish businessmen whose fortunes had
improved left Harlem after the war. And like Englestein in Chicago, New
York had its own figure of transformation: Jack Blumstein, owner of
Blumstein’s Department Store on 125th Street. Target of the first “Don’t
Buy Where You Can’t Work” picket line demanding jobs for black resi-
dents, he later served as ADL’s representative in negotiations with other
businessmen, and in 1949 was the only white person featured in an Am-
sterdam News editorial praising ten Harlem leaders. “THEY’RE TOPS”
read the photo caption.115

Despite the broad sweep of the problems made apparent by the 1943
riot, it was primarily Jewish groups who responded with action in Har-
lem. While the ADL had held meetings with non-Jewish as well as Jewish
business organizations, only those with Jewish merchants made any prog-
ress. However limited were Jewish steps to improve conditions, they were
more substantial than anything attempted by white Christian groups
there. And the willingness of prominent African Americans to work on
this intractable problem demonstrates their commitment not only to im-
proving conditions for black people, but also to strengthening the political
ties between the two communities.116

These early black-Jewish efforts are significant also for their personal
dimension. Jewish leaders often held interracial meetings at their homes,
and entertained black leaders and occasionally their spouses at cocktail
parties, meals, and similar affairs. The AJC’s initial planning meeting for
the 1939 gathering of black and Jewish editors, attended by Walter Men-



Wars and Rumors of Wars 113

delsohn of the AJC, White, William Hastie, and others, was held in New-
man Levy’s home. Mendelsohn hosted the December meeting at his apart-
ment. Beth Siegel of the AJCongress Women’s Division enclosed her home
address and telephone number in a 1941 letter to Mary McLeod Bethune,
adding, “If you expect to be in New York, it would be splendid to have
you at our home for dinner.” Lawrence Goldsmith hosted a cocktail party
for the ADL’s interracial “interfaith group” on Harlem at his home.117

These personal relationships between black and Jewish leaders extended
beyond formal political structures, and helped cement previously purely
professional relations. It also suggests how far Jewish leaders had come
from their reluctance to create strong black-Jewish connections.

As a result of these wartime programs, based on self-interest on both
sides, an institutional dialogue began between the two communities that
later broadened into a substantial collaboration on a broad range of civil
rights issues. This period of approach and avoidance, suspicion and sym-
pathy, tension and resolution, reflected the ambivalence of both blacks
and Jews about each other and about making common cause. Jewish rac-
ism and black anti-Semitism, combined with relatively weak power bases,
pressing external concerns, and doubts about the efficacy of alliances,
limited black-Jewish coalition building. But a new sense of the imperative
to develop allies, and the growing visibility of black and Jewish civil rights
organizations in an era of sympathy for pluralism and distaste for overt
and violent bigotry, created the possibility for mutual action and mutual
aid. The civic landscape was shifting around them, as progressive Chris-
tian, labor, ethnic, and civic groups came to recognize the necessity of
achieving civil equality. New conditions brought new approaches to old
questions, and both blacks and Jews, while still prioritizing protection of
their own, began to understand the importance of both challenging their
own prejudices and strengthening the hand of other disenfranchised mi-
norities. This would blossom into a partnership so compelling and effec-
tive that it has been dubbed “the golden age” of black-Jewish relations.
It is to that moment we now turn.



C H A P T E R F O U R

And Why Not Every Man?

In 1945 the American Jewish Congress established its Commission on
Law and Social Action (CLSA) to “combat anti-Semitic violence, defama-
tion and discrimination” and to “fight every manifestation of racism and
. . . promote the civil and political equality of all minorities in America.”
The two commitments were linked because, in the words of its chairman,
Shad Polier, “we view the fight for equality as indivisible and as part of
the general struggle to protect democracy.” The CLSA’s methods prom-
ised make those ideals concrete. It intended to mobilize “the Jewish com-
munity as a whole” against all forms of legal and economic discrimination
through legislation, court action, and public advocacy “in order that
promises made, whether in constitution, statutes, judicial, administrative
or executive decision, shall not become empty words.” Not that older
methods of community education were jettisoned—although CLSA gen-
erally disdained them—rather they were supplemented by this more activ-
ist, more structural, more public approach.1 In all this, CLSA stands for
the whole; the principles of community involvement, the indivisibility of
equal rights, and the necessity for legal and political action to advance
the promise of American democracy underlay the postwar civil rights ef-
forts of liberal black and Jewish agencies alike and encouraged the cre-
ation of coalitions as a potent means of achieving their goals.

The postwar civil rights movement, sometimes referred to as the “golden
age” of black-Jewish relations, was a product of its time. This was a cold
war liberal attempt to end discrimination based on race or religion using
the institutions of civil society: courts, legislatures, media, public schools,
and voluntary organizations. These activists were convinced that a de-
mocracy could rectify inequality without jeopardizing basic social struc-
tures and assumptions, and that building broad-based coalitions offered
the best hope for success. This chapter begins by examining the liberal
political context of these civil rights efforts. It then explores how black
and Jewish agencies, nationally and locally, separately and in coalition,
maneuvered in legislative, legal, and educational arenas to pursue their
wide-ranging concerns about the political process, employment, educa-
tion, housing, racial violence, and social discrimination. But the trust thus
built could not always overcome the disruptions produced by longstand-
ing tensions and increasingly divergent perspectives. Many studies have
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examined sites of black-Jewish engagement in fascinating detail;2 the hope
of this more episodic exploration is to illuminate the often messy com-
plexity of black-Jewish political relationships in this era of burgeoning
civil rights activity.

Coalition Building in Political Context

Both the recent past and the realities of the postwar world shaped this
civil rights movement. The New Deal and World War II strengthened a
liberal vision of individual equality of opportunity as the proper goal for
a democracy, with full integration as its civic expression. Both Nazism
and Stalinism generated widespread suspicion of radicalism on the one
hand and parochial nationalism on the other; only liberal organizations
could gain any meaningful traction in such a climate.3

Among African Americans, liberalism exerted a particularly strong
pull. The nationalism of Garvey had lost much of its luster. The inroads
leftists and liberals had already made against segregation and racial in-
equality, however small, alongside a cold war skepticism about commu-
nism, led many to conclude that liberal integrationism was the most fruit-
ful approach to the achievement of civil rights, a view expressed again
and again in the pages of the NAACP’s Crisis magazine. NUL director
Lester Granger suggested to Howard University graduates that their spe-
cial task was to “strengthen and broaden a spirit of goodwill between the
races.” While “complete disregard of . . . special group interests . . .
would be too much to hope for at this stage,” he urged unstinting cooper-
ation on all issues of mutual benefit. This interconnectedness of minority
concerns was not only an effective political strategy, it was an ethical
imperative. “Learn to think as Americans and as Negroes secondarily,”
Granger urged, “but primarily as alert, humane and broadly intelligent
members of the human race.”4

Sometimes African American calls for integration sounded very much
like assimilation. Sociologist E. Franklin Frazier found it “not strange that
the Negro minority belongs among the assimilationist . . . minorities. It
is seldom that one finds Negroes who think of themselves as possessing a
different culture from whites.” Nevertheless, most black leaders recog-
nized that, at least for the foreseeable future, blacks constituted a distinct
community worthy of respect.5

For Jews, appreciation of their security in the United States, and Stalin’s
increasingly open and violent anti-Semitism, kept communism from win-
ning substantial support. At the same time, while Zionism remained a
rallying cry, recognition of their minority status pressed most Jews toward
liberalism and coalition rather than a more insular nationalism. As Polier
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put it, “With good cause, the maxim, Juif, donc libéral—a Jew, therefore,
of course, a liberal—has been at once an accurate description and the
motto of the most enlightened circles of world Jewry.”6

Generational change in Jewish community leadership strengthened
these perspectives; the older, German elite were yielding to a younger
group whose roots in eastern European Jewry, poverty, and leftist politics
made them both more activist and more universalist. What had not
changed was their commitment to assimilationist pluralism, even as they
understood that substantial barriers remained to Jewish advancement. A
1944 internal ADL debate, for example, pitted those who insisted that
the “Jew . . . is not a member of any ethnic group” against those who
considered that view a goal but not yet a reality. Both sides agreed that
the “ultimate solution” was full assimilation.7

Liberal black and Jewish groups were not only in the ascendancy polit-
ically; after the war they were also in a strong position to pursue their
goals. Increased attention to the plight of the Nazis’ victims, wartime
antiracist rhetoric, accumulated legislative and legal victories, and the
improving social and economic position of Jews and blacks in the United
States won their liberal organizations more adherents, greater financial
support, and more prestige. This in turn enabled them to expand their
agendas. Meanwhile the issues raised by the war encouraged an expan-
sion of sites for liberal action. ADL national director Benjamin Epstein
explained. “As an outgrowth of its extensive war program, ADL hori-
zons were broadened . . . [to embrace] legal action and concern for the
protection of the rights of all minorities. This program has generally
been acclaimed.”8

The war had also brought a renewed sense of urgency to the struggle
for minority rights, and the need to move beyond rhetoric to action. A
1944 Urban League pamphlet directed at black and white clergy insisted
that they must “do more than urge Negroes, Jews, and other racial minor-
ities to be patient. They must urge that all of us . . . [act] for justice, de-
mocracy, and brotherhood. The time is ripe now to equalize educational
and work opportunities; to administer justice in the courts; to give the
ballot equally to all citizens.”9 The AJC committed itself to the “Defense
of Constitutionally Guaranteed Rights” including security against
lynching, protection of voting, and dismantling of segregation laws, and
“Equalization of Citizenship”; that is, social and economic justice issues
such as fair employment practices and equal access to public accommoda-
tions and education. Its monthly Commentary magazine became a central
forum for liberal discussions of civil rights.10

Issues of race and racism had also become more public. The European
holocaust reinforced the (at least rhetorical) commitment to a heteroge-
neous, pluralist society. The substantial wartime black migration north
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and into labor unions, particularly the CIO, advanced black interests as
well. So did President Truman’s engagement, especially the 1947 land-
mark report of his Committee on Civil Rights, “To Secure These Rights,”
which identified lynching; segregation; the poll tax; debt peonage; and
inadequate education, health, and housing as failures of American democ-
racy. Its scathing exposé of discrimination’s effects and its powerful rec-
ommendations for sweeping reform galvanized liberal activists of all races
and religions.

All this brought postwar legislative and political victories, including
a strong civil rights plank in the 1948 Democratic Party platform, the
desegregation of the armed forces in 1950, and several pivotal Supreme
Court cases (thanks to a more liberal Court) including the most famous,
Brown v. Board of Education, which in 1954 definitively overturned the
“separate but equal” doctrine upon which segregation laws rested. In-
creasing public action by local black communities, such as the Baton
Rouge bus boycott in 1953 and the Montgomery bus boycott in 1955–
56, not only emerged from this new attention paid to race, but helped
move those issues still closer to the center of national attention.

The process of building a liberal political partnership was further aided,
ironically, by the cold war. Many communists had already quit the Party
in the late 1930s after learning of Stalin’s purges; more followed with each
new example of Soviet repression. Anticommunist witch hunts further
depleted the CP’s ranks. Some, disillusioned, withdrew from political ac-
tivity. But many joined more mainstream groups like the AJCongress and
the NAACP and pushed them leftward. The impact of the cold war cut
both ways. Liberal agencies limited their activities and strategies so as not
to be branded communists themselves and generally shunned all leftist
groups (subjects explored in the next chapter). Nevertheless, both the ac-
tivism of disillusioned communists who embraced liberal organizations
and the government’s desire to lessen the contradiction between the cold
war rhetoric about American democracy and the reality of racial discrimi-
nation provided civil rights with an opportunity and an energy that might
not otherwise have been present.11

For liberal and progressive black and Jewish leaders, previous positive
experiences of cooperation that created greater familiarity and sympathy
fostered coalition as well. They helped convince both communities that
civil rights issues were interconnected and that safeguarding the rights of
others strengthened one’s own security. This encouraged both black and
Jewish groups to expand their collaboration to embrace issues of only
indirect interest to themselves.

It was in the postwar period, then, that a black-Jewish political relation-
ship solidified within the broader context of an activist liberalism, and its
contours reflect its time. While hardly the “natural” or seamless “alli-
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ance” posited by nostalgists who describe a golden age of black-Jewish
relations, it was nevertheless a relationship remarkable for its scope, its
successes, its reciprocity, and (perhaps) its optimistic naivete. The number
of issues black and Jewish organizations tackled together; the distance
beyond direct self-interest many traveled to make such commitments;
their willingness to take the battle into the courts, the press, the legisla-
tures, and the private sector; their conviction that democratic institutions
and people’s hearts could be moved to do right; and the widespread sup-
port in both communities for their shared goals were both notable and
unprecedented. No other ethnic or racial groups formed such a wide-
ranging and successful collaborative working relationship. That it did not
last and that it was threatened repeatedly by ongoing religious, racial, and
class tensions only suggest the power of the coalition and the commitment
of participants to endure despite daunting obstacles. If the war years
marked the start of a sense of common cause among black and Jewish
leaders, the next two decades saw not only a deepening of that feeling but
also an expansion of it from elites to their communities more broadly.
And central to these developments were black and Jewish liberal and non-
communist leftist intellectuals like Hannah Arendt, James Baldwin, Dan-
iel Bell, Rayford Logan, Sidney Hook, Irving Howe, and Lionel Trilling,
whose public musings over both ideology and tactics profoundly shaped
the contours of the postwar civil rights movement.12

Nevertheless, the limitations of black-Jewish collaboration were real,
and mutual commitment not as universal as nostalgists suppose. This is in
part because racial and class differences continued to keep most Jews and
blacks separated even as they made common cause politically. On the one
hand, Jews as a group committed themselves to the cause of black equality
more fully and for a longer time than any other white community. On the
other hand, most Jews were white people and held white people’s attitudes
to a greater or lesser extent. That meant not only a certain amount of
Jewish racism, but also an unwillingness to dismantle existing social struc-
tures that conferred special benefits on those with white skin, whether they
recognized those benefits or not. This problem was compounded by differ-
ences in class status, determined in large measure by race.

The other factor limiting black-Jewish cooperation was the nature of
postwar liberalism itself, something largely beyond these actors’ control.
The Depression and war had recast liberalism. Still focused on the rights
and obligations of individuals, not groups, liberalism now acknowledged
the state’s role in guaranteeing equal opportunity for those individuals.
Yet given the communist threat from the left and conservative antistatism
on the right, the majority of liberals sought “the vital center,” moderating
their calls for government to provide full opportunity and immediate
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equality. This limited both their strategic options and their success in chal-
lenging the structures perpetuating inequality.

Additionally, because democratic liberalism depends on majority sup-
port, most liberals tried to sidestep divisive and controversial issues for
fear of alienating any crucial bloc within the Democratic coalition. In the
United States, race is one such divisive issue, and the unwillingness of
liberalism (or, more properly, of liberals) to confront it directly ultimately
weakened the black commitment to coalitions with liberal whites or Jews.
As George Johnson, dean of the Howard Law School, observed in 1949,
“It takes an overwhelming majority to change the status quo.” The failure
to pass civil rights legislation resulted largely from “the failure on the part
of those interested in [it] to . . . realize that legislators are only going to
do those things that they think their failure to do will result in political
suicide.” Civil rights activists, he contended, have offered “no sustained
demonstration of interest” that would compel such a conclusion.13

This unwillingness to press beyond consensus severely constrained lib-
erals’ conception of civil rights. Integration in such a context meant inte-
grating nonwhites into social, economic, and political structures whose
rules had already been established by whites. Further, whites retained the
power to control those structures. As for the postwar liberal conception
of the pluralist ideal, historian Kenneth Stampp articulated it in his para-
digm-shifting book on slavery, The Peculiar Institution: “Negroes are,
after all, only white men with black skins, nothing more, nothing less.”14

Such assumptions were noble, and crucial for the advancement of black
equality in an era of open racism. But they limited black expression and
narrowed the channels of legitimate black aspiration. In time, many black
activists would chafe under such constraints.

Pragmatic Universalism

Liberals, in their turn, recognized that even their moderate goals enjoyed
only limited purchase. They sought to strengthen their case by linking it
to the politically popular rhetoric of democracy. “The power of one man
to deprive another of a livelihood because of his race, religion or national
origin is indeed a profound injustice,” insisted the NCJW in 1942. “But
. . . more than that, it is a blatant denial of the most basic principles of
American democracy.” Such necessarily universalist appeals proved a po-
tent mobilizing tool, and virtually all calls for antidiscrimination legisla-
tion employed it.15

Certainly, these appeals were grounded in deeply moral language. “Re-
spect for the civil rights of all men is each man’s duty to God,” proclaimed
the Central Conference of American Rabbis’ Commission on Justice and
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Peace (CJP) at the conclusion of a 1948 conference on Judaism and Race
Equality. “Either the Church must be actually and potentially a Church
for all the people, irrespective of race and color, or it should cease to
proclaim the doctrine of fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of
man,” the NUL insisted.16

Still, every religion contains such calls to ethical action. Black and Jew-
ish groups heeded them because they corresponded with their interpreta-
tion of self-interest. This was a pragmatic universalism based on the moral
lessons of the holocaust and the successes of domestic wartime coalitions.
As Louis Ruchames, director of the Hillel Foundations of Western Massa-
chusetts explained, “the lesson that . . . the rights of all men are inter-
related, that no minority group is safe while others are the victims of
persecution, has been seared into our minds and hearts through the burn-
ing flesh of six million of our brethren.”17

In other words, concern for others was self-interest. One by one, black
and Jewish agencies came to the same conclusion. “The Negro has to be
ever mindful that as much as the Jew may be hated in America, . . . when
it comes to real oppression, the Negro is going to be in the forefront of
the Jews, . . . and he knows it,” Hubert Delany reflected. “We know that
we are going into the Harlem River one step ahead of you.”18

Perhaps the most comprehensive argument for universalism, stressing
both its moral and its practical dimensions, came from Isaac Toubin, asso-
ciate director of the AJCongress. “The harsh truth is that left to ourselves,
we can accomplish nothing; joined with others we can and have achieved
significant results,” he observed. “We must be concerned with safe-
guarding the democratic process as the best way to preserve our integrity
and our identity as Jews. But democracy frequently ceases . . . at the
boundaries of race, color and creed. It is not always the same race, color
or creed that is subjected to abuse, but this abuse, no matter what its
target, always poses the identical threat to the achievement of a peaceful
and just communal life.” So protecting Jewish interests required “fighting
on dozens of fronts to establish and safeguard the rights of all groups in
America wherever those rights are curtailed.” 19

Jewish groups pointed to strong ties between anti-Semites and racists.
A 1954 ADL report on white supremacist groups noted the American
Nationalist headline, “South Indignant as Jew-Led NAACP Wins School
Segregation Case.” Jews also recognized the centrality of civil rights for
liberalism. As Alex Miller, director of the ADL’s Southeastern Regional
Office, presciently argued in 1945, moral questions aside, “What I am
concerned with, if I am correct in analyzing the forthcoming struggle in
the south, is that if the Jewish community . . . adopts a reactionary and
prejudiced attitude toward the Negro, they may lose their liberal allies
while not gaining any help from the other group.”20
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African American groups also understood universalism to be in their
self-interest. While most who study black-Jewish coalitions focus on Jew-
ish contributions to black civil rights, groups like the NAACP also made
substantial contributions to Jewish and other causes not directly relevant
to African Americans. As they had during the war, black leaders from
Randolph and White to Adam Clayton Powell Jr. and Paul Robeson advo-
cated for Jewish interests and for a Jewish state. African American soldiers
like Leon Bass and Timuel Black who had seen the death camps firsthand
spoke out about the importance of equal treatment and the dangers of
bigotry. “The day that I walked through the . . . gates of Buchenwald and
I saw what I saw . . . made me know that human life is sacred,” Bass
reflected. “Segregation, racism, can lead to the ultimate, to what I saw.”21

The NAACP lobbied Haitian, Liberian, and Filipino UN delegates in
1947 to give “thoughtful consideration of implications affecting minori-
ties everywhere” and support the creation of a Jewish state. Following
the positive UN vote, CLSA director Will Maslow wrote Walter White a
letter of thanks, convinced that “Haiti’s shift was the direct result of your
efforts.” In January 1948 the NAACP’s Crisis hailed the appointment of
African American scholar and diplomat Ralph Bunche to head the UN
Commission charged with setting up the fledgling Jewish state. “The salu-
tations and good wishes of his fellow Americans go with him to the Near
East,” the editors commented. Yet so vehement was W.E.B. Du Bois on
the necessity of a secure Jewish homeland that only one year later he
lambasted Bunche as insufficiently concerned with Jewish interests. Jews
continued to hail Bunche as a hero, and he received a Nobel Prize for his
skillful negotiating. But the point here is the conviction of both liberals
and radicals in the black community that Jews, like other vulnerable mi-
norities, needed protection and support.22

Black groups also supported bills aiding Jewish refugees. In 1952 the
NAACP’s Youth Secretary helped organize a coalition of “youth and
youth serving organizations” to fight the McCarran-Walter immigration
bill, which “is biased against Jewish and Negro migrants.” Its initial parti-
cipants included no Jewish groups.23

Black organizations that supported these primarily Jewish causes did
so for the same mix of altruistic and self-interested reasons that brought
Jews to black civil rights. The NAACP supported minority freedom move-
ments; both refugee policy and Israel fell clearly into that category. From
the UN’s founding, African Americans, along with colleagues from
around the world, struggled to put issues of race, colonialism, and self-
determination at the forefront of its agenda. As White wrote in reply to
Maslow’s letter of thanks, “If what I did was effective, it was not for Jews
alone but for all human beings.”24
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This sense of the universality of civil rights and of coalitions’ potential
for success led many black and Jewish leaders to seek out as many part-
ners as possible. “Up to now we haven’t sought and organized sufficient
support from people who fundamentally share our aims,” lamented
A. Philip Randolph. That included “all the people who are tagged with
hoary stereotypes and plagued with discrimination.” The CCAR urged
in the pursuit of civil rights “a broadening of vision, which will include
Mexican-Americans and Orientals along with Negroes as human beings
created in the image of God and therefore entitled to full equality.”25

Outreach efforts were not only idealistic but practical. David Robinson
of ADL’s Western Regional office was a member of a “little group of
Catholic white men which has been meeting with Negro men and
women” in Portland, Oregon, organized during the war by Reverend
Thomas Tobin. When a black member observed that his community had
been the primary beneficiary of the committee’s efforts, Tobin demurred.
As Robinson paraphrased it, Tobin replied, “‘Don’t be too sure that the
sole benefits will come to you colored folks. It happens that every person
present here this evening is either a Catholic, a Negro or a Jew. After this
war we expect lots of trouble. A scapegoat will be sought. Whenever they
start looking for scapegoats invariably they pick on Catholics, Negroes
and Jews.” As Robinson mused, “There are some 25 million Catholics
. . . and about 13 million colored people and we constitute 5 or 6 million.
Well integrated such a group can do something.”26

The recognition of such connections led these organizations to sud-
denly, if belatedly, discover the link between the wartime incarceration of
Japanese Americans and more general racism. Roy Wilkins of the NAACP,
George Schuyler of the Courier, Fred Hoshiyama of the JACL, Sam Bloch,
and Norman Thomas spoke at a 1944 mass meeting in New York City
protesting Mayor LaGuardia’s objection to settling relocated Japanese
Americans there. In their strongly worded telegram they noted, “IT IS
NOW KNOWN . . . THAT THE SOLE BASIS FOR THE CONCENTRATION CAMPS
WAS THE COLOR OF THESE AMERICANS.” Since Italian and German nation-
als were not barred, “SURELY THE MAYOR . . . [DOES NOT] ADVOCATE DIF-
FERENTIAL TREATMENT FOR LOYAL AMERICAN CITIZENS WHO HAPPEN NOT
TO BE WHITE.” At a 1945 conference in San Francisco to plan for the
return of the evacuees, black, Filipino, and Korean organizations agreed
that “any attempt to make capital for their own racial groups at the ex-
pense of the Japanese would be sawing off limbs on which they themselves
sat.” The NAACP helped California evacuees upon their return and sup-
ported legal efforts on their behalf. After the war black and Jewish agen-
cies engaged in cooperative efforts with the JACL on various civil rights
and civil liberties issues.27
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Most postwar civil rights coalitions, both local and national, included
some combination of liberal religious, women’s, political, and labor orga-
nizations alongside those of blacks and Jews. Less well-organized and
generally poorly funded, Mexican American, Japanese American, and
other groups participated occasionally as well. “We must . . . recognize
that the Jewish, the Negro, the Chinese, and all other racial problems are
part of a whole, and as that whole is affected, so are we,” argued Larry
Tajiri, editor of the JACL’s Pacific Citizen. In fact contemporary Jewish
leaders rarely spoke of “black-Jewish relations.” Rather, the reverse: they
stressed the multifaith, multiethnic, broadly democratic nature of the co-
alitions they joined. This, of course, legitimated the cause and increased
its likelihood of success. It also lessened the possibility, much feared by
Jewish leaders, that a singularly black-Jewish partnership would, in the
words of Alex Miller, “burden . . . the Jewish community with some of
the same handicaps which the Negroes face” without advancing black
interests substantially.28

Still, given their special interest and historical experience, it was African
Americans and Jewish Americans who dedicated their efforts most ener-
getically and persistently to such activities. Arnold Aronson of NCRAC
and Walter White of the NAACP jointly headed the Leadership Confer-
ence on Civil Rights, the most significant civil rights coalition of the era.
The NAACP and AJCongress jointly produced Civil Rights in the United
States: A Balance Sheet on Race Relations, annual volumes on the prog-
ress of civil rights. And it was these two communities that forged a concep-
tion of equality and liberty that went beyond particularist claims toward
a more universal vision of justice. “From our faith, our knowledge, our
experience, we bring a deep conviction and a full determination to
strengthen . . . the democratic ideal,” promised Justine Wise Polier, head
of the AJCongress Women’s Division. “In this struggle we shall join with
those who are dedicated to breaking down all barriers of discrimination
and prejudice, so that the frontiers of our American democracy shall be
enlarged to encompass all our citizens.”29

The Contours of Postwar Liberalism

This was a deeply liberal political vision. Its proponents believed the state
had a responsibility to protect and advance individual rights. As Shad
Polier explained in 1949, “our problem is to strike down the barriers that
already exist in law . . . where the Government . . . is imposing, sanc-
tioning, aiding, abetting, encouraging” discrimination. “The need is
equally great,” he added, “for positive action by the Government; that is,
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not only for it to stop doing certain things, but for it to begin to do certain
things . . . to intervene” to safeguard individual rights.30

But it could do so, cold war liberals believed, within existing legal and
economic structures. As the AJCongress put it after the Brown decision,
the Court’s “inspiring reaffirmation of the basic principles of America’s
democratic creed” will “reinforce the faith of free men everywhere in the
capacity of democracy constantly to improve itself through the orderly pro-
cesses of law.” Black and Jewish agencies filed cases and amicus curiae
briefs arguing constitutional protections for minority rights. The AJCon-
gress had more civil rights attorneys on staff than did the Justice Depart-
ment.31 Civil rights coalitions also worked on federal, state, and local legis-
lation protecting individual rights and outlawing practices which identified
and excluded people on the basis of racial or religious categories.

A new combativeness and the new prominence of legislative and legal
action marked liberal civil rights efforts in these years. Liberals shared
a faith that laws and court decisions could reshape community values.
The Brown decision, the AJCongress believed, was “much more than a
judicial decree. . . . It is a great moral pronouncement challenging all
Americans . . . to weave not only the letter but the spirit of the decision
into the fabric of our daily lives.” NCRAC concluded that “reduction in
prejudice is more likely to be brought about in this way than through
. . . efforts to modify attitudes. It is this observation, well supported by
the evidence, that has warranted increased reliance on law as an instru-
ment of social change.”32 Still, laws and court rulings could not do the
job alone. Because liberals believed discrimination operated through in-
dividual attitudes and behaviors (in this case codified by law), they also
called on professional and social organizations to voluntarily end racial
restrictions, and launched educational campaigns to promote equality,
pluralism, and democracy.33

In this phase of the civil rights movement, then, black and Jewish agen-
cies and their allies, using a combination of legal, political, and educa-
tional approaches, collaborated on desegregating hospitals, schools,
housing projects, and beaches. They proposed civil rights planks for the
Democratic and Republican platforms, coordinated lobbying efforts, and
testified before congressional committees on civil rights, civil liberties, and
social welfare. Black and Jewish leaders conferred on legislative and legal
strategies. They monitored political races for both tone and policy propos-
als, and worked with officials to enforce existing laws. They struggled to
open housing and broaden economic opportunity. The range of issues
local and national coalitions took up was truly remarkable. A look at a
few illustrative examples will help map the terrain.



And Why Not Every Man? 125

Fair Employment Practices

As chapter 3 suggested, the postwar struggle to make the temporary FEPC
permanent was one of the first to bring Jewish and African American
organizations together. Both communities had benefited substantially
from federal fair employment protections, and the FEPC embodied their
shared goals. The narrative of this national coalition illuminates the con-
tours of the emerging postwar civil rights movement, its strategy debates
reverberated in later coalitions, and its failures revealed the stubborn bar-
riers to full civil equality. The National Council for a Permanent FEPC
(NCPF), while ultimately unsuccessful on the federal level, labored for
over a decade, convincing numerous states and municipalities to establish
local FEPCs and similar structures. Black and Jewish political leaders oc-
casionally disagreed over approaches, but agreed that the FEPC was their
highest priority. As Shad Polier explained in 1949, “It is basic to a social
and economic security, without which even the right to vote does not
mean too much.”34 NCPF constituent agencies lobbied, mobilized their
communities, and reached out to new coalition partners. The cooperation
and collegiality the collaborations fostered spilled into other efforts.

The NCPF served as a powerful mechanism for coalition building. By
1947 the coalition included the ACLU, National Catholic Welfare Confer-
ence, CIO, Workers Defense League, NCJW, Rosenwald Fund, NUL,
AME Church, AFL, Federal Council of Churches, Council of Jewish Fed-
eration and Welfare Funds, CIC, NCRAC, JLC, B’nai B’rith, AJC, Jewish
War Veterans (JWV), United Council of Church Women, ADL, NAACP,
IBPOEW, and AJCongress—the core of the future Leadership Conference
on Civil Rights. As NCRAC’s Isaiah Minkoff observed, “after a period
of time, we were able to eliminate suspicion and weld together a common
action group which was able to determine priorities in the civil rights
field, to develop joint programs and, where necessary, to act jointly.”35

The issue itself compelled inclusivity, reinforcing the overlap between
universal and particular concerns that made these liberal programs so
compelling. The problem of discrimination was neither exclusively south-
ern nor exclusively black, warned Felix Cohen in AJC’s Commentary
magazine. “Discrimination against Negroes in the North, . . . Spanish-
Americans and Indians in the Southwest, . . . Orientals on the Pacific
Coast, . . . [and] Jews, Catholics and foreign-born throughout the land, is
morally as vicious as the worst anti-Negro discrimination of the South.”36

United, no group accepted self-serving compromises. When told that Con-
gressman Roger Slaughter supported FEPC legislation only if it removed
the word “creed,” the NAACP secretary telegraphed, “I am certain all
supporters of this legislation would share [our] preference . . . that the
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legislation go down to honorable defeat rather than accept a shameful
compromise of this character.”37

In part federal FEPC legislation failed because postwar politics shifted
rightward. The 1945 full employment bill did not pass; later versions
abandoned both its generous jobs funding and its centralized planning
mechanisms. Congress rejected much of Truman’s “Fair Deal” to expand
health, education, and housing programs and civil rights protections. Per-
haps the death knell for progressives was the 1948 walkout by the Dix-
iecrats from the National Democratic Party Convention in protest over
its strong civil rights plank, and the dramatic electoral loss of Henry Wal-
lace and his Progressive Party. The nation had moved to the right and the
political centers of power moved with it.38

Contemplating the future of the Democratic Party, James and Nancy
Wechsler observed in Commentary that “one great clash between the anti-
quated Democrats and a rising progressive bloc focused on the civil rights
issue.” In the inevitable battle, the authors concluded, there was only one
hope: “the emergence of a unified, purposeful liberal political structure.”
That emergence was by no means certain, the writers warned. “Real and
impressive differences exist among liberals in and out of Congress” over
tactics, timing, and questions of constitutionality, and could, especially
given an economic slowdown, make civil rights “a first casualty.”39

“Impressive differences”

The differences the Wechslers pointed to were real, and emerged between
coalition members and even within organizations. In 1948 Henry Epstein
outlined several cases within NCRAC in which member agencies, despite
agreement on an issue, fought so bitterly over both strategy and the alloca-
tion of credit that no action resulted. Despite extensive cooperation be-
tween AJC and ADL, members of the former complained about their “in-
cessant bickering.”40

Such bickering flared between the closest of allies. In a 1950 speech at
Fisk University, Will Maslow, who had come from the FEPC to direct the
CLSA, spoke openly of the failures of northern state FEPC laws. Roy
Wilkins complained that Maslow’s words had given aid and comfort to
FEPC opponents. By being too candid, Wilkins lamented, Maslow did
not give “too much thought to the overall battle of propaganda and public
relations which must go forward constantly.” Maslow fired back that “it
is necessary to take the risks (which we believe to be small) of jeopardizing
FEPC campaigns” in order “to air our dissatisfaction with the enforce-
ment of Northern civil rights laws.” As he concluded, “I am sure that we
are and ought to be resourceful enough in any FEPC campaign to make
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a distinction between the Northern law which we praise and its enforce-
ment which we disparage. Lawmakers too should be conscious of the fact
that unless adequate provision is made for good enforcement, these laws
will become a mockery.”41

But the more significant divisions—within as well as between liberal
organizations—emerged over mass-action strategies in this period of in-
creasing political conservatism. A 1949 AJCongress convention debate
over the use of such tactics in FEPC campaigns made explicit the issues
that seemed to be at stake. Henry Berlin, who helped lead a successful
campaign in Massachusetts to pass educational antidiscrimination mea-
sures, was “persuaded, not only from my own conviction, but conviction
of my many friends in the legislature, that mass demonstration, to a cer-
tain extent, serves as an irritant” and so was counterproductive. Polier
and Maslow disagreed. They both argued, much as George Johnson of
Howard University had, that lawmakers would not vote for a bill without
a strong demonstration of public support. Yes, agreed Berlin, but such
demonstration does not require “picketing and hip-hooray.” Mr. Gold-
berg of St. Louis objected. “I say protest, demand, and you get what you
want.” Polier offered a more nuanced assessment. “The march on Wash-
ington, which was threatened, and which was effective, was a very, very
daring move. Whether or not they could have carried it through, we leave
aside for the moment. But . . . it may not work again.” The nation had
been in crisis, and the protest “involved the most basic demand of 13 or
14 million people who had to be won over so that they could be put to
work.” But such conditions arose infrequently. This “was a daring thing.”
(Maslow interjected, “It was a bluff, too.”)42

Polier then turned to the question on the floor. “But to . . . say that you
are going to picket . . . [about] FEPC is to become ludicrous and silly.
Who is going to picket?” African Americans, who faced the most discrimi-
nation, “would not entertain that idea for a moment. I know it. . . . I
worked with them for many years.” Then there was the moral question.
Picketing “is a brutal statement of coercive effort.” Certainly, all the panel
members agreed, mass action was crucial in legislative battles. But they
meant mass action as building organizational coalitions “to work out a
common . . . strategy in the open.” It might “involve talking with legisla-
tors,” or leading delegations to confront political leaders. “It may mean
the holding of educational conferences . . . so that you get it into the news-
papers.” But beyond that even this progressive organization would not
go. “There isn’t a place in the United States . . . where . . . if you handle
these things in a mass, and you make a mess of it, you [don’t] make ene-
mies of everybody.” Polier warned. “To say that if you demand and de-
mand and demand, you will get, is not true and never will be true.” Sev-
eral delegates somewhat testily raised the counterexample of organized
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wartime Jewish boycotts against German products. Polier responded that
“that represented a crisis in Jewish life, that matched exactly the crisis
which produced the march on Washington, and it would be just as sensi-
ble for any Negro organization to say any time they were not satisfied
with something, ‘We are going to march on Congress,’ as it would be for
the American Jewish Congress to say that, ‘We are going to boycott, be-
cause we once had one.’ ”43

That debate typified contemporary liberal opinion as groups struggled
to balance their hesitation regarding mass action with their desire to
promote civil rights. When CORE, a member of the Council for Job
Equality on State Street in Chicago, proposed pickets and boycotts to
compel Goldblatt Brothers Department Store to hire African American
clerks, fellow Council member ADL demurred. Instead it “sought, in
cooperation with other community groups, to develop [an] educational
program” for the stores. Learning that CORE and a socialist group “still
favor ‘militant action’ instead of negotiation,” the ADL withdrew from
the Council. The ADL’s Civil Rights committee warned in 1949 that it
“looks with disfavor upon picketing . . . as an expression of disapproval
except [in] . . . special circumstances.” Jews in particular feared mass
demonstrations, so reminiscent of the demagogic rabble-rousing that
had proven ruinous to European Jewry, but most liberals, white and
black, shared their commitment to moderation.44 Such commitments
must not be confused with cowardice, however. When events required
it, both black and Jewish liberal groups came around even to civil disobe-
dience. Even the cautious NUL acknowledged at the end of the war that
“there is not a prominent Negro in the United States today who has the
support of other Negroes, who does not . . . [hold a] militant attitude
opposed to all forms of discrimination.45

As a case in point, the Supreme Court declared segregated interstate
transportation unconstitutional in 1946. To test that decision, CORE and
the Fellowship of Reconciliation, whose commitment to mass action came
from its organizing principles, called for a “Journey of Reconciliation” in
which black and white passengers would ride trains together through the
South. At first both black and Jewish liberals were skeptical. The
NAACP’s Thurgood Marshall warned that any “disobedience movement
. . . would result in wholesale slaughter with no good achieved.” Dr.
Trigg, African American member of the Southern Regional Council, an
interracial organization dedicated to advancing black rights and opportu-
nities within the existing southern racial system, believed “that this
‘planned’ direct action only tends to antagonize people.” Jewish leaders
meeting in Chapel Hill “questioned whether anything new could be
gained by such a trip.” But most progressive liberals like Randolph and
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Mary McLeod Bethune endorsed the action. Alex Miller cheered any
“group willing to act instead of just talking.”46

In the end, they all rallied. The NAACP provided legal defense for those
charged with violating segregation laws; ADL’s Sol Rabkin wrote to con-
gratulate Journey organizers. Their report was “one of the most exciting
social documents we have ever come across,” he gushed, and volunteered
to file amicus briefs for any cases that ended up in court. Inspired to apply
the technique to matters of direct Jewish interest, his colleague William
Sachs mused, “if teams of Jews and Christians could take similar bold
action in their approach to resorts and hotels, we might ultimately be able
to break down the discriminatory barrier” there.47

Liberal African American groups proved more willing than Jewish
ones to move beyond caution. While distinctions between groups like
the NAACP and those like CORE engaged in grassroots mobilization
were real, they were less sharp than historians have suggested. The
NAACP, NUL, and MOWM, briefed in 1945 regarding CORE’s nonvio-
lent civil disobedience training, all agreed “the project held great possi-
bilities. None indicated opposition.” Those present suggested that “par-
ticipants may be able to gear in with projects already being carried on
by the NAACP or other organizations with which help is needed.” While
the NAACP opposed Randolph’s 1948 campaign to refuse conscription
until the president desegregated the armed forces, it endorsed the picket
line Randolph simultaneously launched, and held its own protest in
Washington, D.C.48

In a 1951 internal discussion, both whites and blacks in the NAACP
self-consciously chose greater militance. The issue was Truman’s appoint-
ment of Millard Caldwell Jr., a Klan supporter and open advocate of seg-
regation, to head the nation’s Civil Defense program, over the objections
of civil rights groups. The NAACP resolved that “so long as Caldwell is
head of civil defense we will not accept any [defense] post. . . . Those who
have already accepted such posts should resign.” It further urged finding
additional “ways and means of implementing action . . . including . . .
plans to mobilize the people of the United States to go to Washington,
issuance of pamphlets, newspaper statements, use of radio and every
other device that imaginative and creative minds can bring to the fore.”
“It may be,” observed board member Dr. Cahn, “that President Truman
feels he has the Negro vote in his hip pocket. We must get out of his hip
pocket. This situation calls for militancy and we shall be open to grave
charges of political chicanery if we do not take a stand.”49

A problem arose immediately. Several NAACP members were, by virtue
of their employment as judges, health care workers, police, and the like,
compelled legally or morally to serve in civil defense. This became the
subject of several heated debates during which the question of the
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NAACP’s role in the civil rights movement arose repeatedly. Spingarn
argued that while he strongly supported other tactics, it would not be in
African Americans’ interest to withdraw from civil defense. Cahn re-
sponded that “the NAACP is supposed to be a militant organization.”
Truman had granted the NAACP secretary fifteen minutes to present the
group’s objections. “Fifteen minutes for fifteen million people,” Cahn
complained. The board action “catches the imagination of the people.”
Some members argued that remaining in civil defense and fighting from
the inside offered a more promising strategy. Others countered that “we
cannot permit surrender to the Dixiecrats and be supine in the face of
it.” Dr. Wiggins feared the call for resignations would fail because it was
“unpopular. The branches won’t want it and the rank and file won’t com-
ply.” He preferred a march on Washington to make their displeasure
known. As the minutes report, Delany retorted “that everything that the
NAACP has done in the past which put it on the map has been unpopu-
lar. . . . The question is whether we hate segregation enough to fight
against it . . . whether [or not] we could take our members with us.” In
any case, be believed, “Negroes would follow militant leadership in any
direction the NAACP leads.”50

These disputes, like those of the AJCongress, revealed internal fault
lines, certainly, but they also revealed universal agreement on militance.
Even those who urged the removal of the resignation clause from the
resolution (a position which ultimately triumphed) endorsed dramatic,
public action to challenge Caldwell. Suggestion that resignations be re-
placed with a march on Washington hardly bespoke moderation. Views
of specific tactics might differ but the conviction that militant, public ac-
tion was necessary, and that the NAACP ought to be in the forefront of
it, was unanimous. The Dayton, Ohio, NAACP threatened a “bus-riding
holiday” in 1952 if the local bus line continued in its refusal to hire black
drivers. If the policy did not change, warned Charles Francis, a local
NAACP official, “We do not know what an aroused citizenry might do.”51

“How we might unite our efforts”

Both black and Jewish liberal groups, then, shared what might be called
a moderate militance as well as agreement on liberal civil rights goals.
Recognizing that, in Lester Granger’s words, “our interests are identi-
cal,” these organizations began to explore the possibility of creating a
broad coordinating body “to secure full civil rights for all Americans,”
not only as “a domestic necessity but an urgent factor in the world strug-
gle between the free institutions of the west and the totalitarianism of the
east.” The NAACP’s coalition lobbying effort, the Civil Rights Mobil-
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izations, demonstrated the potential of such collaboration, but although
“[r]elationships among the major organizations are cordial, [and] they
. . . have a mutually high regard,” a 1951 memorandum acknowledged,
“cooperation among them is limited, rarely extending beyond exchange
of publications, occasional conferences, and infrequent collaboration on
specific issues.”52

Participants at a December 1951 planning meeting called by Jewish
organizations agreed. Shad Polier lamented, “[I]t is astonishing how infre-
quently the top lay and professional leadership get together, not for joint
action, but for joint thinking.” Racial violence does not “just happen.
There was a history to such occurrences which could be anticipated, yet
time and again we find ourselves working under pressure and emergency
situations.” Four months later, the discussion of housing discrimination
they organized included a broad array of liberal groups, including the
National Council of Churches in Christ, NCRAC, JCRC, National Con-
ference of Christians and Jews (NCCJ), AFL, American Friends Service
Committee, CIC, NUL, AJC, ACLU, AJCongress, Philadelphia Fellow-
ship Commission, CIO, ADL, and JLC.53

These leaders, apparently, had not thought to include women’s organi-
zations. “Sometimes,” complained Gertrude Weisman, president of B’nai
B’rith Women’s Supreme Council, “it appears that too little thought is
given to the fact that one-half of the public are women, one-half of the
members of the community whose . . . conditions . . . we wish to improve,
are women, one-half of those in whom we desire to develop a greater
appreciation of democracy are women.” But women too, usually pre-
ferred coalitions of their own sex, “for women can best present our pro-
gram to other women.”54

The 1944 National Planning Conference on Building Better Race Rela-
tions had already brought together leaders of thirty Jewish, African Amer-
ican, Mexican American, and Catholic women’s organizations, along
with academic and political leaders to discuss the problems posed by dis-
crimination, racism, and anti-Semitism. Panelists and delegates discussed
“intercultural education” and social work, but emphasized political ac-
tion. Organizations shared legislative and lobbying experiences regarding
labor, immigration, education, FEPC, housing, voting rights, the poll tax,
and segregation. In the words of Mary McLeod Bethune, “We have been
doing the individual work. . . . Our thought [in organizing this confer-
ence] was how we might unite our efforts, to give strength, momentum
to those important things in this important time.” Pledging themselves to
“joint social action in the areas of education, economic security, health,
housing and citizenship,” member groups continued to share ideas and
organize mutual action in the years to come on a wide range of issues from
lynching to the welfare of itinerant farm laborers. As Katherine Engel of
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the NCJW reflected in 1952, her coalition experiences had taught her that
“[w]e must learn to ‘cross lines of race, creed, color and railroad tracks.’ ”
The identification of class as a central and independent factor of analysis
put women’s groups ahead of most men’s, whose recognition of class
issues in this period rarely moved beyond support of labor unions.55

The most durable civil rights coalition, the Leadership Conference on
Civil Rights, emerged from the same stew of participants. Convinced that
the moment for fruitful coalition work had come, and presumably igno-
rant of Jewish attempts to organize a civil rights umbrella group, Ran-
dolph invited Walter White to “an informal conference of a small number
of Negro leaders” to do the same. Instructed by the NAACP’s Committee
on Administration, White responded “that in view of the fact that numer-
ous white or interracial organizations and a great many white individuals
have fought so valiantly during recent years for civil rights for Negroes
and other minorities, it would be a mistake for the Negro at this particular
juncture to isolate himself by acting unilaterally as a racial group.” The
NAACP board approved White’s participation in the all-black group, but
also invited the “nation’s leading church, labor, fraternal and civic organi-
zations” to another conference to be held in Washington, D.C., in May
1951 to discuss “the apparent trend toward appeasement of the Dix-
iecrats and other reactionaries” evidenced by recent civil rights setbacks.56

This became the LCCR, whose fifty-one cooperating agencies agreed that
congressional failure to enact civil rights legislation was not only an abro-
gation of America’s highest democratic ideals, but also led to unaccept-
able mob violence. “We can no longer afford to pay the price in blood
and money and lose respect abroad which intolerance exacts from all of
us,” the conference warned. “We will consent to no ‘cease fire’ in the
fight for full civil rights. We will not be intimidated by terror, nor will we
succumb to defeatism.”57

White (later Wilkins) of the NAACP served as chairman and NCRAC’s
Arnold Aronson as secretary of this broad coalition. Here at last women’s
groups participated as well as men’s, along with union, religious, political,
fraternal, and sororal organizations. Its executive committee included the
leaders of the NAACP, ADA, AJC, NCNW, AJCongress, JLC, CIC,
ACLU, BSCP, National Baptist Convention, IBPOE, American Council on
Human Rights, ADL, AFL, CIO, and several unions.58

One of the first issues the conference tackled was structural: Senate
rules governing debate made FEPC, and indeed, all civil rights legislation,
virtually impossible to pass. Any senator could prevent a bill from coming
up for a vote by filibustering. This could only be overruled by a vote of
sixty-four senators (“cloture”), a number difficult to achieve on behalf of
civil rights legislation in a body dominated by Southerners. The nine hun-
dred delegates attending the 1952 LCCR orchestrated an elaborate lob-
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bying campaign in the Senate to revise the cloture rule.59 It failed, and
filibusters remained the scourge of civil rights efforts through the decade,
although a 1957 bill did manage to pass in the wake of the debacle at
Little Rock’s Central High School. Throughout the 1950s the LCCR con-
tinued its work against filibusters and for fair employment legislation. Its
leadership also worked with members of the executive branch to secure
greater compliance with existing antidiscrimination rules.60

Each year the LCCR set its legislative priorities. Its nine-point agenda
in 1952, for example, called for an FEPC with enforcement power; revi-
sion of cloture; antisegregation, antilynching, and anti–poll tax legisla-
tion; the strengthening of the Justice Department’s civil rights section; the
establishment of a permanent Civil Rights Commission; statehood for
Hawaii and Alaska; and home rule for the District of Columbia.61

Despite LCCR’s efforts, Congress failed to enact any meaningful legis-
lation of this sort. In 1955 the Conference called for a reassessment of its
strategy. The ensuing debate over both goals and tactics played on now-
familiar themes of militance versus moderation. One memorandum pro-
posed the Conference work for more modest legislation such as an FEPC
without enforcement power, to “break the stalemate on civil rights that
has obtained in Congress for 90 years.” Not unexpectedly, the suggestion
provoked sharp opposition. Such a strategy implied that failure to pass
civil rights legislation was the fault of inflexible civil rights groups, not
Congress, dissenters argued. In fact, “intensified pressure on the entire
civil rights front” would be more likely to produce legislation than aban-
doning the moral high ground. The executive committee agreed to press
forward aggressively.62

LCCR was issuing a real challenge. The limitations of “vital center”
liberalism—the desire to maintain consensus, avoid confrontation, and
pursue moderation—were already evident to conference members. All
present at a July 1955 executive committee meeting understood that be-
cause both Republicans and liberal Democrats vied for southern Demo-
cratic support, the Brown decision “was being used both by supporters
as well as opponents of civil rights in the Congress as a justification for
legislative inaction.” Meanwhile, “the public at large was becoming com-
placent as a result of the gains achieved through the courts . . . and in-
creasingly . . . cynical about the prospects for federal legislation.” It rec-
ommended “stimulating greater publicity and grass roots pressure.” Still,
this militant-sounding rhetoric remained comfortably within elite liberal
confines. Despite the mass actions beginning to emerge across the nation
from bus boycotts to CORE demonstrations, the executive committee did
not envision marches or protests. Rather, it intended greater citizen lob-
bying to ensure “the actual passage of overdue and needed civil rights
legislation in the 84th Congress.”63
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Legislative Struggles

These coalitions took their energy and direction from their constituent
organizations, and through the 1950s liberal black and Jewish groups
placed civil rights legislation, equality of opportunity, and monitoring of
racism and anti-Semitism at the top of their agendas. Again in the fore-
front was the NAACP, which had for years tracked every civil rights,
labor, social welfare, and immigration bill introduced, and lobbied at
every opportunity. It was active in a broad range of minority causes well
beyond those of direct self-interest to black people, from resettling in-
terned Japanese Americans to easing restrictions on the immigration of
refugees. While the NUL, as a tax-exempt organization, could not lobby,
its staff testified at congressional hearings in support of legislation regard-
ing housing, employment, social security, FEPC, and the like. It also issued
statements “alone or in conjunction with other organized groups, de-
signed to mould public opinion.”64

The major Jewish groups likewise engaged in lobbying, testifying be-
fore congressional committees, and similar legislative activity on behalf
of a wide range of issues. The NCJW had thrown itself energetically into
such work at least a decade earlier than male-dominated Jewish organiza-
tions. Before the war’s end the NCJW was filing statements with congres-
sional committees regarding civil rights and issuing public statements
against the poll tax.65 Its 1943 national convention took positions on
lynching, child welfare, civil service, consumer protection, discrimination,
voting rights, public health (including reproductive information), labor,
divorce, education, home rule for Washington, D.C., and Social Security,
and called upon its sections to lobby and mobilize on their behalf. Its 1950
election agenda looked outward, with support for the Marshall Plan, aid
to underdeveloped nations, reciprocal trade agreements, and interna-
tional control of atomic energy, alongside its domestic advocacy of na-
tional health insurance, federal aid to public schools, revision of Taft-
Hartley, liberalization of immigration, FEPC, antilynch and anti–poll tax
laws, and public housing. It issued voting records for all congressmen
before elections, and, like the LCCR, proposed planks for the Democratic
and Republican Party platforms.66 The era of a separate women’s sphere
of interest, if it ever existed, was gone forever.

Jewish women may have arrived there first, but no Jewish organization
stood apart from these battles. NCRAC’s 1949 “Summary of Decisions
by NCRAC Bodies” listed positions on discrimination in employment,
education, housing, and social organizations, civil rights, defamation, loy-
alty oaths, cloture, and immigration taken by Jewish organizations.67

While few of these federal efforts succeeded, a civil rights bill finally
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passed in 1957, strengthening the Justice Department’s enforcement pow-
ers. Despite its limitations, the act was the first such federal legislation
since Reconstruction.

Not unexpectedly, African American and Jewish groups monitored
electoral politics closely, providing their members with information on
candidates’ views “from the admittedly narrow—but important—stand-
point of what Negro voters may expect of them,” as a 1948 Crisis edito-
rial put it. The editors, good liberals, stressed the relationship of narrower
racial self-interest and broader democratic values. “We do not suggest
that Negro voters make their choices on strictly Negro issues, but it must
be apparent to nearly everyone that the treatment of minorities ties in
with the big overshadowing issue of democracy versus totalitarianism.”
All the major black and Jewish agencies reported both local and national
political debates, described pending legislation, and offered suggestions
for advocacy.68

Blacks and Jews understood they were linked not only in positive polit-
ical collaboration but also in more poisonous ways. As Epstein noted
in 1957, “Almost without exception, violence in the South over school
desegregation has been accompanied by anti-Semitic tirades of the rank-
est type. . . . [T]he White Citizens’ Councils . . . use anti-Semitism as a
stock in trade, claiming that the Negroes were docile enough until
whipped up by Jewish agitators as part of a devious Jewish conspiracy
for world domination.”69

“We now have the tools”: Dismantling Legal Segregation

Jewish groups also filed amicus briefs in support of antisegregation cases.
In Washington, D.C., for example, Mary Church Terrell and the Coordi-
nating Committee for the Enforcement of D.C. Anti-Discrimination Laws
brought suit against a segregated restaurant on the basis of one such law
from 1873. Briefs arguing for the law’s continued validity came from the
ADL and Greater Washington Jewish Community Council.70

The legal involvement of Jewish groups was substantial. The NAACP
and CLSA cooperated so extensively that in 1947 they agreed to exchange
“not only our briefs but copies of our confidential project inventories,
monthly reports, etc.” As Thurgood Marshall noted, “The Legal Staff of
the N.A.A.C.P. is more than anxious to work in complete harmony with
the American Jewish Congress and to cooperate in every manner possi-
ble.” A month later, Maslow and Marshall had agreed to joint staff lun-
cheons “so that we may have an interchange of ideas and projects.” Given
the NAACP’s cramped quarters, they agreed to meet at CLSA. “We can
have sandwiches and cake brought in and serve coffee,” offered Maslow.71
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The ADL even advised the UAW concerning a segregation problem in
Memphis. The union hall there had segregated toilets and the codirector
of the UAW’s Fair Practices and Anti-Discrimination Department con-
tacted Sol Rabkin. Rabkin suggested possible legal challenges to the local
segregation ordinance. Litigation based on private use, he noted, “might
well succeed. On the other hand, if you lose in the lower courts you may
be denied the use of the hall for a substantial period of time. Those are
the dangers to be balanced. . . . I know what choice I would make, and I
hope that you and your people make the same choice.”72

Jewish organizations cooperated actively in the fight to integrate south-
ern public schools, and filed supporting briefs in every significant case.
Rabkin concluded after positive court decisions in 1950 that “segregation
in public . . . schools is on the way out, and . . . we now have the tools
with which to destroy all governmentally-imposed racial segregation. . . .
[I]t will take time as well as courage and determination, but . . . it will be
done.” The AJC and the Rosenwald Fund underwrote Kenneth Clark’s
pivotal doll study that helped undergird Brown v. Board of Education.
The Jewish student group Hillel led desegregation struggles at the Univer-
sity of Oklahoma and George Washington University.73

Jewish groups also proffered legal arguments for school desegregation.
“If there are not sufficient Negroes in a particular area to make it feasible
to have a separate Negro school, are not the Negroes disadvantaged by
being compelled to travel longer distances to school or by being forced to
be satisfied with the poorer facilities that their smaller number necessarily
entails?” wondered Rabkin. This argument that allocations based on
group membership threatened equal opportunity also suggests why these
liberals, who saw rights embedded in the individual, would resist group-
based remedies sought later in the civil rights struggle.74

Local Heroes

Activists were not blind to the fact that while legal segregation occurred
only in the South, lack of racial equality was everywhere a problem. “Vast
differences exist between the opportunities afforded whites and Negroes
in every section of our land,” noted the CJP in 1951. The absence of
segregation laws in the North and West did not prevent its occurrence.
Antidiscrimination laws, and their adequate enforcement, were crucial.
Lacking federal legislation, these battles had to be waged on the state
and local level; there coalitions mirrored national ones, sharing data and
coordinating efforts.75

Although the fight for fair employment protections had stalled feder-
ally, local coalitions won them in northern and western states and cities.
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Between 1945 and 1949 eight states enacted such laws. First was New
York, whose State Committee Against Discrimination helped pass the
Ives-Quinn Fair Employment bill. Still, SCAD relied primarily on “concil-
iation and persuasion with business leaders.” Its chair, Charles Garside,
claimed in 1949 that “[w]herever it has been tried it met with success,”
but black and Jewish groups were unimpressed. “As a result of constant
needling from AJC[ongress], NAACP and the Urban League, they are now
abandoning that policy” and moving more aggressively to prosecute dis-
criminators, noted Maslow.76

In Brooklyn, the AJCongress Women’s Division, Urban League, and
NAACP took discrimination complaints and provided investigators to test
the law’s application. The Bronx Council of CLSA asked its members
to “scrutinize the help-wanted columns . . . for requests specifying race,
religion or creed.” More intrepid volunteers could “[v]isit employment
agencies and firms advertising for help and make application to ascertain
if you will be accepted or refused because of race, religion or creed.”
Maslow reported in 1949 that “considerable advances have been made.
We . . . no longer see in New York any Help Wanted advertisements with
the discriminatory legends. . . . We know, too, that employers no longer
will openly inquire of an employee whether he is Jewish or not, because
that is illegal.” Turning to race, he added, “Negroes are now working in
many plants, in large numbers where they did not work before.” In fact,
“[t]he advances for Jews have been at a much slower rate.” The data
suggests, however, that this was the case because Jews had less far to
go. The “vast majority” of postwar discrimination complaints, Garside
reported, involved “Negroes rather than Jews.”77

San Francisco’s Bay Area Council for Civic Unity won passage of sev-
eral pieces of antidiscrimination legislation including fair employment.
“Jews played the leading roles [in it], and Catholics occupied secondary
roles in the 1940s and 1950s,” historian William Issel has concluded. The
coalition, which included members of local ADL, AJC, Hadassah, CRC,
and AJCongress chapters, enjoyed “a more than twenty-year period of
work with local and state African American, Asian American, and Mexi-
can American organizations on behalf of racial equality in education, em-
ployment, and housing.” With the NAACP, NUL, Chinese American Citi-
zens Alliance, JLC, several Catholic priests, and others, the group sued
the city housing authority over its segregation policies, and won passage
of a state FEPC law and antidiscrimination provisions in urban redevelop-
ment plans. C. L. Dellums, vice president of the Brotherhood of Sleeping
Car Porters, Pacific Coast, added that the JLC, which worked “together
hand in glove” with the NAACP and “Negro Trade Union Leadership,”
did more to pass FEPC there “than any other single agency.”78
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In Pennsylvania the NAACP, AJC, ADL, and CIC each loaned a staff
member to work on the state’s FEPC campaign. Meanwhile Philadelphia
passed its own ordinance as a result of the effort led by the AJCongress
Women’s Division. The coalition the women built lobbied every candidate
for city council, and publicized candidates’ views on the measure. After
the election, the group picketed at the public hearings and debates. The
ordinance passed. By the early 1960s, twenty states and forty cities had
some sort of fair employment laws.79

Local coalitions also battled educational restrictions. While southern
public schools segregated pupils by race but not religion, both blacks and
Jews encountered barriers to their attendance in private colleges and uni-
versities across the country. Many such institutions barred African Ameri-
cans outright, while Jews were more often subject to sharply limited quo-
tas. The NAACP intervened to assure the admission of a qualified Jewish
student to a medical school whose “Jewish quota” had been filled. A joint
effort by the NAACP, AJC, AJCongress, NUL, and ADL convinced the
New York State legislature to create a state university system in 1948 to
compensate for racial and religious discrimination at private institutions.80

Yet such partnerships often proved difficult to sustain on the local level.
In 1955 the Portland, Oregon, NAACP chapter looked to build a local
civil rights coalition. A memorandum listing LCCR member organiza-
tions for possible partnerships revealed that most had no local chapters
there. Of those who did, virtually none would cooperate with the NAACP.
The ACLU was organizing a chapter, but it was “[n]ot promising from
left-wing standpoint.” The AFL had a few local members sympathetic to
the NAACP but was “certainly not to be relied on in a cooperative effort.”
The JACL has been “[m]uch more inactive since war.” As for Jewish
groups, the AJC representative “is on the ultra conservative side!” and
AJCongress had no local chapter. The ADL cooperated occasionally, but
would not do so “at this time.” The NCJW will “[w]ork with UL but not
with NAACP. We too radical?” While African American groups were
more supportive, they were generally small and weak. The Colored AME
Church, for example, had been helpful in the past but “the churches will
have to be further educated here to be interested in political action.” Or,
like the BSCP, they “act pretty much to themselves locally.”81

Even when local groups established connections, the nationals had
some difficulty sustaining their momentum. In 1955 the LCCR called on
local organizations to conduct rallies and other programs for Bill of
Rights Day. In Denver, thirty groups cosponsored the rally attended by
six hundred people. As the local LCCR representative reported, not only
did they educate many citizens, and show local congressmen the large
constituency for civil rights legislation, but also developed “a working
relationship with the 30 organizations involved; this can serve as a basis
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for future cooperative activity.” Yet the national LCCR had not yet de-
cided “whether these local rallies should be one-shot affairs or a continu-
ing program. If the latter, some carefully developed program should be
developed.” National leaders had not yet figured out how best to utilize
the power of the grassroots.82

And, like their national counterparts, local coalitions fought among
themselves. In 1954, the NAACP’s Seattle branch attorney negotiated
with the state of Washington on behalf of the ADL, NAACP, NUL, and
the State Board Against Discrimination in Employment to replace “race”
with “complexion” as a category on licenses. While the four groups pre-
ferred no reference to color at all, they agreed that physical descriptions
could prove useful to police, and accepted the compromise. The Seattle
UL, however, then rejected the deal, insisting that “complexion” still
served as a racial designation. The NAACP lawyer reported back to the
Attorney General’s office that although he had expected resistance, “quite
frankly I was astonished” at its extent and intensity. He concluded that
“the situation has deteriorated to the point where no argument that I can
make” could convince a majority, and withdrew the compromise.83 That
the NUL proved more militant and hard-line than the others reminds us
of the extent of local variation and the dangers of overgeneralization.

Other limitations to local coalitions were structural. A 1949 NCRAC
report about Illinois described the tremendous number of tasks facing
local Jewish leaders, who, despite “a relatively high degree of interest” in
intergroup relations, had “little time to devote to this admittedly im-
portant work.” Even in larger communities, with greater staff support
and “actual enthusiasm . . . for carrying on” such programs, there was a
frustrating “absence of rationale and lack of ‘know-how.’ ” While there
was “some activity” in virtually every community, therefore, most of it
was both occasional and limited.84 Despite such difficulties, most civil
rights battles, in the end, were fought on the local level. A look at some
of these struggles over housing and vigilantism provides more detail about
how these liberal coalitions worked, and suggests the enormity of the
challenge civil rights advocates faced on the ground.

Raisins in the Sun

Both Jews and blacks had been contractually excluded from buying or
renting property in many neighborhoods; these restrictive housing cove-
nants helped ghettoize both populations. In 1947 the NAACP publicized
the case of a “restricted” Washington, D.C., suburb whose residents filed
suit to compel a non-Jewish woman to evict her Jewish spouse because
the presence of Jews was causing “ ‘irreparable damage’ ” to the neigh-
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borhood. This and similar cases “illustrate the psychopathic lengths to
which racial and religious prejudice have brought some sections of our
population,” Crisis observed. When the NAACP finally argued success-
fully before the Supreme Court in 1948 that restrictive housing covenants
could not be legally enforced (Shelley v. Kraemer), it had come armed
with advice and supporting briefs from the AJC, Jewish War Veterans,
AJCongress, JLC, and ADL, all of whom had fought such covenants
against Jews. The ADL’s brief revealed the liberal assumptions under-
girding its position: “Implicit in such a covenant is the anti-democratic
and false racist doctrine that undesirable social traits are an attribute not
of the individual but of a racial or religious group.”85

Civil rights organizations also worked to expand other housing oppor-
tunities. New Deal rules had mandated that public housing be available
to both races, but projects were usually segregated, in the North as well
as the South. Racial discrimination also permeated other housing-related
programs, even the provision of home insurance. And public resistance,
which affected virtually all minority groups, was especially devastating
for African Americans, who faced greater hatred and had fewer choices.
Existing black neighborhoods, limited by deliberate policies to over-
crowded areas with substandard housing, swelled further with urban
newcomers who could find no other place to live.86 Poorer social and
educational services, and the resulting higher morbidity and mortality
rates, were not housing segregation’s sole consequences. Such crowding
placed pressure on surrounding white enclaves, often poor themselves,
which often responded with violence. Chicago alone had six disturbances
between 1940 and 1952; a closer examination of three of them reveals
the active engagement of both black and Jewish organizations, the com-
plexity of coalition work, and the interconnections between racism and
anti-Semitism.

Black Chicago, crowded and segregated, faced substantial housing
pressure. Anxious whites living adjacent to black neighborhoods orga-
nized protective associations, especially given the Chicago Housing Au-
thority’s nondiscriminatory policies. Although careful planning brought
peaceful integration in a few housing projects, others proved more resis-
tant. In the summer of 1947 the Housing Authority admitted several
black families to Fernwood Park, a veterans’ housing project, and the
largely white Protestant community protested through its civic associa-
tion, newspaper, and alderman. A white woman who supported integra-
tion arranged with the ADL to show prodemocracy films in the local
theaters. Because the local ADL had relationships with these theaters,
they all agreed to show the ADL’s Americans All, Don’t Be a Sucker,
and The House I Live In. Delighted, J. Harold Saks urged ADL regional
offices to “establish cordial relations with your local exhibitors so that
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you may facilitate the use of this technique where it is warranted by the
local situation.”87

Unfortunately, the films and community meetings failed to calm pro-
testors. The families moved in on August 12, and for the next several days
angry neighbors gathered. Despite a police presence, the ADL reported,
“Mobs totaling several thousand in the aggregate, armed with lead pipe,
rocks and bricks, roamed the area, stormed the project, disrupted traffic,
stoned houses, smashed scores of Negro-occupied cars, and attacked
Negro passers-by.” A group of “responsible Negro leaders” conducted
daily meetings and, in the opinion of the local CLSA representative, was
the only force “which has served to restrain the Negro community from
taking vigorous reprisal action.” The leaders of thirty-five civic groups,
including black and Jewish leaders, called for more vigorous police action
to quell the rioters, and finally on August 15, more than a thousand police
officers encircled the demonstrators and arrested at least one hundred. At
the arraignment, however, the judge commented that he opposed integra-
tion, and that while the protesters’ actions were unlawful, the flawed inte-
gration policy would be corrected. Irate, civic leaders and the Mayor’s
Commission held an emergency meeting, where they learned the mayor
was conferring with housing officials to find a “solution which would
avoid violence.” Fearing a revocation of the integration policy, the entire
commission threatened to resign. Black leaders, they warned, had success-
fully kept the peace only because officials supported integration. If they
withdrew their support, retaliatory violence was all but certain. Faced
with this, the mayor and housing authority agreed to stand fast, and the
police maintained tight control of the neighborhood.88

Although the violence eased, it did not end. Protesters stoned the houses
of “those dirty Jews”: three white supporters of integration, two of whom
were actually Lutheran. The situation, the CLSA reported on August 18,
“still threatens to boil over into a first class race riot with all the trim-
mings.” Ultimately, the prointegration coalition argued, “the basic causes
of prejudice and tension” must be addressed by ending “discrimination
against Negroes and any other groups in the fields of employment, hous-
ing, health, education, recreation, and the enjoyment of civil rights.” But
even educating their own members proved challenging; the CLSA repre-
sentative observed that the local Jewish community and rabbi might not
help. “Certainly they are at present . . . frightened by the whole affair and
I don’t blame them.”89

Tensions erupted again that same month on South Peoria Street, where
two Jewish CIO activists had entertained black and white union members
at their home. Rumors spread that the black guests were purchasing the
house, and over the course of the next few nights, increasingly large and
menacing crowds gathered; shouted racist, anticommunist, and anti-Se-



Chapter Four142

mitic remarks; threw stones; and attacked Progressive Party counterdem-
onstrators. As Rabbi Berman narrated, “For reasons best known to them-
selves,” the police “stood by and jeered; they turned their backs when
stones were thrown or when people were beaten up.” The AJCongress
pleaded with the mayor to issue a statement “to the effect that every indi-
vidual in Chicago had the right to live, to travel unmolested and to enter-
tain whomever he chose.” He instead issued a statement more critical of
“the subversive elements” challenging the attackers.90 In the ensuing court
cases, the judge denied the violence was a race riot. That characterization,
he wrote in his decision, “is a gross and unwarranted insult to the resi-
dents of this peaceful neighborhood.” The violence itself “was the result
of a miserable conspiracy, hatched . . . by a small but highly organized
. . . band of subversive agents, professional agitators and saboteurs bent
upon creating and furthering racial and religious incidents . . . for the
purpose of discrediting the City government, the Police Department and
the Court and the people who reside in this district.” After stirring up the
residents, he concluded, some “agitators were the victims of their own
conspiracy, and . . . they were roughed up about it.” He discharged the
defendants. Appalled, the ADL, NAACP, and others protested the deci-
sion. Their coalition, the Chicago Council Against Racial and Religious
Discrimination [CCARRD], whose members also included the local JLC
and AJCongress, could not agree on further steps, however. Frustrated,
the ADL’s Nissen Gross concluded he had “gone overboard in letting all
our activity on this situation be channeled through . . . [CCARRD] and
the Commission on Human Relations.”91

The largest outbreak, in July 1951, changed Gross’s mind about the
benefits of coalition. A black family had rented an apartment in the west
Chicago suburb of Cicero, unaware they were the first African Americans
in this community of 67,000. Angry whites warned the building owner
not to rent to black families, and Cicero police discouraged the tenant,
Harvey Clark Jr., from moving in. They may also have physically threat-
ened him. Nevertheless, the twenty-nine-year-old bus driver and World
War II veteran insisted on his right to live where he chose, and brought a
van of furniture on July 8. The police prevented him from entering the
apartment and threatened him again. Clark went to court, and a judge
issued a restraining order against the police.

Thus protected, the family tried again on July 10. Almost one hundred
people were on hand to greet them, shouting threats and insults. The
police allowed the family to move in but did not disperse the crowd, which
grew by that evening. Although the family then left the apartment, and
the sheriff pleaded for calm, the crowd began smashing windows. The
police made no arrests. The next day the crowd swelled again, and the
NAACP pressed the sheriff to request mobilization of the National Guard.
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He refused. By that evening, more than five thousand had gathered. All
reports suggested the police sympathized with the protesters, although
they roped off the building to protect it. But firecrackers, rocks, and stones
knocked out all the building’s windows, and finally the crowd stormed
the building, vandalizing apartments, smashing the Clarks’ furniture, and
turning on the water and gas.

On Thursday the sheriff finally requested the National Guard. Mean-
while the crowd, now numbering close to ten thousand, had turned even
uglier, threatening to burn and bomb the building. The police had cor-
doned off the street but the crowd pushed through. Arriving guardsmen
marched shoulder to shoulder to push the crowd back. At this point riot-
ers threw kerosene-filled bottles; fires broke out on the roof and inside
the apartment. By the end of the evening, four policemen, four
guardsmen, and nine civilians had been injured, four police cars over-
turned, and seventy rioters arrested. The police had finally been motivated
to act in part at the sight of guardsmen knocked unconscious and bleeding
from bricks hurled by the mob.92

An uneasy calm followed. The Guard was withdrawn on August 2, the
building boarded up, and insurance coverage on it was canceled. The
Clarks had lost everything. The grand jury investigation refused to indict
most of the arrested rioters, but did return indictments against six people
involved in renting the apartment, three of them African American, for
“conspiracy to injure property by causing depreciation in the market price
of the building by renting to Negroes” and causing the riot. The liberal
community expressed shock and outrage. As the National Committee
Against Discrimination in Housing observed, “This threat . . . affects
every American citizen and every organization concerned with extending
democratic rights to all Americans.” Finally, after pressure from
CCARRD, the U.S. Attorney General appointed a federal grand jury,
which indicted four local officials and three police for “conspiring to de-
prive Clark of his constitutional rights.” As a joint ADL-AJC memoran-
dum observed, “It is hoped that the use of the federal civil rights statutes
in this instance will serve to give added vigor to these laws which, in the
past, have been in large measure ignored.”93

Throughout the violence, the NAACP, ADL, AJC, CCARRD, and the
Illinois Interracial Commission had sent observers to monitor the mob
and the police. They held mass meetings, urged religious and civic organi-
zations to call for calm, and met with officials to demand greater police
and later National Guard action against the mob. Once calm had been
restored, they filed suit against the city for failure to protect its citizens,
pressed for both local indictments and federal intervention, raised money
for the Clarks, and launched a long-term citizen education and action
program to, in the words of CCARRD, “ensure that the Cicero violence
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would end in victory for democratic principles and not a defeat.” As Nissen
Gross reminded Arnold Forster, “I don’t want you to get the impression
. . . that this was in the main an ADL operation.” The AJC, AJCongress,
JLC, and “other civic, labor and religious groups were working together.
This incident impresses upon my mind the need for the existence of an
organization” like CCARRD. As a poignant postscript, CCARRD reported
that Clark, who had two brothers serving in Korea, had not written them
about the situation “because he didn’t want to destroy their morale.”94

Housing discrimination was hardly unique to Chicago. For many years
segregation was an official policy of the Federal Housing Administration.
Real estate boards, insurance companies, and lenders followed the same
principles. All this occurred during a significant building and migration
boom, which greatly heightened racial tensions and reinforced segrega-
tion patterns within cities and between cities and suburbs.

Even after the FHA changed its policy manual, discriminatory practices
persisted. Yet the federal government “sidestep[ped] the issue,” attorney
and housing expert Charles Abrams told leaders of black, Jewish, and
other liberal groups at a 1952 conference, leaving it to local governments
to enforce civil rights laws. For the most part, they did not. Meanwhile,
“demagogues and professional bigots . . . have become a troublesome fac-
tor.” Exclusionary civic associations, press racism, threats of violence,
and the collusion of state and local officials who exploited zoning laws,
condemnation powers, and urban renewal plans to enforce existing segre-
gation patterns, suggested the situation “is likely to get worse.” Although
covenants were now unenforceable, “Other devices are being used for
excluding Negroes,” Abrams observed, such as the refusal by mortgage
companies to grant loans to black purchasers in white neighborhoods. As
Maurice Fagan of the Philadelphia JCRC lamented, “Even liberals are not
willing to engage in so-called ‘block-busting.’ It seems that organizations
are willing to take up the cudgels for a Ralph Bunche and people of his
stature, but the more difficult and larger problem is that of the ordinary
middle-income Negroes.” That group pledged legal, political, and educa-
tional challenges to local discrimination patterns.95

Given the absence of federal housing law, such efforts had to be local.
The AJCongress, ADL, NAACP, NCJW, NUL, JACL, NCCJ, and Fellow-
ship of Reconciliation met in New Jersey in 1944 in response to “violently
anti-Japanese, anti-Nisei” pamphlets distributed by the American Legion
protesting Japanese American resettlement there. As an ADL staffer com-
mented, “This problem affects all groups interested in the question of
minority rights.” The Bayside, Queens, Jewish Center organized commu-
nity meetings in 1945 to educate residents about interracial housing,
while the ADL contributed “properly slanted books” to the local libraries.
When a black family tried to move into Levittown in 1957, a “Levittown



And Why Not Every Man? 145

Betterment Committee” protested, using fliers, newspaper advertise-
ments, and pleas to municipal agencies. Many supporters joined them.
The only local voice defending “Equality of Opportunity in Housing” was
the AJCongress, through its local Women’s Division and county chapter.96

In Detroit’s Twelfth Street area the situation cut closer to home. Ten-
sions arose in a Jewish neighborhood in 1948 as black residents moved
in. “The first reaction was one of antagonism, panic, and rumor-monger-
ing,” the Jewish Community Council reported. “There was also a move-
ment which began to resemble a mass flight.” Desiring neither a segre-
gated neighborhood nor “deterioration of relationships between Negroes
and Jews,” the JCC formed an interracial and interfaith Midtown Neigh-
borhood Council. It took as its agenda plans to physically improve the
area, and did not address race. “The experiment seems to be working out
well,” the JCC reported. “Panic conditions seem to have greatly abated
and relationships between Jews and Negroes are much improved. There
seems to be an increasing acceptance of the idea that Jews and Negroes
can live in harmony in the same neighborhood.”97

In other cases black and Jewish groups tried lawsuits, such as the de-
cade-long litigation by the AJCongress, NAACP, and ACLU against New
York’s Stuyvesant Town apartment complex for its policy of excluding
African American tenants. As Will Maslow observed, “No Jew was
turned down there,” but the AJCongress launched the case for both “a
selfish and altruistic motive.” While the altruism was obvious, selfishly,
“[o]nce the law allows one group to be discriminated against, Jews can
be discriminated against as well.” This was a difficult legal case to win,
as private developments were not subject to public housing laws. Still,
Stuyvesant Town received government aid in the form of tax exemptions
and use of eminent domain. As Maslow noted, that aid also made the case
pressing. “Unless we can establish now that these urban redevelopment
projects . . . cannot be operated on a discriminatory basis, we are going
to freeze solid the patterns of discrimination and segregation and root
them so solidly into the ground that it will be 50 years before we can
knock them out.” Finally, in March 1951, New York’s mayor signed a
bill prohibiting racial and religious discrimination in housing owned or
funded by the city.98

In Sacramento, California, the liberal arsenal of coalition building,
legal challenge, lobbying, and public education proved similarly success-
ful. The NAACP’s efforts to end segregation in public housing began to
make headway only when it built a broad coalition with “the various
minority groups, religious groups, labor unions, social worker groups and
liberal groups.” Publicity and lobbying failed, but when the coalition filed
a lawsuit, the Housing Authority finally “bound itself to end racial segre-
gation.” The group then worked with housing officials to prepare tenants
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for the change. “Integration was instituted smoothly and is continuing
with no adverse reaction whatever,” reported ADL’s Sol Rabkin and
AJC’s Frances Levenson. The lessons were clear to them: “the need for
and the strength of broadly constituted citizen groups in securing re-
form.” Once the policy is changed, “Experience then shows that integra-
tion can almost invariably be accomplished peacefully.” While laws and
ordinances barring public housing segregation were desirable, “the Sacra-
mento story is an example of what can be accomplished even without a
statute so long as there is an alert and organized citizenry.” This may have
been wishful thinking, but many local black-Jewish coalitions employed
such strategies.99

Yet although such coalitions operated in many cities, and several states
and cities did ban housing discrimination by the late 1950s, discrimina-
tory practices persisted. At its 1959 meeting the LCCR called for an execu-
tive order “forbidding segregation or other forms of discrimination based
on race, religion or national origin in all federal housing programs includ-
ing slum clearance, urban renewal, relocation, public housing, and insur-
ing or lending functions related to housing.”100

Mob Rule

As these housing disturbances demonstrate, civil rights efforts were often
met by white violence. Employing time-honored methods of vigilante ter-
ror and intimidation, reactionary whites menaced or killed hundreds of
individuals they perceived as a threat to the racial order. These mob at-
tacks were not confined to African Americans, although they were the
most common victims. Southern synagogues and Jewish community cen-
ters were bombed, as were black churches and homes, for being alleged
centers of civil rights agitation. Nor was such violence limited to the
South. In the early 1950s, roving gangs of young white men repeatedly
attacked Jewish youths on the streets of Chicago’s South Shore, for exam-
ple. Still, although that situation was “rather serious” in the eyes of the
ADL, there were stark differences from violence against African Ameri-
cans. Most notably, the local police, once apprised of the situation, pro-
vided “the fullest cooperation.”101 For black victims, geography and cir-
cumstance determined the speed and adequacy of the police response. On
a few occasions, police even cooperated with the mobs and had to be
restrained by federal or state forces. Black and Jewish agencies separately
or in coalition called for investigations of racial and anti-Semitic violence,
North and South, and of excessive use of force by police.102

Both blacks and Jews faced northern mob violence and unsympathetic
police in two notorious 1949 riots in Peekskill, New York. The Civil
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Rights Congress invited actor, singer, and outspoken leftist Paul Robeson
to perform there on August 27. A mob of close to five thousand people,
mostly veterans, prevented the concert by blockading the entrance, shout-
ing anticommunist, racist, and anti-Semitic epithets, and attacking con-
certgoers. Unbowed, the CRC rescheduled the concert for September 4.
While the police had been unprepared for the first concert, they assembled
for the second and, over protesters’ jeers and taunts, the concert pro-
ceeded. Then, as a joint ADL/AJC report described it, “Clashes of riotous
proportions broke out when . . . [those] in attendance ran into groups
armed with bricks, stones and other missiles upon leaving the grounds.
The inflammatory tone of the local newspaper . . . and the activities of
professional anti-Semitic rabble-rousers heightened the situation.” An
NAACP report added more detail: “Nine hundred officers of the law per-
mitted mobs to take over public highways, stone vehicles, overturn and
damage private automobiles, and injure more than 100 citizens some of
them so seriously as to require . . . treatment.”103

Liberal black and Jewish organizations considered Robeson a provoca-
teur and communist sympathizer, as did Governor Dewey, and Jewish
groups advised their locals elsewhere to “quarantine” him by refusing him
a platform to speak or perform. Nonetheless, they recognized the danger
mob violence posed, and demanded an official investigation of the Peekskill
riot. The NAACP likewise stressed its commitment to “the right of freedom
of speech regardless of the political view of those involved.” Praising indict-
ments against several rioters, leaders called also for the prosecution of those
who instigated the violence and the disciplining of police who failed to
protect concertgoers. The mob’s concurrent expressions of anti-Semitism
and racism solidified the black-Jewish link. To a New York CRC member,
“the feeling that prevailed in Peekskill was much like the lynch spirit which
he had observed from time to time in the South.”104

Police support of violence was a far greater problem in the South. Racist
police brutality and Klan activity in Birmingham in the late 1940s, Alex
Miller lamented, had produced “a fear-stricken community resembling
one in a totalitarian state rather than in a democratic, freedom-loving
country.”105 Local officials rarely brought perpetrators of racial violence
to justice, so black and Jewish groups pressed for state and federal investi-
gation and action. Because the Klan traveled masked, making it difficult
to identify lawbreakers, the ADL’s Southeastern office helped formulate
legislation prohibiting the wearing of masks and the burning of crosses
without permission; five states and fifty-five cities passed such laws. And
the major Jewish groups finally joined the NCJW and their black col-
leagues in the fight for antilynching legislation.106

After a quadruple lynching in Monroe, Georgia, in 1946, the NAACP
called a strategy meeting with the ADL, AJC, AJCongress, and a few oth-
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ers. The ADL, which had already publicly condemned the violence, in-
volved itself in the ensuing local internal struggle between liberal and
conservative Jews over whether the Atlanta Jewish Community Council
ought to speak out as well. The interventionists finally won the day, re-
solving, “We believe the time has come for all good citizens of Georgia to
recognize any violation of the sacredness of human life by mob action as
a real threat and danger to rights and privileges of every citizen.” Miller
noted that this “was the first time that an important Jewish community
of the South took positive action of this type” and exulted that “we have
been able to educate to some extent our own people so that we are no
longer as far in advance of them as we used to be.”107

When two black prisoners were killed by a sheriff in Florida in 1951,
the NAACP asked the ADL to press the governor for a response. As Ar-
nold Forster explained by return mail, “The ADL has already taken ac-
tion by sending a wire, together with other major Jewish organizations
[AJC, AJCongress, JLC, JWV, NCRAC, Union of American Hebrew Con-
gregations (UAHC)], to [the] Attorney General. . . . If there is anything
further . . . we can do, please let us know.” That telegram expressed
shock at the “shameful occurrence” which “lead[s] us strongly to suspect
a perversion of the American tradition of justice and equal treatment
before the law.” It urged that an “investigation be conducted as vigor-
ously and speedily a possible and that every action warranted by the facts
be undertaken with firmness.”108

These liberal organizations used cold war rhetoric to their advantage.
After the 1955 lynching of Emmett Till, a Chicago teen visiting relatives in
Mississippi, the AJC insisted that the damage done to “American prestige
abroad” compelled federal action. “Racial injustice in America . . . im-
pairs national security,” the NAACP’s Roy Wilkins warned. “We can no
longer permit any segment of our country to besmirch and endanger all
of us.”109

Yet despite calls to action and denunciations of the violence, many Jew-
ish groups were also mindful of the vulnerability local Jews felt. After the
1951–52 spree of dynamiting and bombing in the Miami area that killed
the state NAACP head Henry Moore and his wife and damaged Jewish
synagogues, a Catholic church, and a black housing project, every major
Jewish and black civil rights organization demanded immediate measures
to apprehend the criminals and to prevent further violence. The ADL, AJC,
and NAACP launched their own investigations. Nevertheless, the AJC re-
port reflected reluctance to jeopardize what it perceived as the precarious
acceptance of Jews by white gentiles there by too public a cooperation with
civil rights groups. Because the “apprehension of vandals and criminals is
basic to an orderly society” and crucial for Jewish security, it noted, vig-
orous investigation of antiblack vigilantism was required. “At the same
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time,” it added, “there is a relationship of Jews to white Christians that
needs to be maintained on friendly terms.110 Such hesitations, most pro-
nounced in the AJC, but present in all the Jewish groups, put limits on
black-Jewish cooperation in the South, as we shall see. Nonetheless, na-
tional Jewish agencies were unambiguous in their insistence that police
brutality and vigilante violence were unconscionable in a democracy.

“Say, fellow”

Far less controversial were educational campaigns. Ending racist practices
ultimately decreased prejudice as it extended equality, all agreed. This could
best be accomplished through law and legislation. But in the end, changing
behavior, as well as enforcement of any new laws, was up to individuals.
So, to bolster legislative efforts, or when legal recourse was unavailable,
black and Jewish groups harnessed the powers of advertising and civic
education to change hearts as well as laws. This dovetailed with liberals’
focus on individuals rather than groups. As the CJP argued, “The major
resistance to necessary changes lies in the moral weakness, in the prejudices
and bigotries of many of our citizens” and so “the remedies must be largely
in the hands of our homes, our schools, and our churches.”111

While some agencies put more faith in educational programs than oth-
ers, all agreed public sentiment in favor of civil rights was crucial for
political advances. “Brotherhood in America will never be achieved by an
annual Brotherhood Week,” scoffed AJCongress’s David Petegorsky, Still,
educational programs challenged the “process of rationalization [that]
constitutes the major source of . . . racial prejudice,” and “can serve as
powerful instruments . . . when they are integrated into the broader
framework of a struggle essentially political in its nature.”112

Mass meetings and public events advocated and modeled interracial
harmony. Typical was the “Interracial and Interreligious Caravan: The
World Tomorrow and Me” organized by the New York chapters of
NCNW, AJCongress Women’s Division, and Council of Church Women
in 1945.113 Emerging from wartime efforts to combat anti-Semitism and
reinforce democratic values, such “intergroup relations” programs, in-
cluding antibigotry literature, films, billboards, and radio spots, as well
as discussion guidelines for schools, churches, and civic groups, promoted
a liberal patriotism that celebrated freedom and the contributions of
America’s diverse peoples. In the words of the NAACP’s Henry Lee
Moon, these materials shared the “basic theme” of “the indivisibility of
democracy” and sought “to overcome apathy, to create an awareness that
the denial of basic rights to a minority threatens the majority, and to
arouse to positive action against racial discrimination on moral, legal
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and practical grounds. Both informative and hortatory types of messages
are used.”114

To take a single year and organization as illustration, the ADL’s Educa-
tion Department program for 1955–56 included a national conference on
“Human Relations Education” and plans for five regional conferences the
following year; a source book on the subject for educators; elementary
and secondary school books on pluralism and respect, including the Rab-
bit Brothers, Little Plays on Big Subjects, and Junior Freedom pamphlets
on prejudice, the FEPC, immigration, and similar topics; teacher work-
shops; a national “Rumor Clinic”; a Your Neighbor comic book series
(Your Neighbor Celebrates the Jewish Holidays proved the most popular,
with half a million distributed to date); human-relations training for the
staffs of civic organizations; short television films and radio, spots on
changing neighborhoods and prejudice; television, radio, and dramatic
scripts; and several handbooks, including a human-relations manual for
student governments produced in conjunction with the National Students
Association. The department had a staff of two.115

Liberal assumptions were manifest in all these programs. Once differ-
ences between groups were demonstrated to be simply variations on the
same moral and patriotic themes, all vestiges of formal discrimination
would cease. As Isadore Chein, a social scientist working for the AJCon-
gress, explained, one must challenge “the artificial perceptual segregation
of minority groups beyond the pale of democratic ideals.” What if a pas-
senger on a crowded bus overhears someone complain about “pushy”
minority groups? He or she was advised to respond, “Say, fellow, that’s
not very democratic of you.” One radio spot, whose “potent message
wrapped up as a jive tune” was provided free to stations by an ADL
affiliate, reminded listeners:

You can get good milk from a brown skinned cow;
The color of the skin doesn’t matter nohow.
Ho, ho, ho—haw, haw, haw,
You can learn common sense at the groc’ry store.116

Ultimately, however, the battle could not be won by discussing popula-
tions. Rather, in the words of an AJC “Discussion Guide” on how to
respond to bigots, “[E]stablish the ‘decent’ ‘American’ principles, and
speak of individuals—preferably people known to the audience—rather
than of entire groups, e.g. Jews, Negroes etc.” An ADL campaign featured
Jackie Robinson, Joe DiMaggio, Hank Greenberg, and others with the
caption, “It doesn’t matter what nationality he is; he can pitch.” (Actually,
none of them pitched.)117

Calling attention to race or religion emphasized differences among peo-
ple who were, at heart, the same. “I wonder why you had to identify
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[fighter Ezzard] Charles with the words—‘a slender, coal-black Negro,’ ”
ADL’s Hyman Haves queried a United Press reporter. Journalists must
avoid such racialized descriptions “[i]f we are to overcome prejudice in
this country and insure full democracy for all Americans.” This was part
of a greater effort to curb stereotyping. The NUL pleaded with white
ministers, “The use of terms which discount minority groups should be
discouraged. . . . Stories disparaging Negroes, Jews, Irish and other mi-
norities ought to be stopped. . . . Every such simple act may become a
victory for democracy” and can eventually alter “the social pattern.” In
California a black-Jewish coalition challenged racial stereotyping in Hol-
lywood “in which various members of minority groups are usually de-
picted in an unfavorable light, e.g. the Negro, the Mexican-Americans,
the Japanese, the Chinese, and sometimes, the Jew.”118

Discrimination, by such reasoning, resulted from personal bigotry
rather than protection of socioeconomic advantage. The AJC, committed
to “scientific research to determine the nature of prejudice,” pioneered
the way, commissioning German Jewish refugee scholars to produce a
“Study in Prejudice” series. The Authoritarian Personality, its pathbreak-
ing first volume, suggested that rigid conformity helped socialize bigots.
These studies helped reshape American socialization practices. Even the
popular musical South Pacific asserted, “You’ve got to be taught to hate
and fear.”119

Such programs did have an impact. Following a successful meeting with
a realtor whose white clients had feared selling their home to a black
family, David Robinson observed in a postscript, “The real estate agent
advised us that he had read GENTLEMAN’S AGREEMENT [Laura Hobson’s
1947 book about anti-Semitism] and that it had profoundly affected
his thinking. . . . I would like to believe there is some measure of truth
in it.”120

Education proved most effective when linked to specific initiatives. In
Baltimore, the NCJW, NAACP, and B’nai B’rith Women used public edu-
cation based on their power as consumers to challenge discrimination
policies. Mrs. Rogers, president of the Maryland State Council of BBW,
explained, “I went through the community and got signatures of [white]
women that our big department stores should allow Negroes to come in
and try clothes on. We fought for this until it came through.” Although
“many Christian women shunned us, what are you Jews fighting for Ne-
groes for? . . . [W]e stood up and fought like people, and thank God that
is not a question.”121

Similarly, in May 1947 Minneapolis women’s groups brought together
forty-four organizations to form the Joint Committee for Employment
Opportunity to combat local employment discrimination against African,
Jewish, and Japanese Americans. Having already won fair employment
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ordinances, the committee argued that full compliance could only come
when attitudes also changed. Thus it spearheaded a petition drive. “De-
mocracy calls for equal opportunity for equal ability,” more than ten
thousand Minneapolis citizens agreed, “I shall be glad to be served by
qualified sales persons or other employees of any race, creed or color
without discrimination.” By 1949, nine black women had for the first
time obtained employment as salespeople in targeted downtown stores.122

CORE also combined public education and consumer pressure to good
effect. In Chicago, it polled customers to demonstrate there was little resis-
tance to the hiring of black clerks. Even more dramatic was its use of sit-
ins, in which black and white CORE volunteers entered places of business
that would not serve African Americans, and occupied seats until served.
Beyond economic pressure, CORE’s strategies sought to educate the
broader public. In one St. Louis sit-in CORE members dropped leaflets
from an airplane, although it proved “not very satisfactory because most
of the leaflets landed on the tops of buildings.” Others painted slogans on
their shirts, like “Let’s Make Democracy Work” and “All We Ask Is Jus-
tice,” which CORE found “very successful in attracting attention to our
cause.” Even when such actions were pursued by individual organizations
rather than coalitions, as in this case, groups shared information, tactics,
and support. A 1949 CORE newsletter reminded readers, “[D]on’t forget
to send in news of whatever your group is doing. Others want to hear
about it.” Others did indeed: Maslow praised the CORE-lator as “filled
with significant news items that could not be found anywhere else.” Jewish
leaders routinely contributed invited pieces in black journals and were
quoted in the black press; black leaders appeared regularly in Jewish ones.
And as is clear from their files, black and Jewish groups followed each
other’s activities closely and held on to their materials.123

The South, of course, proved a central battleground for public educa-
tion campaigns, both because there was no hope of passing civil rights
legislation without a substantial attitudinal change among white south-
erners, and because in the absence of such laws, only voluntary change
was possible. Jewish groups seeking to rally the southern white commu-
nity behind integration produced and distributed pamphlets and films,
conducted discussion groups with local civic and religious bodies, and
publicized peacefully integrated events as evidence that desegregation
harmed no one.

In 1947 the Miami ADL office sponsored (and carefully orchestrated)
several integrated events that occurred without incident. These included a
local memorial service for President Roosevelt, banquets for the American
Veterans Committee (AVC) and Negro Service Council, a train trip to an
AVC convention in Milwaukee, and a meeting of the Dade County Fair
Rent Council with the City Council. “[S]o far as it is known, for the first
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time at this meeting Negroes and whites sat together on a unsegregated
basis at the Miami Beach City Hall,” crowed Burnett Roth. As Gilbert
Balkin noted, “This . . . gives the lie to the oft-contended positions . . .
that Negroes cannot be invited to participate in Brotherhood Week and
similar celebrations in this area ‘because of the local situation.’ ” Miami’s
experience prompted Alex Miller to offer a “tip” for interracial meetings:
hold them in “the most expensive and finest places in town. This will give
the meeting such an aura of respectability that the authorities or even the
local hoodlum elements would hesitate to do anything about it.” In a
letter to the national office Balkin concluded, “There is really nothing
particularly remarkable in the above cases. They simply illustrate that ‘it
can be done,’ given the will to put into action the democratic principles
easily agreed upon in theory. . . . Each successfully completed program
. . . constitutes an advancing step forward in the march of democratic
progress in the South.”124

Such challenges to prejudice were directed inward as well as outward.
“Our lodge is planning on a Minstrel Show,” a B’nai B’rith lodge wrote to
the ADL in 1948. “Some members think this is derogatory to a minority
group—most do not.” “It is our feeling that a lodge of B’nai B’rith, which
is dedicated to the bettering of inter-group understanding and relation-
ship, would do well to avoid any form of entertainment which wittingly
or unwittingly tends to offend any minority,” Monroe Sheinberg replied.
“We feel that the Negroes have a perfect right to object to the stereotyping
of their words and actions which are found in the usual blackface minstrel
show. We ourselves have frequently objected to the stereotyping of the
Jew in alleged humorous skits.” The NUL made similar interventions in
the black community. “It is true that anti-semitism [sic] among Negroes
is less prevalent than among almost any other group. . . . But the slightest
tendency in this direction constitutes a racial disgrace which the Urban
League consistently endeavors to wipe out.”125

Social Discrimination

Perhaps nowhere was the link between civic education and liberal politics
clearer than in fighting social discrimination. The exclusion of any group
from places of public accommodation, quasi-private organizations and
social clubs was antithetical to the liberal vision of civic equality. As an
ADL manual on the subject explained, not only do such practices “give
credence and support to the theory that differences of race, religion, or
national origin justify unequal treatment of individuals” and make indi-
viduals in those organizations complicit in discrimination, but “[t]he ex-
clusion of groups on irrational bases” creates a “climate ripe for segrega-
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tion, . . . discrimination, . . . and second class citizenship. Social
discrimination is part of a pattern, interrelated with and supporting all
other areas of discrimination; and the problem must be treated on all
levels at the same time.” This was not just a southern issue; as Maslow
pointed out in 1949 regarding FEPC, “There is a great deal of opposition
even in the North.”126

Yet few places mandated integration of such venues, and most of the
South explicitly prohibited it. Without federal civil rights laws, legal re-
course could be had only in those few northern states with such protec-
tions. Some liberals were not even sure such discrimination should be
grounds for legal action, arguing that these institutions were private, and
individuals had a right to free association. Given these constraints, even
in the North civil rights organizations relied on careful monitoring and
appeals to shared values of democracy and tolerance.127

Each case had to be approached individually, based on the reliability
of local contacts, careful fact finding, and the potential for mobilizing
mass support. Sometimes groups mounted public campaigns or legal chal-
lenges; in other situations behind-the-scenes negotiation offered more
promise. Usually they tried several strategies simultaneously, placing pres-
sure at every vulnerable spot. Progress was slow, and there were times
when nothing could be done. But in all these efforts the liberal agenda
was fully visible: legal equality, government action, personal rather than
structural transformation, appeal to a democratic vision, and protection
of individual rather than group rights.

In some cases, existing legislation made legal action the appropriate
strategy. In New Jersey, a coalition of the UPWA-CIO, NAACP, AJCon-
gress, and Civil Rights Congress brought suit against Atlantic City restau-
rants that refused to admit African Americans attending the UPWA’s
1946 convention. In Minneapolis the ADL and AJCongress provided
legal memoranda and briefs to the Minnesota Jewish Council in its ulti-
mately successful fight to integrate a beach, a pattern repeated in many
cities and towns across the country. It took three years of struggle by
CORE, the ADL, NAACP, and the Workers Defense League to integrate
the swimming pool at (Jewish-owned) Palisades Amusement Park in
New Jersey.128

Still, even in the North, the law did not always prove a reliable ally. In
Ohio, a public golf course converted to a private one in 1948 so that it
could exclude nonwhite players. A group of African Americans took the
club to court. They won on appeal, but only because the court found the
course had not actually become private in any meaningful respect. The
decision, ADL’s Sol Rabkin and AJC’s Alex Brooks pointed out, “exposes
as a subterfuge a scheme frequently employed for the purpose of evading
the provisions of state civil rights laws.” While the ruling was therefore
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welcome, it left intact the right of truly private clubs to discriminate. Fur-
thermore, violations of the law required trials by “juries, which, as experi-
ence shows, are often reluctant to find against the operator of a place of
public accommodation.”129

In State College, Pennsylvania, local barbershops refused to serve Afri-
can American clients. In 1947 the local CORE, Hillel, and B’nai B’rith
lodge collected more than eighteen hundred signatures on a protest peti-
tion, and each barber was contacted individually. Next, CORE took out
advertisements to urge the barbers “on moral grounds” to change their
practices. When this failed, CORE proposed launching a boycott and
opening a nondiscriminatory barbershop. The Hillel director, concerned
the latter might be “an admission of failure,” sought Arnold Forster’s
advice. Forster agreed that it “would reflect an acquiescence to the situa-
tion” and feared a boycott would have little effect because most who
objected to segregation presumably already refused to patronize discrimi-
natory shops. Instead, he advised B’nai B’rith and CORE to remind the
barbers of the state law barring discrimination in public accommodations
and detailed the mechanisms for testing the law and proceeding against
barbers who violated it. Select testers who were “popular locally,” he
recommended. “Care should be taken to obtain the best and most reliable
citizens, persons who are very much respected in the community.” These
tests must receive press coverage, and the group should seek legal help
from “sympathetic local lawyers” and national groups. Precisely the strat-
egy employed in Montgomery in preparation for its bus boycott of 1955,
Forster’s advice reminds us of how completely civil rights groups agreed
on both goals and approaches, strategized together, and refined tech-
niques based on shared experience.130

Galvanized by the report, “To Secure These Rights,” the Committee on
Civil Rights in East Manhattan (CCREM) met in March 1949 to address
local discrimination problems using similar techniques. The siting of the
United Nations headquarters on the east side of Manhattan offered a
marvelous public relations opportunity for enforcing desegregation laws,
and the first project the group undertook was to survey discrimination in
local restaurants. Gathering twenty-three sponsoring organizations, in-
cluding the AJCongress, AJC, NAACP, ADL, ADA, Community Church,
NCNW, Ethical Culture Society, JACL, JWV, National Council on Civil
Rights, American Association of University Women, NCCJ, NLC, ACLU,
CORE, NUL, Spanish American Youth Bureau, and several civic groups,
CCREM surveyed every drugstore and eating place in the vicinity. Ran-
domly selecting a quarter of them, it tested for discrimination in treat-
ment. After careful training, testers were paired by race. Two black testers
entered each restaurant, followed soon by two white testers. Acting like
any other patrons, they ate and immediately afterwards reported their
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treatment to test supervisors. As the CCREM report explained, “although
no Negro team was refused admission, in 42% of restaurants tested, the
treatment of Negro teams compared with the white teams was so clearly
inferior as to leave no doubt that it was discriminatory.” CCREM re-
ported its findings to the restaurant unions and owners’ associations, and
both groups pledged to “provide all patrons with full and equal accommo-
dations equally and courteously given.” The committee later publicized
its findings to spur similar actions elsewhere in the community. It took
two years to move even this far, in a state and city with a long history of
antidiscrimination laws, and an unusually high level of racial diversity.131

Jewish and black groups also combined political mobilization, legal
challenge, and public education to fight discrimination in one of the most
popular American pastimes. The American Bowling Congress, incorpo-
rated in 1895, promoted the sport and organized tournaments of local
teams. Early in the twentieth century it amended its bylaws to require that
teams include only “individuals of the white male sex.” The UAW, ADL,
and NAACP spearheaded a campaign to convince the ABC to change its
policy, creating a National Committee for Fair Play in Bowling in 1947
chaired by Hubert Humphrey. White, Randolph, David Dubinsky, and
Steinbrink sat on its board. The big names at the top suggest not the elite
nature of the movement but its concern with extending change into every
aspect of people’s lives. This was civil rights on the ground. The commit-
tee publicized the issue, lobbied ABC delegates to eliminate the restric-
tions, and asked teams and alley owners to press for change. Coalitions
emerged in cities as disparate as Chicago, Philadelphia, Indianapolis,
Cleveland, Santa Barbara, New York, Boston, Buffalo, Syracuse, Milwau-
kee, Minneapolis, Detroit, and Columbus. B’nai B’rith, UAW, AJC, Cath-
olic Youth Organization, JLC, CORE, veterans’ groups, ADL, AJCon-
gress, NAACP, NCRAC, and even the American Legion coordinated local
efforts. The NAACP, ADL, and JLC appeared before the ABC’s Board of
Directors. New Jersey activists picketed its 1949 convention. When all
this failed, the NAACP, with the aid of the AJCongress, CIO, and ADL,
filed complaints with the New York, Ohio, Illinois, and Wisconsin attor-
neys general that the ABC violated state antidiscrimination laws. Facing
mounting pressure from all sides, not to mention “more than $40,000 in
legal fees,” delegates at ABC’s 1950 convention voted overwhelmingly
to end its whites-only rules. Its similarly besieged affiliate, the Women’s
International Bowling Congress, which had limited membership to white
women, did the same.132 Again the absence of federal civil rights laws
hampered and complicated options to compel change.

The South posed even greater challenges. There, Jim Crow laws crimi-
nalized most integrated activities even if undertaken voluntarily. The Na-
tional Duckpin Bowling Congress, which also restricted membership to
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“members of the Caucasian race,” served a primarily southern sport. The
ADL could only urge that “the discriminatory clause should be removed
from the constitution . . . and also an educational job should be done in
the states where the laws do not permit racial intermingling.”133 With such
limited tools, challenging social discrimination proved extremely slow
and difficult.

Still, whether failures or successes, these coalitions had another pro-
found effect. Working together with those of different religious and racial
backgrounds promoted the very change of heart these groups sought. As
David Petegorsky argued, “Utilizing the forces of social control to combat
racism and to improve group relations is important not only for its end
results but because of the processes it involves.” Because the problems of
prejudice are shared by many groups, working together in “an equal sta-
tus relationship” on issues of mutual concern is a far more effective chal-
lenge to bigotry than “a flow of ‘canned’ materials into the press of such
groups.” Regarding black anti-Semitism, for example, Maslow pointed
out that when the CLSA supported a black Chicagoan’s challenge to re-
strictive housing covenants in 1946, the Chicago Defender “carried the
story in a headline, ‘Jews Attack Restrictive Covenants.’ That will do a
hundred times as much good as a million leaflets that you distribute to
Negroes, telling them that Jews are not exploiters.”134

As CORE’s Houser observed, education meant not merely disseminat-
ing pamphlets, but “creating the conditions of equality” both within the
group taking action and in the larger society. Through its activities, CORE
volunteers “of the Christian and Jewish faith, and of various races . . .
learn by doing. . . . [I]nterracial and interfaith fellowship is part of the
whole program.” Similarly, Granger praised the “inter-faith, inter-race
solidity” created by the NUL’s “boards and committees. . . . This kind of
teamwork between Negroes and whites, Jews and Gentiles, is a standing
affirmation of faith in the democratic system.”135 Joint action itself rein-
forced pluralist values and challenged bigotry.

All this invites us to revisit the claim that black-Jewish collaborations
were merely partnerships among elites. Most of these efforts were
launched by local, middle-class, community leaders. If the CORE picket-
ers, the CCREM testers, or the bowling clubs that fought the ABC are
elites, then that concept has become too elastic to be useful. Indeed, even
more than in earlier years, black-Jewish political cooperation received
broad community support, confirmed by increased giving to civil rights
agencies and staunchly liberal voting patterns.136 Beyond the sense of
shared oppression carried from earlier years, blacks and Jews in the 1950s
(broadly speaking) endorsed liberalism’s undergirding vision of individ-
ual freedom: the freedom to choose and celebrate one’s identity and at
the same time, freedom to enjoy equal access to the opportunities of em-
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ployment, housing, voting, and civic life without reference to background
or group membership. Certainly not every African American and every
Jew embraced one another. Nor did the commitment to each other always
extend beyond the rhetorical. Still, the evidence suggests that the devotion
to liberal values and to civil rights for racial and religious minorities was
broadly felt in this heyday of black-Jewish political cooperation. Such
extensive political collaboration undergirds the arguments of those who
consider this an era of black-Jewish “alliance.” But if the two communi-
ties increasingly shared a commitment to liberal social justice, ongoing
tensions threatened both their coalitions and that commitment.

“Constant ‘needling’ ”

Longstanding biases held. Among Jews, racism persisted, although studies
continued to suggest it was significantly less widespread and less virulent
than views held by other whites. “I can quite understand your distress
about anti-Negro statements by religious Jews, and I share your feeling
completely,” an ADL staffer wrote a Brooklyn woman, adding optimisti-
cally, “I suppose you realize that the people who disturbed you represent
a definite minority among Jewish people, and that by and large the people
who are most actively in support of pro-Negro and pro-democratic
groups are the Jews.”137

While tokenism did not raise black community hackles, other forms of
Jewish paternalism still did. Walter White warned Jewish leaders of the
“very dangerous attitude” of those pressuring him during the 1947 UN
vote on Palestine. He saw “obvious condescension bordering on contempt
for Haitians and Liberians because they are black and poor. . . . The lan-
guage used . . . seemed clearly to indicate that the speakers felt that Hai-
tians, Liberians and Indians should obey orders without question.”138

In a private letter to Maslow, White complained again. “I would not
have been surprised had these statements been made by semi-illiterate
persons. But I was dumbfounded at the bluntness of the statements made
by persons who ought to have known better.” Similar incidents suggested
to him that such attitudes were widespread. He described efforts to per-
suade a Jewish theater owner not to show the racist film Birth of a Nation.
The owner refused, and added resentfully, “ ‘I have been a friend of your
people but I don’t expect any gratitude.’ ” White seethed. “I loathe the
condescension implied in talking about ‘your people’ and was tempted to
tell Mr. Brandt what I was trying to do at that very moment for his peo-
ple” in refugee camps. Acknowledging these were “specific instances of
prejudiced individuals” and that “you could cite examples of prejudice
against Jews by Negroes who ought to know better,” he concluded, “But
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don’t you agree that it is your job and mine to fight as vigorously to
eradicate anti-Semitism among Negroes and anti-Negroism among Jews
as it is to fight our common enemy?”139

Other black leaders shared that resentment. In 1957 Kenneth Clark
warned that “Jews who help Negroes in the struggle for equality do so
from a position of unquestioned economic and political superiority. It
may require a restructuring of the total pattern of this relationship . . .
when and if the Negro attains the position where he no longer requires
or desires the help of benefactors.” Looking back, several Jewish leaders
agreed. Albert Vorspan saw Jewish involvement in civil rights as “kind
and benevolent . . . but it was also colonial.” Jews had thought to do
things “for Negroes rather than with them,” acknowledged AJC’s Harry
Fleischman.140

Some Jews recognized the problem at the time. During its 1943 conven-
tion, the NCJW agreed to revise the wording of a resolution urging greater
civil rights protections for African Americans. One delegate opposed the
“part where it says that we should educate them [Negroes] to the point
of self-respecting citizens. I think it would be an insult.” Shad Polier
warned in 1946 that “relatively speaking, we are a much more privileged
group, and like all privileged groups . . . we tend, consciously or uncon-
sciously, to slip into an attitude of superiority and of wanting to hold to
ourselves the advantages.” A 1948 ADL antibias guide advised that “the
major responsibility for correcting any situation rests largely with those
in a position of advantage. In our own country that is obviously the white
man.”141 Such statements reveal an early appreciation of what scholars
now call white privilege, the invisible benefits accruing to white people in
the United States, and a recognition that racism and racial discrimination
were, in the end, white people’s problems and their responsibility. They
offer a powerful, if partial, counterforce to Jewish paternalism. Jewish
groups, in other words, may have acted paternalistically, but they did
recognize their obligation not only as discrimination’s victims but also its
beneficiaries, to act rather than leave it to others.

African American anti-Semitism posed its own challenges to political
collaboration.142 As before, this manifested itself primarily in economic
rather than theological terms. Jabs at the ostensible wealth and control
of the Jewish community came from even prominent black newspapers
and leaders. The Chicago Defender, for example, uncritically repeated an
anti-Semitic slur made by Joe Louis’s wife Marva in 1948 about British
Jews wearing fur coats while others starved, which made even veterans
of black-Jewish cooperation furious. “I am getting ‘fed up’ with this con-
stant ‘needling,’ ” complained Stella Counselbaum of the Chicago ADL
office. “When a Negro newspaper of the standing of the ‘Chicago De-
fender’ prints anything as vicious as this they are making themselves a
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party to the creation of the tension which they claim they would elimi-
nate.” Counselbaum was hardly a defensive Jewish advocate; she received
the NCNW’s 1948 Honor Award “for work in human relations.”143

Most common were invectives against Jewish business involvement in
black neighborhoods; many implied conspiratorial Jewish control. In
1956 the Crusader ran the headline “Grossman’s Fights Negro Grocer;
Jews, Realtor, Conspire to Oust Businessman.” The belief in Jewish ex-
ploitation persisted. An AJC study of Baltimore in 1949 revealed that 71
percent of African Americans there, compared with 51 percent of white
Christians (a frighteningly high number in itself), agreed with the state-
ment that “in general Jews are dishonest in their business dealings.”144

This delicate matter of Jewish exploiters continued to complicate the
interactions of black and white leaders; Jewish and black perspectives
remained divergent. In “Hating Jews,” a 1947 Pittsburgh Courier edito-
rial, Joseph Bibb called African Americans who endorsed anti-Semitism
“contemptible and idiotic.” He argued that “‘just plain white folks’ ”
were worse since Jews did business with African Americans—“at lofty
interest”—while most other whites “will have no part of you at any
price.” Second, “Jewish people are . . . functioning with more interracial
organizations and giving the lifting hands to more colored people than
any other hyphenated American racial group.” While “[w]e are fully
aware that many scheming, grasping Jewish people are drawing the life
blood out of our communities,” he concluded, “we are compelled to con-
clude that the Jews are the best friends that the colored man in America
has.” Most Jews were appalled. ADL’s Abel Berland considered Bibb’s
alleged anti-Semitism “confirmed by his article.” But the former executive
director of the Chicago Urban League praised the article’s stand against
black anti-Semitism, and White wrote Maslow that he “was puzzled by
your statement that . . . [the article] ‘was in the worst tradition of [race
baiter] Gerald L. K. Smith.’ ”145

Both positions have merit. By using Jewish stereotypes as blanket in-
dictments, Bibb was indulging in anti-Semitic practice. Yet his claims were
not incorrect, even if they were not representative acts of Jews in general,
and he raised precisely the points the ADL and AJC routinely made: Jews
were no worse than, and indeed were often better than, other white peo-
ple; Jews had a special concern for African Americans; and the actions of
some Jews should not erase the contributions of others.

But black discussions of Jewish exploitation now routinely also in-
cluded reminders of the two peoples’ common agenda. A 1951 editorial
in the Kansas City Call noted with alarm that locally, “anti-Semitism is
growing among Negroes.” After rehearsing the usual accusations, the edi-
torial chided, “Negroes as one minority group should be the last ones to
exhibit a prejudice of any kind against another minority. The problems
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of the two groups are so similar that it is hard to conceive how one could
work contrary to the best interests of the other.” Pointing out that “Jewish
people all over the country are lending their support to our fight against
injustice and bigotry wherever it exists,” it concluded, “Disagree or quar-
rel with an individual Jewish citizen if you wish, but do not accuse the
whole group of being like him.”146

Even more dramatic was the change in Jewish leaders’ responses. In-
creasingly, they acknowledged the legitimacy of specific criticism and
turned to the activist precedents of New York and Chicago to address
them. Charles Sherman’s 1946 memorandum to the ADL Committee on
Labor Relations minced no words. “It must be stated bluntly that with
respect to them [African Americans] Jews are vulnerable. . . . The only
Jew a Negro meets in the city is a pawn broker, grocer, insurance agent
or landlord. The only Jew a sharecropper meets is a storekeeper or trades-
man. As far as the Negro is concerned, Jews represent exploitation.”147

Baltimore illustrates the changes in both Jewish and African American
leaders. The AJC complained that the local NAACP chapter head, Mrs.
Jackson, had consistently singled out Hutzler’s, the Jewish-owned depart-
ment store, for discrimination more widely practiced. But Sidney Hol-
lander, Jewish leader and new president of the Baltimore Urban League,
told Walter White in 1947 that while he believed Mrs. Jackson had an
“anti-Jewish bias” that was hurting black-Jewish relations in that city, “I
can’t blame her too much for feeling as she does. As you know, I have
something of the same feeling myself.”148 White, insisting that “we cannot
permit any of our branches to be guilty of spreading prejudice against
another minority whatever basis there may be”—a remarkable shift from
his own earlier remarks on the subject—suggested a meeting with Mrs.
Jackson but Gloster Current and Roy Wilkins counseled against it. “Or-
ganized Jewry in Baltimore, with such a champion as Mr. Hollander,
ought to see that as long as Albert Hutzler continues his discrimination
that just so long will the cleavage remain between the Negro and the Jew
in Baltimore,” wrote Current. “What is wrong in Baltimore is not the
result of bias on Mrs. Jackson’s part but is due to inability of the ‘friends
of the race’ to make concrete headway within their own group.” In any
case, he concluded, “The militant program of the NAACP in Baltimore
would not lend itself to close cooperation with the Urban League in that
city anyway, and personally I do not blame Mrs. Jackson for taking the
position that she has in this regard.”149

White, shocked, wrote back. “It would be most regrettable for anyone
connected with the NAACP to be guilty of prejudice or approval of preju-
dice against any minority. The Baltimore Branch most certainly should
oppose discrimination by department stores but it is absolutely against
the Association’s principles to single out Jewish department stores for
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attack as such when the gentile department stores are equally guilty.”
White also gave a glimpse of intervention’s private costs. Hollander “has
been fighting the discrimination in department stores there even though
it cost him the friendship of Mr. Hutzler who is not only a relative but . . .
one of Mr. Hollander’s closest friends.” In fact, he concluded, Hollander’s
efforts have “resulted in a considerable change of policy by a majority of
the Jewish stores, while the two gentile stores are as adamant in their
prejudice as they have ever been.”150

In 1947 the Essex County, New Jersey, JCRC, NAACP, UL, and others
drafted a letter to Nathan Orbach asking that he reverse his store’s
whites-only hiring policy. The ADL suggested that Orbach first be ap-
proached informally by representatives of the Jewish groups. At that
meeting Orbach agreed to change his policy, and the group then sent the
letter to other stores, urging them to follow his lead.151 That same year
the Detroit Jewish Community Council held a well-attended meeting
with East Side Jewish merchants and pressed for an end to exploitative
business practices. The JCC explained “that the Jewish merchants had
borne the brunt of the damage during the past riot, that that damage
had been wrecked [sic] upon Jewish stores because of the feeling in the
community that the Jewish merchants had been dealing unfairly and
took no interest in the Negro people.”152 Parochial and universal self-
interest came together neatly.

Meanwhile in Washington, D.C., NCRAC, AJC, AJCongress, ADL,
JWV, UAHC, and twenty-four Jewish Community Councils publicly
urged the National Theater to open its doors to black patrons, despite
the opposition of local Jews, including the theater owner. As ADL’s Paul
Richman put it, “The conflict . . . seems to center primarily between Jews
who wish to prevent negroes [sic] from entering the theater and Jews
who are trying to get them in.” The AJCongress launched a petition drive
among actors pledging not to perform there or in any other segregated
theater. Democratic symbolism proved particularly potent in this case.
“That democracy should be made a mockery of in the national capital of
this the world’s greatest democracy, that the equal rights of men should
be flouted within the very shadow of this nation’s governmental buildings,
seems to us monstrous and intolerable,” NCRAC insisted.153 Jewish lead-
ers’ more positive engagement in these issues occurred for several interre-
lated reasons: continued Jewish concern over the dangers of anti-Semitism
and the desire to lessen it where possible, the increasing importance of
collaborative political work with the black community and the fear of
undermining it, and the growing engagement with a universalist civil
rights struggle that made the contradiction between calls for equal treat-
ment and continued racist practice less tenable.
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By the mid-1950s the issue of black economic anti-Semitism had de-
clined markedly. As Kenneth Clark observed in 1957, “The more obvious
forms of verbal anti-Semitism, common among Negroes ten to fifteen
years ago, seem to have been substantially ameliorated.” He accounted
for this by noting, among other factors, the increased and “important
role” Jewish organizations had begun playing in the civil rights struggle.
The continued exodus of Jewish businesses from inner-city neighbor-
hoods and improved practices of those who remained no doubt contrib-
uted as well. But if Jewish economic exploitation and black anti-Semitism
declined, the Rev. James Robinson noted new arenas of conflict, including
“an increased feeling of bitterness over the fact that Jews in better neigh-
borhoods and suburban areas are often as hostile as other whites, when
Negroes attempt to move in.” 154

“No Negroes present”: Southern Jews and Civil Rights

Perhaps the greatest challenge to black/Jewish amity was the situation
in the South, where most Jews sought invisibility when it came to ques-
tions of race. Some southern Jews like Burnett Roth, who helped found
Miami’s active ADL office, did work hard and openly for civil rights.
The NCJW’s San Antonio chapter lobbied Congress to abolish the poll
tax in 1943. Its Charleston chapter was the only Jewish group to join
the effort to integrate the police force. In several cities Jews were promi-
nent in Civil Rights Congress chapters. A black and Jewish-led CORE
chapter in Miami desegregated local lunch counters in the late 1950s. A
few rabbis, mostly Reform, spoke out against segregation and worked
with black ministers and others, usually behind the scenes, to promote
racial equality.155

But more often, southern Jews proved themselves little better than other
whites around them. Relatively few in number, still perceiving themselves
as vulnerable outsiders in a bastion of Christian fundamentalism, most
southern Jews followed the segregation patterns set by their white gentile
neighbors. A 1951 ADL survey revealed that unlike the common practice
in the North, no southern Jewish Community Center accepted black
members, and most barred them from any participation at all. A syna-
gogue youth group “had an interracial week,” noted the Chattanooga
Tennessee Urban League in disgust, “—no Negroes present.” Walter
White neatly encapsulated the divergent behaviors within the southern
Jewish community when he contrasted a Fort Lauderdale Jewish choir
that sang in a black church despite being threatened with violence by the
local police, and a Jewish-owned hotel twenty-six miles away in Miami
that refused to accept African American guests.156
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Most southern Jews attributed their silence to fear of anti-Semitism,
and pressed their nationals to tone down their efforts. Nor were such
fears unfounded. In 1958 AJC’s Edwin Lukas warned, “Huge quantities
of primitive anti-Semitic literature have been poured by organized . . .
hate mongers . . . , blaming Jews for nearly everything that has happened
in the South—from Lee’s surrender and Sherman’s march, to the Supreme
Court decision [in Brown] itself.”157

Not only did national Jewish groups therefore find it difficult to recruit
local volunteers for southern projects, southern Jewish resistance limited
action even on the national level, since these organizations relied on their
membership for both financial support and policy decisions. Despite de-
cades of involvement by the NCJW against restrictive housing covenants,
for example, a southern delegate to its 1943 conference blocked passage
of a resolution opposing them by insisting that racial integration, unlike
religious, required further study.158

In deference to southern concerns the AJC pledged in 1949 “never to
undertake activity in a local community against the opposition of the local
community organization.” As George Hexter explained, “Local commu-
nities in the South can not be expected to implement fully the national
policy of all-out opposition to anti-Negro discrimination; but this . . .
does not mean that any Southern chapter . . . has ever said that it opposed
the policy nationally.”159

Because ADL chapters weighed in on policy decisions, southern mem-
bers managed to delay the ADL’s filing of several amicus briefs. In Briggs
v. Elliott, the ADL’s Southern Regional Board advised the national
against filing. “After much discussion” the ADL decided to file, but the
Regional Board asked it to reconsider “with such vehemence and genu-
ine sincerity” that the ADL agreed to postpone its decision until the
next National Commission meeting. There, the southern representative,
Alfred Smith, pleaded that while “[a]ll men of good will—and we are
certainly in that category—want with utmost sincerity to see an exten-
sion of the democratic principle of equal civil rights in all fields,” filing
briefs was the wrong way to attain that goal. With southern opposition
so strong, public identification with desegregation would identify Jews
as a “disloyal minority” and reduce ADL workers “to a position of in-
ertness.” Other southern speakers reminded listeners of southern anti-
Semitism. Ultimately the ADL did vote to proceed. Filing in the Brown
case was similarly delayed. And even after the court decision, B’nai
B’rith lodges in Louisiana, Mississippi, and Virginia asked the ADL to
reconsider its position.160

Here, southern fears merely cost ADL a delay. In other cases, the League
ended up compromising its program. In 1949 an ADL affiliate, the Insti-
tute for American Democracy, produced two sets of “brotherhood” com-
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ics for children. In one, a scene of children included a black boy. The
other, for use in the South, depicted an entirely white crowd. As White
noted in a letter of protest, “It seems to me that if members of the ADL
living in the south cannot stand up for the brotherhood of all human
beings, including Negroes, there is little point spending money to print
‘brotherhood’ literature at all.” In his reply, Ben Epstein admitted being
“as shocked as you were” and claimed that “we are vigorously opposed
to what was done.” But, he added, “This does not at all detract from the
fact that some materials will be more acceptable in the South than oth-
ers.” Almost a decade later, the ADL, with more, and more active, south-
ern offices than any other Jewish organization, was still playing down its
civil rights activities, reassuring southern Jews that while it worked “in
harmony” with the NAACP on issues of joint concern, “we probably have
more projects going with chambers of commerce.”161

The Garden of Forking Paths: Race, Religion, and Liberalism

The liberal consensus itself also contributed to black-Jewish strains in
ways that would only become fully visible in the 1960s. Because liberals
of the time posited racism as a moral problem and looked to individual
action to remedy it, neither community fully recognized the structural
underpinnings to racism. When liberal strategies failed to dislodge those
deeper barriers, black activists would, far more quickly and more often
than Jews, come to question the efficacy of the liberal vision. The roots
of these future disagreements are visible even in cooperative political ac-
tivities of the 1940s and ’50s, and are nowhere more evident than in ef-
forts to end employment discrimination against both blacks and Jews.

Take the struggle to convince employers not to inquire about religion
or race on application forms. The Commercial Travelers Mutual Accident
Association of America’s application asked, for example, “Are you a male
white person?” When challenged by the AJCongress in 1942, the Associa-
tion explained this was not “discrimination against any particular class
or creed, but . . . so that we would not be forced to accept applications
of some undesirables where the question of color would be involved.”
Such inquiries were ubiquitous. Maslow reported that in 1946 “there was
an increase in discriminatory help wanted ads . . . [of] almost 200 per-
cent” and feared that “this type of discrimination was likely to increase
as the years went on.” The Bureau on Jewish Employment Problems in
Chicago conducted a survey of four thousand firms in 1955. It found
27 percent requested non-Jewish placements and “as might be expected,
discrimination by reason of race proved to be the most severe.”162
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Once employers agreed not to solicit racial or religious information,
Jewish groups considered the problem largely solved; without knowing
an applicant’s background, employers would now hire on the basis of
merit. And for many Jews, at least those without identifiable Jewish sur-
names, this was indeed the case. As Maslow observed, even if this change
“does nothing but drive discriminatory practice underground, it still
serves a useful function. It is much more difficult for a personnel manager
to discriminate against Jews when he has no ready means of determining
whether an applicant is a Jew.”163 But for African Americans writing one’s
race on a form is usually superfluous and most continued to be denied
employment, housing, loans, and accommodations. For black organiza-
tions, unlike Jewish ones, theoretical race blindness was not enough. In
fact one of the crucial differences between blacks and Jews in the United
States is precisely that Jews, at least those who do not look or sound
“Jewish,” can “pass” in a way that most black people cannot. In other
words, Jews’ white skin gave them access to opportunities still determined
by race. But when those determinations were no longer made explicitly,
their operation became largely invisible to Jews and other whites. This
was white privilege in operation, whether its beneficiaries recognized it
or not.

Jews’ belief that the discrimination problem was largely solved may be
explained by the lesser resilience of anti-Semitism compared to racism.
As Maslow explained in 1954, unlike racism, which was still “not only
blunt and obvious but often . . . boasted of,” anti-Semitic acts “are not
considered respectable,” and so eliminating questions on religion im-
proved Jewish economic opportunity. During World War II, when anti-
Semitism was more overt, Jewish groups recognized that firms, when
barred from inquiring about religion, used other means to identify Jewish
applicants.164 But by the 1950s, Nazism had discredited active Jew-hatred,
and religious differences muted as the migrants’ children assimilated and
civil rights protests diverted attention to race. Perhaps one reason many
Jews did not see the limitations of their efforts to prevent queries on race
or religion in the 1950s was that given lessening anti-Semitism, for Jews
the strategy succeeded.

Even when discrimination continued against Jews, improved Jewish
class status rendered it less significant. As the 1948 NCRAC study ob-
served, for example, while certain Illinois department stores rarely hired
Jewish clerks, “only a very small number of Jews seek employment in
these fields.” Similarly few sought membership in trade unions. Indeed,
since most Jews there were “middle-class, self-employed and professional,
. . . on the whole, discrimination in employment is not an immediate
problem . . . since they are scarcely in the labor market.”165
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Furthermore, because religion never played the central role race did in
defining American identity, the discrediting of public anti-Semitism meant
that for Jews discrimination manifested itself almost exclusively in the
private actions of individuals. Racism, by contrast, remained firmly
rooted in the law and in economic practice. Maslow observed that be-
cause of these differences between racial and religious discrimination,
Jews rarely required the legislative and legal strategies still employed by
black agencies. Concluding that irrational prejudice explained bigotry,
Jewish groups increasingly focused on public education campaigns to pro-
mote tolerance.166 While they argued that these benefited African Ameri-
cans as well, racism was far less responsive to such techniques. In any
case, the roots of racism lay in the deep structures of society rather than
solely in the minds of individuals.

Many Jews (and other liberals) failed to recognize the real and substan-
tial benefits discriminators gained by their discrimination. Anti-Semitism
and, even more so, racism were sustained not only by stereotypes but
by white Christian self-interest. By limiting access to society’s goods and
services, those within the circle enjoyed a disproportionate share. While
Jews, small in number and never legally restricted, posed little threat,
black equality required the dismantling of exclusionary systems, from
FHA guidelines protecting white neighborhoods to seniority rules that
privileged those already inside. Educational programs could not accom-
plish this; institutional racism had to be tackled in very different ways. So
long as these methods included legal and legislative work, Jewish groups
continued to support civil rights efforts, even though they had little impact
on anti-Semitism.

But the growing movement within the civil rights community toward
mass action strategies that appeared to threaten the system of civic stabil-
ity made liberal Jewish groups uneasy. Jews’ relative safety in a society
rooted in liberal ideals of civil order and obedience to the law, and their
remarkable success in transcending discrimination and joining the middle
class, inevitably led to a devotion to the American social system that had
made that safety and success possible. Their success verified for them a
commitment to liberalism. But it also made Jews wary of actions that
might jeopardize their gains. In the words of Kenneth Clark, “Personal
status needs and conformity pressures as they operate to perpetuate the
racial status quo appear no less imperative for Jews than for other Ameri-
cans.”167 With some trepidation, Jewish groups did come to support the
tactics of the Montgomery bus boycott and even CORE’s dignified civil
disobedience, although they refused direct participation, and, when they
could, still counseled patience and negotiation as preferable to public pro-
test. Jewish organizations, happy and indeed eager to embrace the civil
rights agenda of voting rights and antisegregation and discrimination leg-
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islation, remained more skeptical about tactics that rejected the value of
moderation that they believed crucial for their own security.

Yet many Jews understood the divergence between black and Jewish
political choices differently. Jews were not doing too little on behalf of
black civil rights. “[O]ur organizational structure is completely commit-
ted to the elimination of all forms of prejudice,” Nathan Edelstein of the
AJCongress insisted in 1960. “We adhere to this position even though
corresponding Negro support of Jewish objectives . . . has not been exten-
sive. Faced with problems far more severe than those of the Jewish com-
munity, Negro defense activities have been shaped far more by their own
immediate and pressing problems than by general principles. . . . If one
views the situation in terms of striking a balance, there is a large Negro
deficit.” Roy Wilkins concurred. He lamented that while Jewish groups
had served as resources “with respect to predominantly Negro problems
. . . I would wish that it could be true consistently of Negro groups with
relation to anti-Semitism.” Edelstein concluded that the imbalance was
irrelevant to the question of whether Jews should involve themselves in
civil rights. “Jews are dedicated to the cause of justice and equality be-
cause it is best for all Americans. Jews as well as Negroes are the benefici-
aries of a society that assures full equality for all.”168 Nevertheless, such
differences of perspective and approach would sharpen in the next, more
activist, mass-action phase of the civil rights movement. Liberalism, and
with it the liberal black-Jewish coalition, would find itself under siege.



C H A P T E R F I V E

Red Menace

Communism posed particular challenges for liberals engaged in civil
rights. Communists as well as noncommunist leftists had long been active
in antiracist and civil rights struggles as courageous and committed advo-
cates at a time when few other allies were to be had. Their economic
critique of racism and mass-action tactics brought something new and
important to the civil rights struggle. But many desired revolution more
than democracy. They were also targets of intense fear and antagonism,
so collaboration with them intensified attacks from the right. These facts
forced liberals into difficult choices.

If the question of whether to work with communists presented a di-
lemma, so did the means of repudiating them. Many steps taken against
the Communist Party (CP) also diminished democracy by trampling on
the civil liberties crucial for the free expression of difference. Furthermore,
many of the most public opponents of communism were those who regu-
larly denounced all civil rights and social reform programs as communist
conspiracies. Thus if liberal black and Jewish groups were to continue
their work, they believed they had to simultaneously fight communism
and defend the civil liberties that protected its free expression. How they
sought to strike that balance, and how they selected strategies and pro-
grams within these constraints, is the subject of this chapter.

The postwar history of civil rights is deeply embedded in the political
struggles between liberals and leftists. Communists and socialists had em-
braced black civil rights long before most white liberals had, and in local
communities, both North and South, they had provided the backbone of
much civil rights organizing. They continued to do so in the postwar pe-
riod.1 But now, leftists faced two new challenges: liberals and the cold
war. Liberals, newly strengthened by the New Deal and the war, newly
energized to challenge racial discrimination and bigotry, opposed commu-
nist activity for reasons of both ideology and control. And the intensifying
hatred, fear, and competition between the communist nations of the East
and capitalist nations of the West rendered all American communist activ-
ity suspect and provided a potent weapon for conservatives to challenge
progressive programs.

The postwar history of blacks and Jews was shaped by these political
struggles. Liberal black and Jewish organizations fought for traction in
this charged environment, and blacks and Jews figured prominently
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among both liberals and leftists, from Irving Howe and Sidney Hook to
Paul Robeson and W.E.B. Du Bois.2 The writings of black and Jewish
intellectuals helped shape the goals and priorities of the organizations
engaged in civil rights work. They had just as profound an influence on
the political and tactical choices these organizations made regarding the
parameters of that engagement. The complex and ambivalent relation-
ships between black and Jewish liberal agencies and the left is central to
our story.

Despite communists’ history of contributions to antiracist and antidis-
criminatory struggles, however, liberal (and most socialist) African Ameri-
can and Jewish groups opposed them, particularly after the Nazi-Soviet
pact of 1939. They considered communism antidemocratic, both in the-
ory and in its concrete expression in the Soviet Union and, later, China.
Because democracy was the cornerstone for most black and Jewish ap-
peals for justice, communism represented a threat to both groups’ most
deeply held goals. “Communism . . . rests upon the denial of democracy,
. . . upon the suppression of the fundamental basis of human liberties,”
B’nai B’rith, the nation’s largest Jewish fraternal order, resolved in 1938,
before such a position was politically expedient. “[F]or all of these rea-
sons, and more, Communism is abhorrent to the Jews.” The NUL held
the same view. “Everything that the League stands for and seeks to accom-
plish is within the democratic framework and devoted to the democratic
principle,” wrote executive director Lester Granger in 1956. “The Com-
munist purpose is to destroy that framework and abort the principle.”3

This appeal to democracy was certainly strategic. In an era where de-
mocracy provided the motivating rhetoric for war, both hot and cold,
tying one’s agenda to it elevated that agenda to one of national security.
Anticommunism was also politically crucial. The right often equated Jews
and communists, and portrayed African American civil rights activists
as communist dupes. Black and Jewish organizations therefore had to
establish their distance from communism, both to refute charges that
could destroy their political viability, and to legitimize their civil rights
positions. Certainly it did one’s political agenda no good to be seen as
linked to communism.4

But for these black and Jewish groups the commitment to democracy
ran deeper than pragmatism. It was at the root of their commitment to
liberalism. “Jewish welfare is bound up with the preservation of demo-
cratic principles and ideals,” the AJC argued. “Jews have been tradition-
ally in the forefront of every liberal movement. Communism is the nega-
tion of liberalism. We should fight it because it imperils those values that
we deem essential to a good life.”5 Liberalism protected differences and
grounded civil rights arguments. These organizations argued that a liberal
democracy, which required a participatory citizenry and the dispersion
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of power, was crucial to the defense of civic equality. The opposites of
democracy—dictatorship, fascism, totalitarianism—were notorious for
their denial of equal rights, and their concentration of power within small
groups, which, the AJCongress repeatedly noted, “inevitably corrodes
and destroys those freedoms which must constitute the foundation for
the peace and progress of mankind.” Such attitudes were rooted in self-
interest. As the AJC, B’nai B’rith, and JLC insisted in a 1935 statement,
“Jewish emancipation has always gone hand in hand with the progress
of democracy.”6 Granger made the same point for African American liber-
als in 1949: “[T]he Communist . . . seeks to destroy the democratic ideal
and practice which constitute the Negro[‘s] sole hope of eventual victory
in his fight for equal citizenship.” Communist organizations supported
civil rights efforts for their own reasons, Roy Wilkins insisted. “The CP
boys are . . . liars and double-crossers and their true allegiance . . . is to
the Soviet Union, not to the attainment of democracy for the Negro. . . .
Their end objective is to do away with the American Constitutional sys-
tem. . . . That is . . . basic Communist philosophy as everyone knows who
can read.”7

Power struggles also help explain the vehemence of the liberal opposi-
tion. When Frank Crosswaith of the Negro Labor Committee lambasted
communists he was speaking, at least in part, explicitly about those whose
efforts to organize Harlem labor challenged his own organization.8 The
NAACP resisted the efforts of the communists to defend the Scottsboro
boys and opposed the National Negro Congress’s antilynching campaign
as much over turf as over politics.

For all these reasons, liberal black and Jewish organizations monitored
and challenged communist groups and doctrines, publicized commu-
nism’s dangers to their communities, and even cooperated with investiga-
tive bodies and committees they recognized as a threat to civil liberties.
Crucial to this effort was the repeated assertion of their anticommunist
convictions, particularly as the right linked their programs with the com-
munist agenda they abhorred.

We Are Not Communists

“PROJECT BIG FOUR!” accused officers of the ADL, AJC, NAACP, and
NUL of “belonging to Communist inspired or otherwise subversive
groups.” Its leaflets wondered, “WHY SHOULD YOU, A PATRIOTIC AMERI-
CAN CITIZEN, PERMIT THIS CONSPIRACY AGAINST YOUR INDIVIDUAL FREE-
DOMS AND PRIVATE PROPERTY RIGHTS TO CONTINUE?” This “secret inves-
tigation committee,” directed by Aldrich Blake from the right-wing
“America Plus,” was only one of a number of efforts to discredit and
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destroy the leading civil rights agencies.9 It and like-minded organizations
led campaigns in dozens of cities to challenge the groups’ tax-exempt
status, to convince local Community Chests to withdraw support from
the Urban League, and to “whip up racial hysteria” in the South, to use
Granger’s words. In 1955, when Granger raised the matter, challenges to
the NUL were underway in Richmond, Little Rock, Memphis, Fort
Worth, St. Louis, Baton Rouge, and Washington, D.C.; “We are not fool-
ing ourselves about the seriousness of this and similar movements.” Fol-
lowing his suggestion, the four groups in question met to strategize
against this latest attack. Blake’s lawsuits failed, but the gathering noted
with concern the link between his group and California state senator Jack
Tenney. As chairman of his state’s Committee on Un-American Activities
Tenney had listed the liberal Institute for American Democracy and sev-
eral departments of the ADL as subversive, and labeled his state’s AJCon-
gress a communist front. These sorts of attacks on the loyalty of black
and Jewish Americans were commonplace, and the right used them to
justify opposition to liberal programs.10

In 1952, for example, the Houston Council on Education and Race
Relations invited Dr. Rufus Clement, president of Atlanta University, to
speak at its annual interracial, interdenominational service. Eager to dis-
credit the president of the largest African American university in the coun-
try, a small right-wing group began to circulate rumors against Clement.
“There are many Methodists who do not object to the program of social
mingling of Negroes and Whites,” anonymous literature disingenuously
asserted, but “there are many who will oppose an individual with a com-
munist front record presiding over the brotherhood services.” The accusa-
tions were false, the ADL intervened with the local American Legion to
prevent protest demonstrations, and the service went on as planned. “The
smear attempt had failed,” gloated S. Thomas Friedman in his report to
ADL counsel Arnold Forster.11

Other attempts proved more successful. Insisting the NAACP was a
subversive organization, several southern states in the 1950s demanded
the Association turn over its membership lists. It refused to do so. While
the NAACP won each case in the end, its arguments reinforced by Jewish
organizations’ amicus briefs, there was little chapter activity in those
states during the long months and years of litigation. The “Southern Man-
ifesto,” a 1956 declaration signed by more than ninety southern congres-
sional leaders outlining their intent to resist desegregation, labeled civil
rights a communist plot to destabilize the U.S.12

Black and Jewish organizations were therefore particularly concerned
to rebut the accusation of disloyalty by publicizing their community’s
anticommunism. Such positioning began early among black liberals. In
1930 the NAACP publicized the testimony of Labor Department com-
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missioner Charles Wood before a congressional committee investigating
communism: “I do not think the Communist movement . . . is making
any substantial headway into the ranks of the colored race. The colored
race as a whole are pretty sound-minded, canny too; they are . . . honest-
to-God Americans and they glory in that fact.” At every opportunity,
black leaders stressed the CP’s failure to recruit large numbers of black
people. When Granger testified before HUAC, the House Un-American
Activities Committee, in 1949 he spent fully a third of his time providing
evidence that few African Americans belonged to the CP. Rather, he in-
sisted, racists claimed black people were communist merely to discredit
civil rights.13

When Paul Robeson, outspoken on both civil rights and communism,
suggested in 1949 that black people might not be loyal to the United
States in a war with the Soviet Union, Walter White hastened to reassure
the broader public. Despite anger over segregation, he maintained, Afri-
can Americans would support the nation in any war. “We know of no
authority delegated to Mr. Robeson to speak for the fourteen million
Negro Americans. We are convinced that . . . he has not voiced the opin-
ion of the overwhelming majority of colored citizens.” Even whites got
the message. After interviewing white people in Atlanta, Alexander Miller
of the ADL’s southern regional office reassured a concerned HUAC inves-
tigator that “the great majority believed that Robeson was wrong and
that Negroes would be loyal.”14

While the anticommunist right often charged that African Americans
were communist dupes—that communist agitators stirred up otherwise
contented black people to demand what they did not deserve—they ac-
cused Jews of being those agitators, directing the actions of the Soviet
Union and all international attempts to destabilize (Christian) civilization.
Jewish organizations took pains to rebut this longstanding canard and to
ensure their community did nothing that might reinforce it in the minds
of non-Jews. On the heels of the Russian revolution, Louis Marshall, then
president of the AJC, publicly repudiated the charge made at a Senate
Judiciary Committee hearing that Jews were Bolshevists. “Everything that
. . . Bolshevism stands for is to the Jew detestable,” he declared.15

Following Hitler’s equation of Jews and communists in 1935 (which
he used to justify the denial of Jewish civil rights in Germany), the AJC,
B’nai B’rith, and the newly organized Jewish Labor Committee (JLC)
issued a joint statement pointing to the low number of Jewish commu-
nists and arguing that his accusation was a smokescreen for the Nazis’
suppression of civil liberties. They feared the same at home. As Rabbi
Edward Israel of Boston observed in 1939, “The technique of the Ameri-
can Nazi and Fascist is to try to identify the Jew with Communism and
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thus use the anti-Semitic hysteria as an instrument to push America to
the other extreme.”16

Such concerns made Jewish statements even more forceful. “COMMU-
NISM NEVER WAS JEWISH! COMMUNISM CERTAINLY IS NOT JEWISH TODAY!
COMMUNISM CAN NEVER BE JEWISH!” began a 1938 ADL “Fireside Dis-
cussion Group” pamphlet.17 The AJC conferred with news editors “with
respect to featuring pro-democratic activities . . . of Jews as well as their
forthright anti-Communist positions” and widely distributed a Billy Rose
column entitled “Yom Kippur in Korea.”18

No Jewish organization remained silent. “The doctrines of Judaism
have always been akin to the doctrines of democracy,” insisted the Jewish
War Veterans (JWV) at their 1939 convention. In 1940 The Modern View
offered its readers “‘Jewish Communism Is a Lie!’: Communism Can
Never Be Jewish—Jewish Representatives Speak Out,” a compilation of
anticommunist pronouncements of Jewish organizations of the past
twenty years. Similar statements came from virtually every Jewish organi-
zation, individual rabbis and congregations, and from the Jewish press.19

The Korean War provided black and Jewish groups a public opportu-
nity to portray their anticommunist credentials as well as attack the right
on questions of domestic civil rights and civil liberties. The Synagogue
Council of America viewed Korean “communist imperialism” as not
only a threat to U.S. security but also “a threat to the spiritual values
that are the foundation of the Jewish faith.” It therefore supported
American war aims. But, it warned, the United States “must [simultane-
ously] establish within our own borders a just and righteous society,
based on vigilant protection of individual rights.” Lester Granger like-
wise praised the military mobilization against a worldwide communist
threat “more massive than any faced by the American people since the
War of Revolution.” But the U.S. could not win that struggle without
addressing the “delayed starts, timid efforts and wasted opportunities”
that marked race relations.20

But such avid anticommunism occasionally led to pragmatic alliances
with the right. While it might “acquire . . . a number of unsavory allies in
this fight,” the AJC explained, “We are not joining forces with them.”21

That claim was belied in October 1950 when it voted to affiliate with the
All-American Conference Against Communism, and make a substantial
donation. This decision horrified most other Jewish groups. The Confer-
ence, the AJCongress pointed out, “is the group whose prime movers in-
clude such ‘stalwart defenders’ of civil rights and civil liberties as the
Daughters of the American Revolution, the American Legion, the National
Association of Manufacturers, Senators Mundt and Tenney of California.”
DAR members “are among the most rabid advocates and practitioners
of segregation and discrimination” and many in the NAM “represent the
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industries in which discrimination in employment has been flagrant and
unchecked.” Although the NAACP believed the AJC sought by its partici-
pation to “direct its activities into more democratic channels,” the AJCon-
gress countered that “we Jews have learned by this time that our security
is, in the long run, jeopardized less by the violent anti-Semitism of the hate
mongers than it is by those who maintain the pattern of racist thought and
practice in America, who cavalierly violate civil liberties and who resist any
effort to make democracy meaningful.” The ADL, which also considered
joining the organization for the sake of a Jewish anticommunist presence,
decided not to do so because of “the deep-rooted antipathy of the over-
whelming mass of the Jews to sitting around the same table with the
Mundts, and the Tenneys, and the others.”22

Still, the AJC hardly staked out the most conservative position in the
Jewish community on this question. The American Jewish League
Against Communism (AJLAC), which posited communism as “a con-
spiracy aimed at God, the Ten Commandments and Judeo-Christian mo-
rality,” worked closely with anticommunists like J. Edgar Hoover, Rich-
ard Nixon, and Roy Cohn (whom it honored for “outstanding
Americanism and Judaism”) to expose communists, fellow travelers,
and “careless” or “naive” Jewish leaders who inadvertently supported
the “Communist Line.”23

AJLAC revealed its politics in its analysis of the civil rights struggle. In
a letter to President Truman the group concluded that “much of the racial
tension is artificial; and . . . has been deliberately fostered by the Commu-
nist party to divide the American people.” That the group had little sym-
pathy for liberals is evident; elsewhere it accused them of being dupes,
intentionally or not, of communism.24 Although AJLAC represented a tiny
minority of the Jewish community, its high visibility and the company it
kept made the group a concern for the mainstream Jewish organizations,
who monitored its every move to provide damage control.

Despite such strenuous anticommunist avowals, white supremacists
continued to cast blacks and Jews as communists, and all civil rights
activity as communist-inspired. Granger believed the attacks and accusa-
tions “increasingly better organized” after the Brown decision. These
attacks had real repercussions for southern black-Jewish collaboration.
Edwin Lukas lamented that as a result, “communication between Negro
and white groups, around a variety of urgent intergroup problems, has
been almost entirely suspended in about eight . . . southern states, and
is carried on desultorily in the others.” Although cooperation among
progressive groups was particularly urgent given the increased threat of
violence, it appeared more risky than ever for groups to enter into such
coalitions. As historian Ray Mohl noted in reference to the Miami bomb-
ings, “these attacks linked white racism, anti-Semitism, and anti-Com-
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munism—a powerful combination in the South and in the United States
in the 1950s.”25

The “quarantine treatment”

Given their pragmatic and ideological opposition to communism, liberal
organizations generally shunned communist or front groups seeking to
cooperate on civil rights. S. Andhil Fineberg of the AJC called this the
“quarantine treatment.” The Party’s real goal, totalitarianism, “is utterly
destructive of the spiritual, cultural and social values on which depend
the security and free development of Jewish life no less than the survival
of democratic civilization.” Therefore, as Granger emphasized, “in order
to defeat their long-range purposes we must reject their offer of support
even for the cause which we ourselves serve.” These groups were only
reiterating the agenda of the CP itself. “We must orient our comrades to
be active among the masses and main organizations of the Jewish workers
and people and not to . . . leave the bulk of the people to the influence of
reactionary leadership,” John Williamson insisted on behalf of the CP
National Committee. He cited the AJCongress as one instance of a “sub-
stantial united-front experience.”26

Liberal black and Jewish efforts to block communist involvement
began well before government loyalty programs. In August 1935 the
AJCongress Governing Council debated “cooperation with the commu-
nists” on anti-Nazi efforts. During the ensuing debate, a Mr. Segal in-
sisted that “the Communists had no moral right to participate in the
anti-Hitler fight with Jews” and warned cooperating with them would
drive noncommunists away. The council chairman disagreed. He argued
such positions were “too narrow and tactically unwise” and noted that
the Congress worked in coalition with other groups with whom it had
no shared interests beyond anti-Nazism. A Professor Michael pointed
out that refusal to cooperate with communists was disturbingly similar
to the position of those who would not cooperate with Jews because
they were Jews. The anticommunists won the day, and the group passed
a motion agreeing to “cooperate with all organized groups of American
citizens engaged in combating Hitlerism in Germany, with the exception
of the Communists.”27

Other Jewish groups shared these concerns. The NCJW president
feared communist groups might “try to associate themselves with” its
efforts. The Council chose to continue its program, “which we believed
is so urgently needed,” but sought to “exercise the utmost care in the
selection of cooperating organizations.” When, despite its precautions,
the “Families of the Smith Act Victims” and National Committee to
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Secure Justice in the Rosenberg Case “fraudulently used and/or referred
to” the NCJW “for their own political purposes” in 1952, the president
made prompt and strong objection.28

Certainly these organizations were mindful of the danger of witch
hunts. In 1950 the Jewish Peoples Fraternal Organization (JPFO), “an
organization of proven Communist affiliation,” was expelled from the
Los Angeles Jewish Community Relations Council (JCRC), and the local
AJC asked the national office for guidance “as to what position it should
take within the [J]CRC on this matter.” The national agreed, “relation-
ships with such [communist-affiliated or led] organizations cannot in the
first instance be developed . . . and whenever . . . attempted, cannot be
continued.” But it tried to balance fear of communism with concern for
civil liberties. “Such a determination however should not be made by mere
association, by rumor, or by anonymous accusations. It should be made
only on the basis of adequate evidence and fair procedures.” Several ADL
leaders also warned against “overreaction” to the communist threat. “I
wonder if we are not giving aid and comfort to the purveyors of hysteria
and fear by magnifying the danger?” mused Oscar Cohen.29

The NAACP also struggled with the question of cooperation with com-
munists. Both had been deeply engaged in the antilynching struggle for
many years, and leftists had provided much of the muscle and energy in
local campaigns. The NAACP therefore agreed to CP requests to distribute
the Association’s antilynching petitions. In 1939, however, White raised
concerns with George Murphy who had passed the petitions on. The May
4 Daily Worker headline, “‘Harlem C.P. Shows How to Lead Anti-Lynch
Drive’ . . . confirmed my feeling that the Communists would try to appro-
priate the entire issue.” The issue was not one of credit, he insisted, but
pragmatism. “This clipping in the hands of Bilbo, Connally, Russell, Smith
or Carter Glass would practically ruin any efforts to secure passage of the
bill.” He pressed Murphy “to be much more selective in the future . . .
because the work of thirty years can be and may be destroyed.”30

Murphy emphatically disagreed. “Frankly, I think it is a little fantastic
to suppose that the whole work of the N.A.A.C.P. could be destroyed, as
you put it, by the mere fact that the Communist Party distributed a large
number of our anti-lynching petitions.” In any case, he pointed out, the
communists had issued their own antilynching petitions before the
NAACP did. “In this respect I agree with Heywood Broun, who says, and
quite logically, are we to be branded because we believe in a number of
things that the Communists also believe in? And, must we cease to believe
in those things because the Communists believe them too?” He acknowl-
edged White’s position as “a practical lobbyist” and agreed to follow
White’s instructions. Nonetheless, he questioned White’s reasoning, since
“the Bilbo’s are going to filibuster no less because the Communists are
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not going our way than they would if the Communists are going our
way.” No one “can frighten the N.A.A.C.P. . . . unless we ourselves, allow
ourselves to be frightened,” he concluded, “and I want to believe that you
still stand up to the opposition as you have done in the past.” But despite
such internal disagreements, the NAACP remained steadfast, some be-
lieved overzealous, in its refusal to work with communist groups, exclud-
ing them from all its programs and coalition efforts, since “the Commu-
nist philosophy precludes of necessity a consistent stand of civil rights.”31

The NUL was equally clear about the dangers, both ideological and
pragmatic, of cooperation with communist and communist-front organi-
zations. Beyond the “social danger” communism posed, “It would also
destroy our effectiveness . . . since the groups that we depend upon for
collaboration are themselves as strongly anti-Communist as we,” ex-
plained Granger.32 Given the number and ferocity of right-wing attacks
and smear campaigns against it, the NUL had reason to be concerned
about the political danger of apparent collaboration with communists.
Nevertheless, such choices, as Granger himself admitted, meant rejecting
the help of one of the handful of organizations working on civil rights in
this era.

Concerns that cooperation with communists would jeopardize their
own organization extended even, or perhaps especially, to more progres-
sive black groups. On the grounds that the CP’s highest goal was not civil
rights but the promotion of Soviet interests, the 1948 CORE convention
voted unanimously against allowing “Communist-controlled” organiza-
tions to affiliate, and to expel chapters that had become dominated by
them. CORE chapters were urged not to cooperate with front groups.33

“We want none of that unity”

The refusal of liberal groups to cooperate with the CP or perceived front
organizations on civil rights issues sealed the fate of the National Negro
Congress; the story of the NNC and its offspring, the Civil Rights Con-
gress (CRC) illustrates another component of liberal/communist conflict.
The NNC and CRC employed tactics and styles offensive, if not antitheti-
cal, to liberals. The incompatibility between the two, that is, extended to
differences of approach as well as substance.

A national committee led by John Davis, Secretary of the Joint Commit-
tee on National Recovery, formed the NNC in 1936 as an umbrella for
progressive civil rights organizations. Davis served as its executive secre-
tary, and A. Philip Randolph as its president (succeeded, upon his resigna-
tion, by Max Yergin and then Davis). Independent of the CP but always
friendly to it (and economically supported by it), the NNC provided a
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vehicle for communist activists seeking to join mainstream civil rights
efforts. Both the Nazi-Soviet pact and Hitler’s invasion of the USSR, how-
ever, forced communist NNC members to make dramatic swings in cru-
cial positions. This alienated other activists and provided an opening for
anticommunists to challenge the NNC’s methods. In 1940 Randolph left
the organization in disgust, and the NNC more openly embraced commu-
nist positions. By the end of World War II the NNC had diminished in
numbers and force, and much of the momentum of a leftist civil rights
effort had been lost. But from the start liberal black organizations, partic-
ularly the NAACP, had kept a suspicious distance.

Walter White and Charles Houston had worried about communist
involvement in the NNC’s 1936 founding convention. The NAACP re-
fused to endorse the convention, White explained, “because we are not
certain of its sponsorship and where it is going.” He did agree to send
Wilkins to observe, but warned Randolph, “Do hope Congress is not
permitted to be ‘sold down the river’ to any political group. Have heard
many disturbing rumors.” Randolph replied, “I assure you that so far as
I have any power, the Congress will not be ‘sold down the river’ to any
political group, and I think this is the sentiment of numerous forces in
it.” Still, he acknowledged, “it is well to be ever vigilant.”34

At the convention itself, held February 14–16 in Chicago, Wilkins re-
ported close to a thousand delegates in attendance. The sessions focused
on labor and civil liberties. “With the exception of the distinct trade union
. . . discussions, practically the rest of the program might be classified
as an N.A.A.C.P. program.” He noted several politicians and the many
prominent African American leaders from the NUL, Chicago Interracial
Committee, and even the NAACP who were present or held leadership
positions within the Congress. Wilkins described with admiration the
many young people at the conference who “owed their allegiance only to
organizations committed to a militant fight for the Negro. . . . Unques-
tionably the Congress was an expression of the willingness of masses of
the people to sacrifice and fight.” The NAACP, he observed, had been
criticized for its lack of vigor in addressing the problems of the race, and
its top-down, undemocratic structure, criticisms that “would be intensi-
fied a hundredfold if we held off and refused to take any part in this
movement.” William Hastie likewise supported a formal endorsement of
the NNC. The NAACP board, however, remained undecided.35

To Houston, Wilkins voiced concerns about communist involvement
in the NNC. “There are key Communists in every discussion” at the con-
vention, he noted. “Not actually leading, but always with their hands in.”
He closed: “Saw John and he looks in the face as though he had been
drawn through a knothole.”36



Chapter Five180

Cooperation between the two organizations began cordially, if uneasily.
One of the first causes the NNC embraced was antilynching, and it sought
to hold a joint mass meeting in 1936 with the Chicago NAACP. According
to Davis, the NNC hoped to gather three thousand people “to work for
the support of the NAACP’s fight against lynching and the fight for the
Scottsboro boys.” Too suspicious to endorse mutual action, but willing
to accept help, the NAACP board agreed to let Wilkins speak at the meet-
ing. For two years the two collaborated, holding conferences, passing res-
olutions, sharing strategies, and providing mutual support. Although it
still refused to formally affiliate, the NAACP sent an observer to each
NNC conference. NNC monthly bulletins implored its members to aid in
the NAACP’s fight for an antilynch law, and in April 1937, White thanked
Davis for the NNC’s help on one such bill.37

But in February 1938 the relationship soured. The NNC proposed a
demonstration to protest the Senate’s failure to pass the Wagner–Van
Nuys antilynching bill. White replied that the NAACP’s behind-the-scenes
effort to save the bill would be jeopardized by a public demonstration.
The NNC offered to hold off for two weeks. White proposed instead that
the NAACP determine the appropriate moment for protest. Ten days later
Davis wrote to White again. The NNC board had concluded that waiting
any longer would diffuse momentum. “We realize the NAACP, which has
done such a good job thus far in the fight for the anti-lynching bill, must
proceed with care,” Davis explained. “It is our judgement, however, that
the calling of a conference of leaders of organizations . . . will be of aid
to the NAACP in its valiant fight” by publicly registering “the deep resent-
ment of all decent people to the slurs hurled at the Negro people by the
filibusterers.” Davis assured White that the NNC “has only one desire:
the passage of the anti-lynching bill. It intends that in all the dealings on
this matter to see to it that full credit for leadership . . . be given you and
the NAACP.38

If the NNC considered the NAACP too hesitant, the NAACP believed
the NNC too self-serving. White viewed the conference as an effort to
“chisel in for the National Negro Congress and the Communists on the
fight.” He drafted a reply to Davis’s letter and passed it to Wilkins and
Houston. “You may probably think that I am too blunt,” he told them.
“You may be right. But I am convinced that if we pull any punches dealing
with as determined and as unscrupulous a person as John, we will make
a serious mistake.”39 After receiving their input and conferring with Max
Yergin, a revised version was sent. The changes were small but significant
in their tone: “My dear Mr. Davis,” became “My dear John,” a paragraph
opposing spending time and money “for ballyhoo purposes” was deleted,
and a sentence reaffirming the importance of the issue and the freedom
of each organization to act as it saw fit was added. “Let me . . . reiterate,”
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White’s letter continued, “that neither is the Association nor am I person-
ally the least bit interested in, to quote your phrase, ‘full credit for leader-
ship in the fight for the bill.’ We are interested solely in one thing—getting
the bill passed and enforced.” That, however, required “certain steps”
which would be derailed by the NNC’s proposed conference. Nor could
the NAACP “divulge the nature of these steps since to do so would almost
certainly forewarn enemies of the bill and insure defeat.” The letter re-
peated, “We take no proprietary interest in the bill but you will under-
stand our position when I say to you quite frankly that having worked
for more than a quarter of a century against lynching . . . we cannot jeop-
ardize all that has been accomplished by taking ill-advised action.”40

Clearly the NAACP did take a proprietary interest in the bill, if the tone
of White’s response to Davis is any indication. The NAACP fully intended
to call the shots in this game. But beyond turf battles, tactical differences
underlay the tension. The NAACP’s more cautious legislative strategy
conflicted with the more public, mass approach of the NNC. In explaining
why the NNC decided to hold the conference in the end, Davis wrote,
“Press commentators have said that administrative leaders are waiting to
see if there is really sufficient sentiment in the country at large to warrant
their making a fight on the anti-lynching bill,” so “we felt it necessary . . .
to take steps to increase the number of telegrams demanding passage of
the bill and to arrange for public demonstrations in a number of cities.”
Although Davis tried to mend fences by adding “[m]y own sincere belief
is that such activity cannot help but improve the possibilities of success
of any plans which the NAACP might have,” White remained angry. He
insisted that the local antilynching committees the NNC called for were
“needless duplication of organization already existing, . . . and which has
brought the fight for anti-lynching legislation up to its present point.”
Monies raised for these new committees would likewise bleed support
from longstanding and hard-working antilynching groups. “What pur-
pose can it serve except to split the forces supporting the Anti-Lynching
Bill?” White’s letter closed with the familiar refrain that the issue was not
who received credit, along with the reminder of where credit actually
belonged: “As I have said to you previously, we assume no proprietary
interest in this legislation, irrespective of the fact that the N.A.A.C.P. has
worked . . . incessantly for many years to bring the fight up to this point.”
As White explained to his colleagues, “John’s letter is very cleverly written
and is obviously designed to create the impression that his motives are of
the purest and that it is we who are at fault.”41

In Davis’s eyes, the NAACP was compromising its effectiveness by its
caution. Indeed, the NAACP’s efforts came to naught, although it is not
clear whether more public protest could have succeeded since the main
obstacle to passage of the bill remained the intransigence of southern rac-
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ists. In White’s view, NNC tactics could be explained only by Davis’s
ambition to establish the NNC’s centrality in the civil rights struggle. Wil-
kins believed that since the bill had no real chance of passage, Davis held
the meeting only for money and publicity.42 Of course, if passage was in
fact hopeless, White’s opposition to the meeting was equally self-serving.

Not surprisingly, the head of the NUL and other liberal black leaders
concurred with the NAACP’s assessment. White described conversations
with “Max Yergin, Lester Granger and others who are now or formerly
were active in the National Negro Congress. I find them disgusted with
some of John’s trickery. Lester Granger told me that he resigned from the
National Negro Congress last year because of this.” When White told
him of the antilynching fracas, Arthur Huff Fauset replied, “I see your
point only too clearly—have seen it—and understood it—and appreciate
it—how sorry I am about the whole business I can hardly express
in words.”43

And in a parallel to Jewish warnings of the dangers of godless commu-
nism, a group of black church leaders issued a statement “in opposition
to the Program of the NNC.” While applauding the NNC’s agenda, “we
deplore . . . that no well known church leaders” appeared on NNC lists
of “persons to strike key notes or champion causes,” nor on its planning
board. Church support was crucial for success, and “neglect” of church
leadership could cause resentment. Those who “neglect God” fail, they
warned, as “Russia and Germany . . . are now learning.”44

Relations between liberal groups and the NNC worsened further when
the Nazis invaded the Soviet Union. The NNC shifted its priority from
racial equality to the war effort, belying its claim to be a civil rights advo-
cacy group. Both NNC’s style and its policy flip-flops cost it virtually all
of its following. The group’s collapse, however, did not end such conflicts.

In 1946, out of the ashes of the NNC and several other organizations
emerged the Civil Rights Congress (CRC), one of the most successful
Communist-front organizations of the period. It took on legal cases in-
volving race and communism, and intersected with mainstream black and
Jewish programs in several ways. It involved itself in cases pursued by
the NAACP. Its defense of those indicted under national security laws
overlapped with efforts of organizations such as the Civil Liberties Clear-
ing House, a coalition of black, Jewish, and other liberal groups. And it
repeatedly stressed the crucial and fundamental similarity of the black
and Jewish struggles and the importance of joint efforts to overcome bar-
riers to full civil rights.“The anti-Negro attack at Cicero, Illinois, is evi-
dence that ‘fascism in America is concentrating its attack upon the Negro
people in the precise manner followed by Hitler against the Jews of Ger-
many,’ ” read a CRC press release following the 1951 housing riot.45
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The CRC’s embrace of the Trenton Six brought them into direct con-
flict with the NAACP. Despite shaky evidence, six black men were con-
victed and sentenced to death in a New Jersey court for having murdered
a white man. The CRC took the cases to the state Supreme Court and
launched a publicity and fund-raising campaign. The NAACP, which rep-
resented two of the defendants, organized a parallel effort and protested
the CRC’s involvement. William Patterson, CRC executive secretary, in-
sisted that while it withdrew from the case’s “legal phases” after a con-
versation with NAACP counsel Thurgood Marshall, “I did not surrender
the right of our organization to continue to develop the mass pressure
which had saved these men from the electric chair.” Indeed, “as the April,
1949 ‘NATION’ says, ‘had it not been for the CRC, the men would today
be dead and buried.’ ”46

The NAACP, of course, saw the situation rather differently. Even after
the CRC agreed to withdraw from the case, and despite NAACP protest,
it continued fund-raising and publicity. Rejecting the CRC’s offer of “co-
operation” on future cases, Marshall commented in a draft letter to Pat-
terson in 1949, “Your offer of ‘cooperation’ must be measured in the light
of past ‘cooperation.’ ” He questioned the group’s motives in the Trenton
Six case, and called the CRC’s conduct in the Martinsville case (seven
black men ultimately executed for the rape of a white woman) “disgusting
to say the least.” While the CRC notes “ ‘its consistent work over the
years . . . in the fight to end discrimination, segregation and Jim-Crow’
. . . [w]e are not aware of this long and consistent program and as a matter
of fact do know that you and your associates were conspicuous by your
absence in the fight . . . during the period of our last World War and
especially after Russia’s intervention.”47

The final version of the letter to Patterson added more detail about
what the NAACP considered unwarranted intrusion into its cases, and
the CRC’s close ties with communists. “We remember . . . that in the
Scottsboro case the NAACP was subjected to the most unprincipled vilifi-
cation [by a CRC predecessor, the ILD]. We remember the campaign of
slander in the Daily Worker. We remember the leaflets and the speakers
and the whole unspeakable machinery that was turned loose upon all
those who did not embrace the ‘unity policy’ ” that communists declared.
“We want none of that unity today.” During the war, “when Negro
Americans were fighting for jobs on the home front and fighting for decent
treatment in the armed services” they received no support from the “ex-
treme Left.” Indeed, “[d]uring the war years the disciples of the extreme
Left sounded very much like the worst of the Negro-hating southerners.”
All this, “American Negroes, and especially the NAACP, cannot forget.”48

The debate between the CRC and NAACP, suffused in bitterness and
recrimination, again involved turf and a struggle over tactics and the depth
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of commitment to the cause of black equality. In 1951 Patterson contacted
the NAACP again regarding the plight of the Martinsville Seven, who by
then had lost their case and been sentenced to death. The Supreme Court,
having refused review of the case, “are following the example of Pontius
Pilate,” Patterson charged. Because there was “no ‘due process of law’ in
these cases,” only concerted public protest could save the men now. “If the
Martinsville Seven are to be saved we must act . . . as one to move people—
the tens of thousands whose concerted mass action alone can reverse that
decision of death.” He urged that the two organizations work together.49

Thurgood Marshall would have none of it. “In the first place, I . . .
am unalterably opposed to characterizing the Supreme Court of the
United States as ‘following the example of Pontius Pilate.’ I believe that
if all lawyers would spend more time on preparing their cases than in
finding characterizations for the courts, we would make more progress.”
The NAACP had always proceeded “in a lawful . . . manner within the
lawful machinery of our Government” and would continue to do so.“We
have never been convinced that the Civil Rights Congress is primarily
interested in the protection of the rights of Negroes. . . . We therefore
have no intention whatsoever of permitting you to interfere in any of
these cases.”50

Marshall’s view of the CRC’s strategy and intent was clear. But Pat-
terson’s reply offers an alternate perspective. He pointed out that Mar-
shall’s letter did not actually “deal with the issue” of joint action. The
question was “shall we arouse the justifiable wrath of decent Americans
against the most arrogant violation of the constitutional liberties and
human rights of the Negro people, which reflects itself so callously and
grossly in this case?” Patterson stressed, “the important factor here re-
mains, in my opinion, that: THE LIVES OF THESE INNOCENT MEN CAN BE
SAVED!” He urged citizen petitions, used in the Scottsboro and Trenton
Six cases, which surely met Marshall’s criterion that all actions be legal.
As for criticizing the courts, “Certainly that court’s decisions which have
failed to meet the grave constitutional issues repeatedly raised by the
Negro people indicates the existence of deep-rooted political and eco-
nomic prejudices, and not any inadequacies of counsel who represented
those Negro clients.” This, of course, referred to the NAACP, whose pleas
had been rejected by that court time and again. For the NAACP to reject
this criticism of the court would be to admit its own inadequacy. “But
that is not the issue here,” Patterson continued, returning to the high
ground. “This is no time for petty bickering or name-calling. The attacks
on the Negro people under the terrible heat of a cold-war are mounting
in all sections of our country.” He reminded Marshall that the NAACP’s
own literature made these same points, as did President Truman’s Civil
Rights Committee, and concluded with a ringing reminder of the failures
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of NAACP strategies to this point. The Association had lost the case and
the men “have been condemned to death. Yours has been a hush-hush
policy without regard to the overwhelming strength which derives from
the support of the people.” So, “I beseech you” to join in a “struggle for
the lives of these men, whose terrible condemnation is symptomatic of
the oppression of Negro Americans throughout our great land.”51 The
Martinsville Seven were executed.

Later correspondence became more heated still. Patterson accused the
NAACP of pursuing “joint action . . . with the Klan and every reactionary
element in America.”52 Beyond insults, the issues between the two groups
were clear, and remained until the CRC’s demise in 1956. To the NAACP,
the CRC was tactically irresponsible and its motives suspect. To the CRC,
the NAACP had so compromised its programs in reaction to anticommu-
nist hysteria as to reject legal and effective approaches to problems it
wanted solved. Further, that narrowness of perspective had blinded it to
the structural impact of racism, the ways in which all social institutions,
including the courts, had been compromised. Both claims have merit, and
in the conflict between the organizations, racial justice was the loser.

But mutual antagonism was not the whole story. Alongside liberal
public condemnation of leftist groups came occasional behind-the-
scenes cooperation, or at least agreement to proceed in parallel. The
NAACP aided a black San Francisco man accused of rape despite the
fact that his defense committee was “largely made up of Left-Wingers,”
for example, and filed briefs in Southern Tenant Farmers Union and
Workers Defense League cases.53 Because leftist and communist groups
often had a substantial impact on local civil rights struggles, liberals
could not ignore them altogether.

The contradictions are apparent in the story of United Nations petitions
regarding racism. The NNC issued a ringing denunciation of the evils of
legal discrimination and racial violence in a 1946 petition to the UN writ-
ten by the (heavily Jewish) National Lawyers Guild and (Jewish) Herbert
Aptheker. Discredited by its communist taint, the NNC was unable to
move the indictment forward despite both incontrovertible evidence and
enormous effort, and the NAACP took up the challenge. Authored by Du
Bois, whose own leftist activities would increasingly anger and alienate
the Association’s leadership, the NAACP’s petition to the UN, “An Ap-
peal to the World,” documented and elaborated on the NNC’s claims. It
asserted that racism undermined the American commitment to democracy
and justice, encouraged American sympathy with imperialism, and threat-
ened to plunge the nation into “oligarchy or even fascism. . . . It is not
Russia that threatens the United States so much as Mississippi; not Stalin
and Molotov but Bilbo and Rankin.”54
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Still, when the CRC less than a decade later presented a similar petition,
“We Charge Genocide,” white leaders and much of the liberal black estab-
lishment rejected its central claims. Despite the NNC’s use of the
NAACP’s own evidence, the Association pronounced the petition commu-
nist propaganda. The abuses, while significant, did not constitute geno-
cide, it insisted, and racial progress was being made. Allies, antagonists,
competitors: the facts of segregation heightened the intensity of the con-
tradiction. Roy Wilkins lived across the hall from William Patterson in a
Harlem apartment building.55

Boring from Within

The possibility that individual communists might infiltrate their own or-
ganizations also worried many liberals.56 While some groups took a
harder line than others, ultimately no liberal black and Jewish organiza-
tions allowed communists to serve on their boards or participate in their
programs. This was far more difficult than refusing to cooperate with
known communist organizations, since infiltration occurred, by defini-
tion, by those not readily identifiable as communist. Exclusion therefore
raised serious internal debates about the balance between defending civil
liberties, crucial for civil rights advances, and protecting the organization.

In 1946 the NAACP took up the question of communist membership
because, as White noted, “fellow travelers and sympathizers . . . have suc-
ceeded in placing the NAACP in an embarrassing situation” by joining
the San Francisco branch and voting to participate in a CP picket line
against a local theater that refused to hire African Americans. Both the
local press and the state (Tenney) Committee on Un-American Activities
then linked the NAACP with the CP, and branch membership plummeted.
“The CP boys . . . damn near wrecked the Philadelphia branch,” Wilkins
lamented. “They have completely wrecked the San Francisco branch.”
As board member Alfred Baker Lewis observed, “My experience in the
N.A.A.C.P. . . . is that the Commies are busy and fairly effective in infil-
trating. . . . It takes a good deal of smoking out, once they are in. . . . It
is a lot easier . . . to stop it before it gets going fully.”57

In June of 1950 the annual convention passed a resolution to do just
that. “WHEREAS, it is apparent . . . that there is a well-organized, nation-
wide conspiracy by Communists either to capture or split and wreck the
NAACP,” the Association resolved to “investigate the ideological compo-
sition . . . of the local units” in order to “eradicate such infiltration, and
if necessary . . . suspend and reorganize, or . . . expel any unit which in
the judgement of the Board . . . comes under Communists [sic] or other
political . . . domination.” As the covering memorandum reminded local
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branches, “The resolution does not give branches the right to call any-
body and everybody a Communist [or to] eliminate members just because
those members disagree with the branch or its officers.” Using punctua-
tion for emphasis, the memo warned, “DO NOT BECOME HYSTERICAL AND
MAKE WILD ACCUSATIONS. We do not want a witch hunt in the NAACP,
but we want to make sure that we, and not the Communists, are running
it.”58 The NAACP struggled to balance civil liberties with the conviction
that, if unchecked, communists could destroy the organization. But the
line between fair investigation and witch hunts, between legitimate dis-
agreement and communist subversion, would prove difficult to locate.

In 1952 Dr. Henry Bibby applied for membership in the Ulster County,
New York, branch. The branch secretary queried the national about
allowing “communistically inclined people” into the NAACP. The direc-
tor of branches responded that CP members could not join. Given a suspi-
cious applicant, he advised, “do not accept their membership and if they
insist, have them apply directly to the National Office.” The branch then
informed Dr. Bibby, without explanation, that the national office had re-
jected his application. Bibby complained to the national, calling the deci-
sion “outrageous, perverse and completely unfounded,” and “an absolute
negation of the principles upon which your organization was founded.”
The national queried the branch secretary regarding the evidence against
him. She replied that Bibby’s name appeared on the California Attorney
General’s list “as having subversive activity. Several of our well-known
citizens . . . have made it known to us that they will have nothing to do
with the organization if he remained a member.” Indeed, “all of the prom-
inent white citizens of Kingston . . . ‘cold-shouldered’ ” him. “We have
also returned the memberships of Miss Margaret Easton and Mrs Doro-
thy Wilson of Woodstock, N.Y. whose families are known for their
subversive activity,” she added, observing, “Woodstock, N.Y. is a mecca
for Communists.”59

The board instructed the branch to reconsider his application using
proper procedure, which included a hearing and the ratification by the
entire branch of any expulsion. In a tacit admission of the unfairness of
such local decisions, the process allowed rejected applicants to then apply
directly to the national. “In several other cases where Branches have re-
jected members, the members have applied for membership to the Na-
tional Office and their applications have been accepted. This entitled them
to membership in the National Association, though not in the Branch.”

The difference between this investigation of Bibby and a witch hunt is
small indeed; the local board used the AG’s list of subversive organiza-
tions as a determining factor in his case, and in the case of the two women,
rejected them not even for their own membership in suspicious organiza-
tions but for family members’ activities and their town’s leftist reputation.
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While the national returned Bibby’s case to the local, it did not deny the
legitimacy of those grounds. Furthermore, putting dismissals to a vote
allows rumor and innuendo to affect decisions. To the NAACP, the risk
of overzealousness was outweighed by the importance of securing loyal
membership and creating an atmosphere of trust for local activists. “The
NAACP’s non-Communist policy, while seeking to protect the civil rights
of its members, is a difficult one, at best, to enforce,” White acknowl-
edged. Although branches did not always proceed “as well as we would
like . . . most of our leaders know, personally, those . . . whose presence
and membership would make it difficult for the unit to carry out
our program.”

The ADL, perhaps because of the delicate nature of its investigative
work, felt equally uneasy when political questions were raised about
members. Although as an organization it opposed the presumption of
guilt inherent in any case of suspected disloyalty, it nonetheless became
concerned when an FBI investigation was launched against one of its own
lay leaders. In 1952 Seymour Carmel, chairman of a Washington, D.C.,
B’nai B’rith Lodge, learned from neighbors that he was under investiga-
tion. He concluded that he was under suspicion because he had attended
leftist meetings for the ADL, and suggested that the FBI confirm with the
League that he had been there on assignment. ADL leaders did confirm
it, but asked the agent whether the FBI had any other concerns regarding
Carmel. The FBI officer refused to answer. The agent’s supervisor also
hedged, saying only that the FBI was “not interested in Carmel because
of his ADL activities.” ADL staffer Herman Edelsberg then turned for
advice to Lou Nichols, an FBI agent with whom ADL had worked in the
past. “A B’nai B’rith lodge leader is questioned by the FBI about a member
who is a committee chairman. The leader indicates that everything he
knows about the subject is commendable, but suspicion remains because
the FBI is investigating. The leader is tempted to tell his colleagues not to
let the subject advance up the line of BB offices. What to do?” Nichols
answered, “a routine investigation should raise no suspicions against the
subject. It is unfortunate if people jump to unjust conclusions.” As Edels-
berg explained to Forster, “we have been put in a spot. We would assume
. . . that any . . . employee still in the government was perfectly loyal and
would feel free automatically to call on him to work with us. Now a
question has been raised and we would like to know how to handle Car-
mel in the future. . . . [A]ll we can do is make the best guess we can in the
circumstances and sweat it out.” He added in a P.S., “Let me say that we
have absolutely no intimation . . . that there is any question about Car-
mel, other than the FBI investigation.” The reply of the ADL’s Domestic
Intelligence Division equivocated. “It seems to us that the best we can do
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in the case of utilizing volunteers is to be absolutely certain in your own
mind that the guy is clean.”60

Less concerned with the niceties of civil liberties was the Urban League.
It kept “a careful compilation of the background and activity of everyone
of our 450 employed staff throughout the country,” as well as “the connec-
tions and community activities of members of our local boards. When there
appears to be evidence of pro-Communist collaboration this evidence is
promptly brought to the attention of the responsible officials.” Such board
members were dropped, and staff required to resign. Perhaps because its
surveillance was more ubiquitous to begin with, the NUL worried less
about the danger of false accusations. “Pro-Communist sympathies are
fairly simple to detect if every effort is made . . . to keep abreast of the
issues. . . . Fortunately, the frequent and sudden changes in the Communist
Party line, particularly with respect to the race question, provide handy
reference points for checking attitudes and sympathies of individuals.”61

Even the progressive and egalitarian CORE banned communists from
membership and investigated all allegations of infiltration. Division over
such procedures led at least one chapter to disband. Not that black and
Jewish organizations were unusual, or unusually suspicious, in their ex-
clusion of communists. The ACLU, which defended communists’ right
to speak and to organize, nonetheless barred them from serving on its
governing board. “We have a creed,” Roger Baldwin explained.
“Whether you are Communists . . . or Rightists . . . if you are regarded
as qualifying your support of the democratic principle of rights for all,
you cannot help make our policy.”62

Cooperation or Collaboration?

The three most visible bodies fighting communism were J. Edgar Hoover’s
FBI, HUAC, and the machinery of Senator Joseph McCarthy. While, as
we shall see, black and Jewish groups challenged each one, they also selec-
tively cooperated with these agencies in hopes of advancing their own
interests. The NUL boasted, “The record of . . . assistance . . . is very
clear.” When asked to testify before HUAC, both the NUL and NAACP
complied, and used their time to underscore the persistent racial discrimi-
nation that left some black people open to communist appeals. “Testifying
before a committee does not imply approval of the Committee,” Alfred
Baker Lewis explained to Granger. “It is simply taking advantage of an
opportunity for publicity for the Urban League . . . and gives you a chance
to tell the committee what you think it should do.”63

The only way to truly combat communism, both groups argued in their
testimony, was to strengthen civil rights, and to challenge racist organiza-
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tions as energetically as communist ones. As Granger argued in his 1949
statement, HUAC must pursue foreign-directed communists, “but at the
same time it must strongly fight against the native-born proponents of a
brutal racism.” While “reactionaries” unfairly label “every Negro spokes-
man who offers a protest against the injustices perpetrated upon his
people” a communist, “the Ku Klux Klan . . . indulges in floggings,
lynching or other forms of intimidation of Negroes” which are “tolerated
without protest, or are even tacitly approved by representative leader-
ship.” Meanwhile, “on the floor of Congress, duly elected representatives
. . . express obscenely racist sentiments regarding the legitimate aspira-
tions of Negro citizens.” All this fueled communists’ arguments. “The
obvious way to block such strategy is for the anti-Communists of this
country to deprive our enemies of their propaganda weapon by moving
with equal vigor and more honesty to eliminate these fester-spots from
our national life.” The Commission on Interracial Cooperation had made
the same point as early as 1934: “revolutionary movements among the
people of any race can be best combated by correcting the ills and injus-
tices upon which revolution thrives.”64

Seeing an opportunity to press their agenda, several Jewish groups also
accepted invitations to appear before HUAC. More problematic, the
ADL, AJC, and AJLAC also exchanged complimentary notes or shared
information with J. Edgar Hoover, HUAC, and even Senator McCarthy.
A 1951 ADL meeting with McCarthy at the senator’s request “for the
purposes of consideration of matters of mutual interest” raised eyebrows
in the rest of the Jewish community. That same year ADL chairman Meier
Steinbrink expressed to Hoover his “appreciation of the great work done
by the Bureau under your devoted and inspired direction. In a period of
grave national crisis, you faced the awesome task of guarding at once the
security of our beloved nation and the constitutional liberties of our peo-
ple. The record of your discharge of your stewardship has earned an hon-
ored and secure place in our history.” Steinbrink was also “delighted with
the manner in which Mr. Louis Nichols of your staff has handled the
relationship with our office. It is a joy to work with him.” He concluded,
“I wish you many years of good health and the continuance of your
matchless service. In this I know I am joined by the officers and staff of
the Anti-Defamation League, of whose continued cooperation in your
great work you may rest assured.” By cooperation, Steinbrink referred to
the regular sharing of information the ADL gathered regarding suspicious
organizations and meetings by sending observers and collecting printed
materials and statistics.65

The year following, Steinbrink wrote to congratulate Hoover on “35
years of loyal and patriotic service to our country.” When queried in a
1991 interview, Arnold Forster insisted such contacts were both genuine,
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given their mutual interest in fighting communism, and strategic. Cer-
tainly, each glowing letter to Hoover praised him for his commitment to
protecting democracy and constitutional liberties, a subtle (if ineffective)
reminder of the importance of observing due process and rights of pri-
vacy.66 Nevertheless, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that, in the end,
such cooperation and support encouraged witch hunts and legitimized
the use of threat and character assassination which would later be used
against civil rights leaders themselves.

The Crime of the Century

Perhaps no case captured the minds of Americans as that of the Rosen-
bergs. Convicted of conspiracy for passing atomic secrets to the Soviets,
Ethel and Julius Rosenberg were executed in 1952, the first such peace-
time execution in American history. Because these parents of young chil-
dren protested their innocence to their deaths, the case attracted not only
the widespread attention afforded spy trials, but also a surprising level of
sympathy. Given the anticommunist hysteria that surrounded the trial,
it was inevitable that the Rosenbergs’ defense would be spearheaded by
communist and front groups. Because the accused were Jewish, it was
likewise inevitable that Jewish organizations would be pulled into the
fray. The latter’s reactions offer a window into their political position in
this anxious time.

Many communists suggested the Rosenbergs’ Judaism played a perni-
cious role in the case, claiming that the Jewish judge, Irving Kaufman,
“leaned backward” in order to prove he could be a good American and
not let sympathy for his coreligionists cloud his patriotic judgment. As
Albert Vorspan of NCRAC, the umbrella group for Jewish organizations,
warned in a 1951 memo, “this could be an extremely dangerous develop-
ment since it will open avenues of impairing public confidence in the abil-
ity of Jewish judges to deal with cases involving Jews on a fair and impar-
tial basis.” Communists, however, were hardly the first to point out the
potential link between an unjustly harsh verdict and the religion of the
judge. The editor of the noncommunist Jewish Day opined, “The death
sentence which Judge Kaufman issued left the feeling that precisely be-
cause he is a Jew, he went to an extreme. . . . [It] perhaps unconsciously
motivated him to issue a verdict which, in the opinion of many, is consid-
ered to be unjust and brutal.”67

Nevertheless Jewish groups refused to link their name in any way to
efforts to defend the Rosenbergs (and later, Morton Sobell), or appeal for
clemency. Most did not believe any miscarriage of justice had occurred. As
Steinbrink explained to the ADL’s National Commission, “We studiously
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examined the record. There was no anti-Semitism in the Rosenberg case,
except perhaps that which the Communists may have provoked later
while parading as its opponents!”68

Others feared protesting as Jews would give credibility to the alleged
link between Jews and communism, which they recognized as political
suicide. When the Progressive Party sought to hold a meeting in Chicago
for the National Committee to Secure Justice in the Rosenberg Case
(NCSJRC, which included among its sponsors numerous Jews and Du
Bois), it approached Temple Judea, a local Reform synagogue. Temple
Judea agreed to provide space, but withdrew its offer when the ADL, the
AJCongress, the JLC, and AJC objected. Although the temple admitted it
had previously allowed the JPFO and others to hold meetings there (“we
assume unwitting[ly],” noted the ADL), they promised to be more circum-
spect in the future.69

All the major Jewish organizations agreed. In a joint press release that
May, the AJC, AJCongress, ADL, JLC, JWV, UAHC, and NCRAC agreed
that “[a]ny group of American citizens has a right to express its views as
to the severity of the sentence in any criminal case. Attempts are being
made, however, by a Communist inspired group called the National Com-
mittee to Secure Justice in the Rosenberg Case, to inject the false issue
of anti-Semitism. . . . We denounce the fraudulent effort to confuse and
manipulate public opinion for ulterior political purposes.” These liberal
groups were struggling to position themselves as the only legitimate
spokesmen for their community. If those favoring clemency “desire to
express their point of view, they should do so as individual Americans,”
A. Abbot Rosen warned local offices, and “be careful to avoid association
with communist or communist-inspired organizations.”70

Clemency appeals did have resonance in the Jewish community, a par-
tial explanation for the vehemence of organized Jewry against involve-
ment. At the Jewish Daily Forward, “When we editors got the news that
Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were sentenced to death, a shudder passed
through all of us. . . . From our hearts came the word, ‘Death sentence,
too horrible.’ ” Not only were many protest meetings on behalf of the
Rosenbergs well populated by Jews (and, interestingly, by African Ameri-
cans), but numerous rabbis and congregations pleaded for clemency.71

Nevertheless, liberal Jewish groups held to their position. They, not com-
munists, spoke for the Jewish community.

Most Jewish leaders appeared satisfied that justice had been done. “We
have been particularly shocked by the outrageous statements . . . made
by the attorney for the Rosenbergs that their execution amounted to mur-
der,” wrote ADL’s Henry Schultz to President Eisenhower and J. Edgar
Hoover. “No one who knows your record can possibly place any credence
in such wild charges. The judicial process as it operated in this particular
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case is exactly the opposite of what occurs in totalitarian countries.” Such
responses were shaped as much by Jews’ liberal anticommunist ideology
as by their concerns about an anti-Semitic backlash. Certainly, non-Jewish
liberal groups drew similar conclusions about the case. Even the ACLU
found no civil liberties violations in the trial or penalty.72

As with the wartime incarceration of Japanese Americans, American
Jewish organizations were so focused on their own agenda, in this case
to demonstrate their deep moral and patriotic opposition to commu-
nism, that they were unable to recognize the possibility that, regardless
of the Rosenbergs’ guilt, hysteria and improper conduct affected the
trial. They themselves acknowledged that the sentence, which exceeded
that of any other peacetime espionage conviction, might be excessive,
and possibly violated the law. Yet they did nothing. While they argued
that, absent overt anti-Semitism, the Rosenberg case was not “a Jewish
issue,” they nonetheless took up the issue of Jewish civil servants dis-
missed for disloyalty because of their activities or membership, not their
Jewishness. The Rosenberg case was different because of its high profile
and the severity of the crime. Jews, so often equated with communists,
must not be seen as involved in any defense. Jews who had criticized
German non-Jews for not resisting Hitler, and American white Chris-
tians for remaining silent in the face of racial and religious bigotry, had
failed in precisely the same way.

By refusing to challenge the harsh sentence, those Jews who believed in
clemency abrogated their responsibility. Arnold Forster admitted as much
in a 1991 interview. “I bemoan . . . the cowardice of the general Jewish
community and the organized infrastructure of Jewish defense work in
not speaking out against the death penalty imposed upon the Rosenbergs.
It was one thing to remain uninvolved in [questions about] their . . . com-
munist activities. This was not within the orbit of ADL’s interest. But
when they were . . . sentenced . . . to death, clearly in the judgment of
many of us, this was excessive punishment.”73

“Sterile and barren”: Consequences of Anticommunism

This refusal by liberal agencies of all congress with communists had a
dramatic and limiting impact on civil rights activity. It seemed too threat-
ening, too communistic, to raise questions of economic equity when com-
munists made class so central an issue. Their opposition to most public
forms of militancy rested explicitly on their similarity to communist tac-
tics. The result was “sterile and barren” programs, in the words of Judge
Jane Bolin, who in 1950 resigned from the NAACP board in disgust. She
accused the Association of “blind[ing] the public to its lack of a positive
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and alive program by continuing to yell ‘Communist’ and ‘fellow-traveler’
about every Board member and branch” which wanted from the “NAACP
less talk and more action.”74

W.E.B. Du Bois offers a case in point. In 1951 he and other members
of the leftist Peace Information Center were indicted for failure to register
as “foreign agents.” Despite the advocacy of several individual members
and branches, the national NAACP, Du Bois’s offspring, offered only luke-
warm support. The board did pass a resolution of protest, over some
objection that Du Bois “went ahead . . . into the present difficulty without
consulting the Association.” But the resolution refused comment “on the
merits of the . . . indictment,” simply noting that Du Bois’s prominence
as a civil rights advocate led many to conclude that “efforts are being
made to silence spokesmen for full equality of Negroes.” Indeed virtually
the entire liberal establishment made him persona non grata, despite his
decades of forceful civil rights activism and his scholarly preeminence in
the field of race relations. “It was a bitter experience and I bowed before
the storm,” Du Bois wrote in his autobiography. “I lost my leadership of
my race. . . . The colored children ceased to hear my name.”75

As they demonstrated in San Francisco in 1946, and on similar occa-
sions elsewhere, national NAACP leaders often opposed participation in
civil rights protests not because the allegations were incorrect or the ac-
tion too militant, but simply because communists had organized them.
As Manning Marable, Gerald Horne, Carol Anderson, and other scholars
have reminded us, fear of communism and the exclusion of leftists from
civil rights programs moved liberal organizations to narrower ground,
concentrating on civil rather than economic equality, and on compromise
rather than confrontation.76 The loss to the cause of civil rights was both
significant and avoidable.

Tactically, such decisions robbed civil rights of some of its hardest-
working advocates. In 1952 the NAACP decided not to pursue a work
stoppage to protest racism because, as White “regretted to report . . . only
one of the non-communist unions has agreed to go along.”77 Other black
and Jewish groups similarly declined to take up discrimination cases be-
cause of the “leftist tendencies” of those involved, although they acknowl-
edged the civil rights issues at stake. In 1950, for example, the ADL
learned that a New York landlord had evicted a Sidney Tobias from his
apartment after learning he had sublet to a black man. The Chelsea Ten-
ants Council protested and its representative, Rose Bloom, asked for sup-
port from other community groups, including the ADL. The presence of
the American Labor Party, the consideration of picketing as a means of
protest, and “other indicators” revealed the coalition’s “left wing tenden-
cies,” the ADL concluded; although it “found the facts to be as Miss
Bloom states . . . the ADL could not involve itself in this particular situa-
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tion.”78 By avoiding engagement with leftists, liberal civil rights organiza-
tions failed to challenge instances of racism. Nor could they solidify or
build on the successes leftist groups did achieve.

The JLC, NAACP, AJCongress, NUL, and Workmen’s Circle all refused
to join an effort to integrate housing in Parkchester, New York, because
it was spearheaded by, in the JLC’s words, a “Cominform apologist.” In a
memo filled with exclamation marks the JLC noted that the organization
offered the victims “sympathy . . . , increased agitation for the removal
of the discriminatory rental policies—but nothing else!” Ironically, given
the Jewish presence in communist and leftist politics, liberal groups not
only lost willing workers, but discredited the very arenas where black-
Jewish collaboration was particularly strong. As Irvin Mollison observed
in a 1935 letter to White, “in the minds of most Negroes . . . the one
redeeming thing about the Jewish people is that most of the communistic
Jews have unequivocally stood for equal rights for all Americans without
regard to color.”79

The unwillingness to work with communists meant more than a loss
of colleagues. It also meant the loss of their emphasis on the structures
of oppression. Recognizing early on the institutional benefits white skin
provided, communists offered an important critique of the presumption
that black and Jewish experiences, and therefore agendas, were the same.
The communist John Williamson argued that while Jews suffer from anti-
Semitism, African Americans also lack “equal rights and full economic,
social and political equality.” This meant a substantively different strug-
gle: “Oppression and discrimination against the Negro workers takes
place 24 hours a day. It affects the Negro workers in relation to where
they can sleep, where they can eat.” Because of Jews’ different class posi-
tion, the “imperialist ruling-class poison of white chauvinism has pene-
trated also among the Jewish people and even finds expression in their
progressive and Left circles.” As a result, many Jews, even activists, show
a “lack of sensitivity to expressions of white chauvinism.”80 Had the lib-
eral Jewish community heeded such warnings earlier, it is possible the
divisions of the 1960s might have played themselves out differently.

On a more pragmatic level, the efforts of liberal agencies to prove them-
selves anticommunist, challenge their constituents to resist communist
blandishments, or jockey for position as community spokespersons, took
time and resources away from the civil rights task at hand. Judge Bolin
warned, “Our organization has blown the Communists up to such fantas-
tic proportions that we give them more of our attention and time than
we do the American Negro.” That same year Ben Herzberg of the AJC
complained that by concentrating “energy and resources on” programs
to distinguish Jews and communism, “the attention of the staff was di-
verted from other programs of greater urgency.” ADL’s Harold Lachman
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acknowledged later, “that fear was in our minds and actually did not exist
in fact.”81

Liberal activists felt torn. If the paucity of allies and the many shared
goals of communists and liberals pulled in one direction, competition,
fear of smear campaigns, and genuine distaste for communism pulled in
the other. “I have to work with whomever is willing to pursue those goals
of racial understanding and good will,” Eugene Holmes wrote to Leonard
Finder in a critique of what he called ADL’s “redbaiting,” and its desire
to “deal only with ‘safe’ . . . organizations.” “If we desire to preach de-
mocracy . . . it is obvious that we cannot use those who are . . . out of
sympathy with that philosophy,” Finder responded. “In the long run, any
cause is helped or injured by the character and reputation of those who
espouse it. . . . If the average citizen should ever come under the impres-
sion that racial understanding is a theory advocated primarily by commu-
nists . . . then it will be a lost cause.” Historians will doubtless continue to
debate whether civil rights would have been better advanced with greater
collaboration between liberals and communists, or more completely de-
railed. From this vantage point, however, the “inevitable result of things
unsaid,” to quote James Baldwin,82 the lost opportunities, the narrowed
agendas, and the tacit legitimation of a politics of suspicion and intimida-
tion, seem more significant than the dangers posed.

Defending Civil Liberties

Liberal black and Jewish organizations certainly understood that the right
used anticommunism to knock the legs out from under liberalism and
undermine its goals of integration and equality. How far, then, should
their own anticommunism go? The 1948 AJC leadership was divided be-
tween those who believed Jewish agencies should launch “an all-out,
clear-cut attack on communism” and those who “take an equally strong
position that the whole Jewish cause would be hurt by such an attack
because it would serve to weaken the liberal movement, and liberals in
general, as well as the fight for preservation and extension of civil rights
for all.”83

Such debates between anticommunism and defense of civil liberties
wracked every liberal organization. With their own programs and goals
labeled communist or subversive, they had little choice. In a 1948 letter
to President Truman, the NAACP warned of “an increasing tendency on
the part of government agencies to associate activities on interracial mat-
ters with disloyalty.” Not only had individuals under investigation been
asked whether they had social relations with those of another race, “many
colored government employees, who are now being charged with disloy-
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alty, have such accusations brought against them because they have ac-
tively opposed segregation and discrimination.” As White explained to
the NAACP board, “the most dramatic case is that of twenty-seven postal
employees in Cleveland who have been cited on charges of disloyalty. All
of these men are colored with the exception of four Jews and one who is
a white Protestant.”84 Ultimately, black and Jewish organizations tried to
have it both ways, maintaining anticommunist policies while defending
civil liberties against anticommunist critics. But balance proved elusive.

Jews, historically a vulnerable minority, were particularly concerned
with civil liberties. As the ADL argued, “We as Jews cannot ignore the
spreading suspicions against all those who are different or those who ad-
vocate changes, because we can only exist in an atmosphere which accepts
cultural, religious and ethnic diversity.” An AJC poll revealed, “opposi-
tion to McCarthyism among Jews is far greater than among others. . . .
Anti-Communist activities in which Jews, as a rule, are willing to engage
are limited to those wherein they are certain nothing detrimental to civil
liberties will occur.”85

Some gloried in the right-wing attacks they received. When California
senator Tenney labeled its state chapter a “Red front group,” the AJCon-
gress issued a public statement. “We are proud that our contribution to
American democracy has become significant enough to be recognized by
Mr. Tenney.” It noted that the President’s Committee on Civil Rights had
incorporated AJCongress’s agenda. “If such company as that of the Presi-
dent’s committee be un-American, Mr. Tenney has honored us by
his charges.”86

These activists were under no illusion about the motivations behind the
anticommunist “smear attacks” (to use the ADL’s term). Law professor
Thomas Emerson argued at the AJCongress convention that “the attack
upon subversives was one form of an attack [by Republicans] upon the
New Deal.” But Republicans were not alone in using anticommunism to
play politics. Especially after Roosevelt’s death, Emerson continued, “the
Democrats apparently considered it wise policy to steal the thunder of the
Republicans and put out a Loyalty order, in an attempt to establish their
loyalty.” These loyalty programs were not designed to ferret out those
planning espionage or sabotage, for which ample legislation already ex-
isted. Their agenda was to circumscribe civil liberties and to tar all pro-
gressives with the same anticommunist brush. Similarly HUAC’s attacks
on Hollywood suggested a “dangerous trend” to Walter White; its “real
objective is to terrorize the industry into fear of presentation of thought-
ful, intelligent pictures on domestic or international matters.”87

Their concerns were not just theoretical. The Attorney General and
federal, state, and local agencies compiled lists of allegedly subversive
organizations. For the purpose of determining loyalty, anyone involved
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in groups named there was legitimately suspect. These lists were generally
not vetted or subject to challenge prior to their issuance, and conservatives
often placed progressive civil rights organizations on them. Tenney’s list
in California was but one example. In the same state, the NAACP ap-
peared on the Army’s list. The AG’s 1950 list included, among others,
Shinto Temples, the CRC, International Labor Defense, Michigan Civil
Rights Federation, NNC, and several other civil rights groups that were,
like the Southern Negro Youth Congress, fronted by communists but at-
tracted noncommunist supporters. As the AJCongress pointed out regard-
ing the McCarran Act, which required registration of all “Communist-
front” organizations, “the looseness with which these groups are defined
makes it possible for an organization to be designated as ‘Communist’
solely because one of its policies or objectives is the same as that of admit-
tedly Communist groups or governments. . . . The result is that once
avowedly Communist bodies have endorsed liberal or civil rights legisla-
tion, every other group can endorse such legislation only at its peril.”
Furthermore, fear that one might be added to that list would “discourage
many people from engaging in any liberal activities whatever. In effect
this would leave the Communist groups the sole spokesmen for liberal
and civil rights legislation in America.”88

The NUL and NAACP made precisely that point to HUAC. One reason
communism had failed to do better in the black community was the pres-
ence of successful—but vulnerable—liberal coalitions. “They have failed”
in Detroit, Turner testified, “because there exists in this community a posi-
tive alternative to the hollow claims of the Communists. . . . The NAACP,
together with . . . the Michigan Committee on Civil Rights, the Catholic
Interracial Council, the Council of Churches, the Jewish Community
Council, the Urban League, the CIO . . . and many, many others, has
demonstrated that . . . civil rights can be achieved within the framework
of the American Constitution.” David Dubinsky of the Jewish-dominated
ILGWU agreed. “The best way to fight Communists and their Left Wing
Allies,” he declared, “is to begin a wide campaign of organization among
the unorganized.” In other words, as Granger observed, “The honest alli-
ances increasingly being established with Americans who may be liberal
or conservative . . . but who are agreed that race, color and creed must
not be allowed to condition a person’s chances” were the nation’s best
weapon against communism. “To . . . check this alliance . . . would be to
encourage Negro Americans to seek support from other sources.”89

In the view of every black and Jewish liberal organization, loyalty oaths
and congressional investigating committees acted as such checks. Thus,
despite their recognition of government’s legitimate interest in ensuring
the loyalty of workers in sensitive positions, and despite their own convic-
tion of the dangers communism posed, they opposed these programs. A
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government using “any of the techniques of totalitarianism in resistance
to it,” the AJCongress warned, “immediately and surely, negates the pur-
pose for which that resistance is carried on. Nor can democracy be pre-
served . . . by any measures which would limit democracy.” The NAACP
warned of “the dangerous error of labeling ‘subversive’ honest American
Doctrines of freedom, justice and equality.”90

Black and Jewish groups considered civil liberties and civil rights inex-
tricable. In a 1947 policy statement NCRAC decried anticommunists’ “in-
terference with the exercise of the freedom of speech, press and assembly”
arguing this was “a first and dangerous breach in the protecting citadel
of civil rights erected by the Constitution. Denial of the rights of one
minority leads inevitably to the denial of such rights to others and finally
to the disintegration of democratic freedom itself.”91

Thus despite their opposition to communism, which they reiterated at
every opportunity, every major Jewish and black organization went on
record to oppose presidential loyalty orders, state and local loyalty tests,
book and speech bans, HUAC tactics, and broad-brush anticommunist
legislation, although they differed in their approach. After substantial de-
bate, AJCongress, for example, advocated the abolition of HUAC and
repeal of Truman’s Executive Loyalty Order, while the NAACP instead
called for the order’s revision to prevent “biased informants from using
the loyalty program to persecute members of minority groups or persons
sympathetic to the program of civil rights.”92

The NAACP, ADL, AJCongress, and NCRAC investigated disloyalty
allegations for such bias. They found plenty. They also found evidence
that civil rights activity made employees suspect. Raymond Lieberman of
Highland Park, Michigan, for example, was brought up for questioning
because his name “appeared on the active indices of the National Federa-
tion for Constitutional Liberties,” for having “spoken in favor of . . . the
Michigan Civil Rights Federation.”93 A NCRAC subcommittee found “a
disproportionately high number of Jews and Negroes have been accused
by the Post Office Department of disloyalty.” In eleven cities, the Post
Office conducted seventy-five investigations of African Americans, at least
fifty-three of Jews, and sixteen of white Christians. Anecdotal evidence
was more frightening still, including a case of mistaken identity in which
the wrong Puerto Rican worker was accused of disloyalty. “Loyalty Board
officials refused to look into the matter, stating to the Attorney for the
accused, ‘What are you worried about? He is just a poor Puerto Rican.
He will get another job.’ ” When a white non-Jewish employee appeared
before the board to answer charges against him, “the clerk is said to have
exclaimed, in effect, ‘What are you doing here? This is for Jews and Nig-
gers!’ ” NCRAC pledged opposition to all loyalty programs lacking civil
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liberties safeguards, and involvement in cases reflecting racial or religious
discrimination.94

These organizations opposed much of the proposed anticommunist leg-
islation on these grounds. The investigative and enforcement provisions
of these bills seemed to be such a grotesque violation of civil liberties and
the traditional presumption of innocence, such an unwarranted invasion
of privacy, and to create such a chilling effect on speech that groups who
themselves banned communists rejected them as draconian. As the ADL
boasted, “actions taken by our national organization have been far more
aggressive than our statements of policy.”95

The NAACP filed amicus briefs in several court challenges arguing the
unconsitutionality of the Smith Act. It investigated whether jury selections
in Smith Act prosecutions evidenced racial discrimination. It also, of
course, challenged state attempts to coerce submission of membership
lists, although its defense included distinguishing the NAACP, which
ought not be investigated, from the CP, which could be.96

The AJCongress, one of the most outspoken defenders of civil liberties,
urged the “outright repeal” of the McCarran Act. Its CLSA filed briefs
in cases challenging public and private loyalty procedures. In New York
it supported a CP suit against a state listing of subversive organizations,
and in New Jersey it sided with the Progressive Party by opposing loyalty
oaths for candidates for public office. It also joined the case of the “Hol-
lywood Ten” who refused to answer political questions posed by HUAC.
Its staff drafted bills to regulate investigating committees, testified before
state and congressional committees, and prepared background materials
on other civil liberties issues including wiretapping. The NCJW opposed
the Mundt bill to prevent subversion on the grounds that it “proposes
to ‘control’ dangers to democracy by totalitarian methods; and thus it
allies itself with the . . . very forces it purports to expose.” The NAACP
concurred, arguing the vagueness of its language made it “a threat to all
organizations engaged in the effort to obtain full civil rights for Ameri-
can citizens.”97

Finding a satisfying balance between civil liberties and protection
against subversion proved difficult. The NAACP, for example, opposed
loyalty oaths but would not defend individuals fired for refusing to take
them. As Thurgood Marshall explained, the latter was not properly an
NAACP issue, but rather a ploy by communists to “blackjack” the Associ-
ation into taking on their battles. The NCJW opposed outlawing any
political party, but believed communists and fascists should properly be
barred from government employment. Therefore it opposed the Smith
Act, which outlawed membership in the CP, but supported Truman’s loy-
alty program. It opposed local “anti-Communist ordinances” and advo-
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cated working against them, but warned “the Council section should not
be the spearhead of such activity.”98

Still, while most liberal organizations recognized the threat to civil
rights and civic freedoms inherent in the current atmosphere of intoler-
ance, black and Jewish groups were among the few to confront its dangers
head on. “McCarthyism has cast a pall of unreasoning fear over weak-
kneed Washington officials,” the NAACP complained. “And we . . . repu-
diate the argument that approval of McCarthy’s politics is in any way a
correct test of anti-Communism.” Every major black and Jewish organi-
zation issued pointed statements, held public forums on constitutional
rights, and provided public platforms for distinguished advocates of civil
liberties. It was at one such ADL venue that President Eisenhower issued
his first public denunciation of Senator McCarthy.99

Generally the groups based their opposition on the threat to civil liber-
ties, not concern for racism or anti-Semitism. In fact McCarthy was nei-
ther particularly anti-Semitic nor racist, and the ADL publicly rejected
claims to the contrary as “narrow and untenable.” Rather, his methods
hurt “the total American democracy.” After reading pro-McCarthy mail
received by Senator Fulbright, Herman Edelsberg concluded, “Only a
tiny fraction of the letters contained any overt anti-Semitism. What I’ve
seen, however, is more nauseating and I think more dangerous than the
anti-Semitic junk we regularly see.” The letters were filled with “sadism
and smut,” and “the terrific amount of misinformation and illogic is a
sad commentary on our educational system and our newspapers.” Virtu-
ally every liberal black and Jewish organization publicly rebuked the
senator for inappropriate and unfair accusations and maintained a
steady stream of public criticism.100

To a few, McCarthyism was even to blame for the degenerating moral
standards of young people. In his sermon at New York’s Temple Rodeph
Sholom, Rabbi Louis Newman blamed the senator for the recent “dormi-
tory raids” by college students. “A vast silence has descended upon young
men and women today in the colleges of our country, and they find an
expression for their bottled-up energies in foolish and unseemly ‘raids’
upon dormitories. . . . Instead of channeling this vitality into healthy argu-
ment on the vital issues of the times, they grow restless and inhibited.”101

These organizations opposed the worst elements of anticommunist mea-
sures; some, like the AJCongress, proved acutely aware of the threats posed
by any attempt to silence speech. Others, either tacitly or actively, agreed
that certain views were in fact dangerous enough to suppress, and endorsed
limitations on speech or activity so long as they were not egregious. Their
willingness to engage in public debate and criticism, based on both the
need to defend their own positions and their liberal convictions about the
importance of civil liberties, was laudable. But their acceptance of the need
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to limit speech or political activity in certain cases helped provide legiti-
macy for all campaigns of political suppression or harassment.

“United Opposition”

Given the political sensitivity of the issues, acting in coalition proved par-
ticularly attractive. While black and Jewish groups recognized their obli-
gation to monitor loyalty programs for racial or religious discrimination,
most maintained they should deal with broader civil liberties questions as
Americans rather than as blacks or Jews. They and other liberals therefore
helped organize the National Civil Liberties Clearing House in the spring
of 1949. By that fall over fifty groups had signed on, including the Friends
Committee on National Legislation, NCJW, Americans for Democratic
Action, National Education Association, National Jewish Welfare Board,
Southern Regional Council, ACLU, Japanese American Citizens League,
Congregational Christian Churches, Textile Workers Union, the Board
of Missions of the Methodist Church, and the National Farmers Union.
Linking civil liberties and civil rights, NCLCH chairman E. Raymond
Wilson and advisory board chairman Francis Biddle explained, “The
Clearing House is an informational agency established and conducted by
. . . representatives of national organizations which share a common in-
terest in civil liberties and civil rights, for the purpose of pooling their
joint experience, information, ideas and effort.”102

Clearing House organizations issued a joint statement protesting the
civil liberties failures leading to the Peekskill riot, for example, organized
communications to Congress and the president, and sent informational
bulletins regarding civil liberties issues to hundreds of governmental and
private organizations. In 1950 the cooperating organizations issued a
joint statement outlining their opposition to the Mundt-Ferguson-John-
ston and Nixon bills. As Shad Polier noted with punctuational vehemence
in a memo to AJCongress and CLSA chapters, “THIS STATEMENT IS
AN EXTREMELY IMPORTANT ACHIEVEMENT BECAUSE IT
PLACES ON RECORD THE UNITED OPPOSITION OF THESE MOST
IMPORTANT CIVIL ORGANIZATIONS TO THIS HIGHLY DAN-
GEROUS LEGISLATION.” Polier urged chapters to lobby, organize
“community rallies, delegations and visits . . . to your Congressmen and
Senators and community-wide statements.” The usual caution prevailed
regarding cooperation with communists. “These suggested actions should
be undertaken in cooperation with other signatory groups, he noted,
”AND WITH NO OTHERS.“ Still, in a few cases, urgency overrode cau-
tion. Just as state-sponsored lists and loyalty oaths compelled AJCongress
to cooperate with the Communist and Progressive Parties, the Mundt bill
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posed enough of a threat that in New York the NAACP organized an
opposition committee with the CRC.103

In 1953 eighteen leading liberal organizations also combined forces in
a “liaison group” on civil liberties designed to complement the Clearing
House by performing functions outside the latter’s scope. Many be-
longed to both. This liaison group met informally to share resources
and ideas “when infringements of civil liberties were threatened in local
communities, . . . that some semblance of coordinated action might be
instituted.”104

The liaison group proved an effective mechanism for advancing both
civil liberties and civil rights. At a January 1954 meeting the ACLU repre-
sentative described efforts by the American Legion, Minute Women, and
others to prevent the formation of a branch in Indianapolis. Because the
local Council of Churches, NAACP, CIO, and Jewish Community Council
provided support to the ACLU, a branch was established. The NUL repre-
sentative at the meeting lamented that his group had been unable to estab-
lish a branch there, given the intensity of opposition. Some supporters
had even been threatened with the loss of their jobs. Perhaps a similar
joint effort might succeed? Edwin Lukas of the AJC responded, this “is
exactly what the group is concerned with, and . . . if, episode by episode,
these situations were dealt with and the attacks of the Legion and related
groups neutralized, a real contribution would be made.” If the national
organizations made their positions in defense of democracy and civil
rights better known, he reasoned, “in time” locals would “spring into
action.” Indeed, this was precisely the strategy used by northern-based
nationals to prod local southern chapters to engage in civil rights. The
liaison committee demonstrated once again the potential strength of that
model. Meanwhile, liberal women’s groups explored ways they might
“work together to further civil liberties” on the local level.105

Ultimately, black and Jewish liberal organizations saw their civil liberties
and anticommunist commitments not in conflict but rather mutually rein-
forcing. In Wilson Record’s words, “American Negroes, more than any
other group in our society, have a deep appreciation of the promises inher-
ent in the American radical tradition and the egalitarian potential of the
Constitution and the Bill of Rights. . . . [T]hese ‘bourgeois’ documents
represent a liberating force such as the Communist Manifesto could never
possibly be. Negroes are aware of this, even if it has been forgotten at
times by the white community.” Not all whites had forgotten. The ADL’s
mission, its Mr. Zara pointed out, “was designed to assure an equal op-
portunity to all to enjoy the benefits of a democratic society and that . . .
was the most effective answer to Communism.”106
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When black and Jewish organizations fought communism while de-
fending communists’ right to speak, they saw themselves as true liberals,
and liberals as true Americans. As Dore Schare argued at the 1948 ADL
National Commission meeting, “From the very start of our nation, Ameri-
cans always have been liberals. . . . Our history, our training, our love for
our country, has insisted that we be and remain liberals. And because
we Jews are Americans and human beings, liberalism has been terribly
attractive to us, too.” Although communists often masqueraded as liber-
als, “the Communist philosophy has not extended a tenth of the freedoms
to its people that our democracy enjoys.” Nevertheless, “as Liberals, as
Americans, Jews and human beings, we must protect the rights of the
American Communist until that very time he is proved to be dedicated
to the overthrow of our democracy. We must do this without becoming
confused or letting the Communist confuse us as to why we are protecting
his rights.” His conclusion could have been uttered by any of his black
or Jewish colleagues. “So, politically, the drive still is toward Liberalism—
which is American, which is Judaic, which is human. And, once again,
the truth of Liberalism is a sustained truth because it is Justice.”107

Noble as such sentiments sounded, and outspoken as these organiza-
tions were on civil liberties and civil rights, they also bear some responsi-
bility for the marginalization or suppression of unpopular views. Anti-
communism provided a rationale for conducting a campaign of threat,
intimidation and character assassination that would ultimately be used
against civil rights activists like Martin Luther King Jr. While black, Jew-
ish, and other liberal groups opposed its most extreme forms, they hedged
(some more than others) over whether it was ever legitimate to suppress
liberties or prosecute ideological differences. And they themselves gener-
ally chose exclusion and marginalization of those farther to the left. Such
choices not only contributed to the poisoned atmosphere of distrust, but
lost them allies and foot soldiers, narrowed their choice of strategies and
goals, limited the situations in which they were willing to intervene, dis-
torted their perspective and priorities, and deprived them of crucial in-
sights regarding race and class. To liberal black and Jewish organizations,
the threat justified such choices. In hindsight, the benefits seem out-
weighed by the costs.
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Things Fall Apart

The Negro community is completely dissatisfied with the pres-
ent rate of progress toward quality. . . . Negroes are . . . re-evaluat-
ing their alliances. . . .

One of its results has been a mistrust of “liberals” in the strug-
gle for civil rights. And we must recognize, for good or ill, that the
Jews, more than any other group, are generally so identified. . . .

. . . [T]he willingness of Jewish and other groups to accept, on
occasion, a partial victory (because of the danger that demanding
too much will result in getting nothing) has caused resentment in
Negro ranks. They often feel that this compromises their position
and demonstrates a lack of understanding on our part. . . .

The new militant Negro demands his rights; he will not accept
patronizing assurance of future action.1

This prescient observation at a 1960 NCRAC meeting came just after the
first student sit-ins and the formation of the Student Nonviolent Coordi-
nating Committee (SNCC), before the Freedom Rides and the urban riots
of those “long hot summers,” before Black Power. The same forces that
had brought blacks and Jews together in the preceding two decades would
divide them in the decades following. Black enthusiasm for international
anticolonial freedom movements, which had earlier brought support for
the fledgling Jewish state, led many in the 1960s to sympathize with Pales-
tinians and to castigate Israel as a European-style imperial power. The
Jews’ shift from economic and social outsiders to insiders took decades
to complete, but the impact on Jewish attitudes toward the evolving civil
rights agenda was profound. Once united by shared oppression, the two
communities became increasingly divided by perspectives fundamental to
their social and class differences. Jews’ satisfaction with their success, and
the system that made it possible, could not easily coexist beside African
Americans’ frustrations that the promise of America continued to be de-
nied them. Many African Americans rejected old partners and old
agendas as they proved inadequate to the task; inevitably those rejections
offended and angered Jews. Each group felt betrayed by the other.

The rise of identity politics, with its emphasis on group membership
and its rejection of pluralism and even of cross-cultural coalition, dealt
black-Jewish relations another blow as both communities turned inward.
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Beyond the hurt and anger, their interests and concerns had diverged. At
the same time, ironically, civil rights successes contributed in their own
way to the demise of coalition politics. With many of the fundamental
legal and legislative civil rights protections in place, many well-inten-
tioned coalitions that acknowledged that there was more work to be done
nonetheless floundered for lack of specific and broadly agreed-upon goals.

The 1960s, then, brought a new set of issues to the fore, issues nonethe-
less determined in part by earlier struggles between blacks and Jews. Jews
had largely embraced the status quo. To their black colleagues Jewish
leaders recommended patience, moderation. This was not condescension
or a withdrawal from their political commitments. Rather, Jews’ faith in
liberalism and their blindness (along with that of most other whites) to
what scholars call white skin privilege, the often invisible benefits that
being white provides in American society, allowed them to believe they
had risen on their own merits; they felt confident black people were capa-
ble of doing the same. Jews’ success, in turn, made them more accepting
of compromise, and less conscious of the limits of liberalism than were
many in the black community who continued to bump up against those
limits. It was precisely along this liberal fault line that black-Jewish politi-
cal collaboration foundered in the late 1960s. While individual Jews re-
mained in the civil rights coalition, black and Jewish agencies publicly
parted company on several occasions. Most often cited as points of divi-
sion were the Ocean Hill–Brownsville controversy and affirmative action.
Other analysts point to the rise of black nationalism and radicalism,
which alienated many white supporters, including most Jews. While all
these do reveal the growing division between blacks and Jews, they were
symptoms, not causes, of the fraying of the coalition, which was rooted
in the struggle over liberalism.

Already suspicious of mass action, most Jewish organizations grew
more uneasy in the 1960s as grassroots civil rights groups increasingly
challenged the liberalism they had embraced. CORE and SNCC criticized
Kennedy, the Democratic Party, and the establishment more generally.
First SNCC, then Martin Luther King Jr., publicly opposed the Vietnam
War. This was not simply a foreign policy disagreement but a critique of
the entire power structure. Many in the black community, dispirited
by white recalcitrance and liberal inaction, turned to nationalism. And
when the civil rights movement moved North, into the neighborhoods
of these liberal Jews, the question of integration took on a different char-
acter. With concerns now couched in class rather than racial terms, most
Jews fled to suburbs almost as quickly as white Christians to avoid what
they perceived as the deterioration of their schools and neighborhoods.
They pointed to riots as evidence of civil rights agendas run amok.
And although Jews still expressed less racism than other whites, they
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nonetheless engaged in the same social segregation of blacks that white
Christians had made a tradition.

This process of divergence developed over several decades, and oc-
curred more in fits and starts than as a smooth progression, with some
issues pulling the old coalition back together as others pulled it apart.
Furthermore, different segments of the black and Jewish community
moved away from coalition at different times. The NCJW and AJCon-
gress steadfastly continued their civil rights work long after the AJC had
turned to the right, for example; black leaders from the NAACP, NUL,
and Negro American Labor Council continued to work with Jewish allies
as CORE and SNCC embraced nationalism and rejected white partner-
ships. As historian and activist Clayborne Carson has pointed out, this
was as much a split between liberals and leftists as it was between blacks
and Jews.2

The 1960s, in other words, also intensified differences within the black
and Jewish communities as the liberal consensus unraveled. Within the
black community, the programs of older organizations seemed concilia-
tory and weak to younger and more militant groups like SNCC and the
Revolutionary Action Movement. While the NAACP supported many of
the legal efforts of these newer groups, it, and even more so the NUL,
disparaged their tactics, their impatience, and their enthusiasm for the
urban riots. Many historians have argued that the two approaches were
in fact complementary, that the demands of more radical groups strength-
ened the negotiating position of those black leaders such as Martin Luther
King Jr. and Whitney Young whom whites now perceived as moderates.
Still, these were polarizing divisions within the black community as new
voices that rejected liberal values and strategies gained legitimacy in a
community frustrated by the limits of liberal gains.

Meanwhile, in the Jewish community divisions largely along genera-
tional lines led many young Jewish activists to reject the organizations
their parents had established, and to join black-led grassroots civil rights
groups. By and large, these young people were also less likely to be affili-
ated with congregations or other Jewish organizations. And within the
religious community, generally speaking, the Reform movement’s com-
mitment to civil rights proved far more extensive and durable than that
of the Conservative or Orthodox, whose engagement was more limited
and less central to their members or their organizational structures. Class
too divided Jews, as an economically and educationally successful Jewish
community left its working-class compatriots behind.3 At the same time,
longstanding differences between black and Jewish organizations, and
among Jewish organizations themselves, widened until they found them-
selves on opposite sides of civil rights issues ranging from affirmative ac-
tion to improving ghetto communities. In the last decades of the twentieth
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century the interests of the various Jewish agencies would reconverge.
Whether a similar reconvergence will occur between black and Jewish
organizations no one yet knows.

And yet, a great deal of black-Jewish cooperation endured through
these difficult times, and work on specific projects proceeded. Both com-
munities maintained their staunchly liberal voting patterns, and the bitter
public exchanges, while real, were never the dominant style of interaction.
Rumors of the death of black-Jewish relations have been greatly exagger-
ated. If the pattern between blacks and Jews in the first two-thirds of the
twentieth century was one of growing cooperation with an undertone of
persistent conflict, the pattern in the last third of the century might be
characterized as one of growing conflict that did not erase the possibilities
of cooperation.

The Sit-ins and the Jewish Problem

In February 1960 a small group of African American students in Greens-
boro, North Carolina, planned and executed a protest against segrega-
tion. Entering a local Woolworth’s, they bought school supplies, then sat
down at the lunch counter. Denied service, they remained seated and re-
turned the next morning. When they were arrested for violating segrega-
tion and trespass laws, others took their place.

The strategy spread like wildfire. Within three months fifty-three cities
in nine states saw similar actions. Demanding the right to be served, the
demonstrators called for boycotts to support their protest. Generally
targeting all offending stores in the area, these protests had a substantial
economic impact. Jewish merchants in Nashville estimated that boycotts
there were “95% effective.” Of ten communities studied by a NCRAC
committee, such pressures succeeded in integrating dining facilities in six;
the committee concluded that for the other four “it is only a question
of time.”4

The sit-in efforts were initiated and coordinated in virtually every city
by students, who organized themselves into the Student Nonviolent Co-
ordinating Committee (SNCC). SNCC, in turn, reinvigorated more es-
tablished local black organizations such as churches or branches of the
NAACP. While they had their differences with the students, these groups
sustained the boycotts, bailed out protesters, and provided other forms
of support. (Both the NAACP and SCLC also tried, unsuccessfully, to
bring SNCC under their own wings.) A few local black leaders expressed
reservations. Still, in the words of a 1961 NCRAC report, “the differ-
ences between the various forces in the local Negro community were
becoming blurred,” as both a “so-called militant leader or a conservative
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leader” gave “basically the same answers, though in different language
and tone.”5

Most of the national Jewish organizations endorsed these protests rela-
tively quickly. In early April 1960 the AJCongress urged presidents of
chain stores facing sit-ins to serve black customers. “It is believed this
marks the first declaration of support for the Negro sit-down strikes in the
South by a national Jewish organization,” the Pittsburgh Courier noted,
although the JLC had already been providing support. The 1960 NCRAC
plenum, while not endorsing the sit-ins per se, reaffirmed its commitment
to the goals of equal opportunity and equal rights the sit-ins sought. And
hundreds of younger (northern) Jewish activists endorsed these protests
directly with their bodies. Many of these were so-called red diaper babies
raised in progressive and leftist families, whose commitments emerged
naturally from their politics. But others described their motivation in reli-
gious and ethnic terms.6

Few southern Jews shared their enthusiasm. A special NCRAC commit-
tee surveyed Jewish leaders in ten southern communities that had both
sit-ins and CRCs in late 1960 and early 1961. No Jewish merchants “vol-
untarily desegregated,” the report found, but “[t]here was virtual unanim-
ity among those interviewed that the reasons were basically economic”;
they feared they would lose white customers. Once compelled to desegre-
gate, however, none reported a drop in white patronage. Nevertheless,
Jewish merchants repeatedly expressed resentment that the sit-ins had
placed them in the front lines of the civil rights battle.7

For their part, southern Jewish communal leaders resisted any sugges-
tion the sit-ins had any special resonance as a “Jewish issue.” Rather,
“there is deep resistance among CRCs to taking any planned or organized
approach to these problems. There is virtually no discussion . . . but sim-
ply the almost a priori decision to avoid involvement, as a community.”
While many rabbis privately professed to civil rights convictions, virtually
all in the Deep South remained silent, lest they antagonize the white gen-
tile community or, for that matter, their own congregants. Little had
changed in the South from earlier years in this regard. NCRAC reported
that while “Negro leaders were believed to have higher expectations of
Jews . . . almost no sustained relationship exists between Jews and Ne-
groes, and virtually no thought had been given to the longer range ques-
tions of relationships between the Jewish community and the emerging
Negro community.”8

As before, of course, there were the courageous exceptions, such as
Rabbi Jacob Rothschild of Atlanta, whose long and public advocacy of
desegregation won his synagogue the dubious honor of being dynamited
by white supremacists in 1958. A member of the Southern Regional
Council, he helped found a community group to prepare Atlanta for
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school desegregation in 1961, and organized a well-attended testimonial
dinner for Martin Luther King Jr., following the latter’s receipt of the
1964 Nobel Prize. Rabbi Charles Mantinband of Hattiesburg, Missis-
sippi, worked openly with local NAACP activist Medgar Evers (later as-
sassinated by a white supremacist) and defended Clyde Kennard, framed
for trying to enroll at Mississippi Southern College. Liberal rabbi Levi
Olan of Dallas, Texas, praised the Brown decision publicly, pressed his
congregation into accepting an African American member, and marched
with his family in civil rights demonstrations. Most southern Jewish lead-
ers did not have that sort of outsized courage. Though they claimed to
be supportive of desegregation and racial equality in their hearts, they
rarely translated those sentiments into public action. In the words of
historian P. Allen Krause, “they have not done what it was within their
power to do.”9

Still, although Jewish merchants and leaders resisted taking a formal
role in the struggle, the NCRAC committee found “the extent of involve-
ment of Jews in the sit-in conflict is remarkable.” Jews, disproportionally
represented among the affected merchants, “played leadership roles be-
hind the scenes in discussions with the mayor, business leaders, other mer-
chants and Negro leaders.” A few rabbis intervened in similarly quiet
ways, as did several local CRC leaders. Perhaps, the NCRAC committee
speculated, these Jewish leaders might be persuaded to increase their pri-
vate activities in what Krause described as “a minimal program.”10

As before, the southern Jewish rank and file were more reluctant still
to get involved, something Rabbi Rothschild “regretted.” Paradoxically,
he found the more secure Jewish communities tended to be the least ac-
tive, perhaps because they had the most to lose by antagonizing their
white Christian neighbors. Nor did most southern Jewish college students
join the sit-in movement. The NCRAC committee noted with dismay “the
apparent apathy of Jewish students generally about the issues involved”;
a Hillel director insisted the students simply feared the same white back-
lash their parents did.11

Nevertheless, Jewish leaders understood that the sit-ins had trans-
formed the civil rights movement. At a February 1961 meeting of south-
ern Jewish leaders, Harold Fleming, executive director of the Southern
Regional Council, “emphasized the critical urgency of the situation
today. . . . The problems can no longer be dealt with on a leisurely basis,
he said; forces are pushing for solutions one way or another.” What
changed was not only the speed but the focus. “There has been a dramatic
emergence of Negro cohesiveness and leadership,” he observed. As a re-
sult, the agenda of the sit-ins gradually broadened, from lunch-counter
desegregation to employment opportunity, which NCRAC leaders consid-
ered a more significant but also more challenging goal. Fleming also pre-
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dicted that “pressures by Negroes to vote would come sooner than these
states anticipated.”12 He was correct. On the heels of these early efforts
came CORE’s Freedom Rides and SNCC’s first foray into Mississippi in
1961 to register black voters. SCLC, SNCC, and CORE, often aided by
the NAACP, expanded the desegregation campaign, bringing protests and
demonstrations to southern cities and towns and to the 1964 Democratic
National Convention. The civil rights movement had intensified beyond
anyone’s imaginings ten years earlier.

The Freedom Rides, modeled on the 1947 Journey of Reconciliation,
used white and black bus riders to test the 1961 Supreme Court decision
desegregating services at terminals of interstate travel. Across the South
white mobs who met the buses threw bricks, set fire to the buses, and
assaulted riders, drivers, and the federal agents accompanying them, until
state officials and President Kennedy struck a bargain: the riders would
be protected until they could be arrested for violating the now-unconstitu-
tional segregation laws. Unlike its 1947 precursor, however, the Freedom
Rides made the news. Freedom rider and veteran JOR participant James
Peck, so badly beaten that he spoke from a hospital bed, vowed to get
back on the bus so as not to let the segregationists win. Constitutional
violations, secret deals, and white violence had become public knowledge.

SNCC, too, continued to make national news throughout the early
1960s. Expanding on their sit-in tactics, SNCC workers led demonstra-
tions and marches, brought black citizens to courthouses to register to
vote, and staged read-ins at libraries, wade-ins at swimming pools, and
kneel-ins at white churches. King’s SCLC followed suit. Civil rights work-
ers were attacked by fire hoses and police dogs in Birmingham, Alabama,
and by mounted police with tear gas in Selma; they were threatened, shot
at, bombed, imprisoned, and beaten in the tiny hamlets and quiet towns
in which they doggedly pursued their programs. SNCC in particular at-
tempted the dangerous, difficult work of organizing in rural Deep South
communities, establishing Freedom Schools to teach black children and
adults about their rights and their history, and launching voter registra-
tion campaigns. The most ambitious, Mississippi Freedom Summer in
1964, mounted a full-scale challenge to the lily-white state Democratic
Party. SNCC and its allies brought northern college students into the state
to join local black activists in a summer-long campaign to organize a par-
allel state party structure, the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party
(MFDP). Despite the well-publicized disappearance and presumed deaths
early that summer of volunteers Andrew Goodman, Michael Schwerner
(both Jews), and veteran activist James Chaney (African American), the
effort went on. Electing an integrated slate of delegates, the MFDP de-
manded Mississippi’s seats at the Democratic National Convention in
1964 as the only state party organization that had followed the Demo-
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crats’ rules against discrimination. Fearful of antagonizing southern (and
even some northern) Democrats, and unwilling to put the civil rights
struggle front and center, Lyndon Johnson proposed a compromise of two
at-large seats and a promise to change the rules for future conventions.
(“We didn’t come all this way for no two seats,” MFDP leader Fannie
Lou Hamer argued in rejecting the offer.)13 Again, the battle played out
in full view of the public.

One dramatic consequence of the sit-ins and demonstrations was the
escalating white backlash. This concerned many Jews. Fleming “warned
that the resistance movement was becoming more extremist and showing
signs of incipient anti-Semitism.”14 Such fears were not misplaced. The
White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan planned to kill Jews in Jackson and
Meridian, Mississippi, believing they were instigating civil rights action.
In 1966 and ’67 they murdered two NAACP leaders, bombed a Meridian
synagogue and the home of an outspoken rabbi. The next year they tar-
geted a Jewish businessman for assassination and a synagogue for bomb-
ing, although the plot was foiled and the would-be assassins shot by police
in an ambush. For this reason the ADL kept southern hate groups under
“constant . . . surveillance” and cooperated with FBI and local law en-
forcement to infiltrate and undermine them. In fact it was the ADL that
raised funds to pay the informants who set up the ambush.15

Such events help explain why southern Jews continued to avoid public
engagement in civil rights. The Rabbinical Assembly sent northern rabbis
to march in Birmingham in 1963 to counter the silence of local Jews.
Damning with faint praise, the Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth of SCLC suggested
in 1966 that the southern Jewish response to the civil rights movement
“compares favorably with that of numerous other white groups”; Aaron
Henry of the MFDP was more blunt. “Sorry, they are not with it.”16

Even among the national Jewish leadership, there was considerable un-
certainty about the civil disobedience strategy the sit-ins and similar pro-
tests employed. Jewish groups at a 1961 NCRAC meeting debated
whether breaking the law, even for a good cause, was justifiable. While
those who answered affirmatively cited the Nuremberg trials and ap-
pealed to the higher call of moral law, most believed the best hope for
both racial equality and Jewish security lay in the absolute rule of law.
Segregationists could use the same arguments civil rights workers did,
they pointed out. Better to pass and enforce fair laws everyone must obey.
This deeply held Jewish faith in the rule of law, of course, ran directly
counter to the experience of African Americans in the Jim Crow South,
where equal protection rulings held no force, where white juries routinely
acquitted violent white supremacists, and where even elected officials ad-
vocated resistance to constitutionally mandated school integration. A few
Jewish leaders also expressed concerns that the politics of the more activ-
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ist civil rights groups might be too far to the left. The ADL, for example,
worried about communist influences in groups like SNCC, and monitored
it as closely as it did the Klan.17

Jewish organizations nonetheless remained firm supporters of civil
rights through the decade, fighting for stronger legislation, sending north-
ern rabbis and Jewish lay leaders to southern marches, and maintaining
their traditional coalitions. Rabbi Joachim Printz of the AJCongress ad-
dressed the March on Washington in 1963; Rabbi Abraham Joshua
Heschel, one of the greatest modern Jewish theologians and a leader in
the Conservative movement, marched with King in Selma. Rabbi Arthur
Lelyveld of Cleveland participated in Freedom Summer. Asked by King
to support a demonstration in St. Augustine, Florida, in June 1964, the
Reform Movement’s Central Conference of American Rabbis, meeting
nearby, joined the protesters in the streets and in prison. “We came be-
cause we could not stand silently before our brothers’ blood,” the rabbis
declared in a statement. “We came as Jews who remember the millions
of faceless people who stood quietly, watching the smoke rise from the
crematoria.”18 Jewish groups remained central actors in the Leadership
Conference on Civil Rights; helped lobby for civil rights bills including,
of course, the pivotal Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of
1965, and the Fair Housing Act of 1968; and continued to file amicus
briefs in civil rights cases. And numerous local branches of these organiza-
tions, primarily in large cities, cooperated on civil rights and antidiscrimi-
nation problems closer to home.

These Jewish liberals continued to exploit traditional cold war argu-
ments to defend their positions. Educational integration was crucial, Shad
Polier insisted, because “[t]oday we are faced by an enormously greater
and no less dangerous gap [than the missile gap]—the educational chasm
that separates the Negro child from the white child and that threatens our
viability as a nation and our future as a leader of the free world. In the
face of this challenge, the Federal government must play its proper role.”19

The mainstream black and Jewish organizations continued to monitor
racists and anti-Semites. Individual Jews, including the religiously obser-
vant Kivie Kaplan, the secular Jack Greenberg, and the leftist Herbert
Hill continued to work for, and materially aid, black organizations. A
substantial portion of SCLC’s, CORE’s, and SNCC’s budgets came from
Jewish donations. Leftist Jews, like many of the attorneys in the National
Lawyers Guild, defended jailed protesters. Younger Jews, particularly
those with more secular and leftist leanings, continued to swell activist
ranks, from the hundreds engaged in SNCC and CORE projects, to Stan-
ley Levison, one of King’s closest advisors. And this engagement operated
even on the most intimate of levels. As the editor’s introduction to Albert
Gordon’s study of interracial and interreligious intermarriage observed,
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“It is a fact that young American Jews are unusually active in the civil
rights struggle, are especially devoted to the attainment of a racially egali-
tarian society. . . . It follows, then, that of the relatively few white-Negro
marriages . . . a relatively high percentage involves Jews.”20

Black leaders also continued to support human rights issues of special
concern to American Jews, although as Christians, they were not invited
to join Jewish organizations. The NAACP protested Abdel Nasser’s dis-
crimination against Jews in Egypt. “Injustice to any people is a threat to
justice to all people—and I cannot stand idly by,” King explained to Jew-
ish leaders honoring him for his work on behalf of Jews persecuted in the
Soviet Union. King proved one of the most outspoken of black leaders in
his opposition to all forms of anti-Semitism. But he was not alone. Roy
Wilkins, Whitney Young, Dorothy Height, Vernon Jordan, John Lewis,
and many others expressed their support of Jews and Jewish interests.
Bayard Rustin, longtime civil rights strategist and democratic socialist,
insisted that nothing could stop him from discussing anti-Semitism. Even
“if every Jew told me to get out, I would still accept every invitation to
go and speak about this. And if I didn’t get invited, I would speak to
people in buses and trains” because “I am not going to get out of the
movement which I am dedicated to, the movement against injustice.”21

Liberalism Tested

Still, tensions between blacks and Jews simmered below the surface. By the
end of the decade, once the great legal and legislative battles had been won,
these tensions replaced joint civil rights projects at center stage. This came
about in part because the escalating war between liberals and their critics
was often overlaid with and rewritten as a series of black-Jewish conflicts.

The intensity of white resistance led civil rights activists of both races
to confront liberalism head on. They questioned the efficacy of nonvio-
lence, and the government’s commitment to constitutional rights. They
pointed to the lack of federal protection during the entirely legal Freedom
Rides, and the flawed compromise that had resolved it. Police attacks on
civil rights marchers had gone unpunished, and murders of civil rights
workers unsolved. Of what use were liberal tactics?

SNCC’s Freedom Summer project had also raised the question of
whites’ place in the movement. The project’s strategy—bringing in well-
connected white northerners to direct national attention to racial discrim-
ination—proved the point of its critics, and its successes only highlighted
the extent of American racism. Reporters and news cameras followed
whites, not blacks. Freedom Summer did publicize white racial violence,
but largely because white civil rights workers were among the victims.



Things Fall Apart 215

When the FBI dredged rivers in search of Chaney, Goodman, and
Schwerner, they discovered black bodies, victims of lynchings the police
had never seriously investigated. Tensions emerged between northern,
generally better-educated but often paternalistic whites, and veteran
southern black activists.

Nor were these merely southern problems. That summer’s crowning
achievement, the MFDP’s challenge of the traditional “Dixiecrat” delega-
tion, was rejected by the allegedly liberal national Democratic Party. And
as the integration struggle moved North, whites who called themselves civil
rights supporters aped the arguments and strategies of the most ardent
southern segregationists. White liberals had proven themselves either hypo-
critical or weak, too willing to compromise with the forces of segregation.

One might argue that it was not liberalism but liberals who were at
fault, unwilling in the end to live up to their ideals, unwilling to yield the
power they unfairly held. And certainly in this period, many who had
voiced liberal positions regarding southern segregation refused to con-
front problems in their own back yards. Others simply never meant the
words of racial justice they had mouthed. But this was more than the
personal moral failings of self-proclaimed liberals. These instances re-
vealed the limits of liberalism as an ideology. Most liberals had not aban-
doned their principles; rather they too frequently found themselves caught
between competing liberal positions: civil rights versus respect for law
and the democratic process, immediate equality versus working within
the system.

Such dilemmas were not new. In the war years, liberals were forced to
choose between building needed wartime housing and accepting segrega-
tion in them. In the 1950s and early ’60s, they debated how closely to tie
desegregation with federal aid to education. Whenever Congress consid-
ered education bills, Representative Adam Clayton Powell Jr. would pro-
pose an amendment to prohibit segregated schools from receiving aid. If
that amendment passed, everyone understood, southern opposition
would torpedo the entire bill. Which value had the higher priority, govern-
ment support of public education or racial justice? Consistently, liberal
groups pleaded with Powell to withdraw his amendment and avoid the
conflict, although when he refused, they endorsed the amended bills. In
subsequent years such dilemmas proved no less stark.22

These liberal failures were not simply about race. Black liberals too had
proven disappointing to many activists. King turned back in Selma rather
than confront Alabama state troopers; Rustin supported the Democratic
Party’s proposed compromise with the MFDP. Many activists complained
that the SCLC and the NAACP employed top-down campaigns rather
than listening to and relying on poor black people. SNCC lambasted the
March on Washington for its celebratory stance regarding the progress of
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civil rights; only his deep respect for A. Philip Randolph, whose dream
the march had been since 1941, convinced SNCC’s chairman, John Lewis,
to tone down his fiery speech there. Still, these struggles over liberalism
spilled inevitably into struggles over race and, therefore, over the role of
Jews, the most prominent whites in the liberal civil rights coalition. And
as a community psychologically invested in a black-Jewish partnership,
Jews certainly felt their impact.

The labor movement proved one of the most bitter battlegrounds. Soon
after its founding in 1959, Randolph’s Negro American Labor Council
found itself at odds with the JLC, after which it had been modeled. For
years, and especially after the silencing of leftist organizers, the JLC and
the AJC’s National Labor Service (NLS) were among the most prominent
white voices against racism within the labor movement. Their style, which
coupled pressure for improvement with abundant praise for tiny gains,
was, however, far more conciliatory than the NALC was comfortable
with. One NALC member complained in 1961 that the JLC “is too eager
to see progress where it ain’t.” Herbert Hill, then labor secretary for the
NAACP, advised the NLS and JLC that they “would do well if they ceased
to apologize for the racists in the American labor movement, and instead
of attempting to create a desirable public image for the AFL-CIO, join
with Negro workers and the NAACP in directly attacking the broad pat-
tern of discrimination.” The head of the NLS retorted that constant con-
frontation “discourages good guys from pushing civil rights. Why do it
at all if all you’re going to get is blame for tokenism anyway?”23

The JLC in turn denounced the NAACP as anti-Semitic in 1962 after
the Association criticized the Jewish-led ILGWU. In a reply, Roy Wilkins
highlighted the continuing problem of paternalism as well as the differ-
ence in style of these organizations. “When you declare . . . that the
NAACP’s continued attack upon discrimination . . . by trade union bodies
and leaders places ‘in jeopardy’ continued progress towards civil rights
goals or rends the ‘unity’ among the civil rights forces, or renders a ‘disser-
vice’ to the Negro worker . . . you are, in fact, seeking . . . to force us to
conform to what the Jewish Labor Committee is pleased to classify as
proper behavior.” As to anti-Semitism, “We do not deign to defend our-
selves against such a baseless allegation.” These were differences of style
and approach, coupled with instances of Jewish paternalism and black
resentment at having Jews serve as their self-appointed spokespersons.
Jews’ differential success in the labor movement, and their long experi-
ence there, led them to a more conciliatory, more deliberate approach,
a balancing act of pressuring and placating those with power. African
Americans, tired of waiting, tired of empty promises, could no longer
accept what seemed to them tokenism or empty symbolism. For them the
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dilemma was how much they could afford to alienate irritating but still
useful allies.24

Certainly Jewish liberals understood black resentment and the need for
self-assertion. And they frequently reiterated the need to work against the
Jewish tendency toward paternalism, even if they remained unwilling to
move beyond the boundaries of liberalism as they understood it. As Na-
than Edelstein, chairman of the AJCongress, argued, “The maturing
Negro of today is through with his former inferior status and will no
longer allow others to speak for or lead him. With full recognition of his
new and proper status, Jews and Negroes can and must forge a partner-
ship of equals.” The AJC came to a similar conclusion, critiquing certain
of its own longstanding tactics. As its Community Relations consultant
wrote, “I would oppose the idea that the Jews should in a special brochure
show what they have done for Negroes. The repercussions are not what
might be expected. This summary would emphasize the position of the
Jew as a benefactor, a role that usually brings resentment rather than
appreciation.”25

Black Power

Many civil rights activists felt this increasing frustration with liberals or
the liberal agenda. Black SNCC and CORE workers had begun employing
nationalist and militant rhetoric by the mid-1960s, fed in part by the char-
ismatic preachings of Malcolm X and the Nation of Islam. Even Adam
Clayton Powell Jr. embraced both Malcolm and his arguments, criticizing
the NAACP, CORE, and SCLC in 1963 because they had white members
and leaders. Black stalwarts of the liberal coalition fired back. Wilkins
called Powell an “opportunist”; labor leader Frank Crosswaith defended
the integrated movement in the Amsterdam News. Powell did not help
his case when he identified the owners of the New York Times, who criti-
cized his views, as Jews. But as Cleveland Robinson, African American
union leader, observed in 1966, “Today the Negro is calling the shots; the
Negro is making the demands.”26

Not just the rhetoric but the issues themselves were changing. The dis-
mantling of legal Jim Crow had little impact on the life of southern tenant
farmers or the residents trapped in northern black ghettos. As Rustin
stressed in 1966, “Negroes today are in worse economic shape, live in
worse slums, and attend more highly segregated schools than in 1954.”
Black unemployment was greater than white, the wage gap between black
and white workers remained substantial. The housing in poor black
neighborhoods was deteriorating, and their schools poor. Because of in-
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“Take my picture next to this sign,” Malcolm X told Laurance Henry. “I like it.”
Reproduced by permission of the estate of Dr. Laurance G. Henry.
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sufficient funding, “[t]he promise of meaningful work and decent wages
once held out by the anti-poverty programs has not been fulfilled.”27

Nonviolence seemed as ineffective a tactic against these ills as it had
proven to be against southern vigilantes, and many advocated greater
militance. Stokely Carmichael (whose first political demonstration had
been in support of Israel) insisted that “rampaging white mobs . . . must
be made to understand that their days of free head-whipping are over.
Black people should and must fight back. Nothing more quickly repels
someone bent on destroying you than the unequivocal message, ‘O.K.
fool, make your move, and run the same risk I run—of dying.’ ”28 These
were controversial views. Rustin, for example, countered that while no
one disputed the right to self-defense, making whites feel fear was more
likely to generate hostility than respect. Furthermore, it allowed white
conservatives to deflect the national conversation from civil rights to law
and order. Still, even he, a democratic socialist, understood the impulse.
Carmichael, he noted, had not always opposed integration. “It took
countless beatings and 24 jailings—that and the absence of strong and
continual support from the liberal community—to persuade Carmichael
that his earlier faith in coalition politics was mistaken.”29

Rustin understood that Black Power constituted a “Negro revolution”
against “liberals . . . who . . . offer only a philosophy of integration with
whites and a program of ‘opportunity’ which can have relevance only for
the few.” That program “was and is essentially concerned with the struc-
ture of law and social justice; its goals were equality before the law and
equality of individual opportunity,” in other words, modern liberalism.
Black people, in coalition “with the forces of labor, humanism, religious
radicalism, and political liberalism,” produced remarkable results: civil
rights laws, executive orders, legal decisions. And it reshaped liberal ideas,
including “the reconstruction of the legal basis of civil rights,” recognition
of federal responsibility for civil rights enforcement, and the identification
of equality before the law as an explicit public policy goal. Yet these suc-
cesses also signaled the end of the liberal civil rights movement, Rustin
argued, for “virtually everything that was envisaged by the liberal as legal
‘civil rights’ has either already been done, or been accepted (at least in
principle) by the federal government as its responsibility.” The LCCR and
the Conference on Religion and Race “have atrophied or all but vanished
from the scene, along with their once prominent white civil-rights lead-
ers.” In its place has come “the Negro movement. The difference between
the two can be summed up in the contrast between the coalition’s belief
that what is good for democracy is good for the Negro, and the Negro
movement’s belief that what is good for the Negro, is good for democ-
racy.” This new movement “is a self-interest movement which is for civil
rights because it serves Negro welfare.” Like Jews, then, “Negroes when
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acting collectively as a group are . . . motivated predominantly by self-
interest.” That interest now lay not only in an improvement in “material
welfare” but also in “a rediscovery of pride and confidence.”30

Even integrationist groups like the NAACP increasingly insisted on hav-
ing African Americans fill their top positions, and pressed a 1966 White
House conference on civil rights to focus exclusively on black issues. Black
Democratic congressmen began meeting as a bloc within the Party (some-
thing, arguably, they might have done before had they had sufficient num-
bers). Black Power was one embodiment of a wider sense of group solidar-
ity that had emerged over the past two decades of civil rights efforts, and
reached into liberal and mainstream groups as well as more militant ones.
As Rustin observed, “ ‘Black power’ is the slogan for those Negroes who
know that their destiny as individuals will be ruled by the fate of their
group as a whole” and argued it was simply the most recent expression
of pluralism. Still, his was by no means an embrace of the militants’ posi-
tion. “That solidarity entails a certain degree of ‘separatism’ goes without
saying, but the separatism of a strengthened and enriched Negro commu-
nity need be no more absolute than that, say, of the Jewish community,”
Rustin cautioned.31

Most young nationalists disagreed. Not only were white liberal allies
vacillating and weak, not only were liberal methods inefficacious, they
argued, but the liberal struggle for full public integration—penetrating
existing political, economic, and social structures—was simply covert as-
similationism into a value system blacks ought instead to repudiate. As
Carmichael and political scientist Charles Hamilton explained, “The val-
ues of this society support a racist system; we find it incongruous to ask
black people to adopt and support . . . those values. We also reject the
assumption that the basic institutions of this society must be preserved.
The goal of black people must not be to assimilate into middle-class
America.”32

Integration, they insisted, required cultural genocide. To fully succeed in
the existing system blacks had to become, for all intents and purposes,
white, something not only undesirable but in any case made impossible by
personal and structural racism. As James Farmer wrote in 1965, “America
would become color blind when we gave up our color. The white man,
who presumably was no color, would have to give up only his prejudices.
We would have to give up our identities.”33 Such critiques moved Black
Power advocates and others inspired by them not only from liberalism to
nationalism but also from pluralism to identity politics, the belief that one’s
background or group identity determined one’s interests.

A few went further, insisting that individuals must be recognized as inevi-
table members of their biologically determined group. This essentialist
view, while not a new one, further troubled traditional liberals. In fact, few
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who claimed the fixity of race considered it simply biological. Rather, they
argued that race had been treated as an inescapable and hereditary category
and that race therefore had reality based on the widely divergent historical
experiences of populations whose ancestors came from different conti-
nents, and who enjoyed differential access to power based on that ancestry.
Nevertheless, their rigidity on questions of racial identity seemed to liberal
critics disturbingly akin to those of white racists, and suggested both a lack
of understanding of historical change and a decidedly unliberal willingness
to ascribe social and political definitions to phenotypical traits.

Rather than seek integration, these nationalists contended, black people
must redefine themselves and their goals, organizing themselves separately
in order to free themselves from the definitions and limits imposed by
whites. Such arguments resonated powerfully with many in the civil rights
movement who were frustrated with its slow gains. By the late 1960s new
militant nationalist groups had seized the momentum from the moderates,
and SNCC and CORE had redefined themselves as all-black. The expulsion
of whites from these organizations was hotly contested. When SNCC voted
on the question in 1967, nineteen voted for expulsion, eighteen opposed,
and twenty-four abstained. The decision dismayed many black as well as
white SNCC activists; Fannie Lou Hamer resigned in protest. Those who
supported it argued that it was not antiwhite. Each race had its own job
to do. Nevertheless, for most white liberals, this separatism was not only
a tactical error, but a wound to the heart.34

On this point, at least, Jewish activists and their more moderate parents
in Jewish mainstream organizations agreed. The latter argued that this
militancy was rhetorical rather than substantive, and simply alienated
white moderates needed to pass further civil rights legislation. In any case,
given these groups’ more confrontational tactics and heated rhetoric, or-
ganized Jewry’s distaste was a foregone conclusion.35 For most Jewish
(and other white) organizations, hurt by their exclusion and convinced
they had contributed a great deal to the civil rights effort, both black
militancy and separatism confirmed their sense that African Americans
were moving away from the political vision they had shared. Further-
more, if historian Hasia Diner is correct that Jews considered African
Americans a test case for American democracy—if black people can be
accepted, so can Jews—then the shift to a black particularism made many
Jews uneasy because it implied that America had failed the test.36 At the
same time, however, Jews failed to recognize their own particularism, in
the form of support for Israel and Jewish institutions generally, and thus
incorrectly concluded that they and African Americans were moving in
completely different and incompatible directions.

However, not all African Americans had embraced these new political
views. Both black and white liberals believed that Black Power threatened
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hard-won civil rights gains. Samuel Lubell, public opinion pollster and
political analyst, warned that southern conservatives might ally with skit-
tish northern whites to form a new conservative majority. Rustin insisted
that the movement could not advance further unless it moved “From Pro-
test to Politics.” Ultimately, he concluded, Black Power “diverts the move-
ment from a meaningful debate over strategy and tactics, it isolates the
Negro community, and it encourages the growth of anti-Negro forces.”
The better alternative for this longtime leftist was “a liberal-labor-civil
rights coalition which would work to make the Democratic party truly
responsive to the aspirations of the poor and which would develop
support for programs . . . aimed at the reconstruction of American society
in the interests of greater social justice.” Black Power advocates, on the
other hand, seek merely “the creation of a new black establishment.”
While seemingly progressive, Black Power had both capitalist and conser-
vative tendencies.37

A few Jewish progressives considered the new nationalist militance a
positive development for Jews. Leonard Fein argued in 1969 that “the
new Negro assertiveness is . . . an audacious effort to force America to
come to grips with real diversity. . . . If the effort is now successful, we
ourselves are likely to be among its unintended beneficiaries, for in an
America prepared, at last, for pluralism, there will be more elbow room
for Jewish assertiveness.” He pointed to greater Jewish activism on cam-
puses and the demands to establish Jewish Studies programs, develop-
ments emerging directly out of the contemporary civil rights movement.38

But most Jewish leaders strongly disagreed. They viewed Black Power
as antithetical to pluralism, not its most recent manifestation, as Fein and
Rustin would have it. To them, pluralism had always been about culture,
ideas, and social access, not about political power based on one’s ancestry.
Rather, they considered Black Power a direct threat both to civil rights
advances dear to Jewish hearts and to Jews more directly. Nathan Perl-
mutter, for example, countered that given “the militancy of . . . those who
would tear our system down, . . . [w]e will be, intended or otherwise, its
earliest victims.”39 Much of this fear entered on the link they perceived
between black militancy and anti-Semitism. In 1960 Nathan Edelstein
found “distressing indications of active anti-Semitism among Northern
Negroes and seemingly deliberate efforts to fan its flames by some of their
leaders”; they intensified as the decade proceeded.40

Within the nationalist Black Arts movement, for example, poet and
playright Amiri Baraka, who had married a white Jewish woman in his
earlier life as LeRoi Jones, by the late 1960s had not only repudiated his
family and his name, but had penned lines like “Smile, jew. Dance, jew.
Tell me you / love me, jew. . . . I got the / extermination blues, jewboys.”
He called for “poems / like fists” to make the “Liberal / Spokesman for
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the jews clutch his throat / & puke himself into eternity. . . . Another bad
poem cracking / steel knuckles in a jewlady’s mouth.” Nationalist intellec-
tuals like Harold Cruse singled Jews out explicitly for attack; nationalist
“buy black” efforts occasionally transmogrified into anti-Semitic cam-
paigns to expel Jewish merchants and landlords from black neighbor-
hoods. During a passionate argument in 1966 about education in Mount
Vernon, New York, a black CORE member burst out, “Hitler made a
mistake when he didn’t kill enough of you.” Such offensive and aggressive
acts drowned out the voices of black moderates and made less visible the
good will toward Jews most African Americans continued to report.41

Build or Burn?

Those in the Jewish community sympathetic to black frustrations tried to
mitigate the damage. Black Power was a “natural by-product” of resent-
ment and disappointment, Shad Polier argued in 1964, likening black
militants to the vigilante Stern Gang in Israel. He believed that as most
Jews rejected the Stern Gang, most African Americans rejected the nation-
alists for “the responsible heads of the Negro struggle for civil rights,”
and that nationalism itself was unlikely to last. Nevertheless, he warned,
“We are in for a period of increasing anti-Semitism among Negroes,”
especially given the longstanding economic tensions. A Jewish landlord
or employer, Polier reminded his readers, “represents to the Negro the
white exploiter who lives and battens upon the Negro’s helplessness. . . .
In striking . . . out against the Jew, the Negro is assaulting a white world
which he believes has shortchanged him and which he believes is deter-
mined to take advantage of him.”42 This was not a justification for black
anti-Semitic attacks on Jewish merchants, but rather a plea to understand
their source, and separate issues of religion from economic exploitation.
Other Jewish leaders strove to separate the issues as well. “I am in no
mood to protect any slumlord who is a Jew,” S. Andhil Fineberg of the
AJC wrote in 1963. “All people have a right to hate them. My only con-
cern is that their activity be not catalogued as Jews.” Liberal black leaders
made the same point. The exploitative “Jewish landlord or shopkeeper is
not operating on the basis of Jewish ethics; he is operating on the basis
of a marginal businessman,” Martin Luther King Jr. insisted. The solution
“is for all people to condemn injustice wherever it exists.”43

If anti-Semitism coupled with nationalism led some African Americans
to blame too much of their exploitation on the Jews, it was nonetheless
true that Jewish merchants remaining in black ghettoes had done little
to improve their perceptions. As Inge Gibel, progressive Jewish activist
married to a black man, observed, “for every Negro who has heard of
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Kivie Kaplan [NAACP president] and Jack Greenberg [NAACP counsel]
there are hundreds more who can tell of being cheated by a grocer named
Cohen or exploited by a housewife named Levy.” One can understand
“the bitter frustration” of poor black ghetto dwellers “who find it ludi-
crous when what looks and talks like an American white man tells them
that he understands their problem because he is a Jew.” Black New York-
ers interviewed in 1969 had a far worse opinion of Jewish businessmen
than did local whites.44

Because a large number of business owners in Philadelphia’s black
neighborhoods were Jewish, Philadelphia’s race riots in 1963 and 1964
brought the scrutiny of the local Jewish Community Relations Council.
It concluded that “the riots were anti-white and not anti-Jewish,” but
recognized the danger Jewish merchants were in because they were white.
It found no business associations in these neighborhoods, nor any “com-
munication or contact whatever” between the merchants and the commu-
nity they served. A black minister brought together with Jewish merchants
by the JCRC “confessed that while he had been with his church for twenty
years, this was the first time he sat in the same room with any of the white
merchants.” Landlord-tenant relationships were equally poor. As Polier
had hypothesized, here Jews stood in for all whites. The JCRC held meet-
ings with Jewish business and property owners, warning of the seri-
ousness of the situation. They turned out at the meeting in force and
discussed the dangerous combination of political tensions they faced:
black nationalist efforts to oust white businessmen, post-riot tensions,
pickets, claims of consumer fraud, civil rights demonstrations in other
northern cities, and anti-Semitic rhetoric by white supremacist groups. As
the ADL had done earlier, the JCRC urged the formation of activist busi-
ness groups that would work with residents to address complaints and
concerns and contribute to the improvement of local neighborhoods. Jew-
ish business owners embraced these ideas. “The process may still blow
up in the face of the JCRC, but thus far, to the accompaniment of some
brickbats, it is proceeding extremely well,” Jules Cohen exulted. One
“brickbat” was the NAACP’s skepticism that any programs could com-
pensate for continued high prices that hurt poor black customers. An-
other, which Cohen shared, was a fear the momentum would not last.
Nevertheless, faced with a choice of “Build or Burn?” and with the liveli-
hood of Jewish business owners at stake, the JCRC continued to engage
in civil rights efforts after the riots had chased more fainthearted sympa-
thizers away.45

Several other northern cities saw similar cooperative programs, from
the Boston office of the AJCongress, which supported the local Urban
League and black rent strikers in 1964 to an Interracial Council for Busi-
ness Opportunity begun in 1963 by the New York branches of the same
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two organizations, which offered loans and advice to black entrepreneurs.
Within a year Newark and Los Angeles adopted councils of their own.
But outside the large, and largely coastal, cities, conflicts and tensions far
outran cooperative ventures to ameliorate them.46

The 1967 riots produced much the same findings and similar responses
among Jews. A NCRAC study of thirty-six communities across the coun-
try (mostly in the North) found Jews owned 25 percent or more of ghetto
businesses in twenty-one of them, and at least 75 percent in four. And
again, “CRCs were active during the riots in trying to help restore order
. . . and, after the riots, in relief of distress and efforts to restore or create
sounder community and intergroup relationships . . . and in . . . preven-
tive programs . . . for jobs, better housing, slum improvement, etc.” Still,
if this was an effort to ease Jewish flight or minimize anti-Semitism, it was
a holding action at best. Despite the fact that no merchants reported the
targeting of Jewish stores in the riots, local JCRCs depicted these ghetto
businessmen “as fearful and anxious,” and eager to leave, although that
proved as true in cities without riots as in those that experienced them.
The future of these businesses “is dim,” the report suggested. A 1970
survey of Jewish business owners confirmed these findings: half were
“very anxious to sell their places of business”; one in five had been held
up at gunpoint. Most were older Jews “whose children . . . are unwilling
to carry on the family business.”47

The entrepreneurs who took Jews’ places when they left “are most often
not Jewish,” they discovered. Over half the communities reported that a
large number were “Negro” (which presumably included West Indians as
well as African Americans). This was not a full nationalist victory, how-
ever; others were newer immigrants like Puerto Ricans, Cubans, or Kore-
ans. In terms of economic conflicts, only the players had changed.48

The Northern Jewish “Street”

Black-Jewish divisions extended beyond economic tensions or political
disagreements over strategy. Liberal Jewish agencies and leaders, who
evinced hesitation about the direction the movement was taking, were
still more progressive than most of their constituents on matters of race,
as the economic interactions made clear. As Edelstein warned in 1960,
“Despite the deep commitment of Jewish community relations agencies
and their genuine efforts to preach and teach equality, there is a wide and
alarming gap between the leadership and the rank and file in the Jewish
community; and in the Negro community too.” Jewish liberal Charles
Silberman concurred. When Jewish involvement in civil rights “consists
mainly of symbolic trips to Selma,” he wrote in 1965, “the result may be
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to reinforce the Negroes’ cynical view that our moral indignation and
sense of commitment vary inversely with our distance to the scene of con-
flict.” Regarding the broader Jewish community, the difference between
southerners and northerners in on-the-ground engagement in civil rights
may have been less than it first appeared.49

Class differences between the vast majority of blacks and Jews had
widened. Economic success also brought social success, and by the 1960s
large numbers of Jews were moving to the suburbs, “gilded ghettos,” to
use Judith Kramer’s term, joining or building country clubs, and enjoying
the privileges of their new status.50 Most black people remained trapped
by poverty and discrimination within disintegrating cities. And while both
remained liberal politically, Jews’ racial attitudes increasingly resembled
those in the larger white community. In 1969 Leonard Fein wondered
whether Jews had made themselves more securely “American by being
bigots?” Sociologist Bernard Zvi Sobel and historian May Sobel suggested
instead that Jewish attitudes had not changed, that popular Jewish sup-
port for civil rights had always extended to civil rights legislation but
never to integration.51

Whatever the explanation, Edelstein lamented that “prominent Ne-
groes have been excluded from predominantly Jewish clubs and . . . the
best known builder of ‘whites only’ suburban developments is William
Levitt,” a Jew. “When Negroes start to move into predominantly Jewish
areas, they often encounter resentment. Genuine social acceptance by
Jews is at a minimum and, generally, we find the usual fear, panic and
flight to the suburbs. In such situations Jews act, in the main, like other
whites.” As one black leader commented, although Jews and blacks
served together on local NUL and NAACP boards, “when five o’clock
comes, they go to their country clubs for dinner and never invite us.”52

In fact most Jews who remained in inner-city neighborhoods were no
more committed to integration than those who left; rather, they were less
mobile. Poor, elderly, and often both, these Jews expressed a strong desire
to leave their newly integrated neighborhoods for the perceived security
and improved services of more suburban, more Jewish areas. Many cited
concerns over rising crime, escalating violence, and deteriorating schools,
the Philadelphia JCRC noted. “Many view community efforts to maintain
racial stability as hopeless.” So opposed were they to school integration
plans that “a [1968] public hearing . . . on how to desegregate the schools
was thrown into . . . a near-riot by angry . . . demonstrations.” These
Jewish protesters criticized Jewish agencies for being more concerned
about black interests than their own.53

Meanwhile, mystified African Americans watched as Jews turned white
before their eyes. In 1963 Irving Howe criticized Ralph Ellison, Richard
Wright, and James Baldwin for producing more heat than light in their
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political writing. Ellison shot back that Howe, a Jew, was trying to pass
for white. As Cleveland Robinson observed in 1966, “The American
Negro is confused by the Jewish community. You initiated many of the
programs against segregation and fought for the equal rights of all citi-
zens. Now, in the areas of housing and education, we see many Jews
blocking our progress. . . . That is the reason for the Negro’s confusion
and resentment.” NCRAC concurred. A 1967 report found “Jewish back-
lash” in virtually every city it studied. This “varied in intensity from ‘indif-
ference’ . . . about civil rights . . . to resentment and hostility toward
Negro demands. On balance,” it concluded, “the responses indicate a
definite and substantial withdrawal of rank and file Jewish support” from
the objectives Jewish organizations still sought. Sociologist Jonathan
Reider found the same mix of fear, racism, and frustration in his study of
Canarsie, New York. A study of Brooklyn Jews found “repugnance to-
ward what they think Negroes typically represent: poverty, violence,
crime, welfare, family disintegration, property deterioration, and low ed-
ucational standards.” The AJC reported a surge in membership for the
militant Jewish Defense League, a right-wing nationalist organization
willing to use force to press its agenda.54 These middle- and lower-middle-
class Jews, like other similarly placed whites, concluded that liberals had
capitulated to unfair black demands, and passed the costs on to them.

A few Jewish leaders agreed with them and reconsidered their racial
liberalism. A few anticommunist liberals like Irving Kristol had already
begun the trend in the late 1950s. Then, in February 1963, the AJC’s
Commentary gave them new visibility by publishing Norman Podhoretz’s
“My Negro Problem—And Ours.” Reflecting on his own, negative boy-
hood experiences with African Americans in a neighborhood where racial
lines were drawn early and reinforced by parents, Podhoretz concluded
that he, and all whites, “are sick in their feelings about Negroes.” As “the
good liberal I have grown up to be,” he felt guilt and “self-contempt”
for “the twinges of fear and the resentment they bring.” He confessed
“disgusting prurience . . . at the sight of a mixed couple” and argued “it
cannot be so very far away” from what other white liberals felt. Therefore
he despaired of integration, especially at the pace at which African Ameri-
cans demanded it. Black impatience will meet white stubbornness and
“blood may yet run in the streets.” Since African Americans had no heri-
tage to cling to, and because “[h]is 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,” Podhoretz theorized that the only hope was to make
color “in fact disappear” through “miscegenation. . . . [I]n my opinion
the Negro problem can be solved in this country in no other way.”55

While James Baldwin (whom Podhoretz approvingly discussed) raised
no objections to what he perceived as “honest” comments, Justine Wise
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Polier and Shad Polier were horrified. The article was “[s]uffused with
self-pity, infantile self-appreciation, and fear,” their tirade began. “As one
reads it one is reminded of the hideous writings of the early Nazis.” Fur-
thermore, Commentary’s publication of it “makes Podhoretz’s problem
a problem for the Jewish community.” They criticized his insensitivity, his
lack of historical understanding, and his offensive resort to the basest of
racial stereotypes. His solution, “the surrender of individual and group
contributions to human development[,] is apparently not too high a price
. . . to pay for individual physical comfort,” they sneered, echoing James
Farmer. “Only a man forgetting the . . . immortal value of the human
spirit could so degrade the meaning of life.” Beyond fratricide, this was
a battle cry from the progressive liberal wing of the organized Jewish
community, who considered the AJC’s retreat from the front lines of civil
rights a moral error. Their essay did not go unnoticed in the black commu-
nity. “Congratulations and commendations for your excellent rebuttal,”
wrote Whitney Young. “I confess I was most disturbed by his article, but
I should have known that as long as there are people like the Poliers such
illogical thinking would not go unchallenged. . . . Bless you both!”56

Podhoretz’s were among the first visible stirrings of what is now com-
monly called neoconservatism.57 Within a very few years, as liberalism
appeared to move toward radicalism and identity politics, a number of
former liberals, mostly Jews, would move away from it, rejecting their
old ideology as they claimed it had rejected them. This emerging critique
would challenge liberalism from one direction while leftists and national-
ists pressed it from the other. While neither would unseat the liberal coali-
tion for several more years, seeds of that discontent were already visible.
But neoconservatives had not yet had their moment. Their ranks would
grow dramatically after a series of tense confrontations and in the debates
over affirmative action.

“We need a Mau Mau”

Events around the world drove the black and Jewish communities farther
apart as American black nationalists self-consciously linked their struggle
with those of other nonwhite peoples resisting white oppressors. African
Americans from Martin Luther King to Eldridge Cleaver followed the fate
of African colonies with great concern; many saw models for their own
struggle. “You and I can best learn how to get real freedom by studying
how [Jomo] Kenyatta brought it to his people in Kenya,” Malcolm X
insisted. “In fact that’s what we need. . . . In Mississippi we need a Mau
Mau. In Alabama we need a Mau Mau. In Georgia we need a Mau Mau.
Right here in Harlem . . . we need a Mau Mau.”58 Recognizing parallels
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between imperialist oppression and their own experience, many con-
cluded that their ghettos were similarly colonized and advocated similar
solutions. Such militance horrified and frightened many whites, including
Jews. Meanwhile, the Vietnam War not only put more poor and nonwhite
men on the front lines than better-educated middle-class whites, it also
pitted a white oppressor nation against an independence-seeking non-
white population.59 First the MFDP, then SNCC, and finally King publicly
condemned the war in Indochina as morally as well as strategically inde-
fensible. Jewish progressives, especially young Jewish activists, applauded
the announcements. But for conservatives they verified the un-American
nature of the black struggle, and angered the Democratic Party, whose
president was conducting the war. It also alienated many liberal moder-
ates, Jews and non-Jews alike.

In the case of the Middle East, commitments to indigenous freedom
movements dovetailed with the nationalist push to oust Jews (as whites)
from civil rights coalitions. Members of radical black groups criticized
Israel as a European-style oppressor of the nonwhite Palestinians, often
employing anti-Semitic rhetoric that went beyond criticism of Israel and
thus infuriated even the staunchest of Jewish civil rights supporters.

At the National Convention for New Politics in 1967, the black cau-
cus, led by SNCC chairman H. Rap Brown, successfully pressed for the
adoption of an anti-Israel resolution. Meanwhile the June–July 1967
SNCC newsletter blasted Israel for massacring Palestinians, accompa-
nied by a vivid photo whose caption read, “This is Gaza Strip, Palestine,
not Dachau, Germany.” SNCC leaders explained this as an embrace of
liberation movements by oppressed people: “Perhaps we have taken the
liberal Jewish community . . . as far as it can go. If so, this is tragic,
not for us but for the liberal Jewish community. For the world is in a
revolutionary ferment.” Black nationalists were doing nothing others on
the left were not. As progressive journalist Jack Newfield explained, in
the 1960s and ’70s, “people on the Left were becoming more anti-Zion-
ist, anti-Israel, and anti-semitic, which were all on some level inter-
changeable.” Martin Luther King Jr. agreed. In response to a hostile
question about Zionism during a 1968 speech, he observed, “When peo-
ple criticize Zionists they mean Jews, you are talking anti-Semitism.”
Other black leaders also tried to reassure skittish Jewish colleagues. “The
views expressed . . . are not those held by the great majority of blacks in
this country,” claimed Samuel Jackson.60

Meanwhile, Shad Polier and other progressive Jews continued to insist
that black expressions of anti-Semitism were “essentially the result of a
search for a scapegoat,” and part of an effort to gain leadership roles for
black people.61 Certainly there was a political incentive for nationalist
anti-Semitism; discrediting integration’s staunchest advocates reinforced
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the separatist position. It also helped mask the internal divisions between
nationalists and leftists that rendered SNCC’s domestic program inert
after 1967. In fact SNCC never formally adopted an anti-Semitic or anti-
Israeli position, and the New Politics resolution explicitly denied anti-
Semitism. Nevertheless, many Jews saw black nationalists’ criticism as
dangerous and offensive. Harry Golden lambasted SNCC for “echoing
the ideas found in the Ku Klux Klan and the American Nazi party.” Rabbi
Harold Saperstein, the JLC, and others issued their own angry statements,
as did Bayard Rustin and the NUL’s Whitney Young. Jewish contribu-
tions to SNCC fell dramatically.62 These Jews believed their fears con-
firmed by the events in Ocean Hill–Brownsville the year following.

Ocean Hill–Brownsville

The conflict in Brooklyn’s Ocean Hill–Brownsville school district in 1968
pitted a primarily black community against a primarily Jewish teachers’
union.63 It began as a struggle over community control of schools. The
local schools poorly served the impoverished black district, and parents
demanded more decentralized community control. The Ford Foundation
offered a grant for three experimental schools to be run by local school
boards, in East Harlem, the Lower East Side, and Ocean Hill–Browns-
ville. At first the United Federation of Teachers (UFT), headed by Albert
Shanker who had picketed segregated restaurants in college and marched
in Selma, partnered with local parents and pressed the central school
board for greater support. Fearful of losing its authority, the central board
resisted, and the school principal, Rhody McCoy, called the experiment
in local control a “fraud.” McCoy, asserting his authority to act with the
approval only of the local board, transferred to other districts nineteen
teachers and administrators he considered unsupportive or ineffective.
The teachers’ union protested, insisting this occurred without due process
and violated both civil service laws and the union’s contract. Each side,
seeing this as a test of its power, refused to budge. When the union won
in court, Mayor John Lindsay refused to enforce the decision, and in Sep-
tember Shanker called the first of three strikes, which closed 85 percent
of New York’s schools for fifty-five days. Strikers and community leaders
hurled insults and threats at each other across the picket lines.64

Although this was a fight between a community and a union, the fact
that most of the teachers were white and Jewish, and most of the parents
black and poor, turned the struggle into one involving class and race. It
also became a struggle over allegations of anti-Semitism. During the pro-
tests, the UFT discovered and publicized anti-Semitic pamphlets that it
claimed had been widely circulated. This, of course, provided the teachers
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with the moral high ground, linking advocacy of community control with
anti-Semitism. Meanwhile, on radio station WBAI in New York, Julius
Lester, former SNCC worker and author of Look Out, Whitey! Black
Power’s Gon’ Get Your Mama, invited a black teacher to read his stu-
dent’s anti-Semitic poem on the air. On another show a black student
lamented that “Hitler didn’t make enough lampshades out of them.” Not
surprisingly, Jewish groups protested and the newly organized Jewish De-
fense League picketed the station. Despite the ADL’s assurances six
months earlier that there was no organized anti-Semitism in New York,
and its even more recent report that African Americans were less anti-
Semitic than whites, it now claimed that “[r]aw, undisguised anti-Semi-
tism . . . is at a crisis level in New York City schools where, unchecked
by public authority, it has been building for more than two years.”65

For most Jews, the issue was either anti-Semitism or anti-white senti-
ment, with Jews, as usual, the victims. For most local residents, Jewish
teachers represented the unresponsive and racist power structure: villains
or puppets but certainly not victims. The “issue is not black anti-Semi-
tism,” Lester insisted. “This issue is what it has always been: racism.” Ira
Glasser, a Jew, the head of the New York Civil Liberties Union, and a
local parent, insisted the incident was a power struggle between the union
and the community, and “I have always blamed Shanker for whipping up
the anti-Semitism issue” as a ploy to discredit the educational experiment.
These community-based schooling advocates, in turn, criticized the liber-
alism of the existing structure. The local black teachers’ organization, the
African-American Teachers Association, condemned as racist the pluralist
teaching methods of the white UFT teachers, insisting they ignored rele-
vant cultural differences.66

Whether or not anti-Semitic sentiment was exaggerated, it became the
dominant theme of the story and, in the perhaps overstated words of the
New York Times almost twenty years later, “Ocean Hill-Brownsville
came to stand as a symbol of hifalutin good intentions gone awry” which
split “previously rock-solid” black and Jewish allies “into warring
camps.”67 Although a few black leaders sympathetic to labor such as Rus-
tin supported the UFT, and a few Jewish parents like Glasser supported
McCoy, the media images of African American residents and Jewish union
members screaming at each other across the barricades epitomized to
many the then-current state of black-Jewish relations.

Liberal Dilemmas

Through these difficult times liberal Jewish organizations struggled be-
tween their commitment to civil rights and their distaste for many of the
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movement’s new tactics. At the 1969 National Black Economic Develop-
ment Conference in Detroit, James Forman of SNCC called on black peo-
ple to “seize state power. Do not hedge.” He was clear this struggle would
“be an armed confrontation and long years of sustained guerrilla war-
fare.” The “Black Manifesto” issued from the conference demanded $500
million compensation for slavery and racism from churches, synagogues,
and religiously based community agencies, which it threatened to obtain
through the disruption of worship services, and force if necessary.

NCRAC and the Synagogue Council of America agreed that the “gap
between principle and performance is lamentably large; we have fallen
short of our responsibilities in working for racial and economic justice,”
and that “it is entirely in order for our religious and communal institu-
tions—no less than other segments of our society—to be challenged,
both from within and from without, to face up to their own shortcom-
ings and responsibilities.” Nevertheless, they insisted that this was not
the proper mechanism for doing so, “on both moral and practical
grounds.” They favored the A. Philip Randolph Institute’s “Freedom
Budget” and the NUL’s “Domestic Marshall Plan” proposals, both of
which advocated massive government investment and action in employ-
ment, education, and welfare. NCRAC and the Synagogue Council thus
found themselves simultaneously erecting defenses against the Manifes-
to’s proposed onslaught yet advocating for its basic goals. They “urge[d]
congregations and communal institutions to . . . redouble their efforts”
to ensure sufficient funding for civil rights and equal opportunity initia-
tives, “strengthen communication with local black communities,” and
“contribute to . . . indigenous self-help projects.” At the same time, they
issued guidelines for synagogues on how to defuse disruptions if they
occurred. Acutely aware that any critique of black activists could be
interpreted as further retreat from civil rights, the memo concluded, “We
recognize that Americans can no longer speak of ‘violence’ and ‘extrem-
ism’ without the terrible knowledge that their most destructive manifes-
tation in American life is to be found in the violence done to the lives,
the hopes and aspirations of our Negro citizens. It is equally true, how-
ever, that even in pursuit of desirable ends, violence does not contribute
to the fashioning of a better society.” Such threats must not “divert our
attention from the hard tasks which require our efforts and resources if
our moral and religious professions are to be taken seriously.”68 On that
much, at least, liberal black and Jewish organizations agreed.

Whipsawed by such cross-tensions, liberalism seemed to be self-de-
structing. Edmund Muskie lamented the “failure of American liberalism”
at a 1971 dinner of the Liberal Party: “The blunt truth is that liberals
have achieved virtually no fundamental change in our society since the
end of the New Deal.” But many liberal Jews would have none of it. Given
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civil rights advances, that statement was incredible, Ben Wattenberg and
Richard Scammon insisted. “Thanks to . . . [liberal] Presidents, thanks to
a liberal impulse in the Congress in the mid-1960’s, thanks to the tireless
efforts of liberals all over America, the legislation was passed [for] . . .
manpower programs, poverty programs, and a stunning array of health,
education, and legal services. Now, more than a decade later, we can look
back and see—results . . . ; in particular, a better deal has been given to
the poor and the black. . . . Liberalism worked.” By shifting toward ra-
cialized appeals to victimhood and entitlement, they argued, liberals had
abandoned their principles in order to sustain their leadership positions.69

Here was the newly potent critique of the neoconservatives; it was time
to move beyond liberalism.

Progressive Jews acknowledged the continued shift of Jews away from
liberalism, but explained it differently. They viewed neoconservative cri-
tiques as merely a way to justify Jewish withdrawal from the fight for
racial justice. Too many of their coreligionists had turned inward, self-
absorbed, parochial, they warned, forgetting the prophetic call to justice
and their own self-interest. “Are American Jews Turning to the Right?”
wondered Bernard Rosenberg and Irving Howe in Dissent, although they
could not provide a definitive answer. Such a turn, they warned, would
be “a moral and practical disaster” for Jews. Arnold Wolf, a Reform
rabbi from Chicago, saw many Jewish organizations making this shift.
He called ADL’s “flip flops” on black anti-Semitism during the Ocean
Hill–Brownsville debacle “quite incredible . . . even from the point of
view of public relations” and theorized that Jews have “been put on by
our defense organizations (who . . . perhaps . . . seek to find a new enemy
against whom they can now rally the Jewish community).”70

Neoconservatives were certainly working hard to discredit their liberal
colleagues. Challenging those Jews who disagreed with him that the re-
cent black-Jewish tensions constituted a crisis, Milton Himmelfarb
warned that although “Anne Frank would not yet be forty,” Jews had
already become complaisant about anti-Semitism. These Jews not only
played the Holocaust card against black challengers, they played it
against their Jewish colleagues in the community relations field.71

Many liberal Jews who formerly saw their self-interest in advancing civil
rights now believed it lay in sustaining the status quo that had contributed
to their newly established well-being. The militant nationalism they saw in
the contemporary civil rights movement, as well as its anti-Semitism,
seemed to pose a threat to everything they held dear. In 1973 Murray Fried-
man concluded, “The heart of the matter is that today Negroes and Jews
are meeting each other in head-on collisions for the first time.” He argued
that earlier convictions that they shared a common enemy and a common
goal had now shriveled, replaced by competition at work, ongoing and
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reciprocal resentments, a Jewish turn toward conservatism following eco-
nomic and social success, and increasing black militance and rising anti-
Semitism in the face of insufficient black advancement.72

Repairers of the Breach

Mutual engagement had not ceased in this tumultuous period. “Jewish
Community Activities in the Urban Crisis,” a 1968 report by the Council
of Jewish Federations and Welfare Funds, described cooperative charita-
ble, economic, and political projects in Baltimore; Cleveland; Detroit;
Essex County, New Jersey; Los Angeles; Philadelphia; Pittsburgh; Buffalo;
Cincinnati; Dallas; and Kansas City. “We hereby commit ourselves and
the resources of our respective organizations to advocacy and support of a
program of legislative and executive action by government and correlative
action by private institutions to attain the goals to which Dr. King dedi-
cated his life,” NCRAC pledged after King’s assassination. And progres-
sive leaders in both communities pleaded to hold on to old allegiances
and heal the wounds. Dorothy Height, president of NCNW, and Pearl
Willen, president of NCJW, gave a joint news conference in 1966 appeal-
ing for unity between their two communities. “The founder of the Ameri-
can Jewish Congress was a founder of the NAACP seventeen years before
he started the Congress,” Shad Polier reminded his audience that same
year. “I came to the NAACP defense fund eight years before I joined the
Congress.” Still, the rhetoric had changed. The AJCongress fought for
civil rights “not because we’re a ‘liberal’ organization but because we’re
a Jewish one,” Polier insisted, despite the fact that ten years earlier, he
had made precisely the opposite argument.73

Other mainstream liberal organizations also fought to shore up their
relationships. In 1968 Sterling Brown, president of National Conference
of Christians and Jews, urged other cities to copy the “interracial collo-
quy” meeting monthly at his home since 1966, involving (among others)
Wilkins, Whitney Young (NUL), and John Slawson (AJC). The same
year, the president of United Jewish Appeal urged fifteen hundred assem-
bled Jewish leaders not to withdraw from “the battle for equal rights and
Negro justice.” Following the divisive fight in Ocean Hill–Brownsville, a
group of rabbis and African American clergy began meeting to air dis-
agreements and ease tensions. The AJCongress established an Informa-
tion Center on Jewish-Negro Relations in 1970; more than three hun-
dred groups asked to participate in its activities. Alvin Poussaint issued
“Blacks and Jews: An Appeal for Unity” in the July 1974 issue of Ebony,
reminding readers of Jewish civil rights commitments and downplaying
their differences. He even speculated that the FBI, having infiltrated
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black groups to discredit them, may also “have been at work to divide
blacks and Jews in order to weaken the thrust of the human rights move-
ment.” Whatever the cause, any “serious split between them would work
to the advantage of conservative forces.”74 Former coalition partners
published articles and convened symposia on black-Jewish tensions.
Even Time devoted a cover story to the black-Jewish split and attempts
to repair the breach.75

Nor did the conservative movement or Republican Party offer viable
alternatives for most black or Jewish people during this liberal crisis. Al-
lied with the religious and anticommunist right, many conservatives con-
tinued to advocate for the ideal of the United States as a white Christian
nation. Long a Republican, Jackie Robinson left that Party’s 1964 con-
vention, which nominated Barry Goldwater, commenting, “I had a better
understanding of how it must have felt to be a Jew in Hitler’s Germany.”
James Farmer, who had agreed to serve in the Department of Health,
Education and Welfare under President Nixon, soon resigned his position
in opposition to its policies. Both blacks and Jews remained firm in their
support of the Democratic Party.76

By the middle 1970s, as black advances halted and in some cases even
reversed under the Nixon administration, signs emerged of a thaw be-
tween black and Jewish leaders, and a renewed optimism that liberal
coalition politics could work and that universalism could still coincide
with self-interest. Black Power had lost some of its allure; SNCC, the
Black Panthers, and CORE had self-destructed. As Carl Gershman of
the Social Democrats argued in 1976, “the fact that Black nationalism
has largely spent its force has removed the most disruptive element in
the relationship.” Cognizant that significant problems remained between
blacks and Jews, he did acknowledge that attempts to revive the coalition
“have a certain strategic deliberateness about them, which is to say that
the alliance is perceived to be a desirable thing but no longer flows natu-
rally from the dynamics of the situation. It can be revived around specific
issues, but it will take constant care and attention to sustain even imme-
diate tactical coalitions.” Still, “[a] strategy of forming alliances, with
the goal of influencing national economic and social policies, is now ac-
cepted almost universally among Black leaders. Toward this end, Jews
remain a natural ally of Blacks, whatever differences now exist between
the two groups on particular issues.” Meanwhile, Israel’s perennial vul-
nerability reminded Jews of their continued need for allies. “Blacks and
Jews Viewed as Drawing Closer Again,” read a 1975 front-page headline
in the New York Times.77

A few Jews even reengaged with former black militants. Phil Bronstein
described one such group in San Francisco in early 1977 who responded
to Kathleen Cleaver’s plea for funds to get her husband Eldridge out of
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jail. These meetings, “a prototype of a scene that would be repeated . . . all
over the country,” included a “whole stratum in the Jewish community—
lawyers, doctors, communal leaders—[who] suddenly began to take no-
tice of Eldridge Cleaver.” Jewish lawyers defended him, Jewish leaders
spoke out on his behalf. In Bronstein’s view, however, the motive was less
rooted in altruistic Jewish ethical precepts than the participants claimed,
and “says more about expediency than it does about respect.” These Jews
argued that Cleaver was now outspokenly supportive of Israel, and to the
extent that he might influence other former black radicals, supporting
him could only be good for the Jews. Now rejecting violence, repudiated
by many of his former Panther colleagues, and embraced by Bayard Rus-
tin, Cleaver seemed to many to offer a new way back into a black-Jewish
partnership. Only a few leftist Jews remained aloof, suspicious of his new
patriotism as well as his switch on the Middle East.78

The hopeful return to coalition was mutual. In a 1977 article Roy Wil-
kins rehearsed the long history and substantial successes of black-Jewish
cooperation and urged “these two great minorities of similar experiences”
to “come closer together in their common campaign for humanity.” Three
years later Vernon Jordan, head of the NUL, issued an “Appeal to Blacks
and Jews to Seek Unity.” In an attempt to ease tensions over black criti-
cism of Israel and to reassure edgy Jewish leaders, Rustin formed BASIC,
the Black Americans to Support Israel Committee, in September 1976.
Among its founding members were the heads of all the major black orga-
nizations, black politicians, Ralph Ellison, Hank Aaron, and other lumi-
naries. Its founding statement declared, “We believe Blacks and Jews have
common interests in democracy and justice.”79

Affirmative Action

This tentative return to partnership was tested by the affirmative action
cases of the 1970s. Marco DeFunis, a Sephardic Jew, was denied admis-
sion to the University of Washington Law school; Allan Bakke was a white
Vietnam veteran denied admission to the University of California Medical
College at Davis. Both sued, arguing that accepting nonwhites with lower
scores constituted reverse discrimination. In both DeFunis v. Odegaard,
1974 and University of California Regents v. Bakke, 1978, black organi-
zations filed amicus briefs on behalf of the university’s affirmative action
policies while most Jewish agencies filed briefs in opposition. It was the
first time black and Jewish organizations had publicly and formally posi-
tioned themselves on opposite sides of a civil rights question. As Mayor
Coleman Young of Detroit claimed in 1980, “You know, Jews and Blacks
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used to be part of a great coalition on many social causes. But it’s fallen
apart. Affirmative Action divided them.”80

The divide did not run entirely along racial or religious lines. Again,
internal divisions separated Jews from one another on this question, al-
though all the liberal black organizations endorsed affirmative action.
The AJCongress, CCAR, and NCJW filed briefs in support of affirmative
action in the DeFunis case against their more conservative Jewish col-
leagues (although they declined to do so in Bakke), and Irving Howe and
Bernard Rosenberg defended the idea of quotas in the pages of Dissent,
as did Leonard Fein in Midstream.81

Nor did division on these cases mean an end to black-Jewish coopera-
tion. After the DeFunis filing, Bertram Gold, executive vice president of
the AJC, insisted that “Jews and blacks have many more issues in com-
mon than those that might separate them. The climate has never been
more receptive . . . than it is now for us to work together on common
agendas.” The leaders of the NAACP, NUL, ADL, AJC, AJCongress, and
Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Educational Fund cosigned a letter to
Caspar Weinberger, secretary of HEW, urging him to “direct the issuance
of non-discriminatory guidelines clarifying how educational institutions
can best develop appropriate tools for special efforts to recruit persons
from previously excluded groups.”82

Still, affirmative action went straight to the heart of black-Jewish differ-
ences. For the majority of Jews, those who supported Bakke and DeFunis,
the issue was clear. Not only were affirmative action programs that in-
volved set-asides or quotas reminders of many colleges’ earlier Jewish
quotas, they were wrong for the same reason: such programs violated the
spirit of the race-blind liberalism Jews endorsed. The ADL brief in De-
Funis argued, “A racial quota creates a status on the basis of factors that
have to be irrelevant to any objectives of democratic society, the factors
of skin color and parental origin. A racial quota denigrates the human
dignity and individuality of all to whom it is applied.” They viewed nu-
merically based affirmative action programs as a retreat from the faith
that in the absence of discriminatory rules, all individuals would enjoy
full and equal access to the rights and privileges of American life.83 Jewish
leaders trusted that once rules and incentives were in place, those in power
would operate in good faith. If that good faith was violated, the remedy
lay in penalizing the offending individual, not setting quotas. Affirmative
action rules, they argued, required explicit consideration of group mem-
bership, an idea as offensive to Jews in this instance as it had been when
such considerations had been used to exclude them. Such rules repre-
sented the antithesis of liberalism.

This position on affirmative action was entirely consistent with Jews’
view of the goal of civil rights: the equality of all individuals. Committed
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to the right of black (or any other) candidates to embrace any aspect of
their cultural heritage free of persecution, Jewish organizations nonethe-
less insisted that in any application process heritage could play no role.
Thus they continued to file supporting briefs in desegregation and voting
rights cases, and to promote intercultural understanding through aggres-
sive programming, while steadfastly opposing any return to strategies
which formally identified race or assigned individuals to inherited and
fixed categories. They did not, however, oppose affirmative action pro-
grams which sought to broaden applicant pools or otherwise level the
playing field. To put it in current terms, they supported rules designed to
achieve equality of opportunity but opposed those designed to produce
equality of outcome. They acknowledged that historical patterns of dis-
crimination hampered black opportunity, but insisted the solution was
not what they considered preferential treatment, but rather remedial
training, outreach, and education programs.84

Such a race-blind, liberal stance was understandable for a community
whose members had been themselves persecuted and excluded on the
basis of fixed racial categories. It was also a political strategy that had
proven successful for them. Most members of the Jewish community had
moved into the middle and upper classes while maintaining whatever level
of religious or cultural distinctiveness they chose. While anti-Semitism
remained, barriers to full acceptance were coming down everywhere. By
any measure of middle-class status—levels of education, earnings, propor-
tion in professional and managerial ranks—by the end of the 1960s Jews
outperformed most other groups in the United States. Jewish family in-
comes in 1970, for example, were 72 percent higher than the national
average; among men ages 35–44 with a college degree, Jews earned 75
percent more than the average. Now, argued Howe and Rosenberg, Jews
felt less insecure about entering mainstream America, and concluded in-
stead that their greatest threat came from “urban blacks who . . . are
pressing to undo Jewish positions and accomplishments—pressing, espe-
cially to undermine the merit system that has made possible Jewish posi-
tions and accomplishments.” Rabbi Wolf put it more starkly: “The system
which has admitted us, . . . promoted us, protected us is the very system
which the black sees as the enemy. . . . For the black, the enemy is . . . the
liberal establishment itself, which for them is American racism incarnate.
So we defend, quite against our own real interests, a system in which we
have a place and they have none.”85

African Americans could not feel as sanguine as Jews about white good
will once discrimination became illegal. This division over affirmative ac-
tion was in many ways a reprise of the 1950s disagreements over whether
deleting race questions from applications was sufficient. They knew from
bitter experience that whites in power, who had historically discriminated
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against black people, had not suddenly become race blind because the
laws had changed. Affirmative action, including set-asides, was crucial to
close the gap between the rhetoric of race blindness and the reality of
continued discrimination. For African Americans, whose community re-
mained largely mired in poverty, the liberal vision had proven far less
effective than it had for Jews, as well as less morally persuasive. In any
case, so long as whites determined the standards for admission to social
goods, it was not clear those standards were race blind at all. They set as
requirements information and skills most whites had greater access to
(such as standardized tests that—for a fee—could be coached), and pro-
tected white privilege (for example, college admissions preferences for
alumni children or nepotism in union hiring). In other words, the meritoc-
racy in which Jews (and others opposed to affirmative action) placed their
faith was itself a myth.

Some rejected liberalism’s focus on individual behaviors and attitudes.
They argued that the racial divide was perpetuated by institutional or
structural barriers, and these must be challenged by refocusing the civil
rights struggle on group rights, including affirmative action. As scholars
Michael Omi and Howard Winant have argued, many racial theorists,
arguing from an ethnic paradigm or immigrant analogy, believed that
once discriminatory barriers fell, black people, like white immigrants,
would be able to rise. These theories ignored or denied the effects of struc-
tural racism and therefore rested on the false assumption that individual
action was the only significant variable in overcoming disadvantage. As
the authors point out, “Many blacks (and later, many Latinos, Indians
and Asian Americans as well) rejected ethnic identity in favor of a more
racial identity which demanded group rights and recognition.” Because
the notion of an individual meritocracy was so patently false, many af-
firmative-action advocates insisted, remedies must consider blacks as a
community, not as disparate individuals.86

The multiculturalism movement of the 1980s and ’90s made many of
the same claims, and faced many of the same objections. A critique of
pluralism’s assumed deference to European values and cultures, multicul-
turalism celebrated global diversity and nonwestern contributions to
American culture. It insisted on the centrality of race and racism as ex-
planatory agents in history and the ongoing reality of discrimination and
bigotry. But most public versions of multiculturalism played down the
importance of religion, region, class, or ethnicity, thereby narrowing dif-
ference to race. And, unlike most pluralist conceptions, this racial divide
was often depicted as biologically determined and permanently unbridge-
able. This troubled not only many Jewish (and non-Jewish) neoconserva-
tives, who saw multiculturalism as an attack on traditional values, but
also liberals, who saw a far more complex and fluid picture of what con-
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stitutes identity. While African Americans and Jewish Americans were
hardly the only players in these debates, they were among the most out-
spoken on both sides.87

These multiculturalists and affirmative action supporters believed that
Jews had revealed their true social position as insiders by virtue of their
class and their race. Jews might still view themselves as outsiders but to
most on the outside, the Jewish establishment had become cozy with
power. They had embraced, wittingly or unwittingly, the attitudes and
values of the dominant society. They confused meritocracy with white
privilege, attributing their own success solely to hard work and personal
commitment and ignoring the structural constraints race imposed on op-
portunity. Jews were now portrayed—and many saw themselves—as a
model minority, and suspected African Americans’ failures lay, at least in
part, with themselves. As Time magazine’s 1969 article on the black-Jew-
ish split reminded its readers, “On the scale of achievement in the U.S.,
the Jews rank as the most successful minority, the blacks as the least.”
Jewish audiences repeatedly wondered why African Americans could not
follow in their footsteps. Only a few, like Jewish economist Eli Ginsberg,
recognized the temporal and structural differences that, beyond racial im-
pediments, had given earlier white immigrants greater opportunity for
advancement, like the greater availability of federal loans, the possibilities
for mobility from unskilled labor, and the emergence of unions.88

Unlike their black counterparts, then, Jews had moved solidly into the
middle class and if their voting patterns remained far more liberal than
those of white gentiles (evidence of Jews’ continued sense of vulnerability
and distrust of Republican evangelical language and social conservatism),
they nonetheless began to express more conservative economic and politi-
cal views. Neoconservatism had at last arrived, with former liberals, often
Jews, opposing quotas, government commissions that blamed white rac-
ism for black problems, and entitlement programs that seemed to perpetu-
ate helplessness rather than foster self-sufficiency.89

Such dramatically divergent viewpoints produced a theory of identity
politics, the conviction that people’s political interests were inevitably de-
termined by their identities (racial, class, gender, or the like).90 While
based on real divisions as well as exaggeration, such a political position
lessened the likelihood of coalitions between whites and racial minorities.
And identity politics fostered nationalist impulses not only in the black
community; it had its counterpart among Jews (and others). Especially
following the Six Day War, assertive Jewish pride and an increasingly
inward focus took Jews away from coalitions almost as decisively as na-
tionalism had for African Americans. As Jews feel more “ ‘at home’ . . .
the messianic strand of Jewish sensibility . . . keeps dimming,” Fein
warned in 1969.91
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To put it bluntly, then, some of the explanation for the growing es-
trangement of blacks and Jews lay in the fact that by virtue of their in-
creased security Jews had become more “white,” or in any case, decidedly
less “other.” Herbert Hill made precisely this point regarding the JLC.
“By the 1960’s,” he noted, “Jews in America had become ‘white,’ that is,
they had become assimilated and successful enough in a society sharply
divided by race that they regarded themselves as ‘white’ and by and large
they were accepted as such.” Now living primarily in suburbs, generally
well educated and professionally employed, “many Jews,” Nathan Agran
of the Philadelphia JCRC observed, “are not in sympathy with the . . .
efforts of community relations agencies to help solve the problems of the
urban crisis.”92 In other words, Jews moved away from the civil rights
coalition in part because they no longer perceived it as personally useful.
Although self-interest is hardly unusual, the anger of black Americans
was particularly acute because Jews had so rarely explained their involve-
ment in terms of political or economic self-interest, preferring to employ
the moral and altruistic rhetoric by which liberal Judaism characterized
itself. Thus when Jews were revealed to be narrowly self-interested, it
seemed a betrayal. “We expect more of him and when it’s not forthcoming
that love turns to rage,” explained Daniel Watts, African American editor
of the Liberator. “The Jew has been a hypocrite. The liberal Jew has been
in the forefront telling the South to integrate, while he lived in lily-white
communities in the North. That hurts more than a Wallace, who is at
least honest.” This was precisely the argument the neoconservatives had
been advancing—Jews would be better off once they rejected their auto-
matic liberalism and began voting in their own, more politically conserva-
tive, self-interest.93

These growing divergences between black and Jewish concerns re-
flected larger, national truths. By the 1980s the gap between black and
white incomes and life chances, which had begun to shrink in the 1960s,
had widened again. A backlash against black advances resulted in a weak-
ening of civil rights laws, greater educational and residential segregation,
and a frighteningly familiar racist rhetoric of “us” and “them” that cast
African Americans outside the boundary of American society. Even had
the two communities remained committed to the same political agenda,
black organizations now faced very different problems than did their
Jewish counterparts.

But a growing number did not remain committed to the same agenda.
As Nathan Perlmutter, national director of the ADL, put it in 1981, “The
two groups are simply not as relevant to each other as they were during
the civil rights era” in part because, in his mind, the civil rights movement
had succeeded. “In short, sympathy based on color will no longer come
as automatically as it once did” to Jews or their organizations. The
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rightward drift of Jews continued, and at least some pointed to a coinci-
dent rise in black anti-Semitism.94 Virtually every public sphere saw new,
sharp confrontations between blacks and Jews, from the academy to the
courts, from the streets to electoral politics.

Flashpoints

In August 1979 Andrew Young, U.S. ambassador to the United Nations,
and the first African American in that post, was forced to resign. He had
met with a Palestine Liberation Organization leader, despite U.S. policy
barring contact with any organization that did not recognize Israel’s right
to exist. Although (with the exception of the American Zionist Federation)
the organized Jewish community did not publicly demand Young’s resigna-
tion, many in the black community, from the SCLC leadership to Jesse
Jackson and Gloster Current, accused it of engineering it behind the scenes.
Linking the Young affair with affirmative action conflicts, some charged
Jews with blocking all programs for improving the lives of nonwhite peo-
ples anywhere in the world. Both Roy Wilkins and Young himself raised
once again the issue of Jewish paternalism. While acknowledging past con-
tributions by Jews and Jewish groups, a meeting on the Young incident,
sponsored by the NAACP and attended by more than two hundred black
leaders, issued a statement blaming continued black-Jewish tensions on
Jewish withdrawal from the civil rights movement, Jewish opposition to
affirmative action, and Jewish condescension. It accused Jews of acting as
“apologists for the racial status quo.” Kenneth Clark called the statement
“our Declaration of Independence.” Jewish leaders, while publicly main-
taining their commitment to black-Jewish cooperation and their faith that
the tension would soon fade, felt betrayed again. UAHC president Rabbi
Alexander Schindler lamented that “the Administration which let Andrew
Young go has also failed blacks and Jews and all who believe in economic
justice and compassion for the poor. Instead, the black and Jewish commu-
nities have been entrapped into squaring off against each other—a result
that can only delight our common enemies.”95

This was more than simply a disagreement over Israel’s treatment of
Palestinians. A few Jewish voices like New Jewish Agenda criticized Israeli
policies, while many African American leaders like Rustin continued to
publicly support Israel. The “Declaration of Independence,” signed by
black leaders across the political spectrum, reflected deeper and longer-
standing differences. Nevertheless, for most of organized Jewry, and for
many of their African American counterparts, support for Israel remained
a flashpoint for the remainder of the century.96
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Conflicts in both local and national electoral politics also divided Jews
and African Americans. In 1981, for example, Detroit’s black mayor
fought with his state’s Jewish Democratic Party chairman. Black and Jew-
ish leaders sparred in Miami; Washington’s black mayor alleged that au-
thorities cared more about Jewish than black children. The black mayor
of Gary, Indiana, tried to replace a Jewish member of the Democratic Na-
tional Committee with an African American. Zionist organizations clashed
with black congressional candidates in California and Louisiana.97

Most public were black-Jewish conflicts over Jesse Jackson’s 1984 pres-
idential candidacy. A colleague of Martin Luther King Jr., Jackson still
worked within the civil rights community. While some on the left viewed
him as an opportunist, and some on the right considered him a rabble-
rouser, Jackson nonetheless brought activist credentials to his run for the
Democratic nomination. He also brought a view of Jews that was at best
insensitive and at worst anti-Semitic. He had close ties to Nation of Islam
(NOI) leader Louis Farrakhan, who had himself made numerous dispar-
aging references to Jews. And in a remark he thought was off the record,
Jackson referred to Jews as “Hymies” and New York as “Hymietown.”
When criticized in print, he lashed out at the black reporter who “be-
trayed” him by reporting his remarks, before apologizing for inadver-
tently giving offense. Jackson denied any bigotry, insisting “Hymie” was
“just an expression.” Few Jews believed him, and argued that even if his
anti-Semitism was unconscious, it was no less dangerous for that. Jews
had not changed their minds about him by the time of his second run in
1988. Ed Koch, Jewish mayor of New York, publicly insisted Jews
“would be crazy to vote for Jackson.” And they did not. In the Demo-
cratic primaries, while 41 percent of self-professed liberals and 92 percent
of African Americans voted for Jackson, only 8 percent of Jews did. Once
again the familiar themes of black-Jewish conflict played out: members
of the black community were angry that Jews opposed a civil rights leader
and could not forgive a trivial and unintended insult while members of
the Jewish community were appalled that a black leader could serve up
such callously bigoted statements without any real repercussion, and a
small segment of Jews proudly wore “Jews for Jesse” buttons in defiance
of the rightward movement of mainstream Jewry.98

Jackson’s were not the only controversial comments. Farrakhan criti-
cized Israel in 1984 for practicing a “dirty religion,” a reference many
understood as an indictment of Judaism rather than of Israeli policies. He
pointed to Alan Greenspan, Jewish chairman of the Federal Reserve
Board, as evidence that Jews controlled American finance. In 1988, Steve
Cokely, an aide to Chicago mayor Eugene Sawyer, accused Jewish doctors
of deliberately infecting black babies with the AIDS virus, a charge re-
peated by NOI speakers and Professor Griff of the rap group Public
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Enemy. Stokely Carmichael, now Kwame Toure, lectured extensively
about the “International Zionist Movement” that controlled everything
from financial institutions to local slums.99

“Kill the Jew!”

On August 19, 1991, Yosef Lifsh was driving a car in a convoy escorting
the Lubavich (Hasidic) Rebbe Menachem Schneerson through Crown
Heights, Brooklyn. Losing control of the vehicle, Lifsh plowed into two
children, killing one, Gavin Cato, and wounding the other. Two commu-
nities cohabited in the neighborhood: Hasidic Jews, of whom Lifsh was
one, and West Indian immigrants, including both victims. Although a
grand jury would subsequently decline to bring any charges against Lifsh,
the crowd that gathered was far less forgiving. Leveling accusations (ulti-
mately proved false) that a Jewish ambulance tended to Lifsh but not
the children, mobs surged through the streets crying, “Kill the Jew” and
attacking Jewish passersby and property. The Jew one youth managed to
kill was Yankel Rosenbaum, a student from Australia. Other bias attacks
were reported, but the police did little to restrain the rioters until Mayor
David Dinkins finally ordered them to intervene directly and end the vio-
lence three days after it had begun.

For several days, neither the media nor Jewish groups focused on the
anti-Semitic nature of the violence, until the ADL broke the silence. Jews,
generally embarrassed by the old-fashioned, conservative Hasidim, and
African Americans, feeling their own ambivalence toward the immigrant
West Indian community, believed at first that the conflict did not involve
them. But with the open anti-Semitism of black activists Sonny Carson
and Al Sharpton, and with many Jews concluding that the riots consti-
tuted a “pogrom,” the familiar battle was rejoined.100

In many ways, American blacks’ and non-Hasidic Jews’ original per-
ceptions were correct. Crown Heights was an anomaly. The tensions that
fanned this outburst were largely based on the particularities of that Ha-
sidic/West Indian, lower-class/middle-class urban community. Most Jews
were not only better off than the Lubavitch, they lived in more racially
segregated communities. And the West Indians in Crown Heights were
by and large newer immigrants, both temporally and spatially removed
from the experiences of most African Americans.

Nevertheless, to dismiss these black-Jewish tensions, or the violence that
ensued, as irrelevant would be to miss the fallout from the collapse of
liberalism and of any black-Jewish understanding. The Jews in Crown
Heights had organized neighborhood patrols after numerous complaints
about crime and assault went unanswered by authorities. The West Indian



Things Fall Apart 245

community considered these groups vigilantes who unfairly and often ag-
gressively targeted black people. Eager to house their growing families, the
Lubavitch pushed up real estate prices in a neighborhood with a limited
supply of decent housing, and received city money to renovate old build-
ings. Better organized politically (and U.S. citizens as well), they used polit-
ical pressure to ensure that their interests were given priority over others’,
from traffic control on the Sabbath and Jewish holidays to the redrawing
of district lines. Class, cultural, political, and religious differences had in-
flamed passions before the car accident sparked physical violence.

By the time of the riot, of course, black-Jewish conflict had become the
norm rather than the exception; blaming the Jews for Cato’s death fit the
prevailing mind-set, and dangerous black anti-Semitism had become head-
line news again.101 The Crown Heights attacks also followed several racist
incidents involving not Jews but other whites. In 1986 white teens had
viciously attacked and killed a twenty-three-year-old black man, Michael
Griffith, in Howard Beach, Queens. Three years later, sixteen-year-old
Yusef Hawkins was senselessly murdered by another mob of white boys
in Bensonhurst. And in March 1991 Los Angeles white police officers were
caught on videotape beating Rodney King, a black man in handcuffs. The
fury of Crown Heights’s black residents and the doomsaying Jewish re-
sponse were both tangible expressions of longer-standing resentments not
only between blacks and Jews but about race relations in general.

Fear and Loathing in the Ivory Tower

At the end of 1993 black-Jewish antagonism intensified again. That No-
vember, NOI’s Khalid Muhammad attacked Jews during a public lecture
at Kean College in New Jersey. He called them “bloodsuckers” and sug-
gested they had brought the Holocaust on themselves. After a short journal-
istic silence, the New York Times reported the story on the front page of
its Metro section. And as it had in Ocean Hill–Brownsville, the ADL broad-
cast the remarks widely, this time in a full-page newspaper ad in January
1994.102 Such anti-Semitic comments from the NOI were certainly not new.
And its speakers routinely targeted a wide variety of enemies, from gays
and lesbians to Catholics. But this talk’s vicious anti-Semitism, and its high-
lighting by the Times and the ADL, raised both the NOI’s public profile
and the public’s condemnation. Because a Jewish group attacked the speech
and demanded a response, the struggle became a black-Jewish one, even
though Muhammad had also insulted many others.

Although black as well as white public figures condemned Muham-
mad’s bigotry, Jewish groups demanded that all black leaders, whether
or not they had any relationship to Farrakhan, publicly repudiate the
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NOI. Many African Americans bridled at what seemed once again to be
racist paternalism. Had white leaders been required to publicly repudiate
white racists and anti-Semites like the Reverend Pat Robertson or David
Duke, to demonstrate that not all white people believed as they did? Even
those most forcefully opposed to Farrakhan criticized this as an unfair
and imbalanced test of loyalty.

Meanwhile Farrakhan offered lukewarm criticism of his lieutenant. “I
found the speech . . . vile in manner, repugnant, malicious,” he declared.
“While I stand by the truths that he spoke, I must condemn . . . the man-
ner in which those truths were presented,” and suspended him from his
position. Because he had endorsed Muhammad’s “truths,” his comments
convinced many Jews of the Nation’s pervasive anti-Semitism. But his
repudiation of the speech and of Muhammad himself reassured many
black people who supported the NOI’s advocacy of pride and self-
help that anti-Semitism was a distasteful but marginal part of the Nation’s
program.103

Though that first speech was a tragedy, each repetition proved to be
a farce. Black student groups in universities around the country invited
Muhammad and others to speak, counting on white, and especially Jew-
ish, anger (and resulting publicity) in response. And Jews rose to the bait,
protesting these speeches before, during, and after their occurrence. Stung
by what seemed to them the explicit and wilful endorsement of anti-Semi-
tism by a community they believed to be an ally, Jewish students reported
feelings of betrayal as well as anger. Yet on most campuses, there had
been no joint black-Jewish action or even dialogue for at least a decade,
and black students noted in disgust the long absence of an organized Jew-
ish student presence in support of black struggles.104

These simmering black-Jewish tensions among students exploded on
several campuses in the 1990s, from UCLA to Howard University. At the
former, the black student magazine Nommo asserted the validity of the
anti-Semitic forgery, The Protocols of the Elders of Zion. At Howard, a
law student led an audience in a chant blaming Jews for the death of Nat
Turner and the prosecution of Marcus Garvey. The Protocols and the
NOI’s new book, The Secret Relationship between Blacks and Jews,
which distorted and exaggerated Jewish involvement in the slave trade,
slavery, and other forms of exploitative racism, could readily be obtained
at student rallies and through campus organizations.105

It was hardly surprising that the academy offered fertile ground for
black-Jewish conflict. Not only was it a public site of political discourse,
but a disproportionate number of academics were Jewish. Most of them
identified themselves as politically to the left of mainstream Jewry and
still concerned with issues of race. They were now joined by a new, and
newly visible, group of black scholars, many of whom came directly from
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the civil rights movement. Meanwhile, black and Jewish students, a gener-
ation younger, may have heard stories of coalition from their parents, but
had themselves encountered only enmity or disregard.

Political tensions between integrationists and separatists, between liber-
als and critics to their left and right, were therefore mirrored in this rar-
efied intellectual sphere. In 1984 James Baldwin gave a talk at the Univer-
sity of Massachusetts, Amherst, about Jesse Jackson and black-Jewish
relations. Some Jewish students heard his critical comments about Jews
as anti-Semitism. Julius Lester, who twenty years earlier had hosted the
radio program featuring black anti-Semitic poetry, agreed. That and a
number of other conflicts, coupled with Lester’s conversion to Judaism,
led to irreconcilable conflicts between himself and the Afro-American
Studies Department in which he taught; he moved into the Department
of Judaic Studies in 1988. The charges and countercharges produced by
those events created such a furor that The Black Scholar devoted its No-
vember/December issue to the subject.106

Tony Martin, a professor at Wellesley College and specialist on Marcus
Garvey, offered an analysis of Jews’ role in black life so controversial that
he entitled his account of the attacks upon him The Jewish Onslaught:
Despatches from the Wellesley Battlefront. In 1991 Leonard Jeffries, a
black City College of New York professor of African-American Studies,
publicly accused Jews (and their Italian partners) of perpetrating every
system that hurt black people either culturally or economically. Several
years before, a politically conservative Jewish CCNY professor, Michael
Levin, had asserted in print that science demonstrated black intellectual
inferiority. While both were investigated by City College, Levin was
spared disciplinary action on the basis of academic freedom, with little
protest from the Jewish community, while Jeffries was attacked from
within the college and from Jewish leaders outside it, losing his chairman-
ship in the process. In 1992 Henry Louis Gates of Harvard wrote an
op-ed piece for the New York Times about black anti-Semitism that
earned him the appreciation of the Jewish establishment and the resent-
ment of numerous black activists who considered the presentation unfair
and one-sided. Where was any discussion of Jewish racism? And in 1995
Cornel West, also of Harvard, was the subject of a critical review in the
New Republic by the Jewish critic Leon Wieseltier that many believed
strayed beyond intellectual criticism into mean-spirited ad hominem at-
tacks. The details of these fracases, fascinating though they are, and the
legitimacy of their accusations, are less important than the frequency of
their occurrence and the intensity of their rhetoric. Black-Jewish conflict
had followed blacks and Jews into the ivory tower.107

Meanwhile, other leftist academics sought healing, or at least clarity.
As in the 1940s, a flurry of intellectual activity centered around the cre-
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ation of texts and dialogues on black-Jewish relations. Black and Jewish
lesbian feminists lamented finding themselves “Between a Rock and a
Hard Place,” while Jonathan Kaufman returned to the scene of the crime
in Broken Alliance, a study of of Ocean Hill–Brownsville and other sites
of black-Jewish interaction, and wondered in another essay, “What’s a
Jewish Liberal to Do?” David Theo Goldberg examined relations from
the perspectives of philosophy and political science, and Adam Newton
from a literary angle. Jack Salzman’s historical examination of blacks and
Jews through documents and analysis accompanied a museum exhibition
on that topic; Michael Rogin and Jeffrey Melnick considered black-Jew-
ish relations within the artistic world. Joseph Washington Jr. edited a vol-
ume on Jews in Blacks’ Perspectives. Michael Lerner, who left the acad-
emy to publish the leftist Jewish magazine Tikkun, devoted a substantial
number of its pages to the topic. Paul Berman examined the intellectual
discourse itself, through its presentation in journals and magazines. Many
of these scholarly works, whether anthologies, articles, or monographs,
offered titles emblematic of their theses—Bittersweet Encounter; “Paral-
lels and Divergences”; In the Almost Promised Land; “Ambivalent Al-
lies”; An Unillustrious Alliance; Strangers and Neighbors; What Went
Wrong?; “The Other and the Almost the Same”; Alliances and Argu-
ments; Bridges and Boundaries.108

Some offered sharp critiques of one side or the other, others were gen-
eralized laments. But all shared the sense that the disintegration of liberal
black-Jewish coalitions had proven a loss for the advancement of civil
rights. Gates, whose annual “Working Groups” bring academic special-
ists together on topics related to African American Studies, devoted one
to the subject of black-Jewish relations. It focused almost entirely on
ways to both understand and heal the wounds, and included leading
journalists and writers, as well as academics. That followed a scholarly
conference on the same subject organized by historian Nancy Grant at
Washington University, and numerous panels at scholarly conventions.
Many black and Jewish professors offered courses and lectures on the
subject; others discussed it in public journals from The Center Magazine
to The Progressive, from Commentary to Dissent, from New York to The
Nation, from Tikkun to Transaction, from USA Today to the Economist,
from Esquire to the New York Review of Books. And in 1997 Nathan
Glazer made a truce, if not a lasting settlement, in another fractious de-
bate, with his critique of theories of race-blind melting pots and his reluc-
tant endorsement of affirmative action programs in We Are All Multi-
culturalists Now.109

Black and Jewish political organizations and leaders joined discussions
as well, from the Reform movement’s Common Road to Justice: A Pro-
gramming Manual for Blacks and Jews, to CommonQuest, a Journal of
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Black-Jewish Relations whose occasional appearance on the newsstands
between 1996 and 2000 was underwritten by Howard University and the
AJC.110 Perhaps black-Jewish relations were seen as a problem, but both
blacks and Jews still considered it a relationship worth engaging over.

Y2K

Black-Jewish tensions persisted through the end of the century, as the NOI
continued its rhetoric of black uplift and anti-Semitism, as the situation
in the Middle East worsened with the first and second intifadas, and as
black and Jewish organizations continued to disagree over affirmative
action. Perhaps more problematic than such direct disagreements, black
and Jewish groups maintained their inward focus, directed toward their
very different problems. For African American groups, still frustrated
with the slow pace of meaningful integration or even—given entrenched
de facto segregation—achieving equality across largely separate institu-
tions, poverty, discrimination, education, crime, and their attendant prob-
lems dominated their agendas. More socially and economically stable,
the organized Jewish community refocused its attention on church-state
separation, civil liberties and privacy issues, and the security of Israel.

Additionally—and ironically—by the 1990s some Jews concluded that
assimilationist pluralism had proved too much of a good thing. As inter-
marriage rates continued to rise and synagogue affiliation to drop, as
more Jews chose not to live their lives as Jewish in any communal way,
many called for a self-conscious promotion of Jewish self-identification,
or “continuity.” This is in some sense a separatist or nationalist position,
although Jews have not budged on their commitment to the other compo-
nent of liberal pluralism: voluntary or self-chosen identity.

Furthermore, the absence of collaborative political engagement left
only personal relationships between blacks and Jews, while segregation
and continued class distinctions ensured that these encounters occurred
between virtual strangers of different economic and social status. Without
the more egalitarian, productive interactions blacks and Jews experienced
as coalition partners, the same anti-Semitism that has long been a part of
the African American community and the same racism that has long ex-
isted in the American Jewish community have taken center stage in the
debate over the nature of black-Jewish relations.

Yet the black-Jewish split, understandable as it is, bodes ill for further
progress on still shared goals. If blacks and Jews, staunchest defenders of
liberal civil rights, have abandoned their faith in the liberal vision, is there
hope for race relations? And might the conflicting critiques of liberalism
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by blacks and Jews serve as the proverbial canary in the coal mine, her-
alding the ideology’s imminent collapse?

I think these concerns are based on a faulty premise. In fact, most blacks
and Jews have not abandoned liberalism. Rather, the two have shifted
their attention to different sets of liberal issues, and narrowed their under-
standing of what liberalism means. For black groups, whose nationalism
has largely shifted from political to cultural, traditional liberal concerns
about poverty and discrimination continue to dominate their political
agenda, and they feel betrayed by Jews’ move away from these issues. But
while the current agenda of the organized Jewish community—church-
state separation, concern about anti-Semitism, Jewish self-determination,
and Israel as a safe haven from persecution—is arguably narrower in its
focus, these are still liberal issues as well. Since blacks and Jews no longer
share priorities, and have largely discarded the rhetoric of universalism
in favor of self-assertion, it is not surprising their partnership has with-
ered. But that does not mean that either has abandoned liberalism.

While more Jews now express conservative views, most still look a lot
like traditional liberals. They can still be distinguished from other white
people at least in their lesser level of racism, their continued commitment
to traditional civil rights, their stance on social and gender issues, and
certainly in their self-perception. As Arthur Hertzberg commented in
1989, “I believe that most . . . [American Jews, whether religious or not]
sense that being Jewish is somehow connected to moral responsibility.”
Justice Ruth Bader Ginsberg agreed. “The demand for justice runs
through the entirety of Jewish history and Jewish tradition,” she wrote.
“I hope in all the years I have the good fortune to serve on the bench of
the Supreme Court of the United States, I will have the strength and cour-
age to remain steadfast in the service of that demand.”111 When Jewish
agencies and synagogues host lectures and discussions about Jews and
civil rights (and the fact that these remain such popular topics is itself
worth noting), they still identify themselves as liberals, and they too feel
betrayed—by black folk they believe have abandoned the liberal vision
Jews still endorse for a narrow and anti-Semitically tinged nationalism.
And Jews still tend, in the words of the old joke, to earn like Episcopalians
and vote like Puerto Ricans.

Milton Himmelfarb lamented in 1989 that while the Irish and other
deeply committed Democrats had shifted toward Republicanism, “[p]rac-
tically alone among white voters, American Jews have changed hardly at
all.” And despite their higher average incomes, Jews still called themselves
liberal far more often than non-Jews. In the 1988 election, for example,
25 percent of all voters accepted that label, compared with 46 percent of
Jewish ones. While 43 percent of voters considered themselves conserva-
tives, only 25 percent of Jews so identified themselves. Twelve years later,
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49 percent of Jews (and 42 percent of African Americans) called them-
selves liberals, and 19 percent “conservative” (25 percent of black respon-
dents). Jews continue to vote Democratic in significantly higher propor-
tions than any other comparably earning group. This proves equally true
for congressional elections. In 1998 the two populations that voted Dem-
ocratic by the highest proportions were African Americans (89 percent)
and Jews (79 percent). Hispanics came in at 63 percent, Catholics at 53.112

It is not blacks and Jews so much as postwar liberalism that has splintered.
The Jewish community, still liberal on race and on social issues, has be-
come more conservative economically. The black community, by contrast,
remains liberal on economic issues but far less unified on traditional lib-
eral approaches to civil rights.

Encouraging also is continued political cooperation between liberal
black and Jewish organizations. Nationally as well as in states and munic-
ipalities, black and Jewish groups continued to work together through
the 1980s and 1990s on aid to public education; antipoverty, hunger, and
homelessness programs; women’s rights, hate crimes legislation; voting
rights; civil liberties, and similar causes. Like black organizations, Jewish
groups continued to monitor cases of bigotry and continued their toler-
ance work. The AJCongress’s president, executive director, and a senior
vice president were arrested in a 1984 demonstration against apartheid
in South Africa. The Jewish-dominated UFT remained committed to or-
ganizing and defending the interests of black and Latino workers in New
York even after its antagonistic engagement with African Americans in
Ocean Hill–Brownsville. In 1985 Murray Friedman noted “the strong
bonds between Jewish and black politicos on Capitol Hill” where Jews
“have been in the vanguard of legislative attacks on apartheid in South
Africa” and African Americans “have given consistent backing for eco-
nomic and military aid to Israel.” Socialist Jewish congressional represen-
tative Bernie Sanders echoed this point in 1998.113

There has certainly been a black-Jewish confluence of interests on the
individual and local levels as well. A majority of Jewish Los Angelenos
supported black mayoral candidate Thomas Bradley over white mayor
Sam Yorty in 1969, despite the latter’s playing on racial fears to win the
Jewish vote; in New York both blacks and Jews overwhelmingly opposed
the conservative senatorial candidate James Buckley in 1970. Although
Jews were less unified in their support of David Dinkins in 1989, they
supported him in larger percentages than any other group of whites. Jews
along with blacks strongly supported Harold Washington’s Chicago may-
oral campaign. And locally organized black/Jewish coalitions that call
themselves the Black-Jewish Economic Roundtable or the African-Ameri-
can/Jewish Coalition for Justice continue to operate programs of mutual
interest and cooperation from Boston, Massachusetts, to Seattle, Wash-
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ington, to Tidewater, Virginia.114 If persistent tensions challenged the
growing cooperation between blacks and Jews over the past century, per-
sistent cooperation has challenged the black-Jewish tensions of the past
thirty years that have been threatening to turn them into enemies.

The Lessons of History

Both those who claim that blacks and Jews are “natural” allies and those
who insist that the two have never shared values or goals have missed
the lesson of history. Neither identity nor political feeling is fixed and
unchanging; they are contingent on the historical context in which groups
find themselves. In the middle of the twentieth century both Jews and
blacks, long considered by others as outsiders in the United States, and
facing social, economic, and political restrictions, recognized the potential
of postwar liberalism to challenge those restrictions while proving they
too were fully American. This liberalism, though ill-defined, understood
equality as both indivisible and individual. It therefore advocated full pub-
lic integration while it defended private differences and individual rights.
Within this ideological framework, and in pursuit of their shared goals,
blacks and Jews worked together on broad civil rights issues.

While the marginality of African Americans and the attraction of a
liberalism that would redefine them as fully American are evident, Ameri-
can Jews’ choices seem less obvious. But although it has been difficult for
many black people to understand, even after they had begun to “make
it” in America, Jews still perceived themselves as vulnerable. It is this
sense of their own marginality, alongside a postwar distrust of radicalism,
that led so many of these Jews to liberalism. Jews, for reasons of both
self-interest and their understanding of their ethnic and religious heritage,
embraced the cause of civil rights more energetically than any other white
group. Many communities experienced persecution; only Jews chose to
devote a large proportion of their own agencies’ agendas to issues of Afri-
can American equality. And Jews made up a disproportionate number of
the white contributors to and activists in the civil rights movement. If
their commitment was less avid than many now like to claim, certainly it
was greater than that of other white communities.

Yet beneath blacks’ and Jews’ apparent unity of program and purpose
lay divisions based on class, race, religion, historical experience, and ac-
cess to white privilege. These divisions, always problematic, came to a
head in the 1960s and ’70s, once formal barriers finally fell. Given struc-
tural racism, the two components of liberal civil rights now appeared to
many to be a contradiction: equality for all could not be achieved by
focusing only on individual rights. African American organizations, frus-
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trated by the seeming permanence of racism, challenged the goal of inte-
gration and pointed up the limits of liberalism while Jews continued to
hold fast to it.

Blacks and Jews held their divergent positions for the same reason: the
impact of liberal programs on their community. Jews had benefited from
policies designed to enforce blindness to race and religion, while African
Americans enjoyed far more limited success and at greater cost. Further-
more, Jews’ class position made them wary of challenges to the vision of
meritocracy and moderation they had embraced. Their participation in
civil rights lessened as the agenda moved from legislation to economics,
from education to confrontation, from equal access to numbers and time-
tables. As liberalism lost its footing, so too did black-Jewish cooperation,
replaced by disillusionment, resentment of former partners, and rejection
of the process—or even the possibility—of coalition. Although both
scholars and activists have been eager to naturalize the situation in which
they found themselves by claiming it reflected timeless truths, black-Jew-
ish divisions, just like black-Jewish cooperation, were and are a product
of their moment, an embodiment of liberalism’s travails.

Jews, by and large, have been unable to see the extent to which postwar
liberalism, operating within a racialized state yet denying its existence,
constrained both black identity and black access to political and economic
advancement. Structural barriers play a greater role than most white liber-
als have been willing to acknowledge. African Americans remain “the
other” in the most profound sense. America’s ostensible race-blind plural-
ism, while proving an effective challenge to legal racism, after the 1964
Civil Rights Act could no longer serve as a useful guideline for achieving
an egalitarian society because it did not recognize the depth and intracta-
bility of America’s racial divide. Jews fundamentally misunderstood the
frustration and anger of many black activists in the 1960s; those activists
in turn exaggerated the failures of liberalism to deliver meaningful civil
rights, and perhaps exaggerated its potential to deliver what it never
could, a truly egalitarian society. The collapse of black-Jewish political
cooperation had less to do with specific incidents than it did with a diver-
gent set of political beliefs and visions.

Yet critics of that liberalism must resolve issues of their own, including
problematic claims of fixed and single racial identities. And the nationalist
retreat from the liberal ideal of multiracial equality (even if historically
honored only in the breach) narrowed a universalist movement for justice
into one of parochial self-interest. Even in the era of greatest cooperation,
blacks and Jews had embraced coalition out of self-interest. But this was
a spacious self-interest that recognized that security for one meant secu-
rity for all, that if any were denied equality, all were vulnerable. This was
liberalism at its finest. While that liberal vision alone could not provide
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an egalitarian society, its critics were too impatient to appreciate the gains
it did achieve, or to resolve its contradictions in a way that maintained
the movement’s momentum.

These concerns are not merely academic. The many misperceptions and
even self-delusions that fuel the debates over black-Jewish relations
threaten the stability of the American polity. The fact is that Jews have
moved to the inside in a society that still has an outside. Yet most Jews
still perceive themselves as at least partly outside.115 That apparent contra-
diction lies at the heart of American race relations, and it helped throw
American liberalism into chaos. It must be addressed, and it can be by
remembering that time when liberal notions were indeed spacious, when
African Americans, Jews, and other marginalized or vulnerable communi-
ties understood they had a common interest in promoting political
agendas that are inclusive and that protect all minority interests.

As persistent poverty, poor education, urban decay, and the growing
disparities of wealth threaten the well-being of the nation as a whole; as
right-wing Christian evangelicalism erodes church-state separation and the
respect for difference that separation has permitted; as the weakening of
civil rights laws and remedies turn American society increasingly segre-
gated even as it becomes increasingly multicultural demographically, it is
possible a liberal politics based on that sense of spacious self-interest could
return. That coalition would be different, but those liberal values of mutual
respect, democracy, the protection of individual rights, and the responsibil-
ity of the state to protect those rights and ensure equal opportunity would
remain at its heart. If it does not return, we will have abandoned liberal-
ism’s noblest goals while leaving intact its deepest contradictions.

New Birth?

The 2000 election, held at the very turning point of the millennium, was
itself punctuated by black-Jewish moments. When Democratic presidential
candidate Al Gore announced Joseph Lieberman, an observant Jew, as his
running mate, Jesse Jackson opined, “When that wall came down . . . it
opened up space for all minorities.”116 Perhaps. But perhaps it revealed not
the openness of the process to outsiders, but rather the dramatic extent
to which Jews had become insiders. A poll conducted at the time asked
respondents if they would vote for qualified individuals of their party who
were female, gay, or of various racial and ethnic groups. Gays and atheists
fared worst; only 59 and 49 percent of those polled, respectively, reported
they would vote for such people. Both blacks and Jews did far better; such
theoretical candidates could count on receiving 95 and 92 percent of their
party’s vote. (The slight edge theoretical black candidates enjoyed over
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Jewish ones is both interesting and a change from earlier decades.)117 What
people report does not always coincide with what they do; nevertheless,
the poll is remarkable for how far we as a nation have come. Still, Gore
invited a Jewish and not an African American man to join him on the
ticket, and despite Jackson’s euphoria, the ambiguity of Jews’ status as both
insider and outsider remains, and the message the selection communicates
about race relations is equally unclear.

The election closed with blacks and Jews firmly, if fleetingly, united. At
the New Birth Baptist Church in North Miami, Florida, angry black and
Jewish voters joined Jesse Jackson to protest what they perceived as their
mutual disenfranchisement by Republican state officials. Jackson, joined
by Kweisi Mfume, president of the NAACP, and Rabbi Steven Jacobs of
a Los Angeles synagogue, hosted another interracial meeting at Miami’s
Temple Israel, sponsored by the newly organized Black-Jewish Civil
Rights Coalition. In Florida, as in the rest of the country, blacks and Jews
had again voted overwhelmingly Democratic, continuing their almost sev-
enty-year pattern of staunch allegiance to the more liberal party. “Once
again, the sons and daughters of slavery and Holocaust survivors are
bound together by their hopes and their fear about national public pol-
icy,” intoned Jackson. Rabbi Jacobs agreed, calling this an “opportunity
for Jews and blacks to come back together.”118 Probably wishful thinking,
certainly opportunistic, the comments and the gathering offered some im-
portant reminders to the two communities of once and future possibilities.
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