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SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS OF AMERICAN
JEWS, 1654-1954

BY NATHAN GLAZER

THE purpose of this essay is to describe the social characteristics of
the American Jews from their arrival through their three hun-

dred years of life in the United States. By "social characteristics" we
refer to such things as the numbers of Jews, their geographic distribu-
tion, occupations, income, education, style of life, health, and rela-
tions with their neighbors. Social groups differ from one another in
these and many other characteristics; the sum total of these differences
defines the group, whether it be Negroes, Episcopalians, or factory
workers. Here we shall try to make the social characteristics of Amer-
ican Jews explicit, to the extent the data available permit. And since
prejudice and preconception so often give the misleading impression
that a group is characterized by a property which applies to only a
small part of it, we shall, wherever we can, depend on statistics describ-
ing the whole group or a large portion of it.

Out of this description will emerge the fundamental ground-tone
of American Jewish life—the tone of respectable, prosperous, "middle-
class" * existence, in fact or aspiration. We must leave it to others to
document the impact of this tone on the spiritual, cultural and polit-
ical life of the Jews. Here, however, we shall try to show by a com-
plete review of the available material that certain common social
characteristics do bind together three hundred years of American
Jewish life.

T H E FIRST T W O HUNDRED AND FIFTY YEARS

For the first half of the three hundred years of Jewish experience
in America, there were so few Jews that it has been possible to track
down almost every scrap of information that exists about each of

• We use "middle-class" to refer both to a social group defined primarily by its
occupations (business, the professions, and white-collar work) and to a set of
values (emphasizing steady work, sobriety, saving, calculation) which is generally
accepted as marking off the middle class from both the aristocracy and the working
or lower class. The Jews, as we will see, are in America a middle-class group in both
senses of the term.
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them; and so much ingenuity and industry has already been expended
on this task that we know a great deal about Jewish settlers in the
American colonies in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. These
earliest settlers take us back to the late medieval age of Jewish history.
They were members of that quasi-caste of merchants that the Jews,
Sephardim and Ashkenazim alike, had become by the seventeenth
century. In the letters of these first American settlers, we can read of
their close connections, both business and personal, with the family
they had left behind, in England or the West Indies or Central
Europe; of their travels from one colony to another in search of op-
portunities for trade; of their business ventures, their occasional
bankruptcies. Not all were merchants, but there were almost no
farmers or common laborers or indentured servants: the least of them,
the poor butcher or the poor synagogue employee, was always ready
to turn his hand to trade if an opportunity offered itself. Aside from
the main body of merchants, the only sizable occupational group
among the early Jewish settlers was that of artisans.

The main centers of settlement in those early days were New York,
Newport, Charleston, Philadelphia, and Savannah. These were the
only towns in the United States that had synagogues before the Amer-
ican Revolution. There were certainly no more than 2,500 Jews in
the United States in 1790, and, as Jacob Marcus writes, they formed
only one class, "a middle class." 1 Many intermarried and became
Christians, proportionately more, it would appear, than did so in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Perhaps the most interesting thing about this handful of Colonial
Jews is that they did not die out, and formed a series of communities
that have lasted to this day. Where they were settled singly, in villages
or in the backwoods, we know that many took Gentile wives, and
some became converted themselves. But in the larger settlements—
where, by the end of the Colonial epoch, the largest Jewish community
did not number more than a few hundred—the synagogues had a close
hold on their members, and almost every Jew one reads of was a
member. It was clearly important for the American Jew of that day
to feel part of a community, to be sure, for example, of being buried
in a Jewish cemetery; hence, the sanctions of the congregation could
effectively control him. The congregation itself was not averse to using
powerful disciplinary measures. Spinoza's expulsion from the Amster-
dam community in 1656 occurred just two years after a small group
of Dutch Jews landed in New York, and the Amsterdam Jews who
expelled Spinoza were the friends and relatives of the Jews who
founded the first Jewish community in America.

The power of the first congregations of Jews in America was a reflec-
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tion of the conditions of Jewish life in Europe at that time, where
the synagogue was still, in effect, the government of the Jews. Every
Jew was as a matter of course, by virtue of birth alone, a member, and
the synagogue or congregation or community—they were all then the
same thing—had disciplinary power over every Jew. But, in a new
land, settled by people sufficiently free of traditional ties to leave their
old homes, one is surprised to find that the first synagogues maintained
their importance and power. The conditions of settlement helped
them. These early Jews came alone—their families followed later, if
at all. The congregation offered the only possibility for help in diffi-
culties. They were run by the richest and most powerful, who con-
sidered themselves, as part of the congregation, responsible for poor
Jews, as well as for merchants who had suffered one or another of the
misfortunes so common in seventeenth and eighteenth century trade.
Even the richest of them might be brought down by disaster, as Aaron
Lopez of Newport was in the early days of the Revolution. The
strength of the synagogue thus reflected not only the social position
of the Jews everywhere in the seventeenth century, as a legally separate
community, but the dangers facing isolated merchants on a colonial
frontier.

It is now believed that Sephardim—Portuguese and Spanish Jews
who had spent some time in Holland or England or the West Indies-
predominated among the American Jews until about 1735.2 But even
though Ashkenazim—Central and East European Jews—predominated
after that time, there was apparently no religious or social struggle
between the two groups, as there was to be between the German and
Polish Jews (both technically Ashkenazim) a hundred and a hundred
and fifty years later. Intermarriage between the two groups was com-
mon (perhaps it was not considered intermarriage) and the Ashkenazim
accepted the Sephardic ritual in most of the early synagogues.

Perhaps the best contemporary equivalent of the Jewish life of
those days is to be found in those small towns, far from any major
Jewish settlement, that contain only a few or a few dozen Jews. Such
communities either cannot afford to maintain a rabbi or he would
not come if they could; the same was the case with our Colonial an-
cestors (there was not a single rabbi in Colonial America). Again, like
Jews in contemporary small towns, Colonial Jews clung together to
form a community, but there were so few of them that naturally a
good deal of their time was spent with non-Jews. And, as in the
contemporary small Jewish settlements, intermarriage, whether viewed
as a threat or with equanimity, was an ever-present prospect. Because
of their small numbers and few types, Jews led a more limited exist-
ence in Colonial times than they do today—we do not find Jewish
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intellectuals, secular or religious, in Colonial America—but at the same
time they were thrust out more into the non-Jewish world than they
are today.

The German Immigration
There have been two periods in American history when the steady

recruitment from abroad was halted, and the various strands of the
American population could settle down to assimilation without the
disturbing impact of heavy immigration. The first such period ran
from about 1775 to 1815. Immigration, we know, is largely the effect
of economic causes—prosperity in the country that receives the immi-
grants, depression in the country that sends them forth. During this
long, forty-year period, a sequence of war (in America), depression
(in America), and war again (in Europe), kept immigration low. So
the Revolution marks a break, not only in American political struc-
ture, but also in the history of immigration. When we next take up
the story, Jewish immigrants to the United States are coming directly
from Germany, and from those parts of Central Europe under German
cultural influence, rather than, as in the eighteenth century, from
the West Indies and England.

From 1800 on the few German Jews already settled were being sup-
plemented by small numbers of migrants from Germany and the parts
of Eastern Europe adjacent to it.3 But in 1836, the first of the mass
emigrations that were to characterize European Jewish history for the
next one hundred years began; the impoverished Jews of the small
towns of Germany, particularly in Bavaria, finding it impossible to
live under the galling load of special taxes and restrictions and af-
fected by a general slump in trade conditions, began to emigrate to
America.4 Scenes that were, in later years, to become common in
Poland, Russia, Rumania, and other Eastern countries were first
played in the southern states of Germany. We read of communities
losing a large part of their young and vigorous people in a single
year as these decide to remove to America.5 The number of American
Jews grew rapidly. Estimated at only 15,000 in 1840, there were be-
lieved to be 50,000 by 1850 and 150,000 by 1860. Even the great wave
of East European Jewish immigration in the twentieth century was
not capable of multiplying Jewish population tenfold in twenty years.6

If the Jews of the seventeenth and eighteenth century can be called
"merchants," the immigration of the mid-nineteenth century may well
be characterized as that of "peddlers." As Glanz writes: "We [know]
that German Jewish emigrants set out to learn new trades before emi-
gration. Nevertheless, upon arriving in America, practically all Ger-
man Jews began with peddling."7 As a contemporary account puts
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it—and in the absence of statistics (and often even in their presence)
a contemporary is the best guide to reality—"the majority of them
became peddlers and petty traders." 8 Joshua Trachtenberg, in his
fine history of the Jewish community of Easton, records the predom-
inance of peddlers in this small trading town on the Pennsylvania-
New Jersey border: Between 1845 and 1855, a good majority of the
Jews of Easton were peddlers.9

Just as the Arab has many terms for the camel, because it is so im-
portant to him, so the mid-century German Jews had many terms for
peddling, which was the first step in their efforts to establish them-
selves. Thus, Rabbi Isaac M. Wise recorded the varieties of basket
peddler, custom peddler, pack peddler, wagon baron, and jewelry
count10 The next stage was a store, and, from all one reads, it did not
take many years to progress from pack to store.

The Sephardic (and Ashkenazic) merchants of the Colonial period,
with their far-ranging interests, had been found first in one colony,
then in another, sometimes on the frontier, sometimes in the West
Indies or England. Their permanent settlements, however, had been
limited to the Atlantic seaboard, the site of most of the permanent
settlements of the American colonies. But the peddler was, in his
way, a pioneer. He needed to establish his own itinerary, his own
circle of customers, and, ultimately, his own store. While the peddler
would naturally think first of a settlement where he already had a
friend or a relative, he would, just as naturally, think next of settling
where there were not too many friends or relatives—even in a town
he had only heard of, perhaps a likely spot some other peddler had
passed through, and where no one was established. The period of
the German immigration—between 1830 and 1880—was the period
when great numbers of American towns were established; it was also
the period when most of the American Jewish communities were
founded.

So the German immigration became the pioneering immigration in
American Jewish history. It is revealing, for example, that during most
of this period, we find no tendency for Jews to concentrate in New
York City. In 1825 there were still only 500 Jews, out of an estimated
American Jewish population of 6,000, resident in New York. By 1848,
under the impact of German immigration, New York's Jewish popula-
tion had grown to the point where it occupied the unquestioned first
place among the American Jewish communities, with 12,000 or 13,000
Jews, out of a national population of 50,000. From this point on,
New York's Jewish population growth matches that of American
Jewry in general. In 1880, New York's 60,000 Jews made up only 25
per cent of the Jews of the country n—the same proportion as in 1848.
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This was the great age of expansion for American Jewry, in all areas.
Colonial Jewry had established congregations in five communities—
by 1880 there were congregations in almost two hundred communities.
Colonial Jewry had been limited to one class and one occupation.
German Jews were not only peddlers and merchants, but also manu-
facturers, intellectuals, politicians, and even workers, active in every
sphere of American life. For the first time one finds American Jewish
professors, judges, congressmen, doctors, lawyers. For after the Revolu-
tion of 1848, many German intellectuals left for America, and there
were German Jewish intellectuals among them.

For the first time, American Jews begin to play a role in American
political life—and it is interesting and important to realize that those
Jews who became congressmen and judges towards the end of the
nineteenth century did not have the character of representatives of
an ethnic group that they often have today. The Jews were too few
and too scattered to be regarded as an important voting group before
the twentieth century. Indeed, here we deal with an interesting feature
of American social structure, which tends to "integrate" a smaller
group more successfully than a larger one, politically and otherwise.
A larger group raises the problem for other groups of definition, and
of self-definition in relation to that definition by other groups: That
is to say, the way a larger group understands its peculiar character
is modified by the way in which other groups characterize it. Either
the larger group demands political representatives from the estab-
lished parties, or else these parties, in their search for votes, insist on
putting up members of that group as representatives. So when an
American ethnic group looks back on the time when it was relatively
small as a golden age of acceptance and integration, it is not deluding
itself. The first Italians, the few Negroes in the North before the
great migration from the South, the smaller community of German
Jews, did have a less problematic relationship to American social and
political life.

Thus when one reads the memoirs of the period (for example, the
autobiography of Annie Nathan Meyers), one gets a picture of Jews
with a more integrated relation to American life than they have had
since (even taking into account Mrs. Meyers' very high social position).
Reform Judaism, which for a while seemed on the way to unifying
American Jewry, was in tune with developments in upper-class Prot-
estant sects. Jews had no important special interests in those years
that marked them off from the rest of the population. They did not
spend much time worrying about and combatting discrimination and
anti-Semitism, because these did not become a problem until the end
of the nineteenth century.12 Nor of course, were they agitated by
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Zionism or anti-Zionism until well into the twentieth century. On the
whole, Jews lived comfortable lives, had large families and servants,
entered professions, and met with very little discrimination. Those
were the days before Americans in general worried much about being
respectable—and consequently Jews were more respectable. When the
newest multimillionaire might be some barbarian who had no table
manners, it hardly mattered if he was a Jew. Certainly it did not
seem to matter in the West, where the few Jews often seemed to
end up as leading citizens.

In short, before 1880 or 1890, there were too few American Jews
for them to constitute a question. Hence, one can understand the
feelings of dismay of the earlier German Jewish immigrants as the
Russian Jewish immigration, which had spurted upwards at the be-
ginning of the 1880's, showed no signs of abating, and indeed grew
larger. It is as if a man who has built himself a pleasant house and
is leading a comfortable existence suddenly finds a horde of impe-
cunious relatives descending on him. On the other hand, the Ger-
man Jews did indeed feel themselves to be relatives: They did not
say, "What have you to do with me?", but threw themselves into
the work of finding homes and jobs for the vanguard of the East
European Jewish immigration—despite the unhappiness that some
of them voiced at having to do so.

American Jews Around 1880
It is one of those fortunate accidents of history that the first at-

tempt at a census of American Jews was carried out on the eve of
the great migration from Eastern Europe that was to transform
American Jewry.13 One discovers, in this census, Jews located in
every state in the Union, and in every territory save Oklahoma.
They were settled in 173 towns, and, more remarkably, they formed
a higher percentage in the West than in the Northeast— they formed
1.6 per cent of the population of the West, and only 0.6 per cent of
the population of the Northeast.14

This bare recital of numbers and places is elaborated in the re-
port by John S. Billings on the vital statistics of the Jews pub-
lished in 1890, the only effort to collect social statistics on Jews
alone ever made by the United States Government.15 Ten thousand
Jewish families, including 60,000 individuals, the great majority of
whom were German immigrants who had arrived in the fifties, sixties,
and seventies of the nineteenth century, supplied information on
themselves. So Billings' statistics concern the same Jewish popula-
tion, more or less, as that surveyed in the census of the Union of
American Hebrew Congregations in 1877-79. And how well these
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immigrants had done since they had arrived in the United States
as peddlers! Of the 10,000 families, almost 4,000 had one servant,
2,000 had two, 1,000 had three or more. Almost half of the men
were in business—as wholesale or retail merchants. One-fifth of them
were accountants, bookkeepers, clerks, collectors, agents. One-tenth
were salesmen. One out of every twenty was in the professions, and
there were some who were bankers, brokers, and company officials
(2 per cent) and others who were farmers and stock raisers (2 per
cent). One out of every eight was engaged in some kind of manual
work—there were many tailors, clock and watchmakers and jewelers,
cigar makers, butchers, and printers. Perhaps one-half of one per
cent were laborers and servants, and about one out of every hun-
dred was still a peddler. (Since people in lower-class occupations, like
peddlers, laborers, and servants, very often do not answer question-
naires, they were certainly a larger group than these figures would
indicate.)

Jewish families were large—perhaps even larger than the large
families of the day. The mothers of these 10,000 families had on the
average almost five children. But parents who had been born in the
United States had fewer children than those born abroad. Their
birth rate was declining with residence in the United States, and
in the preceding five years had been below the national average.
But their death rate was also far, far below the national average,
and at every age their life expectancy was greater. As a result, they
were a group that was still growing in numbers.

The East European Jews Around 1900
We have gone into such detail in reporting this study because,

as we have said, it permits us to see the German Jewish community
at a period when it had settled down to a comfortable middle-class
existence, and just before it was transformed by the flood of migra-
tion from Eastern Europe. There was a fairly heavy immigration
from Eastern Europe throughout the 1870's. But in 1881, in the
wake of a wave of pogroms, a series of harsh and restrictive decrees,
and generally miserable economic conditions, the numbers of East
European Jewish immigrants began to spurt upward. It is estimated
that by the end of the nineteenth century (when the government
started keeping records of arriving "Hebrews") one-half million or
more East European Jews had arrived in the United States; another
million and a half had come by the time of the outbreak of the
World War in 1914; and still another 350,000 came before national
quotas were imposed and the mass immigration came to an end in
1924. Between 1899 and 1914 more than 90,000 Jews a year entered
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the United States, and all but one out of fourteen stayed on.16

And, as we know, these immigrants brought their wives and children
with them.17

The over-all picture of American Jewry was changed, and its
main features today are those stamped on it by this immigration.
American Jews increased from about 0.6 per cent of the population
in 1880, to 3.5 per cent in 1917—and the proportion of Jews in the
population of the United States has remained remarkably constant
since. From being a group fairly well distributed through the land,
with a sizable concentration in New York City, American Jews be-
came a group overwhelmingly concentrated in the Northeast, with
almost half its numbers in New York. The identification of the Jew
in general American folklore as a New Yorker dates from the great
East European immigration. In 1880, the Jews made up only 3 per
cent of the population of New York City. By 1920, they constituted
30 per cent of its population, and they have maintained a similar
proportion ever since.18

But the biggest change of all was in the social character of the new
immigrants. The Jewish Encyclopedia estimates that during the 1870's
about 4,000 Jews a year came to the United States from East Europe,
and "up to the 1880's the Russian Jews were principally peddlers,
shopkeepers, and manufacturers."19 In effect, before 1881 it was
neither easy nor fruitful to draw a line between "German" and "East
European" Jews. The latter tended to come from the German-influ-
enced parts of Eastern Europe, and followed the same economic pur-
suits as the German Jews. But this pattern was upset by the post-1881
immigrants. They became workers, concentrated in the largest Amer-
ican cities, and particularly New York City. In 1900, three out of
every five of the Russian Jews were engaged in manufacturing, almost
all as workers, and more than half of the workers—that is, more than
one-third of the Russian Jews—were workers in a single industry, the
manufacture of clothing. One-fifth were in trade—one-half as proprie-
tors, another fourth as peddlers. Only one-tenth were in clerical work
or the professions. In comparison, in 1890, only ten years before, one-
tenth of the German Jews had been workers; three-fifths of the Ger-
man Jews had been in trade (if we include the salesmen); and only a
fraction were still peddlers.20

Enough has been written about the horrors of the sweatshop and
the overcrowding of the Lower East Side; I do not plan to add any-
thing on that subject. The interesting question for this study is why
the Russian Jews of the post-1881 period did not follow the pattern
of those who had preceded them, put pack on their shoulders and go
off to try their luck in some small town. The explanation—and this
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is true of all immigrant groups—is that the immigrant does what is
at the moment rewarding, what his training and experience fit him
for, and what he can afford to do.

Thus, at a time when new towns had been springing up like mush-
rooms to service vast new farming areas, German Jews had gone out
to service them as peddlers and store keepers. But now, when light
industry, particularly the industry of clothes making, was taking over
some of the functions that had once been taken care of in the home,
the new immigrant Jews entered those industries, either as entre-
preneurs (the longer established German Jews), if they had the capital,
or as workers, if they did not (the new East European arrivals).

Nor was this type of work foreign to the experience of East Eu-
ropean immigrants. The German Jewish immigrants had been, char-
acteristically, the traders and, to a smaller degree, the artisans of the
small towns of Germany (an artisan is also a merchant). While some
of them were emigrating to America to continue as merchants and
peddlers, others were emigrating to the burgeoning German cities to
transfer their trading and merchandising activities to a more promis-
ing environment. But the Jews of East Europe, though they too had
begun as the traders and artisans of the small towns, with the coming
of the industrial revolution became in ever larger measure workers.
For one thing, the Czarist state kept Jews out of some of the most
rapidly growing Russian cities, where the best business opportunities
existed. For another, the Jews were so impoverished that when they
migrated to cities they could only take work as wage workers. Many
East European Jews were thus clothing workers before they came to
America. According to the Russian census of 1897, almost one-fifth
of the Russian Jews in cities over 100,000 were already working in the
clothing industry.

In addition to the opportunities offered by the economic landscape
which the immigrant is entering and the economic experience with
which he arrives, there is another factor—the individual's economic
capacity. The Italian immigrants came to a land which could use
farmers and from a land where they had been farmers, but they were
so impoverished that they could only take work as day laborers.
Similarly, peddling declined in importance among East European as
compared with German Jews because many of them were too poor
to put up even the minimal stake that peddling required. In 1900,
the average Jewish immigrant landed with $9—in that year, the
average for all immigrants was $15.21

In absolute numbers, probably as many or more East European
Jews as German Jews ended up as peddlers and store keepers in the
small towns of America. But the East European Jewish peddler formed
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only a very small part of the huge number of East European Jewish
immigrants, and most of them became workers in the light industry
of the rapidly growing cities. For the clothing trade in America of-
fered an opportunity for an unskilled man to make what was in those
days a living wage, even if it was earned under conditions that, by
American standards, were inhuman. On this wage the Russian Jewish
immigrant saved, and brought over wife and child, and could even
often "go into business for himself." For reasons which are not com-
pletely clear, Jewish immigrants earned rather more working at the
sewing machine than did those of other national groups. Apparently,
the Jews were pioneers in the "task system," the breaking down of
the garment into a number of parts by a team of workers: but the
contemporary observers of the time also believed that the Jews simply
developed more dexterity and worked harder and longer hours. What-
ever the reason, there is no question that Jews earned more than did
non-Jews.22

The fact is that horrible as conditions in the clothing industry were,
for the immigrant Russian Jews who had lived in abysmal poverty in
the Old Country, the clothing industry was no trap. They could earn
wages high enough to permit a very large number of them to leave
the industry, or at least to keep their children from entering it; and
they could afford to educate their children. Just as peddling was no
trap for the German Jew, but rather the first rung on a ladder to
established middle-class security—similarly, for the Russian Jews, the
sweatshop was the first step on their way up. This, in any case, was
the way it looked to the dean of American labor economists, John R.
Commons, who puzzled over this problem for the Industrial Com-
mission in 1901. He wrote at that time:

The Jew occupies a unique position in the clothing trade. His phys-
ical strength does not fit him for manual labor. [A common belief
of the time.] His instincts lead him to speculation and trade [change
"instincts" to "experience" and this is true enough]. His individual-
ism unsuits him for the life of a wage earner, and especially for
the discipline of a labor organization. [The kernel of the truth in
this statement is that, whether because of individualism or not, the
Jewish immigrant did not remain a wage earner as long as other
immigrants did.] For these reasons when the Jew first lands in this
country, he enters such light occupations as sewing, cigar-making,
shoe-making, etc. Only about 11 per cent of the Jewish immigrants
were tailors in Europe.23 The reason that so many of them take up
that occupation in America, is because the work is light. They begin
as helpers and advance to full-fledged mechanics. After they have
worked for some time and have learned the trade, they open con-
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tractors' shops. They can begin with a capital of $50. From that
they go into the wholesale manufacture of clothing. . . .

Jewish women are employed to a much less extent than the
women of other nationalities, and their children are kept in school
until 15 or 16 years of age. It is quite unusual for Jewish tailors
to teach their children their own trade. The younger generation
seek other callings. . . . [For this and other reasons] it seems that
the future clothing workers in this city [New York] are not likely
to be the Jews, but the Italians. . . . The standard of living of all
nationalities has been gradually raised after their immigration to
this city. Probably the Jewish immigrant changes his standard of
living soonest.24

This passage is interesting because it was clear, as early as 1900,
and to John Commons at least, that the Jewish worker was not like
the other workers. Just why this was so Commons did not know, and
his explanations (instincts, etc.) are not very convincing. But his ob-
servations were right.

The difference between the Jewish and other immigrants could be
seen in many other characteristics. In 1890 there were no Russian Jew-
ish almshouse paupers in New York, the proportion of Jews in work-
houses was much below their proportion in the population, and the
same was true of penitentiaries.25 Jewish families were larger than
other families,26 and the Jewish death rate was considerably lower.27

The death rate for Jewish children under five was less than half of
that for the city as a whole.28 Further, the Jews enjoyed school, and
did well at it: "In the lower schools," an observer for the Industrial
Commission writes in 1900, "the Jewish children are the delight of
their teachers for cleverness at their books, obedience, and general
good conduct." 29

Unquestionably, despite Industrial Commissions and Immigration
Commissions, though they lived five and ten to a room, the Jews
throve in their crowded tenements—and in a shorter time than any
other group, the Jews left the tenements: "Economic advancement
comes to these poverty-stricken Hebrews with surprising rapidity,"
to quote from the report of the Industrial Commission of 1900.
". . . Many tenements in Jewish quarters are owned by persons who
formerly lived in crowded corners of others just like them . . ." 30

F R O M 1900 TO THE GREAT DEPRESSION

We have described the situation of the East European Jewish immi-
grants in 1900, at a time when there had been heavy migration at a
rate of about 30,000 a year for almost twenty years. Did the same
situation prevail during the hectic period between 1900 and the out-
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break of the first World War in 1914, when Jewish immigration av-
eraged more than 90,000 a year?

Between 1900 and 1920, it can be argued, more American Jews were
engaged in a really difficult struggle for existence than at any time
before or since. As a result of a long-continued and heavy immigration
of impoverished elements, the more prosperous part of American
Jewry, which had bulked so large in 1880, was, statistically speaking,
submerged. Even when expanded, the philanthropic services that had
been able to ameliorate the condition of a relatively small number
of poor Jews could do little for very large numbers. The Jewish immi-
grants still maintained a small advantage, in weekly and annual earn-
ings, over other immigrants; 31 but it was a very small advantage
indeed. The Jews were scarcely distinguishable from the huge mass
of depressed immigrants, illiterate and impoverished, that was pouring
into the United States at a rate of 1,000,000 a year before the first
World War. One even finds Jewish children having a hard time at
school: in 1908 more of the East European Jewish children were re-
tarded than was the case among the children of the foreign-born in
general.32 Nevertheless, we can see that, hard pressed as they were,
the Russian Jewish immigrants were, so to speak, storing up virtues
for the future. Thus, we find that more of them than of other groups
were learning English.33 Even more significant as a sign of Jewish
preparation for the future was the large numbers that were going to
college. When the Immigration Commission surveyed seventy-seven
institutions in 1908, no less than 8.5 per cent of the male student body
was composed of first-and-second generation Jews (Jews at this time
made up about 2 per cent of the American population). Jewish stu-
dents already made up 13 per cent of those studying for law, 18 per
cent of those preparing for pharmacy. But at this time they dared
not, as yet, think of such expensive studies as dentistry or medicine.
Only 6 per cent of the potential dentists and 3 per cent of the poten-
tial doctors were Jews in 1908.34

There is no question that the East European Jews who immigrated
during 1900-14 showed the same flexibility and ingenuity as the
earlier immigrants from Eastern Europe and the still earlier ones
who had come from Germany. Yet, in contrast to the German immi-
grant, it was to be a long time before the majority of East European
immigrants would reach the respectable level of trade and the pro-
fessions. The German Jewish immigrants had risen in the social scale
rapidly, and without any apparent difficulty; the East European Jew-
ish immigrants, for the most part, had to leave it to their children to
move beyond the position of wage worker. In many cases, of course,
an immigrant could earn enough money to go into business himself;

& y
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in many cases, the small financial advantage that he held over other
immigrants permitted him only to keep his wife out of the factory,
or to keep his children in school for a longer time. So, while the pro-
portion of Jewish needle-trades workers fell, it remained very sub-
stantial, on the whole; we do not find the majority of them moving
out of their occupation in a single generation, as did the German
Jewish immigrants who began as peddlers. Most of the Jewish clothing
workers of the first decade of the twentieth century remained clothing
workers until their death. But their children had advantages, in terms
of better home care and longer period of education, that permitted a
great advance in the second generation. The East European Jews who
immigrated into the United States required two generations to accom-
plish what the earlier German Jewish immigrants had done in one.

As a result, the division between the generations, between the immi-
grants and their children, was much sharper among the East European
Jews than it had been among the German Jews. One can detect this
division as early as 1900, when the Immigration Commission, analyz-
ing the census returns of that year, tried to discover what changes had
occurred, between first and second generation, in the pattern of occu-
pations followed by immigrants and their children. In 1900, there
were few children of Russian Jewish immigrants who were old enough
to have started work. The statistics showed about 15,000 sons of
Russian immigrants already engaged in occupations. Almost 10 per
cent of the native-born children were already clerks and copyists, as
compared with only 2 per cent of the immigrant fathers. Almost an-
other 10 per cent of the children were salesmen, compared with 3
per cent of the immigrant fathers. Almost 20 per cent of the immigrant
fathers were tailors, compared with 5 per cent of their native-born
children. In 1900, it was, of course, far too early for the professions
to play any role, either among the immigrants or their native-born
children—2 per cent of the Russian immigrants were engaged in the
professions, and 3 per cent of their children.35 Many of these immi-
grants, we know, were not Jewish; yet the striking differences between
the occupations of immigrant fathers and sons reflect the changes
among the large majority of Jews in the Russian immigrant group.

This, then, was the pattern of social advance that was followed by
the East European Jews: The immigrant fathers, on the whole, re-
mained workers. Part of the energy that in earlier stages of American
Jewish history had gone into individual betterment seems to have
gone into an attempt to better the condition of the entire Jewish
working-class group; and this attempt was remarkably successful. The
garment trades were organized in a series of great strikes before World
War I, and became a model of trade-union organization, quite con-
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founding Professor Commons' analysis that Jewish individualism did
not lend itself to labor organization. The small advantage in wages
that dexterity, hard work, and perhaps superior organization of work
had won for the earlier Eastern European Jewish immigrants was
preserved for the later Jewish immigrant clothing workers by superior
labor organization.

Of course, many members of the older generation were not workers:
even in 1900, as we have seen, one-fifth of the Russians in large cities,
whom we assume to be Jews, were in trade. And when the Immigration
Commission surveyed a group of representative immigrants in large
cities in 1908, more than one-third of the Jewish immigrants were
already in trade.36 Still, the greatest change in the social characteristics
of the East European Jew was reserved for the next generation.

The upward mobility of the immigrant generation was, for the
most part, an economic mobility in terms of a better standard of
living and higher wages, not a social mobility altering occupation and
status. After World War I and during the Twenties, the modest pros-
perity of the immigrant generation was reflected in a phenomenally
rapid desertion of the old congested centers of settlement. In 1916,
the Lower East Side of New York held, it was believed, 353,000 Jews;
in 1930 it held 121,000.37 Between 1914 and 1920, the number of
Russian-born (Jewish immigrants) in the old ghetto area of Chicago
was more than halved.38 Of course, other immigrant groups were also
leaving their first areas of settlement, but, again and again, we find
the Jews, when they follow a common American pattern, doing so
more rapidly. Thus, the Jews left their first areas of settlement earlier,
and in greater numbers, than other ethnic groups did.39

It was in the Twenties, too, that for the first time the Eastern Eu-
ropean Jewish group began to show the characteristic demographic
features of the American middle class. The Jewish immigrants around
the turn of the century had, as we have seen, larger families than the
non-Jews, a higher birth rate, and a lower death rate, and in particular
a lower death rate for children. So a good part of the huge increase
of Jewish population between 1880 and 1927 (from about 250,000 to
about 4,225,000—though the latter figure is probably somewhat exag-
gerated) must be due to the fact that Jews had the high birth rate of
the poor and the high survival rate of the rich.

The American Jews have never lost their high survival rate. But,
as early as 1925, when the mass immigration from Eastern Europe had
just come to an end, the Jews of New York began to show a lower
birth rate than the rest of the population. This pattern was to char-
acterize the Jewish population of the United States persistently. In
1925, 8 per cent of the New York Jews were under 5 years of age, as
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against 11 per cent of the general American population; 9 per cent of
the New York Jews were in the 5-9-year-old group, as against 10 per
cent of the general population.40

In all this, of course, we are describing changes that took place in
American society in general, as well as among the Jews. In the United
States as a whole the years before World War I were difficult ones
for workers. We find large-scale strikes, the organization of trade
unions, the growth of a strong Socialist party. The Jews, as workers—
and in those years most of the Jews were workers—shared in all these
movements. The same improvement that took place in the condition of
Jews after World War I also took place throughout American society.
True, the Jewish birth rate dropped faster than the general birth rate
in the 1920's; but the general birth rate was nevertheless dropping
too, and the same factors were affecting the birth rate among Jews and
non-Jews—the cutting off of immigration, which had introduced a
very fertile element into the population, the growing prosperity, and
the reduction in the number of the most impoverished.

The changes we have described in the numbers, distribution, and
economic characteristics of the Jews as a result of the great immigra-
tion from Eastern Europe could not help but affect Jewish relations
with non-Jews. We have described what appear to have been the easy
relationships that prevailed between Jews and non-Jews in the United
States in the 1880's. In those days, when Jews were portrayed on the
vaudeville stage they were considered as Germans, and no one both-
ered to make very fine distinctions. There were not enough Jews, they
were not visible, and they created no social problems. But after 1900,
it was very clear what a Jew was—and that he was neither a Russian
nor a German. The distinctively Jewish characteristics of the East
European immigrants reacted back upon the established German Jew-
ish community and made it, too, willy-nilly, more Jewish. The Reform
temple, rapidly becoming indistinguishable from a Unitarian church,
revised its course. This was not only because the East European Jews,
rising, joined the temples and insisted upon a more "Jewish" service;
it was also because the East European Jews, by creating a community
where there was a continual and intense discussion of Jewish issues
from many points of view, made it impossible for a kind of uncon-
scious or half-conscious drift away from Jewish life to continue. With
newer Orthodox synagogues—quite different from the older established
American Orthodox synagogues—springing up on every side, it was
not possible for Reform Judaism to remain unaffected. It could have
separated itself more sharply from traditional Judaism, or modified
its drift; Reform Judaism chose the latter course. At the same time,
the East European Jews brought with them Jewish politics on a large
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scale—Zionism, Bundism, Yiddishism, all became part of American
Jewish life.

Similarly, the German Jew who rose to high political position now
had to become aware of a huge constituency of fellow Jews. The Ger-
man Jewish professional—doctor or lawyer—found a ready-made clien-
tele (sometimes as charity cases, but also as paying clients). If one
went into politics, the Jews were a possible source of votes, and of
problems and issues—immigration, labor conditions, Sunday laws, laws
dealing with kashruth. This meant that the aspiring Jewish politician
tended to be identified more as a Jew by others. For who else but a
Jewish political figure was to speak and act on Jewish problems? The
concern of the German Jews for the Jewish immigrants, whether it
took the form of social work or politics, meant that the German Jews
became more concerned with Jewishness.

One outcome of this development was that tendencies toward as-
similation, the complete loss of one's identity as a Jew, seem to have
become weaker after 1900. The evidence for this is of the most tenta-
tive sort; but it seems fairly clear that the rate of intermarriage be-
tween Jews and Gentiles in the United States has been rather lower
than in other countries (such as those of Western and Central Europe)
where the Jews have been culturally assimilated to the dominant
population.41 It is less clear, but also likely, that this rate was higher
in the nineteenth century, when Jewish communities were smaller
and Jews were more closely identified in culture and language with
the countries from which they came and with a large non-Jewish ele-
ment of the population of this country, and, by the same token, less
distinctively Jewish. The East European Jew, on the other hand, was
distinguished in language and culture as well as religion from the
population of the countries from which he came, and more of his
values and attitudes were distinctively Jewish. Further, the conditions
of American life were less receptive to the assimilation of new elements
after 1900. Unitarianism and universalism had long since lost their
power. The cult of respectability was growing, and the effort to create
an aristocracy of the nouveau riche, aped to some extent by those who
were less rich, made American social life more snobbish, more "ex-
clusive," and less open.

But it was not all a matter of rejection by non-Jewish society. As
the numbers of Jews increased, and as it became easier to satisfy one's
needs, no matter how individual, within a community of Jews, rela-
tions between Jews and non-Jews became less frequent and less inti-
mate. The Jewish congregations of the nineteenth century were not
social organizations; they did not have clubs and centers and parties.
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This kind of development belongs, again, to the decades following
the great immigrations from Eastern Europe.

T H E JEWS IN THE 1 9 3 0 ' S

If the East European Jewish immigrants of 1900-14 could, on the
whole, look forward to no more than a moderate success as workers
themselves, their children could contemplate a really startling change
from the occupational and social status held by their fathers. These
native-born American Jews, who were in their teens in the 'Twenties,
and in their twenties in the 'Thirties, entered the labor market during
the greatest depression in American history. But they showed a most
amazing ability to find economic openings, and established a com-
munity that today (1954) consists largely of well-to-do professionals,
merchants, and white-collar workers.

Their first move was into white-collar occupations and business—
the former often as a preparation for the latter. During the Thirties,
they came under the lens of social investigation a number of times.
In 1935, the Jewish youth of New York City and Detroit were both
the subject of extensive study. It is interesting to compare them with
their parents, as well as with their non-Jewish age mates.

In New York, almost one-half of the young people came from homes
where their fathers were still workers, one-third from homes where
their fathers owned their own businesses or were managers and offi-
cials in other enterprises; in one-tenth of the homes the fathers were
clerks, and in fewer than one-twentieth they were professionals. Here
we see the typical distribution of the East European Jewish immigrant
group, with a few more businessmen and professionals, and fewer
workers, as a result of twenty or thirty years of change. But 60 per
cent of the children were engaged in "clerical and kindred" work, and
many of them, we may be sure, were headed for an independent bus-
iness. The Jewish youth, who constituted 31 per cent of the youth of
the city, also constituted 56 per cent of the young people who had
their own businesses or were managers and officials; the Jewish youth
constituted 43 per cent of the young people who were in clerical and
sales work, 37 per cent of the young people who were in the profes-
sions. In terms of their proportion to the city youth, the Jewish youth
had less than their share in skilled and unskilled work (24 per cent),
and they made up only one-tenth of those young people who were en-
gaged in unskilled work. Fewer of the Jewish youth were on relief
(12 to 15 per cent). Many more of the Jewish youth than of the others
had had some kind of business and vocational training. It can be
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said that in bad times the Jewish youth were better off than the other
youth.42

In Detroit the situation was much the same. Of the Jewish youth
12 per cent were in the professional and "proprietor, manager, official"
category, as against 4 per cent of the non-Jews. Forty-six per cent of
the Jewish youth were in clerical work, and only 21 per cent of the
non-Jewish. On the other hand, three-fifths of the non-Jewish youth
were engaged in semi- and unskilled labor, while only one-third of
the Jewish youth was engaged in such work. In Detroit, of course, a
much larger percentage of the Jewish fathers—almost half—were pro-
prietors, managers, and officials than in New York (in general, the
larger the Jewish community, the larger the proportion of Jewish
workers). Two-fifths of the Jewish fathers and roughly the same per-
centage of their sons were workers. But it must be realized that the
sons were at the beginning of their occupational careers, and 1935
was the middle of a depression.

The Jewish youth of Detroit were starting out with far more of an
education than the non-Jewish youth; 70 per cent of them had at least
a high school education, while only 40 per cent of the non-Jewish
Detroit youth had graduated from high school. This, of course, helped
explain the head start of Jewish youth. But it also appeared that no
matter what the educational level, Jewish youth did better than the
non-Jewish. Thus, of those Jewish young people who had had an
elementary school education of eight years or less, 64 per cent were
engaged in manual labor; but of the non-Jewish youth who had had
an elementary school education or less, 87 per cent were engaged in
manual labor.43 As in New York, in Detroit, too, we find fewer of the
young people among the Jews unemployed. "Jewish workers can get
jobs younger, to some degree, and hold them at older ages, than
[other] Detroit workers. Likewise, unemployment affects them rela-
tively less at the extreme ages." 44

Thus Jews maintained significant advantages, small as they may
have appeared at the time, in a generally stricken community. Be-
cause the Jews had, even in large cities, a relatively strong concentra-
tion in trade (they formed one-fifth of persons in wholesale and retail
trade in Detroit, while making up only one-twentieth of the popula-
tion), young Jews tended in general to know more people who might
know about jobs, and tended to have relatives who could put young
people to work at something in a business. This is why the Jewish
community of the time showed, as a complement to a relatively strong
representation in trade in the older generation, a very strong represen-
tation in clerical and sales work in the younger generation. The non-
Jewish factory worker (in Detroit, more than half the non-Jews, less
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than one-fourth of the Jews, were in "manufacturing and mechanical
work") would tend to have a more limited range of acquaintances
who would be likely to know about job opportunities; in any case,
the industries that the factory worker and his acquaintances would
be likely to know about, were terribly depressed. In general, in a de-
pression the highly organized branches of industry, like heavy manu-
facturing, tend to cut production and employment to keep up prices.
The unorganized branches—like agriculture and retail trade—tend to
cut prices and keep up the number of people employed.

It is this fact that led many observers in the 'Thirties to take the
position that, even though more Jews were technically employed, they
were employed at running losing businesses, and were no better off
than the unemployed non-Jew. But again, the figures show a different
story. In Detroit, the Jewish median income in 1935 was more than
$100 more than non-Jewish median income ($1,139 as compared with
$1,027). It was true that Jewish clerks and salesmen (the young men
and women laboring away in a relative's store at a purely nominal
income) earned less than non-Jewish clerks and salesmen, Jewish
workers earned less than non-Jewish workers. But Jewish proprietors
earned as much as non-Jewish proprietors and Jewish professionals
earned more.45

We have gone into such detail on Detroit, first, because we have
two excellent studies of the Jews of that city during the Depression,
but equally important, because it is a representative Jewish com-
munity, containing a larger number of workers than most of the
smaller Jewish communities, and fewer than the huge Jewish popula-
tion of New York.

This movement of immigrant children into work as clerks and
secretaries, salesmen, and other white-collar jobs, caused this category
to loom very large in almost every study conducted in the middle
'Thirties. In Buffalo (1938), Detroit (1935), and San Francisco (1938)
"clerks and kindred" constituted the largest group when the Jewish
working population was broken down by the kind of occupation fol-
lowed. When the Jewish working population was broken down by the
branch of industry (a less useful type of breakdown, unfortunately
used more widely in the studies of the 'Thirties), trade bulked largest
—but we know that a large part of those engaged in "trade" were
actually clerks and salesmen.

This concentration in white-collar work was particularly evident
among Jewish women. This was the age of the Jewish secretary—now
disappearing almost as fast as the Jewish manual worker. Thus, one
study in 1933 showed large numbers of New York non-Jewish women
in domestic and personal work (34 per cent), clerical and sales work
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(29 per cent), and in professional work (16 per cent); but more than
half of the Jewish women—51 per cent—were engaged in clerical and
sales work.46 In other cities this concentration was even greater: In
Buffalo in 1938, 78 per cent; in Detroit in 1935, 66 per cent; in Passaic
in 1937, 63 per cent of the employed Jewish women were engaged in
clerical and sales work.47

Two other aspects of Jewish occupational distribution in the late
'Thirties are interesting.

(1) In view of the Jewish youth's consistently better education, one
might expect to find a large proportion going into government service.
Indeed, during the Depression the government service was attractive
to all groups, and particularly to the Jews. With the rise of an inde-
pendent civil service, one would expect Jews, always looking for kinds
of employment where personal prejudice would not touch them, to rush
into government work. There was a considerable movement of this
kind, and in New York Jewish young women did gradually replace
Irish young women in the teaching force. But, despite the attractions
of government service, Jewish representation remained small. In seven
cities for which this information is given (for 1935-38) in the volume
of studies edited by Robison, one per cent or fewer of the employed
Jews were engaged in government work in six cities; in one city, Pitts-
burgh, 6 per cent of the Jews were in government work (but one sus-
pects an error). For the United States as a whole, almost 4 per cent
of the working population were in public employment in 1940. In
proportion to their number in the general population, in Detroit in
1935 only three-tenths as many Jews as non-Jews were engaged in
government work; in New York City, in 1937, there were two-thirds
as many Jews as non-Jews in this work.48 (Probably rather more Jews,
proportionately, tended to work for the Federal government than for
local government; the picture would be somewhat altered if we had
figures for Washington.)

In general, the tendency of Jews was to stay out of the bureaucracies
of government and private corporations. In the case of the large cor-
porations, anti-Jewish prejudice played an important role in restrict-
ing the number of Jews (in 1937, only one-eighth as many Jews as
non-Jews, proportionately, were working in public utilities in New
York City).49 But even where prejudice played no role, or practically
none, Jews seemed to prefer occupations where they were less de-
pendent on others and had a chance eventually to become completely
independent.

(2) We have already pointed out that as early as 1908 there was
statistical evidence of the large attendance of Jews in colleges, and
their particularly strong interest in studying for the law and pharmacy.
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Dentistry and medicine were as yet too expensive to attract Jews in
large numbers. Ten years later the situation was quite different. In
1918-19, law was still very popular among Jewish students, but den-
tistry was hardly less popular, and medicine was even more so.50 In
the early 'Thirties about one-eighth of the entering classes in Amer-
ican medical schools consisted of Jews; it was only the institution of
a subtle and extensive discriminatory system in most medical schools
that reduced this percentage in the late 'Thirties.

In the middle 'Thirties, the period we are describing, the great
interest among Jewish students in the "free" professions of law, medi-
cine, and dentisty—professions, it may be pointed out, which do not
generally require employment in large organizations—bore fruit in
the presence of an amazingly large number of Jews in these profes-
sions in most communities. In San Francisco 18 of every 1,000 Jews
were lawyers or judges, 16 doctors (among non-Jews, 5 out of every
thousand were lawyers or judges, and 5 were doctors). In Pittsburgh
14 out of every 1,000 Jews gainfully employed were judges or lawyers,
13 doctors (among non-Jews, the proportion was 4 out of 1,000 en-
gaged in each of these professions). The situation was about the same
with dentists. In Trenton, there were ten times as many Jews as non-
Jews (proportionately) who were doctors, six times as many (propor-
tionately) who were lawyers.51 In general, a somewhat larger propor-
tion of Jews were in the professions than non-Jews; and in the pro-
fessions Jews favored medicine, dentistry, and the law, as against such
professions as engineering, architecture, and teaching. These Jewish
professionals had a somewhat smaller income than their non-Jewish
colleagues; but this was not unusual in view of the fact that few of
the Jewish professionals had gone to good schools, many were foreign-
born, and few inherited the established practices of parents and rela-
tives.52

One further characteristic of American Jews in the 1930's should
be mentioned. We have already spoken of the drop in the Jewish birth
rate, which, it became evident around 1925, had begun to dip below
the general American birth rate. Of course, we speak of the East
European Jewish birth rate—the birth rate of the German Jews was
already below the general birth rate in the 1880's. It was to be ex-
pected that, as the middle-class character of the Jewish population
became accentuated, the birth rate would drop. The surprising thing,
perhaps, was that this lower birth rate was already clear in New York
City in 1925, when there was still a very large Jewish working class.
But this was only one of the many middle-class social features that
have always seemed to characterize the Jews, both as working class
and middle class: Jews have almost always shown less juvenile delin-
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quency,53 and less adult crime,54 than the rest o£ the population; they
have generally shown a more stable family life,55 a higher proportion
attending school and for a longer period,56 and fewer deaths from
accident and violence.57

The studies of the 'Thirties reveal a very large drop in the Jewish
birth rate. Here we should speak of a persistent feature of Jewish
sociology: the great volatility of social movements among the Jews.
These reflect the general movements of society, but are more emphatic.
Thus, if there is a general movement away from manual work, among
the Jews it becomes a flight; and when the general birth rate dropped
during the Depression, the Jewish birth rate plunged downward. Ben
B. Seligman has calculated "fertility ratios" in eleven communities
where studies were made between 1930 and 1940 (Chicago, Detroit,
Passaic, Trenton, New London, Norwich, Minneapolis, Buffalo, San
Francisco, Pittsburgh, Erie).58 The "fertility ratio" is the proportion
of children under 5 per 1,000 persons aged 20-54. For United States
whites this figure was 153.5 in 1940; for the ten Jewish communities
studied in 1930-40 it ranged from 81 to 122. On the basis of these
and other studies, sociologists were predicting, not long ago, that the
Jewish community in the United States would begin to decline. In the
late 'Thirties, it seemed fair to conclude that a modicum of relative
prosperity had been accompanied by a very rapid drop in the size of
the Jewish family.

A F T E R W O R L D W A R II

We have described a Jewish community in the 1930's where prob-
ably at least half of the first generation were still workers and at least
half of the second generation were clerks, office workers, salesmen, and
the like. We have spoken, of course, of the East European Jews—not
that they were distinguishable in any of the statistics from the longer
established German Jewish community.

Fifteen years of prosperity have wrought great changes, and created
the Jewish community we know today. The effect of these changes
has been to raise the East European Jews—the immigrants of 1880-
1924, their children and grandchildren—more or less to the level
achieved by the German Jews in 1880. These changes have wiped out
most of the economic and occupational distinctions between the two
elements, and along with other developments, have in large measure
merged the two formerly distinct elements into a single community.

In these fifteen years, the older generation of East European Jewish
immigrants, with its large proportion of workers, has been further
reduced by the natural effects of age, while the younger generation
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has risen in the social scale. Perhaps a majority of the younger genera-
tion is now composed of businessmen and professional men. This
community of businessmen and professional men is a better educated
and wealthier element of the population—probably as well-educated
and as wealthy as some of the oldest and longest established elements
in the United States.

Outside of New York City, the homogeneous character of the Jew-
ish communities is beyond dispute. Between 1948 and 1953 local Jew-
ish communities conducted surveys in fourteen cities—Camden, N. J.,
Charleston, S. C, Gary, Ind., Indianapolis, Ind., Los Angeles, Cal.,
Miami, Fla., Nashville, Tenn., New Orleans, La., Newark, N. J., the
suburbs of Newark (considered as a separate community), Passaic,
N. J., Port Chester, N. Y., Trenton, N. J., and Utica, N.Y. This is a
fair random sample of the existing types of Jewish communities. It
was discovered that the proportion of Jews in the non-manual occupa-
tions (that is, of those working in the professions, as proprietors, man-
agers, and officials, and as clerks and salesmen) ranged from 75 to 96
per cent.59 For the American population as a whole, the proportion
engaged in this kind of work was about 38 per cent of the gainfully
employed in 1950. Even if we add to this group the farm owners and
tenants, who might be considered a rural social equivalent of the Jew-
ish shopkeeper, we find that only 48 per cent of those gainfully em-
ployed in the general population were in non-manual work or owned
and managed farms.60

Of course, it is only in the largest cities that one finds fairly sub-
stantial proportions of Jewish workers. Yet it appears from a number
of studies that even in New York City two-thirds of the gainfully em-
ployed Jews, both immigrants and native-born, are engaged in non-
manual work. Certainly the proportion among the native-born ele-
ments alone is much smaller. Among the non-Jews of New York, only
one-half or fewer are engaged in non-manual work.61

The distinction between manual and non-manual work is today
considered a crucial one for determining the social status of individ-
uals and groups. (Of course, there is a considerable amount of move-
ment across the line.) Yet it is also important to know where in the
non-manual group American Jews fall. Here too the evidence is de-
cisive: they are high in the group, and an extremely large proportion
of them are professionals. Large as this proportion was in the 1930's,
it is considerably larger today. Thus, if we compare the fourteen com-
munities that were surveyed in 1948-53 with another group of ten
communities surveyed during 1935-45 (Buffalo, N. Y., Detroit, Mich.,
Erie, Pa., Grand Rapids, Mich., Jacksonville, Fla., New Orleans, La.,
Passaic, N. J., Pittsburgh, Pa., San Francisco, Cal., and Trenton,
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N. J.),62 we find that the proportion of professionals has risen, on the
average, from about 11 per cent of the Jewish gainfully employed in
the earlier group to about 15 per cent in the later group. One might
argue that the two groups of cities are not strictly comparable. How-
ever, three of the cities—New Orleans, Trenton, and Passaic—were
included in both groups. In New Orleans, the proportion of profes-
sionals rose from 15 to 21 per cent of the Jews gainfully employed; in
Trenton, the proportion rose from 12 to 19 per cent; in Passaic, there
was no change. In 1950, about 8 per cent of the general American
population were professionals.63

This rise in the proportion of professionals has been accompanied
by a fall in the number of Jews engaged in the lower levels of white-
collar work—as clerks and salesmen. Comparing our two groups of
Jewish communities, we find that in the 1935-45 group about 36.5
per cent of the gainfully employed Jews were clerks or salesmen; in
the 1948-53 group, the proportion was only about 27 per cent. The
rapid decline in the numbers of Jewish secretaries and salesmen in
recent years is a phenomenon apparent to the naked eye; the available
figures support this impression.

What has happened, in effect, is that the great Jewish economic
advantage, already perfectly obvious in the 'Thirties, because of
superior education, and a higher proportion of self-employed persons,
has borne fruit in the fifteen years of prosperity since 1940. The pro-
portions of Jewish doctors and lawyers has probably not risen greatly
(it was very high, as we have seen, in the 'Thirties). For one thing, the
number of Jewish doctors has continued to be artificially held down
by discrimination. The greatest increase in the number of Jewish pro-
fessionals has been in other categories—there are more Jewish journal-
ists, authors, engineers, architects, college teachers. In short, one finds
a rapid rise in the number of Jews engaged in all intellectual occupa-
tions in recent years.

One interesting example of this Jewish professionalization is af-
forded by Charleston. In the middle 'Thirties, the Jews of Charleston
—an element long-established in the city, with a relatively low pro-
portion of immigrants—included one doctor, one dentist, several law-
yers, two pharmacists, three or four teachers, and one rabbi. In 1948,
there were eight doctors, seven dentists, eighteen lawyers, five pharma-
cists, nine teachers, eighteen engineers, seven social workers, four ac-
countants, three radio commentators, three writers and editors, three
artists, an orchestra leader, and four rabbis. All this in a community
of less than 2,000 persons.64

At the same time there has been little sign of change in another of
the characteristics of Jewish occupational distribution. The Jews are
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largely still proprietors of their own businesses—whether they be push-
carts, junk yards, groceries, or factories—rather than managers and
executives of enterprises they do not own. There are a number of
reasons for this. As we have already said, the American Jew tries to
avoid getting into a situation where discrimination may seriously af-
fect him. In a great bureaucracy, he is dependent on the impression
he makes on his superiors and, increasingly in recent years, dependent
on the degree to which he approximates a certain "type" considered
desirable in business. The Jew prefers a situation where his own merit
receives objective confirmation, and he is not dependent on the good
will or personal reaction of a person who may happen not to like Jews.
This independent confirmation of merit is one of the chief character-
istics of business, as against corporate bureaucracy. In Abraham
Cahan's The Rise of David Levinsky, we read how the young immi-
grant going into business could, despite his accent, produce clothing
as good as that produced by longer established Americans, and more
cheaply. Only a rare businessman would not buy Levinsky's goods be-
cause of his accent. But if David Levinsky had been trying to rise to
the vice-presidency of a huge corporation, he would certainly have
found the going harder.

Before we proceed, let us document two other aspects of the Jewish
community which are closely related to this concentration in profes-
sions and business. We have spoken of the Jewish advantage in educa-
tion. In New York City, two studies, in 1948 and 1953, showed that
about one-sixth of the Jews over 18 had completed college, compared
with a little more than about one-twentieth of the non-Jews—and this
even though considerably fewer of the Jews were native-born. In other
cities, with smaller percentages of foreign-born Jews, their relative
percentage as college graduates was even greater.65

As to the question of Jewish wealth: Again, we may look at New
York City, which has the largest proportion of Jewish workers and
Jewish foreign-born. In 1951, according to one study, 12 per cent of
the Jewish households of the city had incomes of more than $10,000
as compared with 5 per cent of the non-Jewish population. At the
other end of the scale, 29 per cent of the Jewish households and 49
per cent of the non-Jewish households earned less than $4,000. It is
true a larger number of the Jewish households than of the non-Jewish
households refused to divulge their income—15 per cent as compared
with 10 per cent. Yet this could hardly change the over-all picture.66

The evidence on this point would be multiplied ad infinitum; but
it is most impressive that New York Jews, still the most varied and
differentiated of all American Jews in their social range, nevertheless
surpass their neighbors in wealth.
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Finally, one other group of Jewish statistics is revealing evidence
of the character of the Jewish experience in America. These statistics
demonstrate that the rise in the social and economic position of the
Jews has been extremely rapid, far surpassing that which can be shown
for any other immigrant group, and indeed surpassing, for the same
period, changes in the socio-economic position of long-settled groups.
A study of American college graduates made in 1947 showed that more
Jews than non-Jews became professionals (excluding teachers, who,
though professionals, generally have a smaller income than other
professionals); more Jews became proprietors, managers or officials;
fewer Jews became any type of white-collar and manual workers.67

Yet, if we were to look at their parents' occupations, we would find
that fewer of their parents than of the parents of non-Jews had been
professionals, and proprietors, managers, and officials.68 This same
point is demonstrated in a study of 1,500 gifted children in California
during 1921-23. When studied twenty years later, the Jewish children
showed the same more rapid rise than the non-Jewish. Of the Jewish
children, 57.5 per cent became professionals; of the non-Jewish, 44
per cent. Yet only 15 per cent of the Jewish fathers, as compared with
35 per cent of the non-Jewish parents, had been professionals. In other
words: in this group, in a single generation, the Jews had increased
their proportion of professionals by close to 400 per cent, the non-Jews
only by about 25 per cent.69

One further fact derived is interesting, and will prepare us to con-
sider the causes of this prosperity of the Jews in America. In the
study of Jewish and non-Jewish college students, it was found that,
on the whole, the Jewish graduates tended to enjoy a higher income
than the non-Jewish.70 The careful researchers tried to determine the
cause of this disparity. Knowing that Jews tend to settle in large com-
munities, and that large incomes are more easily obtained in big
cities, the researchers held the factor of size of city constant, and com-
pared small-town Jews with small-town non-Jews, large-city Jews with
large-city non-Jews. Again, the Jews had larger incomes in the small
towns, as well as the large cities, and in every size of community. The
researchers then tried to find out whether the higher Jewish income
was a product of the fact that more Jews were concentrated in the
high-paying professions. But even in the professions, Jews earned
more than non-Jews. It appeared that the Jewish superiority in earn-
ing power could not be ascribed to any objective social characteristics
—at least not to any that had come within the purview of this study.

In fact, the whole body of information on the socio-economic posi-
tion of the Jews that we have attempted to summarize in this article
leaves us with one unanswered question: What is the explanation for
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the greater success—measured in the objective terms of income, and
the commonly accepted status of different occupations—of the Jews
in the United States?

The question is interesting not only in itself, but also because its
answer will suggest whether we may expect this prosperity to continue.
The modern student of social phenomena cannot stop at psychological
explanations. We know that Jews get (or used to get) better marks in
school. We know that Jews work (or used to work) harder at getting
an education, when they work for someone else, when they work for
themselves. But again, what is the explanation for these traits?

Ultimately, social explanations must resort to history, and explain
a present peculiarity by discovering an earlier one. We think that the
explanation of the Jewish success in America is that the Jews, far
more than any other immigrant group, were engaged for generations
in the middle-class occupations, the professions and buying and selling.
It has also been said that the urban experience helped them, but we
think that experience is much less important. For in any case, very
large proportions of Jews, German as well as East European, came
from small towns and villages that were scarcely "urban." Now, the
special occupations of the middle class—trade and the professions-
are associated with a whole complex of habits. Primarily, these are
the habits of care and foresight. The middle-class person, we know,
is trained to save his money, because he has been taught that the
world is open to him, and with the proper intelligence and ability,
and with resources well used, he may advance himself. He is also
careful—in the sense of being conscious—about his personality, his
time, his education, his way of life. The dominating characteristic of
his life is that he is able to see that the present postponement of
pleasure (saving money is one such form of postponement) will lead
to an increase in satisfaction later. Perhaps the most significant find-
ings of Alfred Kinsey's study of male sexual behavior was on this
point: The person who postponed sexual pleasure, Kinsey discovered,
was already essentially middle class; for even if such a person was now
working class, he was going to rise into the middle class.

Now, since the end of the Middle Ages, and particularly since the
French Revolution, it has been those with training in the middle-class
virtues who have reaped the greatest rewards in society. The world
has indeed been open to persons with enterprise and capital, and the
United States has been perhaps more open than most countries. The
peasant and the worker, no matter what philosophers and moralists
have to say about the virtue of manual work, never stand high in
society. In primitive society, it is the chief and priest who dispose of
the greatest wealth; in feudal society, it is the warrior and churchman;
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in modern society, it is the businessman and intellectual. Conse-
quently, it is in modern society that the Jews, who had been stamped
with the values that make for good businessmen and intellectuals,
have flourished; and it is when society reverts to a more primitive
state, where force and those who wield it receive the greatest rewards,
that the Jews are again thrust back to a low social position.

But what is the origin of these values that are associated with suc-
cess in middle-class pursuits? Max Weber argues that they originated
in a certain kind of religious outlook on the world, the outlook of
Calvinism. There is no question that Judaism emphasizes the traits
that businessmen and intellectuals require, and has done so since at
least 1,500 years before Calvinism. We can trace Jewish Puritanism
at least as far back as the triumph of the Maccabees over the Hellen-
ized Jews and of the Pharisees over the Sadducees. The strong empha-
sis on learning and study can be traced that far back, too. The Jewish
habits of foresight, care, moderation probably arose early during the
two thousand years that Jews have lived primarily as strangers among
other peoples. Other features of Jewish religion and culture tended to
strengthen the complex of habits leading to success in trade and the
professions. One scholar has argued that the very strong interest of the
Jews in medicine, both in ancient and medieval times and today, in
the Arabic world as well as the Christian, comes from the orientation
of Jewish religion to the good things of this world conceived not in
hedonistic or epicurean, but in sober, moderate, Apollonian terms.71

These are the origins of what we have called the "middle-class"
values as held by the Jews. But certainly the Jewish economic ex-
perience since the beginning of the Christian era can only have
strengthened the bent given to them by religion and culture. Until
the nineteenth century the Jews were characteristically a group of
traders and businessmen and scholars (the term professional is hardly
applicable to the medieval doctor or teacher). They numbered a very
large group of artisans, but, in contrast to the Christian artisans, the
Jewish artisans were not members of guilds and corporations, but
rather independent craftsmen and artists; consequently in large meas-
ure the Jewish artisans too were tradesmen. It is not easy to evaluate,
in the creation of a Jewish character strongly influenced by middle-
class habits, the relative influence of religion and that of occupa-
tions followed for centuries—both influences worked in the same
direction.

The Jewish immigrants who came from Eastern Europe to the
United States during 1881-1924 numbered as many workers, and as
many impoverished workers, as any other ethnic group. But they
carried with them the values conducive to middle-class success and
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could, under the proper circumstances, easily return to the pursuit
of trade and study, and thus to the ways of their fathers and fore-
fathers. What is really exceptional, in terms of the large perspective
of Jewish history, is not the rapid rise of these Jews in America,
but the extent to which, in the Czarist Empire and Eastern Europe
in general, they had been forced out of their age-old pursuits and
proletarianized. This process was to a certain extent a response to
the industrial revolution: everywhere peasants and artisans and small
traders were forced to become workers. But in the Czarist empire,
where the bulk of East European Jews lived, artificial measures were
taken to drive them out of their traditional occupations—Jewish
taverns were closed, Jewish students were artificially limited in the
schools, Jews were not permitted to live in the expanding capital
cities.

As a consequence, then, of governmental anti-Semitism and the
industrial revolution, the East European Jews arrived in this country
either as workers or luftmenshen—businessmen and traders with neither
stock nor capital. But they were not like the other workers who im-
migrated with them, the sons of workers and peasants, bearing the
traditionally limited horizons of those classes. The Jewish workers
were the sons—or the grandsons—of merchants and scholars, even
though the merchants had only their wits for capital, and the scholars'
wits were devoted to feats of memory. This background meant that
the Jewish workers could almost immediately—as Commons says-
turn their minds to ways and means of improving themselves that
were quite beyond the imagination of their fellow workers. Business
and education were, for the Jews, not a remote and almost foreign
possibility, but a near and familiar one. They, or their friends or
relatives, had the necessary experience and knowledge; with the
prospect of success beckoning, it became worthwhile for the Jewish
immigrants to work harder and save more than other immigrant,
groups.

In any case, the pattern of foresight and sobriety so essential for
middle-class success was so well established in Jewish life that it was
maintained even when there was no prospect of going into business.
The Jews did not drink; the Jewish students were docile, accepting—
as lower-class children rarely do today—today's restraints for tomor-
row's rewards; the Jewish workers stayed out of jail. When we look
at the working-class Jewish neighborhoods of the great American
cities of the 1920's and 1930's, it is clear we are not dealing with
ordinary workers. It was not dangerous to walk through the New
York slums at night when they were inhabited by Jews. The Jewish
workers violated most of the patterns of lower-class behavior, and
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were in many important ways indistinguishable from the non-Jewish
as well as the Jewish middle class. Thus, a study of voluntary organi-
zations in New York City in 1934—35 revealed—as other studies have-
that the higher the class, the larger the number of persons active in
organizations. But the Jewish workers break this pattern—more of
them belong to organizations than do Jewish white collar workers.72

A study in Chicago six years later told the same story: "Whereas
among Protestants and Catholics working-class persons belong to
fewer associations, among Jews the relationship is reversed." 73 And
a study of political activity in New York City in 1945 showed that
low-income Jews wrote more often to their Congressmen than did
even high-income Protestants and Catholics.74

In the early 'Thirties, J. B. Mailer compared the social character-
istics of the solidly Jewish neighborhoods of New York City with
those of the rest of the city. The Jewish neighborhoods were, eco-
nomically speaking, representative of the city: the average rent in
the Jewish neighborhoods was about that of the city as a whole. Yet
no matter what statistics we look at, we find a more markedly middle-
class pattern of behavior in the Jewish neighborhoods than else-
where. Thus, the homicide and the accident death rates among Jews
was half of that for the whole city (the lower class is much more
subject to fatal accidents than the middle class). The infant mor-
tality rate was lower, the IQ of school children higher, the school
attendance rate higher, the juvenile delinquency rate less than half
of the general city figure.75

One more study is worth quoting on this point. In 1935, one out
of every ten youths in the city of New York was interviewed. Here
is a description of the leisure-time activities of the Jews among them:

The principal recreational activities of Jewish and non-Jewish
youth are the same, but more of the Jewish than the non-Jewish
had participated in them. . . . More of them had participated in
athletic games, had gone swimming, played tennis or golf, attended
concerts and lectures. More (though the differences were not so
great) had hiked, gone to dances, and visited museums. Fewer had
spent any time on manual diversions such as sewing or knitting, or
doing carpentering, or putting a radio in condition, or repairing
a motor.76

What this means is that twenty years ago the Jewish youth of
New York City, half of whom, according to this study, came from
working-class homes, showed in their leisure-time activities the pat-
tern of the middle class—just as their fathers, who would never be
anything but workers, showed a middle-class pattern in their leisure-
time activities.
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CONCLUSION

The story we have set out to tell has two addenda, which do not
change any part of the main line. Another two migratory waves suc-
ceeded the great immigration from Eastern Europe. Between 1936 and
1943, about 150,000 Jewish refugees entered the United States from
Germany, Austria, Czechoslovakia, and other Central European coun-
tries that had been overrun by Hitler. The new immigrants were of
uniformly high social and economic status and formed a cross section
of the prosperous and cultured Jewish communities of Central Europe.
Naturally, these newcomers had all the difficulties of adjustment of
new immigrants, combined with the pain involved in the loss of
wealth and position and of familiar cultural surroundings. Many of
them—the doctors and scholars, for example—rapidly achieved posi-
tions in the New World in every way the equivalent of those they had
held in the Old. Others-the lawyers were perhaps the hardest h i t -
found it more difficult. But by 1954 there is no question of the gen-
erally high economic and social position speedily achieved by this
stratum of the American Jewish population.

An immigration of this size would have had a great impact on the
American Jewish community if it had come at any time before 1900.
But coming as it did at a time when there were 4,500,000 Jews in the
United States, its impact was not great. Perhaps its most important
effect was in the sphere of culture, where it has helped widen Jewish
intellectual perspectives.

After World War II another, and the latest, wave of immigration
reached American shores—about 100,000 Jews who had survived Hit-
ler. They came with nothing, or less than nothing, but they came to
a community that was able to spend tens of millions of dollars to help
establish them. Most of them today are workers; many have been
helped to start businesses; some are studying. There is no question
that these Jews, the remnant of the once populous Jewish communi-
ties of Eastern Europe, will follow the path of their relatives who
were fortunate enough to arrive in the United States before 1924.
Most of them will remain workers for the rest of their lives. But the
perspective of education and business is as attractive to them, and to
their children, as it was to the East European Jewish immigrants of
fifty years ago, and in a generation this latest immigration will be
merged almost indistinguishably into the whole body of the American
Jewish community.

What is the significance of this history for the relation of the Jews
to the United States? We have pointed out those characteristics in
which the American Jews have differed from the "general American
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population." It is useful to compare Jews with "average Americans"
(3.5 per cent of whom are Jewish) because in this way we can define
what is characteristic of Jews. But we should realize that the "average
American" is even more of an abstraction than the "average Jew." If
we were to leave out such underprivileged groups as the Negroes and
Mexicans and Puerto Ricans, the Jewish advantages we have chron-
icled would become less striking. If we were to compare Jews with
Episcopalians or Presbyterians, we might find that the proportion of
Jewish professionals was lower than that of professionals in these
high status denominations. Indeed, one study conducted in Madison,
Wis., showed just that. Among the Episcopalians of that city, no less
than 36 per cent of those gainfully employed were professionals, as
compared with 16 per cent among the Jews.77

The groups that make up America differ very little from each other
in their overt culture. But they do differ greatly from each other in
many other respects. The fact of cencentration in certain classes or
occupations is not peculiar to the Jews; any group in the population
which is relatively small, and whose arrival in this country has been
concentrated in a relatively short span of time, is likely to have a
special economic distribution, different from that of the abstraction
we call "the general population." Two factors will determine what
this distribution will be: the character of the group at the time of its
arrival, and the structure of economic opportunity in the country at
the time of its arrival. We have already shown how Jewish religion
and culture and occupational experience fitted the Jewish immigrants
for business and the professions; it should now also be pointed out
that these non-manual occupations were expanding greatly during the
period of the greatest Jewish immigration, and unskilled manual
work and farming were employing a progressively smaller proportion
of the labor force. Between 1910 and 1950, the proportion of the
population engaged in non-manual work rose from 21 per cent to 38
per cent.78 Certainly this offered great opportunity to the Jews. But
one had to be of the proper social and psychological constitution to
take advantage of it—which the Jewish immigrants were. Hence, while
America in general became more markedly middle-class in its occu-
pational structure, Jews became even more so.

There is a general tendency for the ethnic concentration in a single
occupation or industry to suffer dilution in time, just as the ethnic
neighborhood is gradually dissolved as the second generation and
third generation moves away. This means that in the second genera-
tion of Norwegians we do not find quite so many farmers, in the sec-
ond generation of Italians we do not find quite so many heavy manual
workers, and so on. This dilution is actually a movement upward,
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occasioned by the better education and wider knowledge of oppor-
tunities available to a native-born generation. But in the case of the
Jews, this dilution upward becomes a concentration, for the Jews
begin to reach the upper limit of occupational mobility. In order to
reflect the heterogeneity of the "general American" population more
accurately, it would now be necessary for the Jews to actively oppose
their natural inclinations, as well as the natural movement of Amer-
ican society itself, and artificially to attempt to increase the number
of farmers and workers and maintain the proportion of office workers
and salesmen among them.

This is not going to happen: so we may expect the Jewish com-
munity to become more homogeneous in the future, as the number of
first-generation workers, and the culture they established, declines.

The future of the Jew in the United States does not, to our mind,
raise economic problems, and raises only slight political problems; but
it does raise social problems and cultural problems which we have
at best only hinted at: There does exist a problem of the proper rela-
tion between Jewishness and Americanism; there does exist a problem
raised by a social life lived almost entirely within a homogeneous
Jewish community; there does exist, most significantly, the problem
of whether the active communal life of American Jews should embody
"values"—other than the value of sheer survival as a distinct group.
All these questions are influenced by, indeed to some extent arise
from, the social structure of American Jewry. But the answers to them
will not be given by studies of social structure, but by the experiences
and commitments of individual Jews, and by the history of the Jew-
ish group in America. Our assigned task, and our method, carries us
to the threshold of these questions, but does not permit us to go into
them. Hopefully, this pedestrian exposition of the facts of American
Jewish social life will make possible a more competent discussion of
the truly problematic areas of American Jewish life.
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The Acquisition of Political and Social Rights
by the Jews in the United States

BY OSCAR AND MARY F. HANDLIN

I N SEPTEMBER 1954, the three-hundredth year of Jewish life in what
is now the United States will have been completed. In those three

eventful centuries, the relationship of the Jews to the surrounding
society has been entirely transformed. The ancient restrictions upon
their freedom to participate in the political and social activities of
the whole community have disintegrated; and these people, so long
set apart, have emerged citizens in the fullest sense.

This development was characteristic of the whole western world in
the same centuries. But the special circumstances of the New World
environment hastened the trend and gave it a force and continuity
it enjoyed nowhere else. In America the attitudes, customs, and laws
of the Old World were almost at once anachronistic. Although the
earliest Americans were transplanted Europeans, the process of cross-
ing the Atlantic and settling the wilderness in time eroded the old
assumptions as to what a Jew was and as to how he should be treated.
The change was already apparent in the Colonial period, before 1774,
when the colonies were still culturally, socially, and politically de-
pendent on the mother country. The rate of change accelerated after
the Revolution in the years from 1775 to 1830. The new Republic
then struggled to work out a distinctive pattern of relationships be-
tween the church and the state; and that effort further freed the Jews
from the imputations of inferiority. There followed a half-century of
efforts, between 1830 and 1880, to elaborate the social and intellectual
consequences of the changes in legal status. By the end of that period
the Jews had attained complete political and social equality in the
United States.

In the last decades of the nineteenth century there nevertheless
remained some ambiguities in the situation. These arose less from any
peculiarity in the position of the Jews than from uncertainties in the
condition of the whole society. Although church and state had by then
everywhere been completely separated in law, there remained per-
plexing points at which the conduct of religious worship touched
upon the operations of government. Generally the Jews in the United
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States fought the demands by other religious groups for positive recog-
nition by, and special privileges from, the state. Furthermore, in the
years after 1880 the Jews, as a special group, were on the defensive.
The great wave of immigration from Eastern Europe magnified the
social difficulties of all Americans identified with the newcomers. At
the same time the emergence of anti-Semitism as a social and political
force threatened the gains of the preceding two centuries.

In the last seventy years, American Jews have struggled with both
problems. They have resisted any breach in the wall separating church
and state, aware that only thus could they keep from sinking to the
position of a tolerated minority. And they have insisted upon social
equality as well, calling upon the aid of the government when neces-
sary.

Not all the problems raised in those decades of rapid change were
resolved. But the most critical ones were. An understanding of the
nature of those developments will supply the perspective within which
to view the questions that still trouble many Americans.

T H E MEDIEVAL BACKGROUND

The first Americans brought to the New World ideas about the
Jews that were inherited from the Middle Ages. Diluted in the cross-
ing of the Atlantic and slowly altered by the passage of time, these
concepts nevertheless had their roots in the patterns of medieval
society.

Although in retrospect the Middle Ages give the appearance of
homogeneity and uniformity, three distinct strands entered into the
formation of Christian attitudes toward the Jews. The popular notion,
widespread among the peasantry, the nobility, and the burghers and
artisans of the towns, had been formed by actual contacts with the
Jews. To most Europeans of the period the Jew seemed to occupy an
anomalous position. In a society in which everyone else had an estab-
lished status, the Jew alone lacked a clearly defined place. Everyone
else was the member of an order, a village, a guild, a community of
some sort. The Jew was an outsider.

As an outsider, the Jew lacked access to the usual means of earn-
ing a livelihood. He could not till the soil, and in many places and
for long periods he could follow no recognized craft. Instead, he was
compelled to live by his wits. He engaged in kinds of trade that other
men would not undertake, took usury which was forbidden to Chris-
tians, and practiced arts like medicine which were under no corporate
control. For long periods, the Jews lived at the edge of destitution,
deep in poverty. Yet, paradoxically, some among them attained great
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wealth and considerable power. After the thirteenth century, as capi-
talism developed, they proved more capable of taking advantage of
new opportunities than people of fixed place and established habits;
but the appearance of a few international bankers and capitalists only
increased the anomaly of the Jews' situation, despised and excluded
yet somehow above the run of other people.

To the settled folk of medieval society, there was something strange
and mysterious about the Jews. Hidden within the walls of their sep-
arate ghettos, these people, with no recognizable means of support,
seemed to possess some fearful demoniac powers that enabled them
to persist and survive. In a culture in which learning was closed off
to the masses, the Jews who could read the holy language were
thought to have at their command the magic of the ancient wisdom
concealed in the strange books. No man of the times was so foolish as
to question the real existence of spirits; few could fail to believe that
the Jews, who obviously thrived despite their social inferiority, must
be creatures of the devil.

This popular attitude that regarded the Jews as mysterious aliens
somehow related to the devilish forces of the universe occasionally
burst forth in angry outbreaks or led to periods of violent persecution.
More usually it was restrained by other views of the Jews that were
also widely held. Medieval people permitted the Jews to exist in their
society because those outsiders played a special role in Christianity
and had established a peculiar relationship to the wielders of political
power.

The Jews were, after all, linked in with the whole drama of Chris-
tianity. To the Church they were also a mystery, but a mystery divine
in nature. The Jews were living evidence of the truth of Christianity.
Providentially preserved, these wanderers over the face of the earth
were witnesses of the truth of the Scriptures and of the validity of the
promises of salvation.

Not, however, in the past alone, but in the future also had Provi-
dence assigned the Jews a part. The ultimate development of history
pointed to a Second Coming and the millennial salvation of humanity;
and these people would then once more be summoned to the center of
the stage. Their conversion would herald the return of the Redeemer
and would lead on to the climactic events of salvation. Therefore, it
was necessary to preserve the Jews and, while keeping them separate,
still to permit them to retain their identity in anticipation of the
future. The most thoughful theologians and religious leaders of the
medieval period consistently fought the popular hostility to the Jews,
and the Popes recognized their protected character.

Another safeguard, occasionally helpful against the persecutors, was
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forged out of the relationship of Jews to the state. The Jews had no
place in the feudal patterns of power, which were wrapped up in land
holding, in the ability to make war, and in recognition of the validity
of certain bonds of personal fealty. On none of these counts could the
Jews be nobles or share otherwise in the disposition of political power.
They could not even participate in the more restricted government
of the towns, since only Christians were members of the corporations
and guilds that controlled the boroughs.

Nevertheless, the Jews were an asset to those who dominated the
polity. The Jews held in their hands a substantial part of the uncom-
mitted wealth of this society. At critical times, they could supply
those who fought with the sinews of war; and the nobility frequently
offered them protection in return for their services as managers and
financiers. In Eastern Europe that situation persisted through the
centuries. But, in the West, as time went on, the connections were
more likely to be with the monarch than with the barons. The central-
ization of power tended to turn the Jews into king's men. That rela-
tionship usually gave the Jews protection and occasionally privileges.
It also exposed them to total ruin if they lost the king's favor. Since
they lived by the tolerant whims of the royal personage, their security
was altogether dependent upon his humors. A good part of their his-
tory through these years was the story of fluctuations in royal favor.

The Jews uneasily accommodated themselves to the view the world
held of them. They accepted their own separateness and within the
ghetto governed themselves. Under these conditions they did not dis-
tinguish between religious and secular affairs. Since they were cut off
from the state, they developed communal institutions with recognized
coercive powers to deal not only with the conduct of worship and the
observance of ritual, but also with marriage and divorce, with in-
heritance and commercial transactions. That was a sign of the com-
plete acceptance of the division between themselves and the society
in which they lived.

By the seventeenth century, when the first migrations to the New
World occurred, many changes had transpired across the face of Eu-
rope. The manorial agricultural economy had begun to decline, giv-
ing way to a thriving order of trade located in flourishing cities. In
many places collapse of the guilds had left room for a freer system of
enterprise. Education and literacy had spread; and the vulgar lan-
guages had come into their own. Everywhere the national state was in
process of formation.

Still, the heritage of the old attitudes persisted throughout Europe.
The existence of Jews was tolerated, but there was no tolerance for
their faith; nor was there any greater inclination than earlier to ac-
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cept them as equal members of the society in which they lived. In
practice, they were still set off in separate communities, still not per-
mitted to engage without restrictions in the economy, still not social
equals of the Christians, and still entirely devoid of political priv-
ileges. Although the national state, in time, put in place of the feudal
relationships a more general conception of citizenship, the Jews were
still exceptional.

And beyond the continuing separateness and inferiority of status
there still lurked vestiges of the old attitudes—of the popular notion
that the Jews were mysterious, demoniac spirits, of the religious con-
ception of the Jews as a mystery, and of the political conception of
the Jew as an outsider, related by sufferance to the possessors of po-
litical power, but not capable of sharing it.

These were the attitudes and habits that the first immigrants to
America brought across the ocean. Neither the ideas nor the practices
would find fertile soil in the New World, and, almost from the start,
would begin to change.

THE COLONIAL ERA, 1654-1774
The country to which the Jews and other seventeenth-century new-

comers came was a colonial wilderness. It was unsettled; and for more
than a century, until 1774, it was dependent politically and econom-
ically upon Great Britain. Those circumstances, together with the
character of the new arrivals themselves, conditioned the nature of
the rights accorded the Jews.

Although the first American laws were based on European models,
circumstances quickly altered them. Every jurisdiction in North Amer-
ica was subject to the sovereignty of some European monarch. In the
area that would ultimately come to be the United States, Spain and
France, England and the Netherlands each held sway and each trans-
mitted to the New World its own usages with regard to religion and
to religious dissidents, including the Jews.

Yet the laws were not always applicable. Seventeenth-century Amer-
ica was a wilderness. Only a few nomadic tribes occupied the land,
and the European population grew slowly. In 1670, after sixty years of
effort, only 80,000 souls were scattered along the coastline. One hun-
dred years later their number had grown by immigration and natural
increase to over two million. But these sparse settlements were still
small. Everywhere, therefore, new additions to the population were
in high demand and were welcomed whatever their source. That atti-
tude encouraged settlement not by a single group but by a diverse
agglomeration of wanderers from every part of Europe and from
many parts of Africa.
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Furthermore, on the new continent the Jews were only a handful;
by 1774 they numbered little more than two thousand, spread through
the commercial cities of the seacoast and occasionally in the interior.

Out of these conditions developed a society radically different from
that of the Old World. The first newcomers were Europeans and
brought with them ancient attitudes, habits, and regulations about
the Jews. But these subtly and steadily gave way to the pressure of the
new conditions. In place of a society of status and established ranks,
there appeared a highly unstable and fluctuating pattern of social
relationships. The communal uniformity and the restrictive authority
of the Old World gave way to communal diversity and to a sense of
freedom that would culminate in the Revolution at the end of the
period.

These changes were the basis for the development of the political
and social rights that ultimately made American Jews equal to other
citizens. The process went forward not through modifications of
theory or law, which long remained European, but rather through
the practical pressure of the conditions of life which were American.

The most fundamental right of all was that of residence in the
colonies. The privilege of being a denizen, a legally settled inhabitant
of a place, was not one that extended automatically to Jews or indeed
to any aliens in Europe or in the European colonies. The express
consent of the sovereign or overlord was a necessary prerequisite. In
Europe, some monarchs had extended and others had withheld that
privilege. But in any case, Jews were rarely accorded the permission
to migrate to or to trade with the colonies. France, for instance, al-
lowed only Catholics to come to its American colonies.

The question was complicated by the fact that some of the prov-
inces were held not by the Crown directly but by intermediaries,
either by proprietors like the Penns of Pennsylvania and the Calverts
of Maryland or by trading companies like the Dutch West India Com-
pany or the Virginia Company of London. These corporations and
proprietors had considerable latitude in making whatever additional
regulations they pleased with regard to settlement.

The test of the right of the Jews to take up residence in the New
World came in the possessions of the Dutch West India Company.
The first handful of Jews reached Manhattan Island in September
1654, and immediately presented the commander of that post with
the problem of whether to admit them or not. Governor Peter Stuy-
vesant acted in accordance with accepted European practice. He
clapped some of the newcomers into jail for debt and ordered all of
them to prepare for deportation.

The developments that followed revealed the interplay of motives
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that reshaped the attitude toward Jews in America. Stuyvesant re-
ported to the Company that the newcomers were "very repugnant to
the inferior magistrate, and also to the people"; he had therefore re-
quired them to depart. He asked that the Company approve this action
so that "the deceitful race—such hateful enemies and blasphemers of
the name of Christ—be not allowed further to infect and trouble this
new colony."

In reply, the Amsterdam chamber of the West India Company ac-
knowledged that there was a basis to Stuyvesant's fears, but also ob-
served that his action was "unreasonable and unfair," since some Jews
were investors in the Company. The Governor was, therefore, or-
dered to see to it that "these people may travel and trade to and in
New Netherland and live and remain there, provided the poor among
them shall not become a burden to the Company or to the com-
munity, but be supported by their own nation."

This order was, in some measure, a precedent. Yet further exten-
sions of the privilege of residence came not by the explicit action of
the governments or proprietors but by the gradual acquisition, de
facto, of the right. In the next century, the records do not mention the
direct grant of the privilege. Yet in those years the number of Jews
grew steadily if slowly. Individuals settled and communities sprang
up; and the right to exist where they were was not even challenged.
The desirability of a growing population in the wilderness was too
evident to permit anyone to quibble over differences of antecedents
or of faith.

But it was another matter when it came to civic rights. The con-
ception of citizenship was still unformed and was particularly diffi-
cult to apply in the colonies and to a group as alien to its privileges
as the Jews. Nevertheless, without formal legislation they earned
those rights gradually in the course of their first century of residence
in the New World.

In Europe, in the past, the Jews' right to residence had generally
been qualified by restrictions upon the group. These had included
limitations upon the place of residence, restrictions as to behavior,
forms of worship, and clothing, and a variety of other disabilities.
In America, there was no conscious effort at the start to depart from
these patterns.

In many parts of the new continent, the influence of the religious
element in colonization was strong. Religion was one of the accepted
objects of civil government, and the colonies, with few exceptions,
each supported an established church, financially, and by a code of
laws that confirmed its precepts. The ties between church and state
were most intimate in New England. The Puritans had come to
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America to establish a Bible commonwealth; and they wished no dis-
turbing, dissenting strangers to live among them. The entrenched
zealots in control of these colonies harried out Quakers, Baptists, and
any other folk who failed to conform.

The notion of a Bible commonwealth did not exist south of New
England. Nevertheless, even in seventeenth-century Virginia, Mary-
land, and New York, the motives for settlement had religious ele-
ments; and the concept of establishment was widely accepted. Church
and state were not separated but joined; and government was obli-
gated to supply secular sanctions to religious precepts.

These attitudes relegated Jews to the position of an underprivileged
minority, and subjected them to legal requirements often contrary to
their faith.

Through the Colonial period, therefore, the Jews lived under a
wide range of disabilities. Such discriminatory measures were not
directed at them as a group; rather these were concomitants of their
position outside the established church, a position the Jews shared
with other dissenters. Only the established church could conduct
public worship. It alone found support from the taxes levied on all.
Whether they wished it or not, Jews, like all others, were compelled
to obey the laws for Sunday observance. Public fast and feast days
were couched in religious terms, and similar regulations touched on
every other sphere of life.

Significantly, the Jews themselves did not protest. This was the
prevailing pattern of religious organization they had known through-
out the world; they expected no different treatment in America.

The complaints came in more general terms and emanated partic-
ularly from sects that objected to establishment in principle. Already
in 1645, in New England, there were serious proposals "to allow and
maintaine full and free toleracon of religion to all men that would
preserve the civill peace," extending the privilege even to Turk, Jew,
or Papist. The governor of Plymouth would not allow these radical
suggestions to come to a vote, "as being that indeed would eate out
the power of godliness." But the mere advancing of such ideas indi-
cated the approaching decay of the old assumptions. The growth in
numbers of the Baptists and Quakers created a body of colonists in
principle opposed to establishment and dedicated to the dissolution
of the old ties between church and state.

As the seventeenth century advanced, the impulses toward change
became stronger. In the eighteenth century those impulses carried all
before them. A combination of new influences profoundly altered the
place of Jews in American society by 1774. By that date, the churches
everywhere were still established. But the consequences of that estab-
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lishment were altogether different. The influences responsible for the
change sprang in part from developments in the colonies, in part from
more general cultural trends, and in part from a transformation in the
position of the Jews themselves.

In New England, Puritan zeal declined after 1670. The founders
died off, and their American-born sons were not moved by the same
fiery convictions. The rigid Calvinism of the first settlers now yielded
to more relaxed religious attitudes. The doctrine that only the Saints,
providentially elected to salvation, had rights in a godly society dis-
appeared. In New England and elsewhere that notion vanished in the
face of widespread latitudinarianism, the belief that any man, what-
ever his faith, could win salvation by leading an ethically good life.
The shift in emphasis left room for recognition of a multiplicity of
faiths, all compatible with the welfare of the state and all entitled
to recognition by it. Since men of every creed were capable of salva-
tion, they were all equally capable of taking part in the activities of
society.

Practical considerations increased the difficulty of maintaining the
old relationship between religion and the state. In some parts of the
continent, the government was in the hands of adherents to sects
which suffered from the connection. Thus in Maryland Lord Calvert,
a Catholic, feared that establishment of the Anglican Church might
prevent his own co-religionists from settling in his colony. The Act
for religious toleration he promulgated in 1649, limited as that was,
attempted to mitigate the harshness of establishment, at least for
Christians. So too the Quakers and Baptists, strong in Pennsylvania
and Rhode Island, had themselves too often been victims of persecu-
tion and discrimination to wish to see the principle of establishment
planted in the New World.

Rhode Island, under the influence of Roger Williams, early decreed
that "all men of whatever nation . . . shall have the same privileges
as Englishmen, any law to the contrary notwithstanding." Although
the measure was ambiguous, it furnished the basis for the thriving
Jewish community of Newport. William Penn's First Fundamentals
of 1682 and the Frame of Government a year later also provided for
freedom of worship. Colonies like Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Rhode
Island created little islands of toleration in America, and their pros-
perity seemed impressive evidence of the propriety of their course.

By the eighteenth century, the proponents of tolerance were no
longer exceptional. Religious diversity was becoming characteristic
of Colonial life. The Church of England was still the largest single
denomination, although the Congregational churches of New Eng-
land had by now decisively separated themselves from it. But, in ad-
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dition, there were already also substantial numbers of members of
the Dutch Reformed Church, of Catholics, Jews, Baptists, and Quak-
ers; and as the years went by there arrived also Scotch-Irish and
French Presbyterians, German sectarians of various sorts, and Luther-
ans. Within this mosaic of faiths the pretense of uniformity was diffi-
cult to maintain. Since social and economic power was, to some de-
gree, accessible to all, invidious religious distinctions were still more
difficult to justify.

By the middle of the eighteenth century, the trend had also begun
to receive the support of the Enlightenment, the great revolution in
western thought that exalted the conceptions of human rights and
human reason. John Locke's letters on toleration and a long line of
English and French writings on the separation of church and state
were widely read in the American colonies and their injunctions
quickly applied.

The general diffusion of the idea of tolerance was advantageous
to the Jews at it was to other Americans. It went hand in hand with
the practical acquisition of civic privileges. The ancient restrictive
laws were not often repealed. But the new attitudes made the discrim-
inatory provisions increasingly anachronistic and imperceptibly but
steadily endowed Jews with the civic and religious rights of other
colonists.

The process began early. In 1655 the New Amsterdam Council
had decided that the Jews were a separate "nation" and not to be
"counted among the citizens, as regards train bands," after the practice
of Amsterdam and other cities at home. In response to a protest, the
council would go no further than allow those who were aggrieved to
depart. At the same time it affirmed restrictions upon the freedom of
Jews to engage in trade and upon their right to own real estate.

These restrictions were not accepted but fought. A vigorous protest
to the parent company elicited the order that the Jews be permitted
"quietly and peacefully" to carry on their business, although they
were still excluded from the mechanic occupations and retail trade.
They won also the concession that they "enjoy the burgher right" in
other respects. These privileges were renewed after the English con-
quest of the colony. The distinction between wholesale and retail
trade then still persisted, but dropped away as the seventeenth century
closed. There were, after all, no entrenched guilds to insist upon such
anachronistic restrictions, and before long Jews found it possible to
engage in every calling. The development in other colonies was less
notable, because it was less eventful. As groups of Jews appeared in
Rhode Island, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, and elsewhere, they as-
sumed full civic rights as a matter of course.
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In the decades that followed the turn of the century the Jews also
acquired some political rights, were chosen to local office, and able to
vote in some elections. Recognition of their legitimate place in this
society came decisively in an Act of Parliament of 1740, which pro-
vided that foreigners who had resided seven years in the colonies could
be naturalized and thus acquire all the privileges of native-born sub-
jects. At home, that process had called for subscription to an oath
no Jew could conscientiously take. But in the case of the colonies the
law specifically exempted those "who profess the Jewish Religion"
from the test. The requirement of other oaths still excluded them from
the highest Colonial and imperial offices; and an occasional colony
now and then put temporary difficulties in the way of naturalization.
But the Jews advanced further in America than anywhere else in the
western world.

Under these circumstances, the conception of establishment became
irrelevant. There was no direct assault upon the principle, particularly
in view of the continued dependence upon Great Britain. But the
practical disabilities all but vanished.

Religious laws remained on the statute books. But they were simply
not enforced and were often all but forgotten. Long before, in 1658,
the case of Dr. Jacob Lumbrozo in Maryland had foreshadowed the
pattern of future developments. The doctor's difficulties sprang from
the "act concerning religion" of 1649 which deemed those who de-
nied "the doctrine of the Trinity" guilty of blasphemy and punishable
by death. Lumbrozo, accused of this crime, admitted his guilt. Yet,
the courts were apparently unwilling to convict him, and he never was
punished. The law there and elsewhere continued in effect. But no
Jews suffered as a result of it.

Almost unobtrusively, without any decisive test or crisis, the Jews
also secured recognition of the fact that their faith stood on an equal
footing with every other. Back in the seventeenth century, when they
were admitted to New Amsterdam, they were permitted to "exercise in
all quietness their religion within their houses." To that end they
were enjoined to build their homes close together on one side of
town. A synagogue they could not have. As late as 1685 they were told
by the English Governor of New York that "publique Worship" was
a privilege only of those "that professe faith in Christ." From that
position there was no official withdrawal. Yet before the decade had
ended there was a synagogue in New York and shortly synagogues
appeared also in each of the towns in which Jews were settled and
grew steadily in size and prominence.

That trend was characteristic. In 1774 the Jews were still a tiny
minority in a society in which the church was formally established and
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where the law recognized a variety of religious distinctions. But in
practice, they had already begun to escape the most onerous burdens
of discrimination. And, shortly, the Revolution and independence
from European domination would bring the law into accord with
practice.

THE CONSEQUENCES OF INDEPENDENCE

Several distinct strands entered into the achievement of American
independence. The Revolution involved, in the first instance, a total
separation from England. But the break entailed also the destruction
of an ancient system of authority; and that called for justification. The
Americans who were pulling down an empire were anxious also to
establish a nation. They felt the compulsion to set forth the reason-
able, orderly, legal grounds for their actions. They based their think-
ing on the conceptions of natural rights and law derived from the En-
lightenment and from the heritage of their own experience. And the
intellectual revolution that ensued had profound implications for the
general relationships between church and state and also for the posi-
tion of the Jews in the United States.

The logic of the Revolution had elevated reason above tradition
and the natural rights of the individual above constituted authority.
It was no longer possible to regard the established church as other
than an outmoded vestige of the past. The theory in the Declaration
of Independence explained what Americans had already learned in
practice, that religious faith involved an exercise of individual choice
in which the state ought not to interfere.

Furthermore, in most parts of the continent the established church
was a vestige of the imperial connection—the Church of England—and
vulnerable on that account alone. Earlier, while they were still colon-
ists, Americans had resisted the establishment of an episcopate that
would tie them further to Britain. Now citizens of an independent
nation, such a link was still more abhorrent. The fact that the Angli-
can clergy had generally been loyal to the Crown and had resisted
the Revolution was additional evidence of the necessity of dissolving
the established church, indeed of divorcing entirely the church from
the state.

The decisive steps came in Virginia. As the states, each in turn,
came to frame a constitution, they were most likely to seek a model in
that of the Old Dominion where so many of the great leaders of the
Revolution were at home. What happened in Virginia therefore was
important far beyond its own borders, indeed far beyond the borders
of the United States.



ACQUISITION OF POLITICAL AND SOCIAL RIGHTS 55

The first test came quickly in 1776 as the Virginia state constitu-
tional convention considered a Bill of Rights. At the urging of James
Madison, a clause providing for the fullest toleration in the exercise
of religion was rejected. In its stead, the Bill of Rights proclaimed,
"All men are equally entitled to the free exercise of religion according
to the dictates of conscience." The emphasis was not upon toleration
merely, but upon the equality of all sects.

The position of the Virginia churches remained ambiguous for
some years, however. No state grants were made to the Anglican
Church; such grants no doubt were contrary to the intent of the Bill
of Rights. But it was an open question as to whether the Bill also
precluded equal grants by the state to all the recognized sects. That
might leave the way open for the establishment of Christianity, rather
than any form of it, as the established religion. Thus, in 1784 a bill
proposed to tax every citizen for the support "of some Christian
church."

Once more Madison was moved to action. "Who does not see," he
asked, "that the same authority which can establish Christianity to
the exclusion of all other religions may establish, with the same ease,
any particular sect of Christians in exclusion of all other sects?" His
opposition helped defeat the proposal and, with Jefferson, he secured
the enactment of the statute establishing religious liberty. That law
was deliberately phrased broadly enough to comprehend the Jew. Be-
lieving that "the reason of man may be trusted with the formation of
his own opinions," the Virginians had completely severed the ties
between church and state.

From Virginia the principle was rapidly extended to other states
and to the Federal government. The Pennsylvania constitution of
1776 and the New York constitution of 1777 called for religious equal-
ity. The Northwest Ordinance adopted by the Continental Congress
in 1787 set forth the same principle. Article VI of the new constitution
of the United States forbade any religious test for national office; and
the first amendment, Article I of the Bill of Rights, prevented Con-
gress from making any law "respecting an establishment of religion,
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof." The purpose of these con-
stitutional barriers was, as Jefferson put it, to build "a wall of separa-
tion between Church and State."

By and large, progress in these terms, by 1790, justified the tone of
self-congratulation in which George Washington and the various
Jewish congregations of the country greeted one another. All Amer-
icans, the first President pointed out, in August 1790, "possess alike
liberty of conscience and immunities of citizenship. It is now no more
that toleration is spoken of, as if it was by the indulgence of one class
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of people, that another enjoyed the exercise of their inherent natural
rights. For happily the government of the United States, which gives
to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance, requires only that
they who live under its protection should demean themselves as good
citizens, in giving it on all occasions their effectual support."

The President's assertion was slightly exaggerated. In a few respects,
Jews still suffered from disabilities that were the products of surviving
traces of establishment in some of the states. Those disabilities were
slower to disappear.

The development of the principle of separation had been slowest
in New England. Their distinctive role gave the established churches
a longer life there than in the rest of the nation. The Congregational-
ists had not been tainted with an English connection. Indeed, many
ministers had been in the forefront of the Revolution and had thus
acquired patriotic status. Moving toward liberal, often Unitarian or
Universalist, affiliations, they were also in accord with the spirit of the
times. The dissolution of the ties between church and state was there-
fore more gradual in New England, particularly since here the num-
ber of Jews and other dissenters was relatively small.

Moreover, although full separation of church and state was not
yet achieved, the discriminatory consequences had already been sub-
stantially eliminated or mitigated. The members of churches other
than the orthodox were allowed to direct their taxes to be appro-
priated to the use of the ministers or the religious institutions of their
own denominations. This tolerance extended to the Jews, as to others.
Thus in 1808 Moses Michael Hays appeared before the magistrates
of the City of Boston and declared that he was a member of a syna-
gogue of the Jews, and ought not to be taxed to support the Congre-
gational Church.

With time and with the appearance of schismatic divisions among
the Congregationalists, establishment became ever less meaningful.
One state after another took the inescapable road to disestablishment.
By the 1830's the process was complete; Massachusetts, the last state
to act, divorced church from state in 1833. A rear-guard action by
conservatives like Joseph Story who wished to substitute a general
establishment of Christianity for the particular establishment of any
sect failed as it had failed almost fifty years earlier in Virginia. The
trend was irresistible. In the process, the religious equality of the Jew
was made legally complete. Their congregations were eligible for in-
corporation and treated in law like the associations of every other sect.

The religious disabilities under which the Jews suffered after 1833
were not explicitly directed against them, but were rather the indirect
result of vestiges of older practice left in law. Although the general
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attitude toward Jews was friendly, public opinion often was slow in
rectifying these discriminatory features.

In some of the states, for instance, the formula for oaths included
references to belief in the Trinity or the New Testament, to which
Jews could not conscientiously subscribe. Several such oaths—as for
jurors or witnesses—were altered with little difficulty. But now and
again, a more serious problem arose with regard to the oaths required
of the holders of elective office.

By the end of the Revolution, Jews had been chosen not only to
local posts in some cities, but had also been selected for more respon-
sible positions in many parts of the country. There was no inclination
to bar these people from public office and generally the question of the
offensive oaths had only to be raised to be resolved. Thus the Jews of
Philadelphia, in 1783-84, protested as a "stigma upon their nation
and religion" the requirement that members of the General Assembly
take an oath affirming belief in the New Testament. The revised con-
stitution of Pennsylvania, a few years later, explicitly barred the dis-
qualification on account of religious sentiments of any person "who
acknowledges the being of a God and a future state of rewards and
punishments."

In states like Maryland and North Carolina, however, where the
number of Jews was small, the issue was not systematically raised by
any organized community. The oaths remained in use unnoticed, un-
questioned until the election of some Jewish official or the conscien-
tious scrutiny of some Christian legislator unexpectedly brought the
matter into the open. Then emotional obstacles sometimes tempo-
rarily stood in the way of the logical solution. But such obstacles
rarely were strong enough to perpetuate injustice, nor did they long
delay the trend toward equality.

Thus, in 1809, Jacob Henry, reelected to the North Carolina House
of Commons, found the right to his seat challenged because he was a
Jew who would not take an oath affirming the divine character of the
New Testament. After a spirited defense, Henry was nevertheless per-
mitted to keep his seat; a legal subterfuge made it possible for him to
do so without a change in the requirement. Traces of the old provi-
sions lingered in North Carolina until they were completely elim-
inated by the state constitution of 1868.

A similar test in Maryland extended over a long period and evoked
a penetrating discussion that clarified the most significant issues in-
volved.

The Maryland constitution of 1776 had made "a declaration of a
belief in the Christian religion" requisite to holding office. A petition
by the Tews in 1797 for relief from this provision had been found rea-



58 AMERICAN JEWISH YEAR BOOK

sonable by the House of Delegates, but had led to no concrete measure
of relief.

The question was raised again in 1818 by Thomas Kennedy, a
Scotch Presbyterian immigrant and member of the legislature, who
took up the cudgels on behalf of the Jews out of a sense of the in-
justice of the legal position to which they had been relegated. Year
after year he introduced his bill to give them equality of status and
thus to extirpate the remnants of the prejudice of centuries, until he
was finally successful in 1826. His own interests were purely altruistic,
representing as he did a constituency entirely without Jews. He was
moved, as other Americans were, by a consciousness that religious
equality and the separation of church and state were among the
proudest achievements of the Republic. "America," he said, "has wisely
relinquished it to the insidious policy of regal governments, to make
an instrument of religion," by having "forever sundered the spiritual
from the temporal concerns of men."

As the second third of the century opened, the last traces of estab-
lishment had all but disappeared in the United States. The way was
then open for a further struggle to explore some of the social conse-
quences of the new relationship between government and religion.
In many spheres of American life that exploration would call forth
an effort to give new and greater depth to the conception of equality.

T H E MID-CENTURY CRISIS, 1830-1880

The spreading influence of the American Enlightenment had al-
ready evoked its counter-reaction in the first decades of the nineteenth
century. After 1800, a persistent uneasiness reflected the fears of some
Americans that their country had slipped downward along the path
of deism to infidelity and atheism, and that that descent would under-
mine the foundations of morality. The disastrous course of the French
Revolution was a warning of what the future might bring to America
were the trend to remain unchecked. Furthermore, the spread of
settlement and the difficulties of frontier life led many to long for a
faith more consoling and more satisfying than cold reason could
afford. That longing conformed also to the general romanticism and
emotionalism of the period.

A series of religious revivals spread across the country, mounting
steadily in force. The more extravagant manifestations were the riot-
ous camp meetings of the West. But in countless cities and towns also
there was a quieter return to the churches, as deism and rationalism
lost their attractiveness.
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The reawakening of religious interests, however, did not involve
a return to the doctrines of the past. Rather, it led to a restatement
of the assumptions of the Enlightenment in theological terms, and
particularly in terms of the Protestant tradition. The faith to which
men now moved stressed ethical behavior above acceptance of a for-
mal creed. It put great premium upon the conduct of an outwardly
Christian life. But it joined to those attitudes the insistence upon a
formal act of conversion and the affirmation that the Bible was a
literal guide to everyday conduct.

This faith was aggressive and dynamic. It drove Americans to under-
take new world-wide missionary activities that reached to Asia and
to the Pacific islands as well as deep into the interior of America.
At the same time, the religious revivals supplied a startling dynamism
to the developing reform movements. Since righteous outward conduct
was a critical evidence of conversion, and, in a sense, essential to
salvation, it was the duty of the Christian to remove the evils in
society, and by furthering the reform of the individual, to further his
salvation as well. Evil was not inherent in man but was rather a
product of his environment and could be eradicated by social action.
To that task devoted men and women gave themselves with truly
religious zeal. That sense of dedication filled the ranks of those arm-
ies which, in the years to come, labored for the cause of abolition,
temperance, education, and the multitude of other humanitarian re-
form movements that enlivened the decades before the Civil War.

The goal of the reformers was of such transcendent importance that
they were not content to rely upon exhortation and education alone.
They thought themselves justified in calling also upon the coercive
power of government for sanctions. The fact that religious ends were
sometimes involved was not an obstacle, for these sanctions were
sought from the states; and the Supreme Court had absolved the states
from the limitations of the First Amendment.

Whether the framers of the Bill of Rights intended it to limit the
powers of the states is not altogether clear. But John Marshall's court,
which was so eager to widen the scope of national powers in other
respects, in this matter took the narrowest view. In 1833, the case of
Barron v. Baltimore held that the restrictions of the Federal Bill of
Rights did not apply to the states; and dealing specifically with the
problem of the churches, Permoli v. Municipality in 1845 laid down
the rule that the national constitution did not protect the citizens of
the states in their religious liberties. In theory, after this decision there
was no reason why any state should not have created an established
church or have abolished religious freedom.

In practice, of course, every development had been in the opposite
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direction. Every state by then had attained complete disestablishment
and most states offered some guarantees of religious liberties. But the
provisions with this regard in many state constitutions were loose and
inconsistent, and left room for a variety of actions that might imple-
ment religious ends.

The reformers took all society as their field of action. Abolition
would attract the widest public attention in the years before the Civil
War. But this was only the brightest in a galaxy that contained a
multitude of other causes as well. Two among the numerous schemes
for reconstructing society particularly affected the relations of church
and state and, therefore, the Jews.

Preoccupation with reform thus revived the old concern with ob-
servance of the Sabbath. The Colonial blue laws had, almost every-
where, become anachronistic in the eighteenth century. Although
some states allowed those statutes to remain on their books, provisions
for enforcement were usually lax or nonexistent.

The religious revival and the reform impulse both seemed to create
an urgent need for putting life into these dead measures. Religious
and humanitarian arguments pointed in the same direction. Conduct
of a Christian life required the total dedication of one day to God;
and reasons of health and moral well-being called for a twenty-four-
hour period of rest each week.

The same forces also freshened the interest in public education.
The schools had languished in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies, impoverished and unsustained by public support or interest.
Now, however, learning seemed increasingly to have value as a means
toward both salvation and good citizenship. Vigorous organizations
that grew steadily in strength devoted themselves to sustaining and
improving the educational system. In some cities, like New York and
Boston, private school societies had assumed the direction of some
branches of education, aided by public funds. Elsewhere there were
efforts to work out other arrangements on similar lines.

Significantly the reformers turned frequently to the government for
assistance. The proponents of Sunday observance and of public edu-
cation depended not merely on exhortation or advice; they hoped
also to use the power of the law and of public funds. But the resort to
the sanctions of the state involved them occasionally in conflicts with
groups that did not share the same social objectives or religious as-
sumptions. From time to time, those conflicts deeply concerned the
Jews.

The Jews had by now substantially increased in number. From
perhaps 20,000 in 1830 they had grown to some 300,000 in 1880,
largely as a result of immigration from Germany and Central Europe.
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They were therefore no longer a negligible political or social factor.
Newcomers with a background that was predominantly German, and
prosperous as a result of their successful resettlement, the Jews had
little sympathy with the reform movements. The enthusiastic radicals
seemed dangerous, and the Protestantism that nurtured their zeal was
altogether alien to the Jews. These general factors added bitterness
to the disagreement over specific questions.

Furthermore, the Jews were not in a position to choose the most
effective strategy of defense. The vast majority, as well as the lay and
secular leadership, was foreign-born; and they came only slowly to
understand the nature of the American separation of church and
state. Most frequently, they thought in terms of European precedent
and sought in the New World as in the Old to work toward some
recognition of their religious difference that would exempt them from
the unpalatable regulations, rather than to press for total repeal of
the discriminatory regulations.

The Jews objected to the Sunday laws because those laws compelled
them to acquiesce in public observance of a religious occasion that
had no significance for them. Furthermore, the same laws diminished
their ability to observe their own Sabbath on Saturday since they were
thereby deprived of income on a second day of the week.

In the nineteenth century, the Jews phrased their opposition in
terms of the second rather than of the first objection. They were less
likely, that is, to protest against the Sabbath observance laws as such
than to claim exemption for themselves as observers of a different
Sabbath.

There was a certain tactical advantage to the choice of this ground
of protest. Most Christians recognized the special character of the
Jewish Sabbath, and exemptions on its behalf had often been made
in the United States—even exemptions from military duty. It was pos-
sible to argue, as a whole line of judicial decisions did, that the intent
of the law could be stretched so that the Sabbath, in the case of the
Jews, referred to Saturday not to Sunday. Thence it was held that a
man who rested on the one day could not be compelled to rest on the
other.

Although partially successful, this pattern of defense nevertheless
contained several dangers. Hostile courts could argue that these en-
actments were in the nature of police measures, promulgated for the
good of society and not for the support of religion. As such, they were
general in their purview, and since they did not in themselves compel
the Jew to desecrate his own Sabbath, they admitted of no exceptions.

Or alternatively, hostile authorities could assert flatly that the laws
were intended to advance religious interests. But they could add that
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"the day of rest" could only refer to Sunday, since America was "a
Christian community" and recognized only the Christian Sabbath.
Potentially, this reasoning was a threat to the whole Jewish position
in the United States.

In this period there was no clear-cut resolution of the question.
Since the matter was entirely within the jurisdiction of the states, the
outcome varied from place to place, depending on the whims of the
various legislatures and courts. Some states permitted a Jew to plead
his observance of Saturday; others did not. Still others drew a shadowy
line between manual labor, which was permitted to Jews, and selling,
which was not. Meanwhile, another body of decisions had liberated
from restriction a whole class of occupations considered necessary,
although without clear definition of necessity. The core of the issue—
the propriety of Sabbatarian legislation as such—was not raised, and
the question would linger irritatingly on into the twentieth century.

The Jews demonstrated a similar inability to choose the most ap-
propriate grounds of defense with regard to religious intrusions into
public education. The requests by private organizations for govern-
ment funds met occasionally favorable responses through the early
decades of the nineteenth century. Yet sectarian influences were often
strong in the school societies, since Protestant ministers were among
their most prominent and active members. Often that influence di-
rectly and indirectly affected the curriculum and the character of
instruction and thus subjected the children of Jews to religious train-
ing of which their parents did not approve. However, the reaction of
the Jews frequently was not to oppose all such grants of funds, but
to request similar ones for their own parochial schools. In New York,
for instance, where the issue was most sharply drawn, such appeals
were made between 1811 and 1840. Successful or not, these requests
prevented the Jews from resisting effectively the denominational im-
pact on the public schools.

Fortunately the Jews were not the only ones to confront the prob-
lems of either Sabbatarianism or sectarianism in education. Powerful
allies in other sectors of American society came to their support. The
Puritan Sabbath had been offensive to many Christians, like the
German-born, who objected to the stern, joyless conception of Sun-
day. And many other Americans were even more concerned than the
Jews over Protestant domination of the public schools.

In New York, the Catholics under Archbishop Hughes, also objected
to the markedly Protestant character of the School Society and, at
first, also sought a solution by which Catholic institutions would re-
ceive a share of public funds. But after 1842 it was apparent that the
only feasible arrangement was entirely to divorce public education
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from religious control and to expend all state funds through state
institutions.

This position was most cogently argued by the social groups, like
those involved in the various workingmen's parties, that had the
greatest stake in public education. The nature of the proper relation-
ship between the state and the schools was most clearly perceived by
secular reformers like Horace Mann. Mann argued that every sectarian
influence on education was deleterious both to the school and the
church. During his tenure as secretary of the Massachusetts Board of
Education, he fought a long and winning struggle to make the schools
entirely secular. The result, in Massachusetts and other states, was to
relieve the Jews and other groups from the disabilities they had suf-
fered when one denomination or another of Christians had controlled
public education.

Remnants of sectarianism, it was true, persisted all through the
nineteenth century, for the issue had not altogether clearly been
drawn. Thus the question of Bible reading now became troublesome.
The Bible, in its King James version, had long been used as a text
in classroom instruction, or had been read regularly in school exer-
cises. Massachusetts, in 1826, had actually fixed such a requirement
by state law. With the growth in number of dissenters—Jews who
found the New Testament offensive and Catholics who objected to
the Authorized Version—a long process of local agitation began. The
question, often brought to the courts, was whether the reading of such
passages constituted the use of public funds for sectarian purposes.
Cases in Maine, Massachusetts, and Ohio between 1854 and 1872
were inconclusive. On the other hand, as a result of local political
pressure, a gradual pattern of administrative compromise emerged
in the same years. In places where Jews and Catholics were most
numerous, there were agreements either to drop Bible reading en-
tirely or to select passages offensive to no one. Elsewhere the question
remained troublesome for many years.

If the Jews were slow to raise the question of the separation of
church and state with regard to the new issues produced by the reli-
gious revivals, they were still slower to protest against old practices
sanctioned by time, but of dubious constitutionality. Again their reac-
tion was to seek particular recognition of their distinctiveness rather
than to raise the general question. By long usage religious property
was free of taxation; Jews acquired the same privileges for themselves.
Similarly, there was no complaint against the practice of appointing
chaplains to government institutions. These religious functionaries,
in military and civil positions, had official status and were often sup-
ported by public funds. They were, almost as a matter of course,
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Protestants. Catholic priests found it difficult to secure access to the
inmates of charitable and penal establishments even on an unofficial
basis, although there was some improvement, in this respect, in the
1850's. The problem then did not greatly concern the Jews, however,
and was scarcely considered by them.

The Civil War brought the question of the chaplains to public
prominence. A substantial number of Jews were in the armed services,
and by then there were enough rabbis available to cater to them.
There were forceful representations against what amounted to dis-
crimination against the Jews in this regard.

Once the question was raised, there was an immediate and evident
desire to accommodate the needs of the Jews, within the necessities
of the military situation. The law was quickly amended to make room
for rabbis among the chaplains; and the rabbis thereafter served in
the armed forces on an equal basis with Protestant ministers and
Catholic priests. As the century advanced Jews also came to share the
burdens of chaplaincy in those civil public institutions where their
communicants were numerous enough.

Such prompt concessions were significant. Despite the heat engen-
dered by the debate of particular issues, these decades were quite free
of expressions of animus against the Jew. There were brief outbursts
of nativism—of resentment against foreigners—in the 1830's and 1840's.
And between 1854 and 1856 such xenophobia produced the short-
lived Know-Nothing Party. But these movements were not directed
against the Jews as such; their primary target was the Catholic Church.
Indeed, now and then a native Jew took an active part in them.

Throughout the period, the Jews profited by the continuing trend
toward secularism in public affairs. They themselves did not see the
dangers in the renewed efforts to use the government for religious
ends; and they consistently preferred to seek the equal aid of govern-
ment for themselves rather than to resist these efforts directly. That
circumstance would create continuing difficulties for the future. For
the time being, however, there were many Americans of all creeds
concerned enough with the traditional liberties of the Republic to
resist excessive encroachments in this field.

The labors of such Americans, shortly after the Civil War, intro-
duced a new factor of transcendent importance. Concerned with the
necessity of giving personal and social security to the freed Negroes,
an influential group of Congressmen sought some way of extending
the protection the Federal Bill of Rights offered to guard the citi-
zen against arbitrary action by the state. To do so it was necessary by
a constitutional amendment to overrule the judgment of Barron v.
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Baltimore (1833) which had held that that protection applied only
against the acts of the national government.

In an effort to attain that objective, the Fourteenth Amendment,
among its other provisions, forbade any state to "abridge the priv-
ileges and immunities" of citizens. The clear intent of the framers of
that clause was to make the limitations of the First Amendment and
of the other articles of the Bill of Rights as binding upon the states
as upon the national government. That would have been an important
bulwark to religious liberty and would have cut away at one stroke all
the perplexities that were yet to arise around the question. The actual
development of legal interpretation did not take that simple course,
however. In the Slaughterhouse Cases of 1873, the Supreme Court,
dealing with altogether different problems, rendered a decision that
nevertheless vitiated the intention of the Fourteenth Amendment and,
for the time being, left the states as uninhibited as they had been
before.

For the moment, however, this was not of paramount importance
in the relationship of Jews to their society. The actual development
of American life encouraged religious equality. A year earlier, in
Watson v. Jones, the Supreme Court had itself proclaimed

In this country the full and free right to entertain any religious be-
lief, to practice any religious principle, and to teach any religious
doctrine which does not violate the laws of morality and property,
and which does not infringe personal rights, is conceded to all. The
law knows no heresy and is committed to the support of no dogma,
the establishment of no sect.

And before the decade was over, the Court in Reynolds v. United
States had reconfirmed the complete separation of church and state
laid down in the First Amendment.

With justice, James Bryce, a perspicacious observer, summed up
his impressions a few years after the close of the period. Noting that
half the troubles that vexed Europe arose "from the rival claims of
Church and State," he concluded, "This whole vast chapter of debate
and strife has remained unopened in the United States. . . . All reli-
gious bodies are absolutely equal before the law, and unrecognized
by the law, except as voluntary associations of private citizens."

T H E POSITIVE APPROACH TO THE STATE, 1870-1930
The conception of equality was not static but dynamic. It proved

difficult to anticipate its implications, for concessions that seemed ade-
quate before they were granted often had consequences that opened
up whole new ranges of demands.
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In some matters, it had already become apparent that equality
called for more than a purely negative attitude on the part of the
government. The state could not simply abstain and refuse to recog-
nize differences among its citizens. To further their equality before the
law and to guarantee the rights of all, government was sometimes com-
pelled to take account of the real differences among the governed.

The problem first emerged in the relations of American citizens
with foreign nations. In its intercourse with other countries, the
United States had always insisted upon its completely secular and
unreligious character. As far back as 1796, a treaty had noted that
"the government of the United States of America is not, in any sense,
founded on the Christian religion." Consistent with that position it
had always held that the interests of its Jewish citizens abroad were
to be treated on the same basis as those of all others. That was a source
of genuine difficulty in the case of powers which discriminated against
Jews, whether resident or foreign.

A long controversy thus arose at the mid-nineteeth century out of
the action of certain Swiss cantons that forbade the entrance or resi-
dence of Jews, a controversy that long disturbed the relationships be-
tween the Confederation and the United States. In 1885, a sharp ex-
change of notes followed the failure of Austria-Hungary to accept
Anthony M. Keiley as minister because his wife was Jewish. Secretary
of State Bayard and President Grover Cleveland forcefully de-
fended the American tradition. The most serious dispute however
stretched out for two decades after 1890 and involved Russia. The
Czar's government refused to recognize the American citizenship of
Jews and discriminated seriously against them. It limited their ability
to travel through the Russian Empire, in violation of the terms of the
commercial treaty with the United States that assured equal treatment
to American citizens. After a long, fruitless exchange of notes, the
United States took the decisive step in 1911 of abrogating the treaty.

In such actions, the government recognized the unique problems
of the Jews and took exceptional action to assure them equality of
rights. Indeed, it was often willing to go even further. The govern-
ment understood that the interests of its citizens abroad were not
limited to property or to the right of personal travel but were broad
enough to cover the ties of sentiment that linked them to persecuted
co-religionists. It was on this account, as well as on general humani-
tarian bases, that the American government was led from time to
time to protest against anti-Semitic actions in Morocco, Rumania,
Russia, Turkey and elsewhere.

The nature of these positive measures on the part of the diplomatic
arm of the state was well-established by the end of the nineteenth
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century. But by then the government was also confronting analogous
problems in other spheres at home. Two great changes—in the struc-
ture of the Jewish community itself and in the character of American
society—brought to the fore the very serious question as to how far
the state had to go in recognizing the peculiarities of the Jews in order
to assure them equality.

In the last two decades of the nineteenth century, the great mass
migration of Jews from Eastern Europe to the United States took
form. The flow continued beyond the turn of the century and, after
the interruption of the First World War, until 1925. Set off by a
great economic and social transformation and stimulated by poverty
and persecution, by war and revolution, the movement added sub-
stantially to the total Jewish population of the United States, which
rose from less than three hundred thousand in 1880 to almost five
million fifty years later.

In that fateful half-century, the United States also changed. It grew,
at an astounding rate, in population, in wealth, in power. Massive
industrial cities came to dominate its life; and agriculture expanded
steadily, although at the cost of repeated dangerous crises in the life
of the farmers. These changes were often painful. They broke many
lines of continuity with the past, unsettled large numbers of people,
and left them the victims of personal and social tensions.

Both the change through immigration in the Jewish community and
the change in the nation through industrialization and expansion
significantly affected the political and social rights of the Jews. The
hundreds of thousands of newly arrived Jews viewed the problems of
religion from the perspective of the shtetl, the East European village.
They were therefore likely to be drawn into actions that came occa-
sionally in conflict with the state. On the other hand, the tensions of
social change elicited altogether new currents of thought and new
movements that questioned the place of the Jews in American life.

The Jewish immigrants had left a society that was restrictive and
discriminatory, but one that recognized the peculiarities and distinc-
tiveness of Jewish law. Indeed, in many parts of Eastern Europe,
autonomous Jewish courts had acted with all the force of law, passing
judgment on cases touching on every aspect of life. There had been
no recognition whatsoever of any distinction between religious and
secular subjects; business and family affairs as well as the order of
worship could be regulated by interpretations from the Talmud. All
were alike guided by religious precepts.

It was natural for the East European Jewish immigrants to expect
to transplant the same practices to the United States. Since these were
religious in nature, they were assumed to have universal validity and
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to be as binding in the New World as they had been in Poland or
Spain or Babylonia. In actuality, however, the effort was significant
only in the areas of intensive Jewish settlement; elsewhere fewness of
numbers compelled an accommodation to existing conditions. But in
the large cohesive settlements of New York City, Chicago, Phila-
delphia, and Boston, there were earnest efforts to reestablish the old
ways, and these efforts often led to difficulties with the state.

The success of the effort at transplantation varied greatly. In some
cases American soil was completely inhospitable; in others it trans-
muted the replanted institution; and in still others it proved com-
pletely capable of sustaining the alien growth.

For a time, widespread uncertainty arose from the attempt to secure
recognition for the Beth Din, the traditional Jewish court of the rabbi.
Often Jews, still dubious as to the quality of secular justice, appealed
to the rabbinical court in business, family, and personal disputes
among themselves. But this institution, accepted in many parts of
Europe, had no legal status in the United States where the laws were
consistently hostile to such private jurisdictions. A succession of deci-
sions, generally in inferior courts, made that clear; and there were
few appeals to the appellate benches, for there was no basis in Ameri-
can statutes or practice for sustaining these religious tribunals.

Since the state refused to recognize the law that many Jews accepted
as binding, it could take no cognizance of actions justified by that
law but not by the secular codes. The most serious conflicts of law
arose from the divergence of regulations with regard to divorce. In
Jewish law the marriage contract could be dissolved almost at the
will of the husband, who had only to deliver to his spouse a written
statement, a get, to terminate the relationship. No formal proceedings
of any sort were essential, although in East European practice the
divorce had usually been sanctioned by the rabbi who also prepared
the get.

In the United States, divorce was a civil proceeding, judicial in
nature, that depended not so much upon the will of the individuals
as upon a ruling by a competent court that the conditions of marriage
—in a manner and to a degree specified by law—had been violated.
Only such a ruling justified disruption of the marriage partnership.

Given the high rate of Jewish mobility and the separations induced
by migration, conflicts of law were frequent. Men who thought they
had freed themselves of old marital obligations by the get and ven-
tured into new alliances found themselves involved in prosecutions
for bigamy. Wives shunted aside in the old manner could turn to the
civil authorities and secure relief. Often family status remained un-
certain for long periods.
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In this matter, however, the power of the state was paramount. In
time Jewish law and practice steadily yielded to the American. The
get alone became invalid and civil divorce was recognized as valid,
even in the absence of the get, even when initiated by the wife, and
even when granted for reasons not recognized in the religious law.
Although a theoretical question of religious freedom may have been
involved, the issue was never raised on those grounds. Perhaps the
unlucky experience of the Mormons a little earlier was enough to in-
dicate such an appeal would not, in any case, have been successful.
Reynolds v. United States (1878), and the later cases that sustained its
ruling, had held that the plea of religious freedom could not justify
a practice that the law proclaimed contrary to public morality.

The accommodation was somewhat less painful in the case of differ-
ences in the marriage law. In the traditional Jewish codes, marriage
was in the nature of a contract between two individuals. It was solem-
nized, according to stated forms, before witnesses, but it required the
services neither of a religious nor a civil functionary. Nor did it call
for any kind of ban or license. By American law, marriage was a civil
agreement, which however had to be solemnized after licensing by a
duly appointed religious official or civil magistrate. Conflicts might
arise from the assumption of the right to conduct these ceremonies by
unauthorized persons or from negligence in adhering to legal formal-
ities. The problem was largely resolved through the willingness of the
state to extend the power to perform marriages to every variety of
Jewish minister—to cantors and rabbis as well as to others. The only
important controversies after 1900 were within the Jewish commu-
nities and involved disputes as to who should properly officiate at
weddings. But in the relationship to the state there had been ample
room for accommodation.

The ability of the state to support religious precepts and its will-
ingness to do so when no conflict of rights was involved was shown
more clearly still in the response to appeals for aid to the Orthodox
in observing kashruth, or the dietary laws. The difference between the
metropolitan life of America and the village life of the Old World,
the strangeness and the mechanical quality of food production and
consumption, made it impossible to apply the traditional safeguards.
Yet the government, which had the power, at first refused to interfere
in the matter; the rule here as in other matters was caveat emptor,
let the buyer beware. As that doctrine gave way, after 1900, with
inspection laws and other provisions to protect the consumer, it
seemed more reasonable to take steps also against fraud in kashruth.
Explicitly, or through laws against misrepresentation, the law began
to take cognizance of offenses against kashruth, although that opened
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up other puzzling questions as to who was competent to define and
enforce the usage.

This development had shown that the evolving conception of rights
was not merely negative, that it did not merely involve the absence
of discriminatory treatment and inferiority of status. In time the con-
ception came also to call for positive action by the state to further
the religious interests of the Jews as of other citizens. That did not
entail a subordination of secular to religious law; indeed, as in the
case of divorce, the conflict generally produced the contrary result.
But, as in the case of marriage, an accommodation was also possible;
and, as in the case of kashruth, the state could support religious in-
junctions by recognizing their validity, insofar as they did not inter-
fere with the rights of others.

The growing security of Jewish rights in these spheres was partic-
ularly important in this half-century; for in the very same years, from
altogether different grounds, a massive and dangerous attack was being
prepared that threatened the very existence of the Jews in the United
States.

ANTI-SEMITISM AND SOCIAL BARRIERS, 1880-1954

During the first two centuries and more of Jewish life in America,
the problems of equality confronted by the Jews were entirely re-
ligious. They arose from the persistence in the United States of preju-
dices, habits, and institutions derived from Europe's medieval past.
The course of American development, from the time of the first set-
tlements, had been such as to weaken that heritage and eliminate the
inequalities derived from it.

During that whole period the Jews were never regarded in any other
light but as members of a religious community. Whatever disabilities
they suffered were incidental to their faith, and could be relieved if
they chose to change their creed. Although they were occasionally re-
ferred to as a "nation" and were endowed with a stereotype as a group,
the attribution was figurative. Traditional images attached to the
Jews at times produced thoughtless slurs and insults, the most noto-
rious being General Grant's Order No. 11, that seemed to brand Jews
as a group as disloyal.1 Whether these reflected any genuine hostility
or not, they had no deep significance. So long as the Jews were reck-
oned simply a religious group, the general trend toward religious
equality and freedom was one that liberated them and added strik-
ingly to their rights.

1 The order expelled traders from behind the Union lines in terms that held the
Jews as a group responsible for dealing with the enemy.
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As the nineteenth century drew to a close, that whole struggle
seemed to be coming to a successful conclusion. There were still areas
of doubt and uncertainty. But viewed in the total perspective of what
had already been achieved, these were of small moment. Yet it was
precisely then that the battle shifted to an altogether new front. The
development of hostility toward the Jews, and then of overt anti-
Semitism, created an altogether new threat, based not on religious but
on presumed racial differences. These new trends called for a significant
redefinition of the rights under attack, and also for a fresh estimate
of the goal of equality.

In the next seventy-five years, there would actually be involved not
one but four overlapping processes that first put the situation of the
Jews in jeopardy, and then showed them, together with other Amer-
icans similarly threatened, the way to safeguard and expand their
rights.

The source of the first danger was the profound series of changes
that transformed American life in the wake of the Civil War. The
strains induced by the conflict and by the expansion of the 1870's
and 1880's bore heavily upon every group in the society, but partic-
ularly upon those who sought some measure of order and stability
against the pressure of the constant flux of the times. The poor were
helplessly inarticulate and the middling folk found their ends in life
clearly defined in terms of dreams of success. But often precisely
those whose dreams had become real were most likely to confront
blankly the question, for what purpose had they striven.

Many a man having earned a fortune, even a modest one, thereafter
found himself laboring under the burden of complex anxieties. He
knew that success was by its nature evanescent. Fortunes were made
only to be lost; what was earned in one generation would disappear
in the next. Such a man, therefore, wished not only to retain that
which he had gained; he was also eager for the social recognition
that would permit him to enjoy his possessions; and he sought to ex-
tend those on in time through his family.

But it was difficult in the new society of the United States to acquire
aristocratic attributes. In Boston and Philadelphia a few families
could trace their position back to the beginning of the nineteenth
century or earlier, and had already acquired the homes and manners
that marked their distinctiveness. Elsewhere all these symbols of status
had to be created afresh and out of most intractable materials.

The last decades of the nineteenth century therefore witnessed a
succession of attempts to set up areas of exclusiveness that would mark
off the favored groups and protect them against excessive contacts
with outsiders. In imitation of the English model, there was an
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effort to create a "high society" with its own protocol and conven-
tions, with suitable residences in suitable districts, with distinctive
clubs and media of entertainment, all of which would mark off and
preserve the wealth of the fortunate families.

At first, the response of Jews was much like that of other Amer-
icans. All men of wealth then were swayed by much the same goals;
and Jews were not infrequently among the founders and prominent
members of the elite societies and clubs formed in the 1860's and
1870's. But a subtle change in attitude after that period altered their
position.

After 1880 the longings for exclusive, quasi-aristocratic status in-
creasingly found satisfaction in associations with an hereditary basis.
The stress upon desirable ancestry influenced the character of the
prestige clubs, societies, and other organizations that emerged during
these years. And generally the definition of proper ancestry stressed
Yankee and presumably English antecedents.

Several factors were responsible for the definition of desirable an-
cestry in these terms. In the economic and social life of most American
cities, New Englanders and their children were in fact dominant; and
their attitudes and tastes were often decisive. Furthermore, this identi-
fication engendered a feeling of possessiveness about the whole coun-
try; it seemed, by pushing the roots of the fortunate families back to
the Colonial past, to give Americans a greater sense of belonging. •
Finally, it emphasized the ties to England, whose aristocracy and
church were increasingly models for Americans.

Nevertheless, the presumption of common ancestry was not a bond
of sufficient cohesive strength. Often these groups found it easier to
hold together by excluding an outsider than by discovering a common
identity. The most available outsider was the Jew, made so by traits
which had almost nothing to do with his religion.

The fact that Americans held a clearly denned, stereotyped image
of the Jew made him available as an object of exclusion. In part that
image had religious sources, connected with the mystery of Israel's
survival. In part it was drawn from the old conception that connected
the "Hebrew" with usury and ascribed to him a pervasive concern
with money. But these vague general outlines were filled in by actual
contact with the millions of new immigrants concentrated in their
own ghetto-like quarters in relatively few cities and distinctively
marked off, it seemed, by their peddling and pawnbrokering, by ap-
pearance, speech, manners and habits, as well as by faith.

But this image was only one of many in terms of which Americans
viewed themselves. Alongside it were other stereotypes of the Yankee,
the German, the Irishman, and others. No stereotype was intrinsically
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hostile, although there were derogatory elements in each one. Yet the
Jew was most decisively singled out for exclusion.

He earned that distinction most of all by the exceptionally favorable
character of his adjustment to American life. Every element in the
background and experience of the Jews combined to draw them to
the rising cities and to lead them into trade. Accustomed to the ways
of commerce, they were capable of seizing the opportunities presented
by American expansion. More than any other large group of immi-
grants, the Jews succeeded in a brief period in establishing themselves
economically. The majority of all American Jews, certainly down to
1930, were still proletarians. But a very large percentage had become
a part of the prosperous middle class and a substantial number had
earned respectable fortunes. By their excessively rapid rise in one
generation or two, some Jews therefore were placed in an economic
position that justified the highest social aspirations while all the marks
of their foreignness and of their humble origins were still upon them.
High society, in the 1890's, was no more willing to take a Negro or an
Irish Catholic to its bosom; but it was spared the necessity or oppor-
tunity for exclusion because few members of these groups attained the
means of demanding admission. In the case of the Jews, however,
their high rate of mobility created the need for a systematic policy
of exclusion.

To this must be added the consideration that many Jews, even those
of great wealth, refused to pay the price of acceptance by cutting them-
selves off from their antecedents. Faith, or stubbornness, or a feeling
of integrity about themselves and their past, made them unwilling to
disown their ties to the East Side peddlers and garment workers. The
fear that such people might bring the dank air of the ghetto onto the
beaches of Newport or into the boxes of the golden horseshoe was
further justification of exclusion.

The means of exclusion were at hand through the development over
several decades of the conception that large areas of social activity
were private, in the sense that they were devoid of public interest
and not subject to governmental interference. Earlier, a corporation
or an inn or a railroad had been regulated either by general rules
or by particular licensing agreements that specified the interest of the
community, often with the proviso that such establishments must serve
all comers. After mid-century, however, legislatures and courts in-
creasingly held that the owners and managers of such enterprises were
alone capable of determining how they should be governed. In the
decade after 1873 the Supreme Court confirmed and broadened that
trend; dealing with the attempt of the Civil Rights Act and the
Fourteenth Amendment to guard the freed Negro against discrimina-
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tion, the nation's highest bench ruled decisively against the power
of the Federal government to intervene in these matters and indirectly
encouraged the tendency to consider such areas altogether closed to
government interference.

The way was thus open for the development at the upper social levels
of a policy of exclusion. The famous exclusion of Joseph Seligman
from a fashionable Saratoga hotel was probably precipitated by per-
sonal disagreements with the hotel's proprietor, and it evoked a storm
of protest. But it nevertheless foreshadowed an evolving pattern that
became a particular feature of fashionable resort life. It was after all
at the beaches and watering places that the putative aristocracy was
most anxious to withdraw to itself so that appropriate group feelings
would be cultivated and so that the proper friendships among the
young people would grow into the proper marriages.

As the century drew to a close, the pattern of exclusion spread back
from the resorts to the cities, penetrated the clubs and societies, and
even the philanthropic associations. For all these had among their
functions that of social differentiation and the validation of accepted
standards of stratification.

More was involved in this development than the offended feelings
of a few vain or ambitious families. High society set the standards
for the country; the practices of Bailey's Beach before long governed
also the tastes of Atlantic City. The middle elements in American so-
ciety, anxious to be identified with the self-constituted aristocracy
and fearful of being confounded with the hordes of immigrants about
them, were often dismayed at the number of Jews in their midst and,
in self-protection, fell in with the trend toward discrimination.

Shortly after the turn of the nineteenth century, the pattern began
to cover residential housing. In the rush away from the overcrowded
central districts of the great cities, the desire for respectability was
an important consideration. Families moved not only because they
sought more commodious quarters and pleasanter surroundings; they
were motivated also by the wish to be able to give as their address a
neighborhood that bore favorable connotations. That might well af-
fect the jobs they held, the friends they made, the marriages that
were available to their children. In this regard the Jews were a threat,
in some respects more so than the Negroes, who had not the means
to move out to the better districts. Informal understandings and then
"gentlemen's agreements" and covenants in the deeds of sale closed
off the choice neighborhoods to the outsiders. These, too, were reck-
oned purely private matters that concerned only the parties to the
agreement.

Indeed the scope of private seemed to widen steadily. By the second
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decade of the twentieth century it had already come to cover many
forms of employment as well. There had always been some measure
of ethnic stratification in the American economy, for differences in
background, habits, education, inherited capital, and family connec-
tions were inevitably reflected in differences in occupation. Like al-
most every other group, the preponderance of Jews had been concen-
trated in a relatively small number of callings. But the exceptional
individual, attracted by novel opportunities, had encountered no
artificial impediments in the way of the pursuit of more advantageous
occupations.

After 1910, however, increasingly the Jews came to be discriminated
against. Many enterprises refused automatically to consider them for
employment, agencies made it a practice not to refer them to openings,
and advertisements specified "No Jews Apply" or "White Protestants
Only."

A number of factors were responsible. The general odium now
being cast upon the group contributed; and the increased competition
for desirable professional, managerial, and clerical employment led the
established families to resent the intrusion of newcomers. But equally
as important was the circumstance that the pattern of exclusion was
cumulative in effect. The very fact that Jews did not live in good
neighborhoods, or belong to good clubs, or manifest the external attri-
butes of "proper" behavior made them less useful employees.

Discrimination in employment grew steadily. It probably relaxed
somewhat under the impact of the manpower shortage during the
First World War. But the 1920's saw its revival and intensification.
It had by then become characteristic of many of the nation's largest
enterprises. Yet, even when these enterprises were chartered by the
state or were public utilities, their policies in this regard were ac-
counted purely private.

After 1910, the situation became most critical in the free profes-
sions. In the various branches of medicine, in law, in education, and
in engineering, the status of the practitioners was to a considerable
degree dependent upon public acceptance of their exceptional posi-
tion. In the nineteenth century access to these callings had been con-
trolled by various requirements: apprenticeship, education, licensing
by the state, and membership in professional societies. These had been
accompanied by possession of such symbols as the proper dress, resi-
dence, and modes of behavior associated by the public with the pro-
fessions.

These vocations were enormously attractive to American Jews, par-
ticularly of the second generation. Such callings seemed free, that is,
open to talent. They offered a mode of movement upward in the social
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scale that seemed less dependent on ancestral connections than on
education; and the Jews had long had a tradition of dedication to
learning. Finally, as other forms of employment available to them nar-
rowed, the ambitious and enterprising Jews were increasingly likely
to seek this way up the social ladder.

To those established in the professions, the Jews newly crowding
in were a threat. To some degree there was fear of competition and
uncertainty as to whether there really would be enough room for
everyone. But more important was the unwillingness to risk the loss
of status that association with the Jews might entail. The pattern of
exclusion had already established the undesirability of these people.
Would not an undue number of them transfer their odium to a whole
profession?

Professional discrimination was most difficult to establish in the
case of law; it was not easy to argue the private character of that
calling. In law, as in engineering, the most imposing obstacles were
placed in the way of the admittance of Jews to employment in the
most respectable firms. In education, it was easier to be selective. The
standards of appointment to teaching positions were subjective and
personal and easily malleable to the prejudices of school boards and
trustees. Through the whole period, 1870-1930, only a handful of Jews
found places in colleges and in universities; and even the less de-
sirable positions at more elementary levels did not open to them in
some cities until after the shortages of World War I.

The most serious forms of exclusion developed in the medical pro-
fession. At the turn of the century there were already well-founded
complaints that the medical societies and the hospitals were refusing
to admit qualified Jewish doctors. Although these societies were gen-
erally private associations, membership in them was often essential
to successful practice. Before the first decade of the century was over
the restrictive policies had spread to medical education as well. The
number of medical schools and the numbers of graduates fell steadily,
and everywhere the first to be excluded were the Jews. In part, this
development grew out of the desire to improve the quality of med-
ical education, particularly after the Flexner Report had revealed its
glaring inadequacies. But there was also involved the less laudable in-
tention of restricting the number of doctors for competitive reasons,
and of excluding the Jews and other groups labeled inferior to pro-
tect the social prestige of the profession. In practice all medical schools
devised quota systems to keep the number of their Jewish students
low.

By the 1920's the numerus clausus had also found its way into
other branches of education. Many liberal arts colleges formally or in-
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formally adopted the same practice of restricting the admission of
Jewish students to a fixed quota. Like a running sore, discrimination
and exclusion had come to infect broad areas of American life. And
the means of cure seemed limited indeed, for these areas had all come
to be considered private, affected by and affecting no interests but
those of the fortunate members of the associations involved.

It took time for the Jews themselves to become aware of the nature
of this threat to their security, for substantial numbers of them were
slow to feel its impact. The majority of the immigrants were still
concentrated in working class trades and in the poorest residential
quarters. Discrimination and prejudice at first hardly affected them.
Those close to the European background accepted occasional mani-
festations of hostility as a matter of course; they expected nothing bet-
ter from the Gentile. Those involved in the labor movement or in-
fluenced by Socialist leaders saw the whole problem in terms of class
conflict; they expected nothing better from the capitalists. It was not
until later, when their own children began to suffer, that the immi-
grants began to feel the hurt.

The first to react were precisely the most prosperous Jews. Living
on the margin of their own communities they were most sensitive to
the opinions of others; they suffered directly and personally the slurs
of discrimination; and they had most fully accepted the American
ideals of equality of opportunity that these practices denied. They
were therefore quickest to respond and quickest to devise defensive
measures.

They countered first with the argument that Jews ought not to be
excluded because they had earned a part in American history. Ac-
cepting the premises of their antagonists—that a group's place in the
United States was to be judged by the achievements of its ancestors-
many earnest Jews set themselves to the endless task of apologia. In
1892, the American Jewish Historical Society was founded toward that
end; and a host of enthusiastic pens labored thereafter to reveal the
antiquity of the Jews on the continent, their services in the colonies
and in the Revolution, and their loyalty in successive national crises.

It did not take long to discover that the prejudicial practices steadily
mounting in vigor and broadening in scope did not yield even to the
most plausible arguments. The conclusions of the apologists were
not refuted, they were simply ignored. After the turn of the century it
was abundantly clear more positive acts of defense were necessary.

In 1906, a group of Jews, prominent among whom were Louis
Marshall, Cyrus Adler, and Jacob Schiff, formed the American Jewish
Committee to protect Jewish rights throughout the world. At the
moment, that protection seemed most needed in Eastern Europe where
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an outbreak of pogroms and massacres had opened a long crisis in the
lives of Russian and Rumanian Jewry. In time, however, the Com-
mittee perceived that Jewish rights needed protection in the United
States also, and before long it had begun to deal with a succession of
domestic problems. In 1914, B'nai B'rith, a national fraternal order,
created its Anti-Defamation League, explicitly dedicated to the strug-
gle against prejudice and discrimination. And in the 1920's, the
American Jewish Congress also began to work in this field.

The means available to these groups were limited. They could, on
occasion, organize protests; and they could through spokesmen make
their positions known on issues which had a public interest. But the
most critical areas of prejudice and discrimination were precisely
those in which a public interest was denied. Since Jews, like their con-
temporaries, accepted the conception of private as an area of action
devoid of public interest, they could scarcely resort to public agitation
for relief.

They fell back therefore upon the age-old tactics of intercession.
As in Europe, where from time out of mind the Jews had appealed
for or bought protection from popes, monarchs, and nobles, so too
in the United States, the influential members of the communities at-
tempted to exert personal pressure at strategic points in the interests
of their co-religionists. These efforts went hand-in-hand with apologia,
as if the argument that the Jews were good and deserved equal treat-
ment might earn that treatment for them.

At most these activities had a preventative effect. They kept the
situation from deteriorating even more swiftly than it did. But de-
teriorate it did; and as World War I approached, the pattern of social
and economic exclusion began to mesh in with a still more virulent
form of anti-Semitism that attempted to justify all the discriminatory
practices of the past decades.

American anti-Semitism began to take form in the 1890's among
social groups that were experiencing tensions quite different from
those which troubled the would-be aristocracy. The farmers in that
decade faced a long process of readjustment, whose harsh effects were
compounded by the depression of 1893, by droughts, and by other
misfortunes. In their crisis, many were attracted by the radicalism of
the Populists and particularly by the financial panaceas associated
with the free silver campaign. Generally such people had had few or
no contacts with Jews; their impressions were derived from the tradi-
tional images that associated the Israelites with mysterious powers,
with trade and finance. The current prominence of a few great Jewish
banking houses in Europe confirmed that impression. As the decade
passed without relief and Populist hopes were consistently frustrated,
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it was tempting to find the explanation in the villainy of Wall Street
acting on behalf of an international Jewish conspiracy to maintain
the gold standard. That theory also found support in those strains of
Socialist thinking in the labor movement and elsewhere that asso-
ciated capitalism with the Jews.

Before 1900 these inchoate sentiments of hostility only rarely burst
into overt expression. Anti-Semitism did not find its way into the
practical program of the Populists or the reformers associated with
them. But after the turn of the century, some of the defeated Popu-
lists, striving to save their careers by demagoguery, found anti-Semi-
tism a useful tool. In Georgia, for instance, Tom Watson, for whom
the world seemed to be plunging hellward, clutched at one object of
hatred after another, turning first against the Negro, then the Cath-
olic, and finally the Jew. Watson did not hesitate to preach open vio-
lence; and his inflammatory words led to the lynching in 1915 of Leo
Frank, a young Jew held on a trumped-up charge of murder.

Whatever wild emotions Watson and his like stirred up from time
to time had only a momentary effect. The cumulative consequences
were frightening, but they were not yet bound in with any defined
practical program of political action. It was the function of the im-
migration restriction movement to supply such a program.

The impulse to reverse the traditional policy of free immigration
had several sources, and into it were drawn a number of disparate
groups, including elements of the Populist and labor movements as
well as more conservative citizens worried about order and stability.
What drew these incongruous allies together was the desire to halt
the processes of change about them. Dismayed by the growing di-
versity of the American population, they were convinced the national
character was fixed and ought no longer to change. They were also
inclined to blame the newcomers for the pressing social problems
that seemed to overwhelm the nation.

It was, however, difficult to justify a reversal of the attitudes that
for two and a half centuries had helped the country grow. No one
believed that American expansion had come to a close. Why then
should the United States now reduce the volume of immigration or
even attempt to be selective about which people should be admitted
through its gates?

To answer this crucial question the restrictionists set themselves the
long and difficult task of proving that the immigrants then entering
the country were different from, and inferior to, those who had come
before 1880. The earlier, the "old" arrivals, had sprung from stocks
that were close kin to those of the original settlers who had made
America what it was. The later, the "new" immigrants, were of an
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altogether different breed—alien, and therefore incapable of mixing
happily with the existing residents or of living satisfactorily under ex-
isting institutions. The demonstration took the form of a persistent
stream of arguments that proved not only that the immigrants from
Southern and Eastern Europe were responsible for every national ill,
but also that their deficiencies sprang from ineradicable traits that
originated in the heritage.

Along with the Italians and the Poles, the Jews were prominent in
the immigration of the quarter century after 1890; and a good part of
the restrictionist argument was directed against them. Outright propa-
ganda and presumably scientific studies alike broadcast the picture of
the ghetto Jews, swarming in the slum tenements, unassimilable in
their ancient ways, and incapable of conforming to the American
manner of life. To the extent, of course, that the spreading pattern of
exclusion confined the Jews to separate residential districts and insti-
tutions, it seemed to confirm the impression of clannishness and unas-
similability.

This explanation of the irreducible differences came from the de-
veloping conception of race as a valid biological division of mankind.
In their long wrestling with the problem of the Negro some Amer-
icans had grown accustomed to thinking in those terms. Others learned
to do so from the campaign to exclude the Chinese, and still others
from the imperialist writings that justified the permanent subjection
of the lands taken from Spain. Many social scientists thought some
such classification of humans an essential prerequisite to valid gen-
eralizations; and the success of plant and animal breeding based upon
the rules of genetics led substantial numbers to wonder why the same
rules should not hold for men also. By the period of World War I
the belief was widespread that humanity was divided into fixed races
endowed with heritable and immutable traits. The Jews were one
such race, different from the Anglo-Saxon race which had created
America; that accounted for the failure of assimilation in their case.
Madison Grant's much-read Passing of the Great Race (1916) painted
in horrific terms the tragic fate that awaited the nation if the Jews
and other brutish invaders were not strictly controlled.

The war and the common sacrifices it entailed created for the mo-
ment a sense of unity that transcended the group divisions. But the
disappointments of the peace stirred up and intensified the old bit-
terness. The sense of betrayal, the feeling that all the difficulties of
the struggle had been in vain, led to a turning inward. Disposed to
cut themselves apart from the treacherous world, to seek peace in iso-
lation, Americans turned against all that seemed foreign. That xeno-
phobia was woven into the restrictive immigration legislation enacted
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in the five years after the war, and was also responsible for a rising
tide of hostility to Catholics and Jews, both groups with international
connections.

If the history of Europe was at all a warning, there was indeed cause
for alarm. Everywhere in Eastern and Central Europe the old regimes
had been pulled down by Bolsheviks eager to destroy established in-
stitutions. Was it not possible that identical covert forces moved the
wild groups of Anarchists, Wobblies, Socialists and other disturbers
of order in the United States? A congressional committee heard evi-
dence that it was the East Side Jews who had created the Russian
Revolution; and many a man began to reflect that perhaps it was true,
as prophetic novelists had already suggested, that the Jewish con-
spiracy operated on both fronts, through the international bankers
and through the international revolutionaries.

This was the explanation advanced by a vicious little volume that
began to circulate widely through the nation in the 1920's. The
Protocols of the Elders of Zion gave the details of a meeting in Prague
at which the whole design had presumably been planned. All the
frightening images were present: the mysterious powers of the rabbis,
the gold standard, the great bankers, the insidious radicals. The ob-
vious forgery of the Protocols had actually been perpetrated earlier in
the century by the Czar's secret police. But it was now accepted liter-
ally by thousands of gullible Americans along with a vast array of
other racist and anti-Semitic writings imported from Europe.

When coping with familiar problems, Henry Ford was as shrewd a
judge of facts and men as anyone; his fortune testified to that, as did
the extent to which he had become almost a folk hero. He had made
good despite his opposition to Wall Street and the bankers. He was
not one to be taken in by slickers of any sort.

But the upheavals of the period created new and unfamiliar prob-
lems and Ford was taken in. The flimsy charges of conspiracy con-
vinced him and he spread the warnings of its dangers through the
columns of his Dearborn Independent and through his little book, The
International Jew. These were read and believed not only because
they were phrased in terms of images Americans had already learned
to accept, but also because of the enormous popular prestige of their
sponsor.

It was not easy to understand what was the proper course of action
in the face of these vague, insidious enemies. However rigid the ex-
clusions, they seemed not to solve the difficulties of the time. In the
face of disorder and social instability, men longed to draw together,
if only to find security in each others' company. A little group formed
during the war under the name of the old Ku Klux Klan now bur-
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geoned into a great national organization boasting at its peak close to
five million members.2 The Klan proclaimed itself the foe of the
Negroes, the Catholics, and the Jews, the defender of 100 per cent
Americanism against foreign threats. The local merchants and law-
yers donned masks and hoods to meet in secret conclaves. As they
exchanged the ritual greetings that gave them unity, they found a
momentary satisfaction in the belief that they were assembling the
weapons to drive their foes out of American life—by whatever means
were necessary.

Against this developing hostility, Jewish defense was almost totally
ineffective. How was it possible to prove the nonexistence of a con-
spiracy? Although Henry Ford was compelled to retract his own ac-
cusations,3 there was no way to halt or counter the flood of false
charges; the courts held an individual could not be damaged by libel
against a group. Apologia did not quiet the irrational fears of the
anti-Semites; it may even have stimulated them. And the tactics of
intercession were fruitless against mass movements in which deep cur-
rents of emotion were involved.

The most that could be done was to prevent these hostilities from
penetrating the law or affecting the action of government. This aspect
of the struggle was more successful, partly because long-standing con-
stitutional guarantees protected the freedom of religious groups, and
partly because the Klan and similar organizations were themselves
confused and uncertain about their practical political objectives. They
did help enact the immigration legislation of 1921-24. But, short
of complete exclusion of Jews and Catholics, which they hoped to
achieve, they had no defined aims; and all this agitation and activity
through the 1920's left no significant anti-Semitic imprint upon Amer-
ican legislation or political practice apart from that implicit in the
quota system.

In the course of these decades, however, American Jews learned two
lessons of momentous importance. They came to recognize, first, that
their own security would be best preserved not by seeking to adjust
to laws which were generally iniquitous, but rather by struggling for
the general liberties of all Americans. The most effective strategy
for the defense of Jewish rights, it was clear, was the assertion and de-
fense of the rights of all those threatened with discrimination on re-

2 The Klan now formed had no connection with the organization of the post-
Civil War reconstruction period which had been confined to the South and had
directed its hostility against the Negro.

3 In 1927, in a letter to Louis Marshall, Ford deemed it his "duty as an honor-
able man to make amends for the wrong done to the Jews as fellow-men and
brothers . . . by retracting the offensive charges laid at their door."
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ligious or racial grounds. Hence, Louis Marshall considered it neces-
sary to come to the support of the Catholics when their parochial
schools in some states were declared illegal; and many Jews, through
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and
otherwise, became involved in the long battle to free the Negroes from
their inferior status.

Many Jews also came to believe in this period that their own se-
curity was linked to the success of American liberalism. That had not
been the case before World War I; then, indeed, there had been a pro-
nounced strain of anti-Semitism in the radical fringes of liberalism
which alienated Jewish support. But after 1918, the conservative wings
of the Republican and Democratic parties had directly or indirectly
accepted the support of racial and religious bigots. Those who ac-
cepted the support of the Klan could not hope for that of the Jews,
who after 1928 were increasingly inclined to think that their only re-
liable defense was a general ideology of which equality and personal
liberty were integral parts.

Armed with these convictions, American Jews were prepared to
meet the greatest threat of modern times, the threat of totalitarianism
that hung over the United States as it did over the rest of the world in
the 1930's. The prolonged depression that left some ten million Amer-
icans unemployed for most of that decade had a disastrous effect. The
shattering insecurity of the times deprived men of faith in themselves
and in the traditional assumptions of their society and left them ex-
posed to the lures of demagogues and the peddlers of panaceas.
Scores of movements sprouted, purporting to explain all the ills of
the universe and offering quick and easy cures. Many of them built
upon the hatreds and racial fears of the previous decades and openly
preached a war against the Jews.

The anti-Semites were aided by the German government that took
power in 1933. The dynamism of Fascism had, from the first, led the
Nazi leaders to envision a long course of conflict and conquest, in
which anti-Semitism played a strategic role. Within Germany, agita-
tion against the Jews was to unify the nation in support of National
Socialism. Abroad it was to draw the Auslandsdeutsch to support the
Fatherland and to give other folk a stake in a Nazi victory.

Hitler's government therefore actively undertook an anti-Semitic
campaign in the United States, operating both through the German-
American Bund and through organizations of native Americans. Ma-
terial drawn from the Nazi writings and occasional financial aid
stimulated the flourishing anti-Semitic movements that grew steadily
in number and membership down to 1939. At the core of the propa-
ganda of these years was still the accusation of conspiracy. First evi-
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dence of the existence of the conspiracy had been Jewish responsibility
for the depression. After 1939, it became more usual for the anti-
Semites to ascribe to the conspiracy the blame for the bloody struggle
in which the nation was about to plunge. As the war in Europe
started and then grew more bitter, the agitation mounted in fervor
and intensity. The fact that Jews opposed Hitler and fought the spread
of Nazism was taken as a sign that they wished to involve the United
States in war; and some isolationist elements found themselves drawn
to a position from which they attacked the Jews as a group. By 1941
clear echoes of the doctrines preached and practiced in Germany were
being heard on the floor of Congress.

Significantly, although some of the movements used the term "Chris-
tian" in their titles, their anti-Semitism was racial rather than re-
ligious. They did not seek the conversion of the Jews but rather their
exclusion from national life.

The virulence of this campaign summoned forth the best defensive
efforts of American Jews. The experience of Germany, Austria, and
Czechoslovakia as the Nazis assumed power was ample evidence of the
urgency of the times. The old organizations renewed their efforts and
now found support from ever wider sectors of the Jewish community.
With the passage of time, the immigrants had come both to see the
relevance of discrimination in their lives and in the lives of their
children, and also to have a clearer understanding of the ideals of
equality that anti-Semitic practices contradicted. The American Jewish
Congress, the American Jewish Committee, and the Anti-Defamation
League all began, for the first time, to acquire some degree of mass
following.

Organized Jewish labor also shed its aloofness. There were still
traces of the propensity to consider all questions of prejudice no more
than reflections of the class conflict or of economic disorder. But the
crisis was so acute and the threat to labor so direct that there was no
time to wait for some fundamental social transformation. The leading
unions and allied organizations joined, in 1933, in the Jewish Labor
Committee, which thereafter worked with the other defense groups
against the common enemy.

The tactics of opposition also broadened in this decade. There was
still great emphasis upon the prevention of adverse public measures.
But this phase of the problem seemed less critical than it had before,
since the trend of government policy under the New Deal had dimin-
ished the danger of hostile legislation. Furthermore, there was less
enthusiasm now than before in the efforts at apologia and at inter-
cession; to many it seemed the experience of Germany had demon-
strated the futility of such efforts.
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The dominant defensive energies were expended in two different
directions. Some Jewish groups considered the foremost need to be
public agitation. They regarded the battle against Fascism as pri-
marily political, and to that end sought to win over as many allies as
possible by exposing through counter-propaganda and by appeals for
wide public support the motives and the operations of the hate-
mongers. Other Jews thought that such methods only called attention
to the Fascists and their allies and gave them notice they would not
otherwise have received. From this point of view, the main task was
educational, to be executed through religious, economic, and social
groups with the intention of spreading an understanding of the place
of the Jews in American life and of the threat of totalitarianism to
all free peoples. In actuality, the line between the two positions was
not altogether clear-cut; and, since there was no central authority to
lay down a single policy for all Jewish organizations, both procedures
were followed.

As important as the work of the Jews through their defense or-
ganizations were the activities carried forth in active collaboration
with other Americans. Efforts to arrive at greater interreligious un-
derstanding were already under way in the 1920's; they were pushed
more vigorously in the 1930's through the National Council of Chris-
tians and Jews and other bodies. On a local basis there were also con-
certed efforts to reduce the misunderstandings among religious groups.

But the most troublesome tensions of the decade did not have their
source in religious differences; they originated rather in hostilities
based on racist emotions. It was fortunate, given the circumstances,
that the Jews had come to understand the broad basis for their co-
operation with other Americans. By the 1930's, they considered them-
selves one of the "minorities," that is, one of several groups to some
degree discriminated against. Along with the Negroes, the Catholics,
and many of the foreign-born, they were deprived by prejudice of the
equal opportunities of American society. In the elections of 1928 and
1932 most of these minorities had already drawn together under the
aegis of the Democratic Party. Thereafter the New Deal offered them
the hope of positive action to ameliorate their status, for the enormous
expansion of government activity in the public welfare suggested that
governmental action might be effective in this area as well.

The legislative achievements of the decade were slim, partly be-
cause political alignments limited the effectiveness of the minorities
in Congress, and partly because the minorities were themselves still
on the defensive, more concerned with delimiting and restraining the
spread of racism than with the possibility of taking aggressive action
to extirpate the disease. Nevertheless the New Deal alliance was sig-
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nificant because it set some of the egalitarian goals of the decade that
followed, and because it was one of several factors that limited the
growth of anti-Semitism. Despite their mass membership, the Fas-
cist movements were incapable of influencing the actions of govern-
ment.

Indeed, in perspective, the anti-Semitic organizations, for all their
furious efforts, seem to have been condemned to total futility. They
represented diverse, and often mutually antagonistic, elements, and
were therefore never able to unite toward common ends. Each held
forth some total panacea, but none was capable of presenting a prac-
tical program that might lead to immediate action. Given the Amer-
ican constitutional guarantees, they could ask for total revolution or
nothing; and, although their followers found cathartic release in talk
of violent revolution, there was no desire to translate the slogans into
deeds. Paradoxically, the example of Nazi Germany was of consider-
able importance for, while it spread anti-Semitism, it also showed the
lengths to which such agitation could lead, and it gave pause even to
those who practiced the politer forms of discrimination.

T H E EFFECTS OF ANOTHER W O R L D W A R

World War II made a decisive difference. The global struggle that
began in 1941 called for the union of all Americans; at the same time
it totally discredited all those who had accepted the assistance of the
Nazis and who preached doctrines similar to those that led Germany
to destruction. The barbarities that culminated in the extermination
camps horrified every sector of public opinion in the United States.
Few wished any longer to be associated even indirectly with their
country's foes; and anti-Semitism was now inescapably linked to the
tragic events in Europe. The movements of the 1930's withered away
and died.

Nor did peace lead to their revival. This postwar period had enough
sources of disturbance of its own; but anti-Semitism was not now one
of them as it had been in the 1920's. The Columbians and similar
groups who wished to set up business again under the old slogans were
quickly disillusioned. A few agitators wandered unheeded through the
country; a handful of scurrilous journals and books circulated among
the still zealous; and an occasional man of new wealth was willing to
pay for expressions of his own atavistic hatreds. But thirteen years
after the start of the war, it was safe to say that the anti-Semitism of
the past had disappeared.

The war had the decisive effect it did because the racism on which
the hostility to the Jews had rested no longer misled substantial
numbers of Americans. A new generation of social scientists and
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biologists had demonstrated the falsity of the old assumptions, and
a public constantly being educated had become freshly aware of its
own heritage of diversity. By mid-twentieth century, it was hard to
find any serious defenders of the old ideas.

There remained, however, the hardened patterns of discrimination
and exclusion which would not fall away by themselves. Habits and
interests created over the years kept them in place even after the
reasons that had first called them into being had ceased to exist. Only
forceful action could destroy the moldy web of practices that kept
some Americans inferior to others.

The growing security of the Jews in the decade of the 1940's en-
abled them to shift from the purely defensive stance of earlier years
and to move actively to the fight for equality of opportunity and
equality of rights. They had learned there was a unity of interests
and ideals among all minorities, and no longer sought security on
their own behalf alone, but rather the affirmation of general rights,
the elimination of all ethnic prejudices.

While there was substantial agreement as to objectives, there were
still meaningful divisions of opinion as to means. For a good part of
the decade of the 1940's the most important Jewish defensive organi-
zations were drawn together in the National Community Relations
Advisory Council, a coordinating and clearing organization. But
that by no means led to united action. As earlier, counsels were di-
vided. One influential group sought the remedy in political action
and hoped through legislation and appeals to the courts to put an
end to discrimination by law. Others believed that compulsion could
not be effective in these matters and that equality could only be at-
tained through the elimination of prejudice by understanding and
education. Action came on both fronts.

The times were propitious. The expansion of the economy all but
eliminated unemployment and made room for newcomers in num-
erous desirable posts. Renewed mobility during the war and after-
ward freed many individuals from the binding force of old prejudices.
And the necessities of the struggle against Fascist and Communist
totalitarianism gave the ideals of personal equality critical importance.

The educational activities directed against discrimination, there-
fore, fell upon fertile soil. The social and psychological factors in
prejudice were subject to scientific analysis; and all the tools of social
science were brought to bear upon bigoted behavior. Studies in Prej-
udice and a mass of other literature attempted to arrive at a working
theory that would account for both the personal and environmental
elements in anti-Semitism. The results of these investigations were
employed in practical campaigns to counteract prejudice by spreading



88 AMERICAN JEWISH YEAR BOOK

an understanding of its nature. In a more positive sense, serious at-
tention was given the problem of getting Americans to know their
own democracy and to remember the place of diverse ethnic groups
in it.

It is difficult to estimate the effectiveness of this work. Its results
would emerge only over a long term. Undoubtedly, however, it en-
tered into the changed attitudes of the period, attitudes which made
it possible to enact laws against discrimination, to begin to enforce
them, and, in significant areas, to level the barriers of exclusion even
without laws.

The swift advance of government power under the New Deal had
begun to undermine the conception of private enterprise in which the
public had no concern. Vestiges of the old view lingered, but clear-
cut Supreme Court decisions, in Nebbia v. New York (1934) and
N.L.R.B. v. Jones & Laughlin (1937), had extended the power of the
states and of the federal government over industry and had shown a
tendency toward a broad construction of those powers. It seemed rea-
sonable to suppose that other entities heretofore considered private
might be subject to analogous controls.

There was long precedent for regulation of some kinds of accom-
modations. In the old statutes for licensing common victualers, inn-
keepers, and other service establishments, there had often been the
requirement that all comers be served equally. During the Reconstruc-
tion period and afterward, some states had enacted civil rights laws
with the same intent in order to protect the Negro. By the end of the
first decade of the twentieth century eighteen Northern states had laws
that forbade discrimination on account of color or creed in resorts,
places of amusement and refreshment, and transporation. The Jews
were affected mainly by exclusion at resorts; and with respect to ac-
commodations at those places, prohibitory laws were almost totally
ineffectual. After 1945 there was some tightening of the law, often
with powers of enforcement given to the attorneys general or special
state commissions, and a steady amelioration of the offensive condi-
tions. Significantly, however, the improvement was marked also in
the case of clubs and other associations not subject to regulation by
law.

Graver difficulties were wrapped up in the problems of discrimina-
tion in housing. In this field, shortages were critical during and after
World War II, and here ethnic sensitiveness were particularly in-
volved, for upon access to housing depended the character of the
neighborhood and of all the social institutions associated with it.
Furthermore, heavy subsidies gave the Federal and state governments
direct interests in the conduct of many new projects.
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The first successes in the battle against discrimination came in con-
nection with ventures in which use of public funds gave the govern-
ment a clear right to make its wishes felt. Beginning with New York
in 1939, nine states forbade their housing projects to differentiate
among applicants on the basis of race or creed. In 1950 the same ban
began to be extended to urban redevelopment schemes in which the
state interest was less direct. Efforts to incorporate analogous pro-
visions into Federal law failed however.

The Jews welcomed these steps. But such laws did not go far
toward a solution of their own problems, which centered in the re-
strictive practices in the sale or rental of private quarters. The restric-
tive covenant had been allowed to pass almost unchallenged, although
a case might have been made against it as a conspiracy. Only one
state, Minnesota, had acted to limit its use (in 1919); and the Su-
preme Court in Corrigan v. Buckly (1926) had appeared to accept its
validity.

Signs of change in law and attitudes came after the end of World
War II. In 1948 the Supreme Court held in Shelley v. Kraemer that
judicial enforcement of such agreements was state action prohibited
by the Fourteenth Amendment. More important was the general re-
laxation of hostility. It was quite clear that restrictive covenants con-
tinued to be written into deeds of sale on an informal basis. But,
increasingly, Americans were finding these barriers against the Jews
pointless, and neighborhood after neighborhood saw the dissolution
of the old prejudices.

Shifts in law and sentiment also undermined the patterns of ex-
clusion in employment. Again the first steps came in connection with
public service. Early measures had occasionally ruled out religious
discrimination in appointments to the civil service. In the 1930's a
long list of Federal and state laws forbade discriminatory practices on
the part of employers whose work was connected with the govern-
ment: New Jersey in public works, New York in public utilities, Wis-
consin in public schools, Pennsylvania in labor unions; and the na-
tional government in connection with the defense housing, slum
clearance, Public Works Administration, and unemployment relief
acts. After 1940, as the volume of defense orders mounted, an ever
larger percentage of American industry was tied to Washington
and thus subject to similar regulation.

The initiative in securing action was taken by the Negroes, but
supported by the Jews and other minorities. A threatened march on
Washington led to the issuance by President Franklin D. Roosevelt
on June 25, 1941, of Executive Order 8802, which forbade discrimina-
tion because of race or creed in government service, defense industries,
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and unions. A Fair Employment Practices Committee was appointed
to supervise the Order, and it served throughout the war, although
with limited powers.

Between 1944 and 1952 efforts to make the fair employment prac-
tices permanent through Federal legislation failed; successive bills
could not surmount the hurdle of Southern filibusters in the Senate.
The battle then shifted to the states. New York and New Jersey took
the first steps in 1945, and they were followed by Massachusetts, Con-
necticut, Rhode Island, Washington, Oregon, and New Mexico in
the next few years. Laws were also enacted in Indiana, Wisconsin,
Kansas, and Colorado; and in other states similar measures were intro-
duced but not passed. In a number of those recalcitrant states, how-
ever, ordinances by municipalities served the same purpose.

The fair employment laws were not a cure-all. Enforcement was
difficult and evasion by subterfuge easy. Nevertheless the laws had
enormous importance. Overt discrimination became difficult and
scarcely worthwhile. Employment agencies and the personnel offices
of large corporations were particularly affected, since their records
were readily subject to scrutiny. In any case, the fair employment
measures helped create a standard of what was legal and just; and
since most Americans preferred to act legally and justly, the laws
called into question the old unthinking practices based on prejudice.
Steadily the prejudices yielded, and Jews found employment, in in-
creasing numbers, in professional and clerical occupations that not
long before had been barred to them.

The relaxation of the pattern of discrimination also influenced edu-
cation, since exclusion in this area had been closely related to profes-
sional and social selection. The war and the G.I. Bill of Rights for
veterans brought Jews to colleges and schools throughout the country
where they had scarcely been known before; and that alone earned
them wider acceptance. Three states (New York, Massachusetts, and
New Jersey) adopted fair educational practices laws, and although
the enforcement power was weak, the importance of the standards
thus set was great. The over-all limitation on the number of medical
students was still used as a justification for some restrictive practices.
But even in this very tense area, there was progress, particularly in
the northeastern states.

At mid-twentieth century, American Jews could look back with
satisfaction at their recent past. For seventy-five years they had with-
stood the painful trial of anti-Semitism. The development of the pat-
terns of discrimination and exclusion had subjected them to severe
personal and social trials; and for a time organized movements had
actually threatened them with violence. The triumph of the healthier
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forces in American life offered a release from the tensions of the
period that had passed. Jews now acquired a new sense of integration
in American life and displayed a fresh confidence in dealing with its
problems.

They were able thus to present their views on government policy
without the self-consciousness and uncertainty characteristic of the
decades after World War I. The challenge of the displaced persons of
the postwar era evoked a quite different response from that presented
by the refugees of the 1930's. The Jews now did not hesitate to press
upon the government the urgency of relief of the displaced persons,
and their support was instrumental in securing the enactment of the
successive displaced persons acts.

For the first time in many years also the racist features of the per-
manent immigration law were brought under attack. All during the
war, Jewish organizations had been hesitant to reopen the issue. They
now led an unsuccessful fight to bring the law into accord with Ameri-
can principles. Speaking for the most representative groups in 1948,
the American Jewish Committee pointed out that Jews had a direct
valid interest in the fate of their relatives and co-religionists abroad
and had a right to act and be heard on their behalf.

An analogous right was asserted with reference to the British Man-
date in Palestine, and the subsequent State of Israel. Not all Jews were
Zionists; not all were even interested in furthering the settlements in
the Holy Land. But Jews could now assert—and their assertion was
widely accepted—that expressions of such interest did not diminish
their loyalty to the United States or divide their allegiance. They had
a right as Americans to use all legitimate means to further the objects
of their concern throughout the world.

With the same confidence they would turn thereafter to confront
once more the problems of their religious differences. As the critical
issue of race receded and lost importance, the Jews could take stock
afresh of their situation in the face of new developments in the rela-
tionships of church and state in the United States.

T H E R E M A I N I N G PROBLEMS OF CHURCH AND STATE,

1920-1954
The rise of anti-Semitism had only temporarily obscured the re-

maining ambiguities in the relationship of church and state in Amer-
ica. The surviving disabilities under which Jews still suffered were,
after all, relatively unimportant and did not match in urgency the
threats of racism. But the ambiguities nevertheless persisted. Survivals
of religious establishment in minor ways still put Jews at a disadvan-
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tage. Once free of the major threat, they were free to give these lesser
ones their attention.

Both the rising secularism of the 1920's and the 1930's and the re-
vival of religious interests during the war and after complicated the
problem. The apparent apathy of the interwar years induced some
ecclesiastical bodies to turn to the state for aid in bringing people
back to the churches. The widespread growth of church membership
after 1940 made other groups belligerently intransigent about any
measure that threatened the status quo. By then the more important
religious bodies had effectively mobilized their political strength, often
maintaining powerful lobbies in the national and the state capitals.
It was a rare legislature, or even court, that was willing to take the
risk of earning the displeasure of any sect of substantial size. The ec-
clesiastical authorities could not always have their way when they
sought action. But they were almost always able to block action they
did not approve; and that tended further to preserve the existing
situation as it was.

By now the strategy of the Jews had also been clarified. There was
still some evidence of desire to work only in the interest of group
security. But the dominant opinion had abandoned that objective
entirely. The experience of the past had shown that security was most
readily to be reached through a general struggle for the liberties of
all Americans. The defense organizations that had conducted the re-
sistance to anti-Semitism were also in the forefront of the fight for
religious freedom. The tactics that had succeeded in the one case they
hoped would also succeed in the other.

The issue of establishment had long been settled; even the occa-
sional lapses by which officials and public documents had once re-
ferred to the United States as a "Christian nation" were not now
likely to occur. The Christian Amendment Movement (formerly the
National Reform Association) continued its futile agitation to secure
the mention of Christ in the constitution, and Senator Ralph E.
Flanders of Vermont was led to introduce such a resolution in 1951,
and again in 1954. But neither the resolution nor the agitation repre-
sented more than local eccentricities.

On the other hand, the period saw the firm limitation of state power
in this sphere. Most of the state constitutions had contained provi-
sions for religious liberty and equality, and many also forbade state
support of religious institutions. But the Supreme Court of the 1870's
and 1880's had frustrated the effort to restrict the states by the Four-
teenth Amendment as the First Amendment restricted the Federal gov-
ernment. That damage was mended by a later court. Justice Harlan's
dissent in Patterson v. Colorado (1907) pointed the way. In 1923, the
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case of Meyer v. Nebraska interpreted the clause of the Fourteenth
Amendment forbidding any state to deprive "any person of life, liberty,
or property, without due process of law" broadly enough to cover reli-
gious freedom. Two years later the case of Pierce v. Society of Sisters
held a state law outlawing parochial schools unconstitutional on those
grounds. Thereafter the states were almost as severely restricted as the
Federal government, as the Supreme Court made clear in Cantwell v.
Connecticut (1940).

The practical application of the principle remained difficult how-
ever. Some states were now disposed to treat every religious affiliation
as if it were fixed and established, in adoption laws, for example.
Elsewhere residues of ancient legislation remained in effect. Thus,
many state governments retained on their statute books old blasphemy
and sacrilege laws that generally remained unheeded but occasionally
were the basis of an explosive incident. Maryland did not repeal its
law of 1723 until 1920; and it was not until 1952 that the Supreme
Court, in the "Miracle Case," supplied a basis from which it might
ultimately be possible to attack the constitutionality of such enact-
ments.

The Sunday laws presented a far more serious problem. Earlier
development had left them an unreasonable and unprincipled hodge-
podge of compromises. Yet most states retained unrepealed complex
codes of permitted and forbidden activities. The old distinction be-
tween "labor," which observant Jews could perform, and "selling,"
which they could not, was adhered to by the courts with some rigor,
not for its logic but for fear of being set adrift without any guiding
precedents at all. In 1951, the New York courts refused, in People v.
Friedman, to rule afresh on the issue; the legislature was unwilling
to act a year later; and the United States Supreme Court evaded the
necessity of ruling on the constitutionality of the law. For the time
being, in New York State and elsewhere the injustices of the Sunday
laws were mitigated only by the general and widespread disregard of
their provisions. According to the letter of the law, many Jews could
not yet feel that they had attained complete religious equality or the
recognition of their rights.

The most serious difficulties, however, have come in connection
with old and new aspects of the relationship of religion to the public
schools. For more than a century, almost all Jews had been committed
to public education, and their rights were seriously involved in any
measure that relegated their children to an unequal position there.

The practice of reading the King James Bible remained as worri-
some as ever. Indeed, as the custom was attacked, state after state be-
tween 1913 and 1930 buttressed it by law, sometimes under pressure



9 4 AMERICAN JEWISH YEAR BOOK

from the Ku Klux Klan. Some states barred comments on the part of
the teachers; others excused the children of objecting parents; and
still others compromised by a variety of expedients. But the uncon-
stitutionality of the whole practice was not seriously questioned until
the 1950's, although the highest court of Louisiana in the case of
Herold v. Parish Board (1915) had foreshadowed the questionable
character of the usage.

In 1950 the New Jersey Supreme Court in Doremus v. Board of
Education sketched the outline of a compromise. It ruled that read-
ing portions of the Old Testament without comment was permissible,
since that did not favor one sect above another. The same court, in
line with that precedent, in Tudor v. Board of Education (1953) held
unconstitutional the distribution in the public schools of Gideon
Bibles, which incorporated the Protestant version of the New Testa-
ment. Nevertheless, in many parts of the country, particularly in the
South, the King James Bible continued to be used, whatever the law
might be.

Vestiges of other denominational practices persisted elsewhere in
the public schools. Thus, in some districts in North Dakota every
school was required to display a placard containing the "Ten Com-
mandments of the Christian religion in a conspicuous place." There
were states where teachers could appear in class in religious garb, and
where parochial schools were made part of the school system. In many
parts of the country the celebration of Christmas and Easter centered
in distinctly sectarian services. Such habits proved extremely difficult
to overcome, although they remained relatively unimportant in the
total picture of church-state relationships.

The most acute problem of all, after 1945, was created by various
plans for releasing children from public schools for limited periods
for the purposes of religious education. These programs were origi-
nally projected by Protestant clergymen at the beginning of the cen-
tury. Gary, Indiana, was the first city to adopt the method just before
World War I. The idea spread gradually through the 1920's and
1930's and then more rapidly after 1940. Various plans differed widely.
But their essence was the use of the public school as a means of draw-
ing children to sectarian religious instruction.

The Jewish reaction to these schemes was at first equivocal. Some
Reform groups were quick to oppose them; back in 1904 the Central
Conference of American Rabbis had made its position clear when it
recognized the "absolute necessity of separation of church and state"
and condemned sectarian practices in the public schools. Other Jew-
ish groups, however, had themselves long been troubled by the diffi-
culty of supplying adequate religious training to the youth and were
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tempted to think that the aid of the public schools might be a solu-
tion. By the same token, and for the same reasons, the Catholics, who
had at first opposed the plan, ultimately became its most enthusiastic
supporters.

The Jews, however, were quick to see the potentially divisive ef-
fects. That they themselves might not suffer was not enough. Their
whole experience had demonstrated that their own rights could only
be safe behind a bulwark of general principles; and released time, in
whatever form, threatened to weaken the wall between church and
state that by now was their main safeguard. After 1947, all the major
Jewish organizations were united in the view that they opposed these
programs.

Difficult problems were involved in the question of the constitution-
ality of released time laws; it was not at first clear to what extent
public funds and facilities could be used to further sectarian ends.
In 1947 in Everson v. Board of Education, the Supreme Court had
permitted a state to supply free bus services to the students of paro-
chial schools on the grounds that these were services to the children
and not to the schools. Similar reasoning had already justified Federal
and state aid to schools, hospitals, and other institutions, even when
conducted under religious auspices.

The court was, however, not willing to allow the public schools to
become the instruments of sectarian instruction. In 1948, only a year
after the bus-service decision, McCollum v. Board of Education not
only declared the Illinois version of the released time program uncon-
stitutional, but also in a ringing statement firmly set forth the princi-
ples of total separation of church and state. Although the case of
Zorach v. Clausen (1952) a few years later found a revised form of
the released time plan acceptable, it did so without reversing the
reasoning of the earlier case on the general principle of the separation
of church and state. The continuing agitation to secure public funds
for parochial schools seemed blocked off by the clear ruling against
any such form of direct aid.

* # #
Such problems remain serious. They are often the cause of personal

unhappiness and annoyance and of friction among religious groups.
Nevertheless, the struggle to eliminate them from American life will
undoubtedly continue.

In the perspective of the three hundred years of Jewish settlement
in the United States, however, these sources of friction do not loom
large. The general development of American free institutions has
created an impregnable bastion within which Jewish political and
social rights are secure. A survey of the enormous distance the Jews
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have already come toward the acquisition of equal rights can leave
only optimistic expectations for the future. They have left far behind
the heritage of law and practice derived from the closed society of
medieval Europe and have earned the full rights of men and citizens
of the New World. In the process, they have also extended the mean-
ing of Americanism.

For a long interlude between 1880 and 1940, the threat to equality
came from racist sources. That threat was vigorously met and sub-
dued. But outside that period the inequality of the Jew originated in
the religious differences that divided him from other Americans. To
level that inequality the Jews had at hand the great discovery of the
Revolutionary generation that, religion being a matter of man's con-
science, it ought to be entirely free of the state and the state entirely
free of religious interference. With that premise, increasingly accepted
by their fellow citizens, the Jews have an unassailable claim to rights
identical with those of every other American. To make the claim good
in practice is a long and difficult task, and one that is still in process.
But so long as the principle, long recognized, is not forgotten, the
ultimate issue cannot be in doubt.

In the United States, the outcome has been not only to strengthen
the Jews, but to strengthen the nation and religion as well. For, as
Hayim Greenberg put it, in words that Jefferson and Madison would
have echoed:

Religion . . . must not, if it wishes to remain faithful to its nature,
source and purpose, employ or endeavor to employ the State and its
instrument for its own purposes. Precisely as power and the oppor-
tunity to use power for purposes of coercion is the outstanding
characteristic of the State, so the characteristic concern of religion
is the liberty of the individual. It is impossible to require that any
man shall believe in a given faith if he does not "tend to believe"
by virtue of his very personality. The position of persons subject to
compulsion . . . cannot be regarded as having any religious value
and is, indeed, fundamentally anti-religious. The . . . theocratic
state is anti-religious, and, in the last resort, a State without God.
Army and police as auxiliaries diminish the Divine Authority and
do not extend it. Indeed, this aid serves to violate the very concept
of Divine Authority over Universe and Man.

In this sense, it was one of the contributions of the Jews, along with
other dissenting folk, to have participated in establishing the line be-
tween belief and power, between religion and the state. In that proc-
ess they have demonstrated that men of whatever religion can with
equal rights live together as good citizens of the same state.
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THE SPIRITUAL LIFE OF AMERICAN
JEWRY, 1654-1954
BY JOSEPH L. BLAU

are no two people who would agree on the precise meaning
of the term "Judaism." Even if we were to limit ourselves to

questioning people who claim to be adherents of Judaism, we should
find a wide variety of commitments covered by their assertions of ad-
herence. While it is improbable that many of these commitments
would be contradictory, some of them would be so widely divergent
that it would be difficult to bring them together into any general
description that would be at all definitive. It would be possible, of
course, to propose a sort of definition of Judaism by enumerating all
its varieties. But an enumeration of this sort, a mere listing of varia-
tions, would not provide us with a usable criterion of what is Judaism
and what is not.

We can account for this difficulty more readily than we can over-
come it. For all the millions of words that have been written over the
course of the history of the Jewish people dealing with the religious
beliefs of that people, Judaism has very little theology. Its doctrinal
positions tend rather to be assumed than to be debated. Debate among
adherents to Judaism, internal debate, is concerned with matters on
the periphery, with matters of practice and not of theory. Therefore
there have been widely satisfactory and acceptable codifications of
Jewish law for various times and places, but no widely accepted or
acceptable statements of Jewish belief. Exception may be made here
of the minimum statements of belief contained in Maimonides' Thir-
teen Articles of Faith, which have been used in lieu of a creedal formu-
lation for many centuries. If this is an exception, it is one that proves
the general rule, for it is a minimum statement. It was produced not
as an attempt to define Judaism, but as a definition of the rock-bottom
minimum that differentiated a Jew from a Christian or a Muslim in
an age and at a place where the three sister-faiths, all descended from
the faith of Biblical Israel, coexisted in close contact. Indeed, one
might say that the Maimonidean Articles are not so much an expres-
sion of what it means to be a Jew as a statement of what it means not
to be a Christian or a Muslim.

99
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If there is merit in what we have said thus far, the quest for a defini-
tion of Judaism is revealed as fruitless and we are thrown back upon
a purely descriptive approach. We cannot tell what Judaism is, and
we have, therefore, no criterion by which we can reliably judge ortho-
doxy or heterodoxy among the Jews of any time and place. We are
forced to accept the uncomfortably vague formulation that Judaism
is the expression of the spiritual life of those people in any locality
and at any period who regard themselves as Jews. We must invert our
criterion: instead of using Judaism as a standard of Jewish spiritual
life we must use the spiritual life of Jews as a standard of Judaism.
In effect, this is an abandonment of the claim so often advanced, and
nowhere more insistently than in Professor George Foot Moore's
classical discussion of Judaism in the First Centuries of the Christian
Era,1 that there is a "normative" Judaism. Instead of making this
assertion, we shall make the counterclaim that there is a large number
of sometimes widely differing traditions; that to each of these tradi-
tions its adherents attach the name "Judaism"; and that an additional
confusion is introduced by the use of "Judaism" as a class-name for all
of these traditions.

Each of these particular varieties of Jewish spiritual life is produced
by the combined operation of a multiplicity of forces. These forces
are so many and so heterogeneous that it would not be excessive to
say that every force that plays upon the life of the Jews in any of their
local and temporary situations has its effect upon the final synthesis.
It is not inconceivable that the activity of scholars in this field, pro-
longed for many centuries, might produce a physics of Jewish history,
in which the operation of each of these many forces would be reduced
to laws, and reliable predictions of new syntheses made possible. In
the absence of such a scientific history (and this is as true of general
history as it is of Jewish history), all evaluations and predictions must
be largely guesswork, infected by the personal preferences and preju-
dices of the student.

In the meantime, pending the creation of an historical physics, we
can readily see that there is no aspect of life as it affects the Jew that
does not enter into his conception of Judaism. So, for example, the
Jew either is or is not integrally a part of the economic life of the
country in which he happens to live at a particular time. If he is not
integrated into the economic life of his place and time, he must never-
theless have an economic life; in this case, his economic activities
would be largely, if not exclusively, carried on with other Jews. If the
economic activities of Jews are fully integrated into the common eco-
nomic life of the country, they would be largely carried on with non-
Jews. In either case, patterns of Sabbath and holiday observance would
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be conditioned by the pattern of economic life. Similar generalizations
can easily be made for social, political, and cultural forces. The point
that we are making here can be argued either empirically, by examin-
ing the actual operations of varying economic, social, political, cul-
tural milieus, or rationally, as a deduction from our descriptive
"definition" of Judaism as the expression of the spiritual life of those
people in any locality and at any period who regard themselves as
Jews. By deduction from our definition we reach the prediction that
it will be the case that these forces will be influentially operative in
determining the current variety of Judaism. Careful examination of
historical situations and the varieties of Judaism that have, in fact,
developed in these situations confirms the validity of our prediction.

Granting, now, the general validity of the hypothesis that has been
put forward, it is beyond our scope here to follow in detail every
aspect of the life of the Jews in America and to determine the effect
of each aspect on the spiritual life of American Jewry. Indeed, in the
present state of American Jewish historiography, to do so would be
impossible. It is to be hoped that one consequence of the focusing of
attention on American Jewish life in the celebration of this Tercen-
tenary will be a quickening of interest in the writing of American
Jewish history. Thus far the barest foundations have been laid; even
in these foundations, great gaps appear; the major work remains to
be done. At best, then, this essay can be no more than tentative and
generalized. And the major generalization from which we would now
proceed may be stated thus: There are, at all times and all places
where Jews reside, two chief constellations of forces operating to shape
the spiritual life of the Jewish people—one of these is the aggregate
of external forces working on the Jews from the host-culture, the other
is the aggregate of the internal forces of the varieties of Judaism
brought by the Jewish group from its previous places of residence.
The resultant of these two constellations of forces ultimately is the
new variety of Judaism.2

The word "ultimately" as used in this generalization carries a
great deal of weight. The creation of a new variety of Judaism does
not take place overnight. We seldom think of the centuries that go
into the making of a new synthesis; there is still in our thought a too-
magical understanding of the historical process as interpreted by
Hegel. The magician combines the ingredients of his magical potion;
he gives the cup to his victim, and immediately the beautiful princess
is transformed into an old crone, the palace into a hovel, the swarm
of attendants into a forest surrounding and hiding the lowly hut.
Years, nay, even centuries, may be needed for the unmaking of the
spell, but it is made in an instant. So, too, when Hegel's dialectic of
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history asserts that each historical force (thesis) brings forth out of its
inner incompleteness a countervailing power (antithesis), and that
these two are then merged in a higher unity that comprehends them
both (synthesis), we imagine that this life process is instantaneous. The
reverse is more likely to be true. The chances of life may destroy in
an instant an historical synthesis that has taken centuries to develop;3

it is the making that is the slow and time-consuming aspect of his-
torical development. Thus the Babylonian Talmud, the major expres-
sion of the synthesis of earlier traditions of Jewish life with the par-
ticular conditions under which the Jews lived in the Babylonian cul-
tural setting, contains the fruits of at least three centuries of adjust-
ment. Without careful thought, we tend to foreshorten times past;
and because we have done so, we tend to be impatient with the slow-
ness of life processes in the present.

In the case of Jewish spiritual life in America there are many and
valid reasons why three centuries have not been enough to produce
a Talmud. Some of these reasons derive from the nature of the host-
culture; others are the result of the way in which Jews of different
backgrounds have come to America. American Judaism seemed closer
to realization seventy-five years ago than it does today, and part of
what we must do here is to try to understand why this is so. The con-
ditions of Jewish life in America are unique in history. America has
been for the Jews a land of diaspora, of Galuth, surely; and yet in
America, more nearly than in any other land of diaspora, the social
conditions have been those of the homeland, of Eretz. In America
alone of all the nations in which the Jews have resided Galuth has not
meant strangerhood but a broadened conception of brotherhood. In
America alone the emancipation of the Jews has not been necessary,
since in America alone the Jews have been from the outset of national
life free and equal citizens of the land in which they live. We do not
mean to deny here the facts of anti-Semitism and discrimination, but
merely to assert that these distortions have received no official sanc-
tion in America.

The traditional expositions of Galuth (for example, that by Yitzhak
F. Baer 4) seem almost completely irrelevant in the context of Jewish
life in America. Although it has been attempted (for example, by
Ludwig Lewisohn5), no one has successfully interpreted American
Jewish life into the dialectic of Galuth and Eretz, because America
has proved to be both homeland and land of diaspora for the Jew.
Paradoxically, this very fact, so difficult for Jews who have not lived
in America (even though they may have resided in America) to under-
stand, has been one factor responsible for the slow pace of develop-
ment of an American Jewish synthesis. Because the Jew in America
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has been of America, he has done his work and lived his life and made
his contributions to the American cosmopolis rather than to the Jew-
ish polls. Jewish thinkers in America are for the most part American
thinkers speaking to an American audience, and the Jewish back-
ground of their thought is thus absorbed into the mainstream of
American culture. Louis D. Brandeis, Benjamin Cardozo and Felix
Frankfurter, in other times and places, might have made distinguished
contributions to Jewish law; Morris R. Cohen, Horace Kallen, Irwin
Edman and Ernest Nagel, in other times and places, might have made
distinguished contributions to Jewish philosophy; and so we might
continue through the list of poets and playwrights, novelists and
critics, scientists, scholars, and historians. In any age and any clime,
they would have had something to say to their world, but in other
times and places it would have been the Jewish world to which they
spoke. In America the lines of communication to the larger American
world have been open, and in speaking to this larger world these
American Jews have, for the most part, been drawn away from the
creation of the American variety of Jewish tradition.

T H E AMERICAN CULTURAL SETTING

Despite the often-mentioned and indisputable fact that the Amer-
ican form of government may now claim a longer continuous existence
under the same instrument than most other governments of the world,
America is still a new country. From the Founding Fathers to our own
day is but a matter of a few generations. Thomas Jefferson and John
Adams lived until 1826; John Dewey, who was born in 1859, did not
die until 1952. We need supply but one intermediate link to carry
us from the days of the Declaration of Independence to the days of
the United Nations and the atomic bomb. In a perspective such as
this, the life of America has been very brief. When, therefore, we gen-
eralize about the American cultural setting, we must remind ourselves
that insufficient time has elapsed to justify any prediction that the
trends thus far revealed will continue. American culture may change
its direction; some of the evidences of change that we see about us
may become permanent marks of American life.

We must talk, then, about what has been true, or what we see in
our own times; we must reserve judgment on the future. The most
salient of the influences on American development in the past is what
has been called the "openness" of American life. Geographically, this
characteristic has been associated with the frontier. As a new country,
with considerable amounts of virgin land and a population inadequate
to bring this land under cultivation, America has been open, in the
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sense of "roomy." Until recently, there has always been a spot some-
where on the continent where a newcomer from the crowded lands of
Europe could find a piece of unfilled land, at first sufficient only for
his own needs, but gradually able to produce a surplus for the use of
others. While such land existed, America could well afford to be phys-
ically hospitable. Furthermore, in pioneer communities of this sort,
made up of new arrivals, traditions of mutual helpfulness readily grew
up. Each man came with nothing but his hands and a few primitive
tools. Without mutual aid, adjustment would have been slower and
productivity delayed. The ability to make a contribution to the grow-
ing community was all that was demanded of a new pioneer. No one
asked—indeed it might have been unwise and even dangerous to have
asked—what his life had been before he arrived in America. No one
asked about family backgrounds, for most of the migrants would have
had little to tell, and those who might have told more often had good
reason to keep silent.

True, few of the Jewish immigrants became pioneers; their Euro-
pean experience scarcely prepared them for such a life. Only after
1881 was there a conscious and deliberate attempt to settle Jews on
the land, and then it was not so much under the conditions of pioneer
life as in planned agricultural settlements, which were not too suc-
cessful.6 But although he was rarely an agricultural pioneer, the Jew-
ish immigrant was nevertheless well-known in pioneer life. For, in his
role as peddler, he provided a first link between the actual pioneers
and the towns they had left behind. Almost as soon as the pioneer
family was settled in its first sod hut or log cabin, the Jewish peddler
appeared with his pack on his back ready to supply the small needs of
the new settlers and to bring them news of the world they had left
behind to build a new world. Frequently, even with his small knowl-
edge, he was the literate in an area of illiteracy; when letters came, he
read them, and when letters had to be sent, he was the scribe. He per-
formed a number of services for the newly formed communities and,
in that open society where the worth of a man was measured by his
deeds, the Jewish peddler was always a welcome arrival. Small wonder
that as the community grew and flourished and became a town, the
Jewish ex-peddler settled into it and became, often, its leading mer-
chant. He had earned his right to that status in the same hard school
in which the pioneer farmer had become the agricultural leader. Long
before political cynicism in the large cities had smelled out the pos-
sibility of a "Jewish vote" and established the practice of trying to
catch that vote by placing a Jewish candidate on the party ticket, the
faith of their neighbors in the Jewish merchants of frontier towns had
brought the Jews into local political notice, in elective offices ranging
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from dogcatcher to governor. Truly, American pioneer society was an
open society, hospitable alike to any man, Jew or non-Jew, who could
make a contribution to its on-going life.

The openness of the frontier, important as it was in eliminating
from the social life of the immigrant Jew the keen sense of stranger-
hood and difference, was only a special and dramatic case of a form
of openness that might better be called inclusiveness. Inclusiveness
was a mark left upon the American spirit by the cosmopolitan ideals
of the age of reason and enlightenment in which the United States
was born. Until that age, with rare exceptions, societies had regarded
themselves (as most still do today) as exclusive groups. Many of the
names by which peoples called themselves, even in primitive times,
symbolized this exclusivism. Ruth Benedict and other anthropologists
have pointed out how frequently a tribal name means "human beings"
or "mankind." 7 Anyone misguided enough to be born outside the
tribe could not be regarded as fully human. Far later, the highly
civilized Greeks made the same sort of distinction between themselves
and the "barbarians," and even in recent times we have witnessed a
similar relegation of the non-Aryan to the level of the non-human.
To the everlasting credit of the Enlightenment be it said that it recog-
nized no such distinctions. The enlightened mind could not have de-
bated, as the Spanish colonizers of America had but two centuries
earlier, whether the Indians had souls. All humanity was included
within the enlightened use of the word "man." Thus when Thomas
Jefferson drafted the Declaration of Independence, he did not say
that "all white Protestant Americans are created equal," but that
"all men are created equal." It is in the context of this enlightened
use of the term "man" that we must understand not only much of
the American tradition, but also such expressions (so often glibly and
unintelligently criticized) of Jewish enlightenment as J. L. Gordon's
"Be a Jew in your own house and a man outside it," or the later com-
ment of Isaac M. Wise, "For our own part, we are Israelites in the
Synagogue, and Americans everywhere." 8

It was, then, as a man with all the rights of man that the Jewish
newcomer was officially welcomed into American life. In some local
situations, more especially as the impact of enlightened ideas on the
American mind faded, individual Jews had to struggle for the realiza-
tion in practice of the official attitude. Until the twentieth century
and the experience of World War I brought in its train a restrictive
immigration law that differentiated between man and man on the
basis of ethnic origin, the official attitude of welcoming Jews as men
rather than rejecting (or, for that matter, accepting) them as Jews was
unchanged. It is interesting to note that even when an untraditional
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attitude toward unrestricted immigration began to be noised about,
one virulent attack on immigration took special and favorable note of
the Jews:

The day has long since passed when men come to America with the
intelligent and moral purpose of seeking freedom in religious faith
and political institutions. The only exception to this statement is
the case of the Russian Jews who have come to our shores by the
thousands since they were expelled from Russia. Ignorant as these
Jews are, they belong to the most literate class of Russia. . . . How-
ever clannish the Jews may be in their religious faith, their religion
has no tenet in it that may not harmonize with any government;
and in whatever country they find a home, they adopt the national
language and patronize its best schools and universities. . . . What-
ever may be said on minor questions, on the vitally important
question of the adaptation to and power to assimilate with our
political and civil institutions, we have less to fear from the Jews
than from any other class coming to us from continental Europe.9

But we should note that although this statement is not anti-Jewish,
it is anti-enlightened because it talks of Jews as Jews, not as men.

In addition to such features of American life as its openness and in-
clusiveness, this host-culture has certain characteristics that have spe-
cial relevance to the development of the spiritual life of American
Jewry. We are convinced that, with certain minor exceptions like the
Mennonites who have segregated themselves from the currents and
cross-currents of American life, these characteristics have equally af-
fected the spiritual life of every religious minority in America; more-
over, we are convinced that there is no religious majority in America.
We are suggesting, therefore, that these characteristics of American
life are basic to the understanding of any religious development in
the United States and thus applicable to the interpretation of Jewish
spiritual life. We shall call attention to three characteristics of Amer-
ican religious life: its pluralism, its voluntarism, and its moralism.
Before treating of them, however, we shall make brief mention of the
political situation that is, in part, their cause and, in part, their effect.

This political situation, broadly, is the accepted view that the gov-
ernment as such has no religion, and, as a supplement, the view that
the religion of the citizen is of no concern to the government. We
state this broadly; there are wide differences of opinion about the
meaning to be given to these general principles in particular situa-
tions. The Supreme Court has drawn fine lines of distinction (com-
pare, for example, McCollum v. Board of Education, 1948, with
Zorach v. Clauson, 1952).10 Different national and local administra-
tions have understood the limits placed upon them by these principles



THE SPIRITUAL LIFE OF AMERICAN JEWRY, 1654-1954 107

in different ways. But, for all these differences, it can be stated that
the American political system is marked by a sharp break with the
tradition of an established church and an equally sharp break with
the principle of cuius regio, eius religio, that is, the principle that the
ruler of a country has a right to determine its religion, at whatever
inconvenience to the citizens. It is within a framework provided by the
treatment of religion in the American political system that pluralism,
voluntarism, and moralism are characteristic.

Religious Diversity

If there is any large generalization about American life that can be
supported by careful and close analysis of the details of American
history, it is that the multiplicity of races, creeds, ethnic groups, and
cultural antecedents that have entered into the composition of the
background of its population have also entered into the foreground
of American experience. Nothing is done quite the same in America
as its analogue in any other single country. Every activity of any group
in America is modified not only by the specific conditions of life in
America but also by the opportunities that are forever at hand to see
how other groups handle the same activity. Furthermore, this very
plurality of alternatives makes the success of any one traditional way
of doing things seem less important; if the way one's forefathers did
something doesn't work, there are many other ways, and one of the
others may work. The fluidity, flexibility, or experimentalism that
observers have noted in American life flows from the variety of alterna-
tives open to adoption in all the affairs of life.

We are accustomed to taking this diversity for granted in most of
the aspects of secular life in America. Our government is a mixture
of elements drawn from various antecedent forms of political organiza-
tion; its machinery operates rather ponderously and it creaks some-
times; but over a century and three-quarters, with minor modifica-
tions, it has worked. Our social organization combines egalitarian and
aristocratic elements almost ludicrously, but it works. The structure
of our economic life is a hodge-podge that has produced a standard
of living such as the world has never known. We might continue to
bring forward illustration after illustration to show how the fabric
of our national existence has been produced by the interweaving of
many strands that often seem hardly congruous. To add to the list is,
however, unnecessary, since it is not with these secular matters that we
are here concerned.

What is important, and is less often realized, is that the same sort,
if not the same degree, of diversification is a central feature of religious
life in America. The importance of religious diversity cannot be told
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merely in terms of the co-presence, on a more or less friendly and oc-
casionally cooperative basis, of four major religious traditions: Juda-
ism, Roman Catholicism, Protestantism, and Humanism. Indeed, even
if one were to break these major traditions down into sects and de-
nominations and to attempt to interpret the spiritual side of Amer-
ican life in terms of the more than 250 organized groups,11 the effort
would be a failure. It is not only through organized religious groups
that spiritual values are propagated under the conditions of pluralism
in American society. Social, political, or economic organizations may,
in part, express the spiritual aspirations of their members; "religious"
organizations may, in part, express the social, political, or economic
motivations of their members. There is a wide variety of spiritual
"outlets" through any of which, or any combination of which, Amer-
icans express and expand their spiritual horizons. At no time and
place, perhaps, is it completely accurate to identify spiritual values
with religious faith or spiritual life with religious organization. In
the United States, such an identification would be completely in-
accurate.

Another way to say this would be that religious organizations in
the United States are not only in free and open competition with
other religious organizations, but are also in covert competition with
other organizations not generally thought to be religious. William
Leggett, the brilliant editorialist of the New York Post a century and
a quarter ago, called the American system as it applied in the spiritual
area "free trade in religion." 12 The expression is shocking; but it is
even more accurate than Leggett intended. He meant, we take it, that
each church had an equal chance with every other church to offer its
interpretation of religion, its mode of salvation, to the public; that
no governmental agency would seriously restrict or minimize that op-
portunity; and that the success of any church would depend upon the
attractiveness of the brand of religion that it was presenting or upon
the appeal of the presentation. Neither Leggett then, nor any clear-
eyed observer today, had any doubt that there would be some who
would pass by all the open church doors, finding nothing in any of
them to appeal to their natures. But we think that Leggett failed to
realize that among those who passed the church door there would be
many who found, in some other and "non-religious" activity or organ-
ization, some social, political, educational, economic, artistic, or even
recreational foundation, a satisfaction of the same spiritual needs that
others satisfied in the churches.

To look at the possibility of religious affiliation as a "shopping
about" for the best values in spiritual life throws the emphasis upon
a voluntary selection by the individual from among a plurality of
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possible affiliations.13 Thus "the voluntary system," or voluntarism, is
the concomitant of pluralism. Each loses the best part of its meaning
if the other is denied. If many religious groups are permitted to exist,
but no one is allowed to change his affiliation in order the better to meet
his own spiritual needs, the interests of the churches or other religious
bodies are preserved and protected, but not the interests of the indi-
vidual. If the individual is in theory free to follow the dictates
of his conscientious choice, but only one religious organization is
allowed to nourish, then not only are the interests of alternative faiths
disregarded, but also the individual is not given a genuine right of
choice. Neither pluralism without voluntarism nor voluntarism with-
out pluralism can be just to all interests. American religious life has
been both pluralistic and voluntaristic, and it must, therefore, be
pronounced just by all who pronounce judgment without prejudice.

What we have said thus far leads to a very difficult question, one
the very posing of which rouses all sorts of emotional problems. It is
a question that, ultimately, each faith must answer for itself. Every
religious faith is an institutionalizing of a program for achieving a
good life. Each, however, places a different degree of emphasis upon
the institution and upon the program. When institutional values are
stressed more than program, we have what we may call priestly re-
ligion, or ecclesiasticism; when program is stressed more than institu-
tional values, we have what we may call prophetic religion, or moral-
ism. Among the "high" religions of our world, none is completely an
ecclesiasticism, none completely a moralism. Yet there is tension in
each between priestly and prophetic emphases, and at different times
and places one or the other tendency seems to gain the upper hand.14

Ecclesiasticism has as its supplement ritualism or formalism; moralism
has as its supplement pietism. Rarely has any religious movement
struck a balance between the two tendencies, and when such a balance
has been achieved it has lasted but a brief time. Although each reli-
gious movement determines for itself its own place on the spectrum
of moralism and ecclesiasticism, the nature of the cultural setting in
which the religious movement flourishes affects the determination.
Characteristically, until the end of the nineteenth century and per-
haps slightly after, the effect of American life on the various religious
groups was to incline them towards moralism. From Increase Mather
and Jonathan Edwards to Pope Leo XIII's apostolic letter Testem
Benevolentiae of 1899, ecclesiastical leaders fulminated in vain against
the moralistic influences of Americanism.15 To the extent that Judaism
tends to fall towards the moralistic end of the spectrum,16 the Amer-
ican tendency has reinforced the characteristic pattern of Jewish re-
ligion in America. More recently, however, a counter-trend has set in.
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More arid more American life seems to bring out the formalistic and
ecclesiastical characteristics in the religions to which it plays host.
What the ultimate effect of this recent change will be it is too soon
to say; it is impossible even to say whether there is really a significant
change or whether this is just a slight reaction to three centuries of
moralism in American religion.

Let us now turn to see how the Jews have fared in the atmosphere
of pluralism, voluntarism and moralism that has pervaded the Amer-
ican cultural setting.

SYNAGOGUE AND C O M M U N I T Y

Under the conditions of Jewish life in Western Europe until the
end of the eighteenth century and in Eastern Europe into the twen-
tieth century, the basic Jewish institution was the community, the
agency for Jewish self-government.17 The Jewish community was
primary; synagogues, schools, cemeteries, orphanages, almshouses,
slaughterhouses, ritual bathing establishments—all the organizations of
Jewish life were secondary and dependent upon the community for
their existence and their maintenance. There were good historical
reasons why this should have been the pattern of Jewish life. The Jews
were an anomaly in medieval Christian society. They, or at least some
of them, had to be kept alive as evidence of the unfortunate lot of
those who had been given the opportunity to gain eternal blessedness
by accepting the revelation of God in Jesus but who, through stiff-
necked and stubborn contumaciousness, had refused to avail them-
selves of the opportunity. At times in European history it fell to the
lot of the popes to remind the Christians of Europe of the necessity
for leaving the Jews alive; for much of the time, the safest place for
a Jew to live was in the shadow of the Vatican. At the same time, how-
ever, in the corporate structure of European life in the Middle Ages,
the Jews had no real place; since they were not Christians, they could
in no way be integrated into a wholly Christian society.

The dilemma was resolved in practice by granting the Jews a cor-
porate life outside of the corporate structure of society. The adminis-
trative agency by means of which this neat trick was managed was the
Jewish community. The community and its officers became vicegerents
for the rulers of the country. Within a framework of "Jewry law," 18

that is, of special national or imperial law granting status to the Jew-
ish community, the internal affairs of the Jews were administered
according to traditional Jewish law. Under this traditional law the
community'officers, lay and rabbinical, superintended all the affairs
of Jewish life. They established whatever subordinate agencies were
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needed for particular purposes. They served as a link between the
government and the Jews and helped to maintain the uneasy and
often awkward situation in which the Jews were forced to live. It is
important to remember that, except in terms of Christian theology,
the situation was not of the Jews' making, and that the Jewry-law was
as little of their making. The Jews did not choose this way of life, nor
could they avoid it.

And yet this situation, which was not developed with the interests
of Jewish life in view, had many advantages. It virtually guaranteed,
even where the express terms of the law did not require it, that all
Jews would live in the same quarter. In this way it reinforced the
social compulsion on Jews to live as Jews. The alternative to living
as a Jew was to become a Christian; the road of indifference was not
open. Furthermore, under these conditions, to live as a Jew meant to
follow in every detail the traditional patterns of the community. No
individual could determine for himself what he would observe and
what he would not without leaving the community. Any adjustments
of the tradition to altered conditions, any allowances or modifications,
could be made only by the rabbinical leadership of the community and
were made for all members of the community. Over the centuries these
adaptations might add up to a considerable difference between com-
munity and community, but at no time would they break the inner
unity or the sense of continuity within any single community. The
synagogue was the subordinate institution in which certain activities
of the community took place, not an independent, self-governing con-
gregation. The rabbi was not a professional employee of the syna-
gogue; he was an expert on Jewish law maintained (in part or entirely)
by the community. Similarly, teacher, shochet, mohel were communal
officers, and neither free enterprises nor synagogal positions.

An altogether different situation developed in the New World and,
to an extent, in the Old World after Emancipation. Even after Eman-
cipation in Europe the traditional preeminence of the community
in Jewish life was maintained, partly because of satisfaction with it
and partly because of the inertia of institutions. In America, however,
not the community, for in the European sense there was none, but the
synagogue became the basic institution of Jewish life. As long as the
Jewish population in America was small, and especially in the Colonial
period, the full impact of the shift from one primary institution to
another was not particularly noticeable. The synagogues assumed as
many of the functions of the community as became necessary. Indeed
it is possible that if the Colonial situation had continued unmodified
for another century, the original synagogue-community might have
been transformed into something that closely resembled the European
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Jewish community. The remaining difference would have been an
important one. The Jewish community in Europe represented official-
dom to the Jews, whereas any Jewish community that developed in
America would have required the voluntary support of the Jews. The
authority of any Jewish community in America would be limited to
what the Jews themselves would be willing to grant to it, unless, at
any time, American law were to become, in the older European sense,
the law of a Christian community, excluding Jews from status.19

The first Jews in New York City (then, of course, New Amsterdam),
who arrived in 1654, were not permitted by the Dutch authorities to
establish a synagogue, and in the absence of records before 1728 we can
only guess at their religious life.20 They probably worshipped in pri-
vate homes from the very beginning. Public services may have been
held as early as 1673, and were certainly held by 1682. The first syna-
gogue building of which we have record was the Mill Street Synagogue,
built in 1729, but an earlier map of New York, drawn by John Miller
in 1695, shows the site of a "Jews' synagogue" on Beaver Street. The
official life of the group may be said to have begun still earlier, how-
ever, when in 1656 reluctant permission was granted New Amsterdam
Jews to purchase land for cemetery purposes. The first official act of
the group, the provision of a Jewish cemetery, was communal rather
than synagogal. Permission to purchase the burial-ground must have
been granted (July 14, 1656) very soon after Governor Peter Stuyvesant
had received from the directors of the Dutch West India Company in
Amsterdam a letter (dated March 13, 1656) repeating earlier instruc-
tions that Jews in New Amsterdam were to have the same privileges
as those of Amsterdam "only as far as civil and political rights are
concerned, without giving the said Jews a claim to the privilege of
exercising their religion in a synagogue or a gathering."21 There
would scarcely have been time for Stuyvesant to have received the
letter of June 14, 1656, which spells out the measure of religious
toleration to be extended to the Jews, who

shall not be employed in any public service . . . nor allowed to
have open retail shops; but they may quietly and peacefully carry
on their business as beforesaid and exercise in all quietness their
religion within their houses, for which end they must without doubt
endeavor to build their houses, close together in a convenient place
on one or the other side of New Amsterdam—at their choice—as
they do here.22

It should be noted that in this letter the assumption was made that
the Jews would voluntarily, but under the inner compulsion of reli-
gious need, live close together—that is, that a voluntary ghetto would
develop.
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Again, the New York synagogue, by now known as Shearith Israel
(Remnant of Israel), acted as a community in the European sense
when, from time to time, it made arrangements for the building of
ritual baths (for example, in connection with its Mill Street Syna-
gogue). It must be said, however, that Shearith Israel was by no means
consistent in making provision for ritual baths, and that, generally
speaking, this custom was one of the first of the religious practices to
lapse in the American environment. The supervision of ritual slaugh-
tering, too, was a communal function that Shearith Israel exercised
until the beginning of the nineteenth century. The shochet was a
synagogue functionary, subject to control by the officers of the syna-
gogue. He was independent of the butchers, who had to gain his
favor. Later, after 1812, this situation broke down. More than one
shochet was practicing in New York and there was no authority to
decide which of them, if any, was failing to fulfill the ritual require-
ments in every detail. Ultimately, after about 1840, the shochetim be-
came employees of the butchers, operating under virtually no control.
Similarly, in the early days, the synagogue acted the part of a com-
munity in arranging with a particular baker for the provision of
matzot for Passover, and, having made the arrangements, the syna-
gogue authorities supervised the baking process to make sure that all
requirements were met. This communal function, too, broke down by
the middle of the nineteenth century, and matzot entered the arena
of competitive business.

One of the major areas in which, for a time, Shearith Israel exer-
cised the functions of a community was that of education.23 Prior to
the establishment of public secular schools—generally a nineteenth-
century development—all education had of necessity to be carried on
either by private, usually denominational schools (chiefly in the South)
or by congregational schools. By 1755, and possibly earlier, the con-
ception of education had been so enlarged that the school maintained
by Shearith Israel taught "secular" subjects as well as Hebrew—Span-
ish, English writing, and arithmetic. At least as early as 1790 the
Shearith Israel school was coeducational. A bequest by Meyer Polony
in 1801 led to the school, previously called Yeshibat Minhat Areb,
being renamed the Polonies Talmud Torah, and to the revision and
expansion of the curriculum of secular studies. The chazzan of Con-
gregation Shearith Israel carried on the duties of teacher in the school
with some extra compensation, variously arranged, for his extra work.
After 1822, the Talmud Torah became a Hebrew school only, sup-
plementing other educational facilities. Once again we see that the
synagogue failed in its attempt to fulfill the work of a community.

Similar experiences, differing from that of Shearith Israel only in
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detail, may be found in the histories of the other pre-Revolutionary
Jewish groups: Newport, R. I., where Jews settled in 1658; Philadel-
phia, Pa., where the Mikveh Israel synagogue was founded about 1745;
Beth Elohim, Charleston, S. C, 1750; and the Hebrew congregation
in Savannah, Ga., founded perhaps as early as 1734.24 In every case,
there was an attempt to build Jewish life around a synagogue without
the legal status of the European Jewish community, and in every case
the attempt ultimately failed. In part, perhaps in major part, this
series of failures must be attributed to the absence of sanctions. Ex-
communication was a major threat to the European Jew, even in
relatively liberal Holland, in the seventeenth century. A Jew who was
excluded, like Spinoza, from Jewish community life, and who would
not become a convert to Christianity, was virtually without a place to
rest his head. He was, if not quite stateless, at least "status-less." In
the open society of America, the threat of excommunication was all
but meaningless. Shearith Israel tried to make it a vital force; in 1758,
the number of known violations of religious laws had so increased
that it was decided to expel every culprit from the synagogue.25 There
seems to have been no significant decrease in the frequency with which
the laws were violated.

Perhaps one reason for the disciplinary failure of the early syna-
gogues was that (with Newport after 1773 as the sole brief exception)
they had no rabbinic authority who could state the law and make what
minor adaptations were necessary in the new situation. For Jewish
law has traditionally been modified by rabbinic adaptations. Shearith
Israel in the earliest days might inquire of the Amsterdam Jewish
community, or, later, of the London Jewish community, for rabbinic
guidance; but such an inquiry took much time going and coming, and
before an answer had arrived the urgency of the case had passed. The
religious leader in the eighteenth century American synagogues was
a chazzan, who had no official authority in matters of Jewish law and
whose congregation knew that he had none. In fact, few of the
chazzanim of the time had even a limited knowledge of Jewish law.
Perhaps we may attribute to this lack of knowledge not only such
incidents as the burial with religious rites of an illegitimate infant,
to which Kohler refers, but also the prominent role played by laymen
in the congregations. Jacob Marcus points out that an avowed deist,
like Solomon Simson, could and did become president of Shearith
Israel.26 Perhaps this prominence of the layman is rather part of the
inheritance that the synagogues of Colonial America derived from
their Sephardic background. Whatever the explanation, had the lay
leader—called the parnas or presidente, or sometimes even both, parnas-
presidente—been a qualified scholar, had he been capable of supplying
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the deficiencies of the chazzan, the general situation might have been
somewhat better. But, again, if the parnas was a man of learning, in
any one instance, this was a fortunate chance.

For better or worse, the pattern of lay control established in the
Colonial period of American Jewish religious life has remained char-
acteristic of the American synagogue in more recent times.27 It is a
fact with which every professional worker in the Jewish synagogue
has to reckon. Some nineteenth- and twentieth-century rabbis, by sheer
force of personality, have been able to wrest temporary leadership
from the laity, but they could never be sure that the reins would
remain in their hands, nor, if they were fortunate enough to retain
control, could they transmit the new alignment of forces to their suc-
cessors. One of the greatest figures in twentieth-century American
Judaism, Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, founded his own "Free Synagogue"
in New York City in order to break through the dominance of the
laity; originally the freedom of the Free Synagogue was a freedom of
the pulpit. Another important twentieth-century leader, Rabbi Abba
Hillel Silver, proclaimed his declaration of independence from lay
control at the celebration of the twenty-fifth anniversary of his com-
ing to his congregation. When such dominant rabbinical personalities
had to struggle to avoid the cramping effects of lay control, it should
cause no great surprise that the greatest problem of the run-of-the-mill
rabbi is to establish some modus vivendi with his congregation. Be-
fore we can understand how the rabbi has come to this pass, however,
we must consider the post-Revolutionary developments of synagogue
and community.

Post-Revolutionary Developments
We have seen that the characteristic eighteenth century organization

of Jewish life was as a synagogue attempting to perform for its mem-
bers the functions of a community. Because the synagogue was a
voluntary organization; and because the openness of American life
made it possible for a Jew to get along without the synagogue, it was
only a stop-gap substitute for the European Jewish community, only
partially successful in maintaining its extended functions. The one
measure of control that the synagogue could use to keep its members
in line was its ownership of the cemetery. However little a man might
care to live as a Jew, and however the conditions of American life
might serve his desire to be free of the responsibility of living as a
Jew, somehow a faint relic of ancestral piety led him to want to die
as a Jew and to be buried in consecrated ground.28

Two factors conspired to break down the communal aspects of
American Jewish life after the Revolution. The first of these was



116 AMERICAN JEWISH YEAR BOOK

that even the older synagogues, whose organization preceded the new
government, were rechartered under the new laws of the state in which
they chanced to be situated. These state laws were drafted by legis-
lators who did not know the specific conditions of Jewish organization,
and who, if they had known, might have been unwilling to introduce
special provisions for the incorporation of Jewish religious bodies,
serving a very small fragment of the total population. State laws for
this purpose were written in the light of the general situation and the
needs of American Protestant churches, and these were, by and large,
organized as independent congregational bodies. A congregationalist
order was, as it were, unintentionally imposed upon the Jewish group.
That this legal prescription proved, at least at the time, desirable to
the Jews themselves was the result of another factor, the character of
the Jewish population in the United States.

The leading group in the oldest stratum of American Jews con-
sisted of Sephardim, Jews of Spanish, Portuguese and Mediterranean
ancestry. Some of them were of Marrano families, and the New World,
whether at Recife, in Brazil, under the Dutch, or in the British West
Indies, or in New Amsterdam, or in Rhode Island, meant for them
the opportunity to return to the open practice of Judaism. In the
main, they were not a scholarly group; their very readiness to under-
take the venture of going to a new land suggests that they were men
of action rather than of thought. They had a simple piety, however,
and a great desire to maintain the traditional forms. Among older
writers on American Jewish history the belief formerly prevailed that
the Sephardic group retained numerical predominance in America
until after the Revolution. More recently it has become clear that,
perhaps as early as 1730, there were more Ashkenazic Jews than
Sephardim in the colonies; the Ashkenazim came from England and
from Germany. Although Ashkenazim thus early began to outnumber
Sephardim, the leading position of the Sephardim is proved by the
fact that all the seventeenth and eighteenth century synagogues fol-
lowed the Spanish and Portuguese minhag, or ritual, in the conduct
of their services. The two groups intermarried, to some extent, and
Ashkenazic officers appear in the congregational lists, but there was
no compromise with the Sephardic minhag.

After the Revolution, as immigration in general increased, and
Jewish immigration with it, the Jewish newcomers were overwhelm-
ingly Ashkenazim who wished to follow an Ashkenazic order of serv-
ice. As early as 1802 the Rodeph Shalom German Hebrew Society was
organized in Philadelphia, and this society became officially a reli-
gious institution in 1810. In New York City, the first Ashkenazic
break with Shearith Israel came in 1825, when a group of members
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whose leaders, at least, were of English descent, established Congrega-
tion B'nai Jeshurun. At this time the Jewish population of New York
City was about 300. Secession bred secession; not long afterward, in
1828, the German, Dutch, and Polish Jews in the membership of
B'nai Jeshurun formed their own congregation, Anshe Chesed. In
1839, Polish Jews in Anshe Chesed and those who had hitherto re-
mained in B'nai Jeshurun banded together to form a Polish congre-
gation, Shaarey Zedek. Dutch Jews left the older synagogues in 1847
to form Congregation Bnai Israel. Schisms in the older congregations
for other reasons bred still other synagogues: the short-lived Ohabey
Zedek in 1835; German Rodeph Shalom in 1842; Polish Beth Israel
in 1843; German Emanu-El in 1845. Each group, whatever its mo-
tivations may have been, asserted its independence of centralized con-
trol, until by mid-century, Sabato Morais's comment on the pluralism
of Philadelphia Jewry may serve as an apt characterization of Jewish
synagogue organization all through the United States:

No ecclesiastical authority existing in this country [among the Jews],
matters were allowed to shape their own course—each Congregation
doing as it saw fit, without referring its action to any other but its
own minister, and even he, at times, was overruled by the laymen
who composed the membership or the Board of Trustees.29

Thus, the inner tendency of the Jewish groups to fragment on
grounds of ritual, or of the country from which they had migrated,
of political factionalism in the synagogue, of real or fancied slurs on
one group by another, or simply the desire of a newly prominent
clique to achieve prestige the quick way by holding synagogue office,
even if they had to form a synagogue in order to do so—thus, inner
reasons of this sort reinforced the general American tendency to re-
ligious pluralism. In its small way, the American Jewish population
echoed the fragmentation that was taking place among the American
Protestant denominations in the first half of the nineteenth century.
The same sort of duplication took place in communal functions. The
multiplication of shochetim and of bakers of matzot has already been
mentioned in passing. As far as cemetery property was concerned,
Shearith Israel itself began the trend by refusing to allow the burial
of members of B'nai Jeshurun in what had till then been regarded as
the burial-ground for all the Jews of New York. Each synagogue
established its own religious school, and in doing so each proclaimed
the failure of its predecessors to do a good job, only to be criticized
in turn by its successors. Furthermore, where welfare and charitable
agencies had been set up, originally under synagogal auspices, but
later as independent organizations, they tended to follow the lines of
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synagogue divisions rather than to see the welfare problem as a
unitary one to be solved, if solved it were to be, only by united effort
and centralized administration.

By 1850 the tide had begun to turn. More and more the leaders of
American Jewry, both lay and religious, saw the need for organization
either for greater efficiency or for the remedying of undesirable effects
of disunity. It was fully recognized that no compulsory union could
be enforced, either on a local or on a national basis. Whatever plans
were suggested were, therefore, of a voluntary nature. Most of these,
too, followed the pattern of the American government and of many
American Protestant bodies in being plans for federation rather than
amalgamation. It was regarded as possible that independent congre-
gations would be willing to federate for a particular purpose without
giving up any of their powers of self-determination in any other
respect. Thus, three German-Jewish synagogues in New York City,
Anshe Chesed, Rodeph Shalom, and Shaarey Hashamayim, joined to-
gether in 1845 to hire Dr. Max Lilienthal, who had recently come
to New York, as their rabbi. He was expected to direct the schools
of the three synagogues, but Anshe Chesed backed out of the school
merger, and did not join it until 1847. By this time the move for
a German Jewish community had lost its vitality, however, and the
union school dissolved along with the communal union.30

Among the early and powerful advocates of some measure of unity
the name of the Reverend Isaac Leeser of Congregation Mikveh Israel
of Philadelphia should be noted. Leeser, who came to Mikveh Israel in
1829, was a well-educated literary figure and scholar, although he
had no rabbinic ordination. As early as 1830 Leeser established a
regular pattern of preaching in English at the Sabbath services. He
seems to have recognized the need for a conscious and selective es-
pousal of American cultural elements into Jewish life, lest the uncon-
scious, unthinking, and unselective acceptance should go too far. The
Occident and American Jewish Advocate, the journal Leeser inau-
gurated in 1843, had a strongly traditional orientation.31 By the issue
of January 1844, Leeser's editorial, entitled "The Demands of the
Times," was calling for unity of religious observance under a uni-
versally accepted religious law. Although he asserted that he favored
"municipal autonomy of each separate synagogue," he urged the de-
velopment of a feeling of unity and community, if not actual union.
Returning to the same theme, under the same title, a month later,
Leeser demanded "a FEDERATIVE union," to be formed in spite
of the "many inveterate prejudices among our people" which, he
thought at this time, had no religious basis, but were founded on
differences in wealth, nationality, and degree of reform.
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Even before The Occident had been started, Leeser and his Phila-
delphia colleague, Louis Salomon, chazzan of the Ashkenazic congre-
gation Rodeph Shalom, had drawn up a plan for a federation of
synagogues. The proposal to create a union was broached by Lesser
and Salomon in 1841.32 In 1845, an elaboration of the original pro-
gram, now including suggestions from leaders of Beth Israel, Phila-
delphia's third synagogue, founded in 1840 by German and Polish
Jews, was published in The Occident and with it a call for a national
congress to make the union a reality. But the synagogues of the coun-
try were not ready for such an action. Leeser's plan was rejected out
of hand. It seemed that the Philadelphia plan would die a-borning.

When support for Leeser's project came, it was from an unexpected
source. Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise, "master architect of Reform religious
institutions,"33 no friend of the traditionalism that Leeser ex-
pounded, nevertheless felt as keenly as Leeser the need for a federa-
tion of American synagogues. Unlike others among the German
rabbis, Wise believed with Leeser that conscious adaptation of Juda-
ism to the American scene was desirable and necessary, although, as
later events demonstrate, Wise and Leeser differed sharply about the
nature and extent of adaptation that should be undertaken. Now in
1848 Wise prepared, for publication in The Occident, a call "To
the Ministers & Other Israelites" for a grand association of Israelitish
congregations in North America.34

Wise argued for national Jewish union on grounds of utility, but
it was religious rather than practical utility that was his chief concern:

Now in order to fulfil our sacred mission, to send our important
message to mankind, it behooves us to be united as one man; to be
linked together by the ties of equal views concerning religious
questions—by uniformity in our sacred customs, in our forms of
worship, and religious education. We ought to have a uniform
system for our schools, Synagogues, benevolent societies—for all our
religious institutions.

He commented, most revealingly, on the founding and current leader-
ship of American Jewry, asserting that the majority of American
Jewish congregations

are generally composed of the most negative elements from all the
different parts of Europe and elsewhere; they have been founded
and are now governed for the greater part by men of no considerable
knowledge of our religion, and generally of no particular zeal for
our common cause. The consequence of all this is, that many con-
gregations have no solid basis, no particular stimulus to urge on
the youth to a religious life, and no nourishment for the spiritual
Israelite.
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Finally, Wise indicated his feeling that the unity for which he was
pleading should follow the lines of a moderate reform. He called
especially for the German rabbis in the country to join him in his plea
for concerted action among the Jewish congregations of America.

In his editorial comment on Wise's "call" Leeser indicated that he
endorsed the idea of meeting but did not agree with all of Wise's
views. He tied his sense of the need for meeting to the revolutionary
events that were then (1848) taking place all over Europe. The tone
of Leeser's statement was moderately anti-emancipationist:

In the present whirl of passions which have been let loose over the
world, the Jews are running the danger of losing themselves in the
agitation of public affairs, and forgetting that they are men who
have other duties to perform, besides voting at elections, and fight-
ing in battles. . . . The present actual or approaching freedom of
mingling as a Jew with the masses, does not of right empower him
to cast away his privilege of being one of God's chosen people.

In May, 1849, under the title "Shall We Meet?" Leeser again endorsed
the idea of a meeting of all American Jewish congregations, but
specifically rejected the view that the meeting should envisage a
general reform of religious practices as one objective:

We should regard a general reform by the authority of a convention
as the greatest evil which could by possibility befall our people. In
using the word reform, we employ it in the sense which it usually
bears in the present age,—a violent change and a substitution of
new notions in the place of well-established customs and opinions.
. . . But there is another reform, which looks to the removal of
municipal abuses, as we may term them; . . . we see no reason why
German and Portuguese Jews could not unite in one common effort
to establish a better state of things, without yielding in the least
their peculiarities, or their independence.

Thus it is clear that although Wise and Leeser were able temporarily
to subordinate their different views of what had to be done in their
common eagerness to hold a nation-wide convocation of representa-
tives of the Jewish congregations of America, the differences would
have come to the surface and prevented constructive action if a meet-
ing had actually taken place.

But the meeting did not take place. Only eight congregations indi-
cated their willingness to participate, and of these eight, New York's
large Jewish community supplied but one, Congregation Shaarey
Tefila. Shortly after the date at which the meeting was to have taken
place (June 11, 1849), an editorial in the Asmonean, a new weekly
paper, edited by Robert Lyon of New York, urged Wise not to be
discouraged by his failure to achieve union on the instant. This edi-
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torial is especially interesting because it indicates that Lyon was
aware of the influence of the American cultural setting on Jewish life.

In the Old Countries where the few govern the many, make an
impression on the heads and you carry the whole body, but in
America—where every congregation is independent, and every city
a multitude of little independencies, it is necessary to Americanize
your system, win the many and the few must be drawn into the
vortex. . . . Therefore we say to the Rev. Dr. Wise, proceed—pro-
pound your principles, lay them bare to the world, disseminate your
doctrines, quietly yet urgently, adopt the American rule—Be sure
you are right, and then go a-head.35

Lyon's support of union had a multiple base. He saw union as one
method of raising the status of Jews in the esteem of non-Jews,36 and
also as a means of raising funds more efficiently.37 But his advocacy
was also based upon well-thought-out religious considerations. His
view interestingly combined the traditional Jewish conception of a
synodical authority with a belief in popular sovereignty. "The power
of legislation in religious matters should be vested in a DULY CON-
STITUTED AUTHORITY, and the people, without a doubt, have
the right to nominate and create that authority." 38

We have reported the failure of this first attempt to establish a
national authority for American Judaism in some detail; its failure
was unfortunate, but rooted both in the nature of American institu-
tions and in the variety of the Jewish population in America. Every
subsequent attempt to achieve complete Jewish unity on a nation-
wide basis has also met with failure, for the same sort of reason. One
important factor in leading to the failure we have barely suggested
here—the difficulty of achieving any rapprochement between spokes-
men for traditionalism and advocates of reform. There will be more
to say about this major split in another place. Another basic reason
was that each fragmentary group, whatever its origin, cherished above
all its congregational independence and resented having to work
with others who were considered inferior in some respect or, for that
matter, with others who considered themselves superior in some
respect.

These factors operated with special force in the American environ-
ment because of the constant arrival of new immigrant groups. The
older account tells of three large waves, the smallest a Sephardic wave
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, then a somewhat larger
wave of German and German-Polish Ashkenazim in the first half of
the nineteenth century, and, finally, a tidal wave of East European
Jews between 1881 and 1914. This older account stands in need of
correction in detail. Its broad outline is, however, correct. From our
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standpoint here, what is important is that each newly arrived group
brought from its homeland a conception of the nature of Judaism
and tried to impose this conception upon American life. Each new
group regarded its predecessors as little better than apostates. For a
few years—the number depending upon the size of the new group,
where its members settled, and how long their distribution among
the population took—the little nucleus managed to transplant its life
in Europe almost intact. Sooner or later, however, often without
awareness of what was happening, the process of adjustment to the
American cultural scene began. The now not-so-new group became
the target of scorn for its successors, and the cycle was repeated.

Adjustment moved more rapidly at first in the early period when
the immigrants came as individuals or in family groups; it moved
more slowly during the period of East European immigration when
the Jewish inhabitants of a whole town came into America together,
settled in the same area of some large American city, established a
little synagogue perpetuating the name of the town from which they
came, and thus served as a social brake on one another. But even in
the later period, though it might take two generations for the process
of Americanization to get its start, start it ultimately did, leaving,
perhaps, a handful of the oldest members of the group clucking their
tongues and wondering whether they had done wrong in leaving their
homeland fifty years earlier. Again, adjustment moved more rapidly
in the case of Jews who migrated from countries where emancipation
had already taken hold or where the general pattern of life was
closer to that of the United States. Thus the Americanization of Eng-
lish, German, and German-Polish Jews proceeded more rapidly and
with fewer hitches than the Americanization of Rumanian and Rus-
sian Jews. It should be said, in this connection, that the earlier group
of migrants, because of the widespread commercial opportunities at
the time of their arrival, tended to disperse through the country more
rapidly than later comers, and that this widespread distribution has-
tened the process of their adjustment.

Whatever nascent trends toward national federation had devel-
oped before 1885, by which time the impact of the new migration
was beginning to be felt, were destroyed by the fact that the recent
arrivals soon constituted a majority of the Jews of the United States
and saw no reason for a broader unity than that of their own congre-
gations. Had they been willing to participate in a conference, there
would still have been no unity, because the conferees would have
split irrevocably into those who favored a controlled adaptation and
those who would have no truck with adaptation whatsoever. Then
each of these major groups would have broken down into sub-groups,
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and these into still smaller groups until, once again, each congrega-
tion was asserting its own particular point of view against all comers.

There has been rather more success in federating Jewish agencies
in the field of welfare activities than in the religious field. But even
in education, welfare, or Zionist activities there has never developed
among American Jews, despite repeated attempts, a permanent na-
tional organization crossing all lines. An American Jewish community
seems, on the basis of the history of these attempts, to be a Utopian
dream. Yet there has been one major attempt in recent American
Jewish thought to set forth the conditions of community organization
in full awareness of all the factors operating to prevent such organiza-
tion. Mordecai M. Kaplan, founder of the Reconstructionist move-
ment and professor at the Jewish Theological Seminary, is its author.
This program for developing American Jewish communities is the
social aspect of Kaplan's broader philosophy, but it has gained the
attention and support of many who do not accept Kaplan's theo-
logical views. 39

Kaplan's program rests on three basic principles in which he at-
tempts to plan for centralized organization without abandoning dem-
ocratic diversity. His first principle takes care of theological diver-
gencies by proposing that eligibility for membership shall be extended
to all who desire to aid in fostering Jewish life, however they may
understand the form and content of Jewish life. In various later ex-
pansions of this principle, it has been made clear that Kaplan means
to include here not only those affiliated with Orthodox, Conserva-
tive, or Reform synagogues, but also the unsynagogued, the "secular
Jew." The relative importance (for Kaplan, though not necessarily
for all who have followed his general position on the making of a
community) of different types of organization within the pattern of
the community is indicated by the second principle, assigning primacy
to organizations whose chief function is to heighten Jewish conscious-
ness—synagogues, cultural organizations, schools—over those whose
services to Jewish consciousness are secondary, like the welfare organ-
izations of all sorts. Samuel Dinin has pointed out that in the com-
munity councils that have thus far been established, there has been
widespread failure to observe this second principle, especially in re-
gard to the synagogues. Kaplan's theories of the nature of democ-
racy 40 lead to his third principle of community organization: each
group that is engaged in the performance of a specific task shall con-
tinue what it is doing but shall also be represented in the delibera-
tions of the community council. The intent of these three principles
is that
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Every organized Jewish community will have a general membership,
a democratically representative governing council that shall deter-
mine its policies, an administrative committee and executive officers
to supervise the execution of these policies, various functional
bureaus to direct the day-to-day activities of the community under
the control of the council, and organizations for specific Jewish
purposes such as already exist.41

Within this inclusive organization, the constituent groups are to be
entitled to full autonomy except for administration of property and
allocation of budget. Kaplan recognized that granting this much of
self-determination might hamper the community program, but he
held that this was a lesser evil than "unwise regimentation." In Kap-
lan's thinking the vital point is that these community councils should
not be representative of every Jew, in total disregard of the intensity
and variety of his Jewish concerns, but that they should be representa-
tive of "every Jewish interest or tendency which is manifest in the
community."

One great problem that arises in considering this plan is the am-
biguity of the role assigned to the synagogue as the primary agency
of Jewish spiritual life. For followers of the Reconstructionist posi-
tion, this may not be the problem that it is for others, since Recon-
structionism regards Judaism as a civilization and asserts that within
that civilization the Jewish religion is essentially the heightened con-
sciousness of the interests and values of the group. Because of this
view, Kaplan has insisted on a revival of cultural nationalism, in
which all aspects of Jewish experience and culture are integrated
with the Jewish religion. With conscious paradox, Kaplan has held
that it is in the best interest of Jewish religion to stress Jewish secular
culture: "The spiritual regeneration of the Jewish people demands
that religion cease to be its sole preoccupation." But it is precisely
at this point that many thoughtful and concerned Jews cannot ac-
cept a definition of the nature of Jewish community that seems to
them to invert Jewish values by making communal life the source
of worship instead of making worship the inspiration of communal
life.

It would be well if the Jews of America could borrow from their
Protestant neighbors the conception of an ecumenical movement, pro-
viding for collaboration on specific matters across lines of difference.
It is voluntary and limited association rather than catholic unity that
should be sought. It is in this area of voluntary cooperation that a
better spirit is evident. Organizations of more limited scope and mem-
bership have proved more viable. So, in various localities, rabbis of
widely differing positions have been able to unite on a common pro-
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gram. Support of institutions of higher Jewish learning has come from
all camps. But despite such scattered successes as these, our summary
must be that the American Jew is a jealous congregationalist.

If so, what has he made of his congregation? Here the distinctive
institution of American Jewish life is beginning to emerge. The typi-
cal Jewish congregation houses a wide variety of non-religious and
semi-religious activities, as well as serving religious functions. Sabbath
and holiday services are held there; there may also be weekday serv-
ices. There are study groups in which Jewish learning on various
levels is pursued. There is a Sunday school; there may be a weekday
Hebrew school. There is a men's club and a women's club, a younger
members' group, social and athletic groups for teenagers (perhaps a
gymnasium!). There are sewing groups and card-playing groups, boy
scouts and girl scouts. Local Zionist activities may center in the syna-
gogue building. Dances, at Purim, or more recently at the conclusion
of Yom Kippur, may take place there. Here, then, in epitome is the
American synagogue today. It serves a great many worthy purposes
and requires efficient programming and administration.

As an unconsciously evolved phenomenon of American Jewish life,
the synagogue-center can certainly be traced back to the early years
of the twentieth century and may even have begun to take its char-
acteristic form at the end of the nineteenth century. As a conscious
program, however, the concept of the synagogue-center was formu-
lated by Mordecai M. Kaplan in an article that appeared in the Amer-
ican Hebrew in 1918. Kaplan did not think that the Jewish center
that he proposed would become a focus for the conflict of "religious"
and "secular" forces in American Jewish life; yet it has, in fact, be-
come so. Its most ardent proponents have been the secular welfare
groups, especially the National Jewish Welfare Board (JWB). Oppo-
sition has most often come from leaders of rabbinical thought. Rabbi
Israel Goldstein, for example, speaking before the Rabbinical Assem-
bly in 1929, caustically criticized the synagogue-center:

No doubt there is much to be said in its favor, but it is true, as has
been repeatedly stated by its critics, that whereas the hope of the
Synagogue Center was to Synagogize the tone of the secular activi-
ties of the family, the effect has been the secularization of the place
of the Synagogue.

To the same effect, Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver wrote in the American
Hebrew, "The crowding of many secular activities in the life of a
congregation frequently causes men to lose sight of the real purposes
of a religious organization." More recently, talking to a different JWB
proposal, in 1949, Rabbi David Aronson, then president of the Rab-



126 AMERICAN JEWISH YEAR BOOK

binical Assembly, echoed the earlier comments that have been quoted
when he said, "A community that accepts the philosophy that a gym-
nasium is as essential to Jewish life as a synagogue, and a Jewish
basketball team as conducive to Jewish survival as a Talmud Torah,
is on its way to Jewish extinction." 42

On the other hand, Kaplan has maintained that the difficulties stem
from the failure of the rabbis to utilize the synagogue-center properly,
and not from the nature of the synagogue-center itself.

Opportunity has brought to the Rabbi the institution of the Jewish
Center. If he had only known how to utilize it, he could have made
of it the means to a Jewish spiritual and cultural renaissance. But
lacking the training in the human sciences, he regards it merely
as a means of inveigling the young people to the synagogue.43

A social worker, Harry L. Glucksman, director of the JWB, thought
that it was the non-synagogal functions that suffered in the synagogue-
center. They were, he said, "shunted to an insignificant location and
frequently relegated to the position of an annex to the Synagogue."
This happened because "the Synagogue proper and its accessories had
prior claims on the building funds," so that the amount available
for center facilities was inadequate.44

While the "secular" and "religious" doctors have thus disagreed in
their diagnoses of the nature of the ailment, the synagogue-center
movement has met a need in the life of the Jewish people of America
and has therefore kept on growing. More and more congregations
have invested in new buildings and transformed themselves into Jew-
ish centers. Whether the rabbis supported the move or not, they have
been compelled to go along, even while they may have been wonder-
ing whether, in attempting to do and be all things, the American
synagogue has not allowed its major functions to lapse into relative
insignificance. Whatever the rabbis may like, the dominant laity likes
the synagogue-center. Since the American synagogue is lay-controlled,
it becomes what the laity makes of it. In the eighteenth century, they
strove to make the synagogue a community; in the twentieth century
they are proud to have made it a community center.

TRADITIONALISTS A L L : INNOVATORS A L L

"I have heard frequent use," said the late Lord Sandwich, in a
debate on the Test Laws, "of the words 'orthodoxy' and 'heterodoxy';
but I confess myself at a loss to know precisely what they mean."
"Orthodoxy, my Lord," said Bishop Warburton, in a whisper, "ortho-
doxy is my doxy; heterodoxy is another man's doxy." 4B

Any student attempting to face, frankly and honestly and without
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preconceptions, the Jewish religion comes up against the problem
that Lord Sandwich confessed his inability to solve, and a prolonged
attempt to discover Jewish orthodoxy leads to no better formulation
than that ascribed to Bishop Warburton. There are groups that call
themselves Orthodox; a comparison of these groups reveals that they
differ in ritual and practice. Other groups call themselves Conserva-
tive; again observation leads to a realization that there are at least as
many differences as similarities among these groups. Indeed, if ob-
servance of traditional mores in both synagogue and home be one
criterion, some of the so-called Conservative groups show a higher
degree of traditionalism than some of the so-called Orthodox groups.
Finally, there are groups that call themselves Reform (or Progres-
sive or Liberal). These, too, differ widely and some of them are, ap-
parently, more traditionally oriented than some congregations that
call themselves Conservative. If, instead of using traditionalism as our
criterion we shift to innovation, we find in all these groups, regard-
less of how they name themselves, a degree of readiness to accept
novelties—as we have put it before, to make more or less reluctant
adaptations to the conditions of Jewish life in the United States. And,
again, the series in which we can arrange the various groups in terms
of their reluctance to adopt innovations is only approximately coin-
cident with the classifications into which they place themselves. The
Reconstructionist movement, which describes itself as Conservative,
has been far more productive of novelty in the last generation than
many a Reform group would tolerate.

Indeed, this is how it should be. It may be frustrating for the stu-
dent, who comes to the study of Judaism fresh from the study of a
creedal religion like Christianity, where orthodoxy can be measured
by adherence to a creed, but where there are many creeds available
and hence many orthodoxies. But Judaism comes before the world
as a different type of religion because its norm is change; it is a re-
ligion whose dynamic principle is written into its very constitution.
Robert Lyon was expressing something of this sort when he wrote of
Judaism, "Although its principles are immutable, its customs are
not." 46 The difficulty that Lyon did not face, and that, as a matter
of fact, few have ever faced, is this: Where there is no creed and no
central authority, who is to determine what are "principles" and
what are "customs"? Kaufmann Kohler was unquestionably on sound
historical grounds when he asserted that "the Jewish religion has
never been static, fixed for all time by an ecclesiastical authority, but
has ever been and still is the result of a dynamic process of growth
and development." 47 But a dynamic process of growth and develop-
ment cannot be understood except in terms of a fixed point from
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which growth is recorded and a regularly formulated law of change.
Here it is, in the demand for both a point of departure and a method
of change, that we can begin to detect a basis for differentiating the
three major varieties of Judaism that coexist in America, and also the
reason why each of these varieties reveals the inconsistency to which
we have alluded earlier. For as Professor Gotthard Deutsch of Hebrew
Union College once wrote, "Inconsistency is the result of the unavoid-
able conflict between tradition and the requirements of the age." 48

The fixed point in Judaism, the point of departure, is not so much
a set of principles as a tradition. The method of change is adjustment
to the requirements of the age, where by "the age" it must be clear
that we mean not only "the time" but also "the place." For while
Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Spector of Kovno said that one of the talmudic
laws had lost its meaning in the era of telegraph and daily news-
papers,49 the world, and even the Western world, varies in the ra-
pidity with which it introduces the telegraph and makes the daily
newspaper available. The "requirements of the age" differ from coun-
try to country. The laws of the Torah cannot be enforced with un-
compromising rigor.50

Reform, Orthodox, Conservative, all recognize the force of tradi-
tion, all recognize the need for change and innovation. They are
traditionalists all, innovators all. Deutsch's summary, though written
a generation ago, still has force:

The orthodox of modern type while adhering to the traditional
principle in religious observances, as far as the ritual and the dietary
law demanded, has quietly abandoned the stand-point of his fathers
who condemned secular education and social life of the modern
type. He loves instrumental music, he even tolerates vocal music,
he no longer believes in the necessity of keeping up the tradition
which demanded that the Jew should be distinct from his neighbor
in appearance. The conservative quietly permits the infringement
of the most rigorous Sabbath and dietary laws. He will carry and
open an umbrella on the Sabbath, which once was a mortal sin.
He would eat the bread of non-Jews, drink their wine and their
milk. The liberal, the so-called reformer, will insist on the retention
of [some] Hebrew in the worship, he will not miss the scroll of the
Law written on parchment, he will retain the ancient formula of
marriage and the Kaddish for the dead. Even the most radical stops
at the Jewish calendar and avails himself of the religious force
which 'the days of awe' carry with them.51

Thus there is much of innovation in the most traditional; much of
tradition in the most radical of innovators.

Having now paid homage to the similarities of Orthodox, Conserva-
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tive, and Reform Judaism, we must attempt to indicate wherein they
differ. It would be pleasantly simple if we could say that nineteenth-
century Reform Judaism is twentieth-century Conservative Judaism
and probably will be twenty-first century Orthodox Judaism. For
certain matters this easy generalization would hold; for example, one
phase of the Reform movement in nineteenth-century America was
the attempt to overcome non-attendance at Sabbath services. Various
devices were tried; some have been continued, some dropped. The
service was shortened; some of the piyyutim, or elaborate medieval
poems, were dropped; some of the prayers were reworded to avoid
unpleasant expressions of Jewish particularism. The prayer book was
translated, first into German, then into a rather Teutonic English. A
German or, later, English sermon was made a central feature of the
service. Attempts were made to introduce more decorous behavior
into the synagogue. Some synagogues substituted a Sunday morning
service for the traditional Sabbath service; others supplemented Satur-
day by Sunday services. None of these devices proved particularly
effective. Then Reform congregations introduced the "late" Friday
evening service, a full service which became rapidly the most widely
attended of all save the holiday services. The proper combination had
been found: late Friday evening service in a tasteful and decorative
synagogue, a sermon by a rabbi who spoke English as well as—even
occasionally better than—the members of his congregation,52 some
parts of the prayers in English, some congregational singing, a trained
choir, an organ. What matter now if Saturday morning attendance was
small, a bane of synagogues in America since the middle of the eight-
eenth century? The synagogue was reaching its membership on Fri-
day evening, and to reach the membership is to retain significance in
their lives.

At almost every step in this process anguished howls came from Con-
servative and Orthodox camps. Isaac M. Wise and his moderate mid-
Western group of rabbinical confreres, or David Einhorn and his
more radical Eastern group, were declared to be destroying the her-
itage of the faith. Sometimes the criticism was formulated in general
terms and the specific application left up to the reader. So, in the
Jewish Messenger, a bimonthly newspaper edited in New York by the
Rev. Samuel M. Isaacs, a paper that announced itself in its first issue
(January 2, 1857) as devoted to principles of "the strictest orthodoxy,"
there appeared (March 13, 1857) an editorial that declared, "If our
religion be anything, it is as unchangeable as its source is eternal."
True, only God can "fathom the belief. . . . But society requires some
standard by which to judge its members. Hence various regulations
have been attached to Judaism, obedience to which has ever been
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considered a test of man's religious consistency." Again, half a year
later, the Jewish Messenger (October 23, 1857) asserted that reformism
leads to "deism and infidelity." Sometimes the criticism took the form
of a personal attack on one of the leaders of Reform, like the March
2, 1860, editorial in the Jewish Messenger directed against David Ein-
horn—an ugly and distressing piece of writing. Einhorn had written
an article in the New York Herald asserting that the then recent meet-
ing of the Board of Delegates of American Israelites should not be
regarded as representing all Jews. Isaacs' ad hominem reply said, in
part:

Though [Einhorn] lives in America, his heart is evidently still in
his native land on the other side of the Atlantic. He has no alle-
giance for anything American. . . . Having no nationality as an
American citizen, it is not surprising that he should have none as
an Israelite, and that he cannot elevate himself to that point which
confidently looks forward to the fulfillment of the promise of a
temporal as well as a spiritual restoration at the coming of the
Messiah.

But it is interesting to note that in spite of this avowed and explicit
opposition that is to be found in the Conservative Jewish press of
the mid-nineteenth century, virtually every move that the reformists
successfully introduced was taken over by the Conservative group and
is today a feature of Conservative Judaism. It is only fair to say, at
this point, that preaching in English, to which reference was made
earlier, was not started by the Reform leaders. Isaac Leeser at Mikveh
Israel in Philadelphia and Samuel Isaacs at B'nai Jeshurun in New
York had preached in English before the Reform movement adopted
the practice. In fact, the credit for the introduction of English preach-
ing, though not at regular services, must be given to Gershom Mendes
Seixas, chazzan of Congregation Shearith Israel in New York, who de-
livered English addresses on days of special assembly like Thanks-
giving and the various fast days and days of mortification proclaimed
by officials of the government of the United States or that of New
York State.

Reform
There was an abortive attempt to develop a native American Re-

form movement in Charleston, S. C, in the 1820's. A group of forty-
seven members of Congregation Beth Elohim petitioned the trustees
of that congregation in 1824 calling for a reform in ritual. It is note-
worthy that this petition referred to the stirrings of Reform in Ger-
many, although German Reform was at this time barely ten years
old, and although the rabbinical conferences held in Brunswick (1844),
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Frankfort (1845), and Breslau (1846), which focused and publicized
the principles of Reform, were still far in the future. Little came of
the Charleston Reformed Society of Israelites; it was not until the
1840's, paralleling the German development, that Reform in America
became a movement. It must be remembered that, prior to 1840, the
spiritual leaders of American congregations were chazzanim, not or-
dained rabbis, and that by long-standing tradition only ordained
rabbis could authorize changes in Jewish law and practice. Then,
when a few ordained rabbis (and some others who claimed ordination
but whose claim has never been validated—Isaac M. Wise himself
was one of these) came to America, they were migrants from Germany
or its immediate neighbors; they came from Jewish groups that had
already felt the first stirrings of Reform. The principle that changes
must have rabbinic authorization is important; there may have been
a considerable lay demand for changes in some of the Conservative
synagogues, but in the absence of both a central rabbinical "synod"
and a rabbi in the particular congregation, there was no way of mak-
ing any but the most superficial of changes. An English sermon might
be introduced without rabbinical sanction; rules to produce more
decorous behavior during the services might be promulgated without
rabbinical sanction; but major changes required rabbis to authorize
them. This was a stumbling-block welcomed by opponents of Reform.

Isaac Leeser was well aware of the difficulty. He, too wanted "im-
provements," but he expressed his "desire that nothing should be done
hastily, or contrary to law." His reasons for desiring improvements
were those of the reformers, "to bring the backsliders and the luke-
warm back to the pale of religion." 53 He praised leaders of English
Jewry for cutting the length of the services, asserting that this would
restore order and decorum and calling it the "duty" of directors of
synagogues to do what is necessary to produce improved order in the
synagogue. But in 1856 he was faced with a charge, levelled at him
by Max Lilienthal (holder of a doctorate from the University of
Munich and of ordination by Rabbi Hirsch Aub of Munich), that
"it is the sincere wish of the editor of The Occident, that all should
remain in statu quo; that a synod should be convened to declare in-
novation unlawful, and to sanction the status quo by their vote." 5i

Leeser's reply to this attack asserted that reform of the ritual and
services was all right, but that only ordained rabbis could legitimately
reinterpret Jewish law. Thus far Leeser's answer is both just and be-
comingly humble. Now, however, the tone changes, and he insists
that even rabbis cannot show that changes have been made in Jewish
law "not by the decrees of the Most High, but by the silent action of
the age." He refers to changes based on the specious ground that the
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laws of the country supersede divine legislation whenever the two
come in conflict. Proper reform would be to return to the just stand-
ards of old Israel. No other reform is legitimate—or, at least, Lilien-
thal could not prove any other reform to be authorized by law.55

Samuel Isaacs, in the Jewish Messenger, held back even more than
Leeser when he wrote, "We want REFORM, not in the service, but
within ourselves." Isaacs' statement came, however, at the end of an
editorial that began by pointing out the need for more decorum dur-
ing synagogue services. It would be better to leave children at home
than to have them running in and out of the services.

It really appears to us that many of our co-religionists imagine God's
house to be a place to see and to be seen, to exhibit the last fashions,
to listen to the news of the day, and to traduce the character of
their neighbors. . . . Far better to remain in our own dwellings than
to be an attendant at the house devoted to religion and to tarnish
its purity by our earth-begotten ideas.

But even if the reformers have better order in their buildings, "we
have the means within ourselves to remedy the evil, without an en-
deavor to improve by destroying." 56 Clearly the jeremiad, the stock
in trade of New England's second generation of preachers, had fallen
into the hands of worthy successors.57

The relative predominance of Reform rabbis was helped along in
the latter part of the nineteenth century by the opening, in 1875,
under the leadership of Isaac M. Wise, of the Hebrew Union College
in Cincinnati. The significance of the opening of the school, of its
midwestern location, and of its leadership cannot be exaggerated.
Advocacy of a school for higher Jewish studies and the development
of an American ministry had been one of the constant features of the
editorials in both Leeser's Occident and Isaacs' Jewish Messenger. So,
in the January 1847 issue of The Occident, Leeser called for educa-
tion of English-speaking scholars for the ministry; a school should be
established, "whether in England or America, whence may issue men
of ample religious and literary endowments, known to the congrega-
tions, and therefore likely to be chosen with a full knowledge of their
personal history, in addition to that of their acquirements." The hint
implicit here was made explicit later in the editorial, when Leeser
reproved the practice of importing German scholars whose personal
background was unknown. Isaacs, as we have noted earlier, called for
the foundation of a "Jews' College of America." Meantime, Wise had
announced a plan in 1854 in the Asmonean for a Zion Collegiate
Institute; a start toward fund raising was made, but the project did
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not mature. In Baltimore, a group of young men, representing an
association of Hebrew literary societies, called for the establishment
of a National Hebrew College. In 1866, Benjamin Peixotto, the Grand
Master of B'nai B'rith, tried to finance an American Jewish university
by voluntary contributions from members of his order. In 1867 Leeser
and a group of lay and ministerial co-workers established Maimonides
College in Philadelphia, but it closed for lack of support in 1873. It
was the Reform group that finally succeeded where all these previous
suggestions had failed. Furthermore, both the midwestern location
and the dominance of Isaac Wise determined that the Hebrew Union
College was to be an expression of the more moderate wing of Re-
form; tradition was not to be cast overboard as completely as Ein-
horn and others in the Eastern group wished. Even in the sessions
called to discuss the founding of the College, Wise's more conserva-
tive approach was manifest; he did not invite the leaders of eastern,
radical Reform, but he did ask such members of the Conservative
ministry as Marcus Jastrow and Leeser's successor, Sabato Morais.
Wise succeeded in gathering a fine faculty for the Hebrew Union
College, and under his successors, Kaufmann Kohler, Julian Morgen-
stern, and Nelson Glueck, the College has maintained high standards
of scholarship and instruction.

By 1885 the Reform impulse had grown sufficiently, especially in
the Midwest, to justify the calling of a rabbinical conference to
formulate a program. Kaufmann Kohler took the lead in issuing a
call to "all such American rabbis as advocate reform and progress and
are in favor of united action in all matters pertaining to the welfare
of American Judaism." 58

There were fifteen rabbis in attendance when the meeting was
called to order, others arrived at later times during the three-day
session, and messages of regret were received from eighteen additional
rabbis of Reform congregations. The keynote of the meeting was
struck in a paper read by Kohler after the first formalities had been
completed. Kohler spoke of the diversity that had been exhibited in
Reform opinion and practice.

Looking at the various standpoints of progressive Jews individually
or as represented in congregations, people only see that we have
broken away from the old land-marks, but they fail to discern a
common platform. . . . To many, Reform appeared the name for
deserting the old camp and standard, while others beheld in it
only anarchy and arbitrariness. Indeed, most of our so-called en-
lightened Jews welcomed the watchword of Reform as long as it
meant emancipation from the old yoke of Law, but when it de-
manded positive work, the up-building of the new in place of the
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torn-down structure, they exhibited laxity and indifference. . . .
It is high time to rally our forces, to consolidate, to build.59

Kohler presented ten propositions to serve as a foundation for the
deliberations of the meeting. These propositions became the nucleus
of the platform finally adopted by the conference.

The platform contained eight sections, each of which attempted
to clarify the standpoint of Reform Judaism on one major issue of
belief. (1) The sanctity and sincerity of other religions was acknowl-
edged, at the same time as Judaism was described as presenting "the
highest conception of the God-idea as taught in our holy Scriptures
and developed and spiritualized by the Jewish teachers in accordance
with the moral and philosophical progress of their respective ages."
(2) The Bible was "the record of the consecration of the Jewish peo-
ple to its mission as priest of the One God." The concept of literal
inspiration was not mentioned; by implication it was abandoned and
the value of the Bible was founded on its use as "the most potent
instrument of religious and moral instruction." In discussion, Kohler's
motion to amend this section by including the words "divine Revela-
tion" was defeated, because of the ambiguities in the interpretation
of the idea of revelation. With the quiet abandonment of the doctrine
of literal inspiration, it was possible for the platform to deny any
antagonism between Judaism and the scientific discoveries of the
nineteenth century; it was Darwinian evolution that was the issue at
the time that the platform was composed. (3) Only the moral law in
the Bible was to be regarded as binding; of the other parts of the
Mosaic legislation, the group accepted "only such ceremonies as ele-
vate and sanctify our lives, but reject all such as are not adapted to
the views and habits of modern civilization." (4) Dietary laws and
regulations concerning priestly purity and dress were explicitly re-
jected. (5) The traditional Messianic concept was transformed into a
universal hope "for the establishment of the Kingdom of truth, justice
and peace among all men." This change was combined with the re-
jection of the idea of Jewish nationhood; the Jews were "a religious
community." (6) Judaism was declared "a progressive religion, ever
striving to be in accord with the postulates of reason." Interfaith
cooperation with Christianity and Islam was welcomed. (7) While
retaining the doctrine of the immortality of the soul, the rabbis re-
jected the belief in bodily resurrection and of punishments in the life
after death. (8) "In full accordance with the spirit of Mosaic legisla-
tion . . . we deem it our duty to participate in the great task of mod-
ern times, to solve on the basis of justice and righteousness the prob-
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lems presented by the contrasts and evils of the present organization
of society." 60

It seems strange to us that this platform, since known as the Pitts-
burgh Platform, did not contain a section devoted to presenting the
educational viewpoint of the group. True, Reform leadership had
already made it clear that it regarded religious education as supple-
mentary to general education carried on in the public schools. The
battles of the mid-nineteenth century for the complete elimination
of Christian denominational teachings from the public schools had
been fought, and at least temporary victory had been won. No longer
was it necessary for Jewish congregations to sponsor all-day schools
for the negative purpose of preventing their children from being
subjected to sectarian teachings. On this point, then, there was no
need to speak. The synagogues were carrying on, however, to some
extent, a program of Jewish education, even if it were being done,
as Engelman suggests, by farming out the schools "to the sexton, the
rabbi, chazzan or a private melammed, who conducted the school as a
private business, charging the parents what the traffic would bear." 61

The explanation for the inattention of the conference to educational
matters probably is that, despite the urgency with which the need for
Jewish education was being emphasized in the American Jewish press
of the time, neither the congregational lay authorities nor the rabbis
conceived of Jewish education as a problem, even on the level of pre-
paring young people to take their places in the life of the synagogue
in later years.

The force that was to break down the trend to Reform leadership
and thence, in all likelihood, to offset the developing trend to Reform
dominance of the American Jewish scene was in the making at the
very time that Reform was chalking up this great success. By 1883,
when the first class of rabbis was graduated from the Hebrew Union
College, the vast migration from Eastern Europe that followed the
pogroms of 1881 and that was not to abate until World War I and
the subsequent restrictions on immigration, was already on the march.
The new arrivals brought with them a type of orthodoxy and Jewish
piety that previous Jewish settlers in America had never known, not
even in their western European homelands before migration.62 The
newcomers brought with them their own communal traditions, their
own men of learning—in some few cases, men of broad learning, but
in most cases, unfortunately, docta ignorantia, men of an exceedingly
narrow and unipolar learning. They brought their own semi-sacred
language, Yiddish, just as their German predecessors had insisted as
long as they could on preserving German and as the original Sephar-
dic settlers had tried to preserve Spanish or Portuguese. There was
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a difference between the earlier linguistic conservatism and the later,
however, and the difference was vital. With the new arrivals, Yiddish
was not merely an ancestral tradition to be preserved out of reverence.
It was a touchstone of Jewishness, and it served as a temporary bar-
rier to Americanization. The use of Yiddish in daily communication,
the publication of newspapers and magazines in Yiddish, the carry-
ing on of instruction in the schools and preaching in the synagogues
in Yiddish, insulated this group of immigrants from the currents of
American life for a far longer period than had been true of any
previous group of Jewish migrants to America. It is only right to note
that after this period the use of Yiddish lost its value as a barrier. In
fact, Yiddish became a potent force for Americanization, especially in
the labor movement. Even today, in 1954, there are Yiddish schools,
unaffiliated with the synagogues, maintained by Jewish workers' or-
ganizations. These schools are, however, cultural rather than religious
in their emphasis and represent not the orthodox East European Jew
but his free-thinking brother. Even in the restricted atmosphere of
the homeland, this type of immigrant had been a rebel in religion
as well as in politics. In the free air of America, he would have noth-
ing to do with Judaism, and, dogmatist in reverse that he was, he
would permit his children no religious training. For the religiously
orthodox Jew, Yiddish was a stronger barrier; it is only today, in the
third and fourth generations, that the separation of the Jew from the
American population is breaking down among the masses, although
among the leaders it began to break down a generation ago. It has
taken this long to naturalize Orthodox Judaism in America.

The coming of the East European group is not only important on
its own account, but even more important as introducing into Amer-
ican Jewish life a new sense of the relation between tradition and
innovation. We may describe the Reform group as one leaning toward
innovation and limiting rather sharply what it regarded as authentic
and essential tradition. The older Orthodoxy, which we have been
calling the Conservative group, originally inclined toward the preser-
vation of traditional Western European patterns and demanded that
any innovation justify itself in terms of this tradition. Now the newer
Orthodoxy added to this pattern a strong leaning toward literalism
in the acceptance of the traditional Eastern European patterns and,
for many years, at least, a reluctance to admit of any innovation at
all. America was a double exile: not only the traditional Galuth from
the land of Israel but also Galuth from the only place in the world
outside of Israel where a true Jewish life could be lived. It had
already been clear to Leeser that there were two groups in American
Jewry and that their reconciliation was not likely.63 To those who
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followed Leeser, in the newer immigrant groups as well as in the older
strata of American Jewry, it became clear that the "severance" had to
be threefold; that the new Orthodoxy was as little their ideal as was
Reform. The coming to self-consciousness of the Conservative group
is, paradoxically, one of the greatest contributions that Orthodoxy
has made to American Jewish life.

Conservatism

Just as the coming-of-age of reform may be symbolized by the foun-
ding of the Hebrew Union College, the coming-of-age of Conserva-
tism was expressed in the development of the Jewish Theological
Seminary of America. The original founding of the Seminary was
spurred on by Sabato Morais in reaction against the 1885 Pittsburgh
Platform of Reform Judaism, enunciated under the guidance of more
radical elements among the reformers. By 1887 the Seminary was
struggling to maintain a foothold as an anti-Reform institution. It is
only a slight exaggeration to say that its positive program was swal-
lowed up in this negative objective of counteracting the Reform move-
ment. With the coming of Solomon Schechter to the presidency of the
Seminary, in 1902, emphasis shifted to the development of the posi-
tive program of Conservative, historical Judaism, and the earlier nega-
tive approach was forced into the background. This may have been,
at least in part, the result of an accession of strength to Conservative
ranks from the more Americanized segment of the Eastern European
immigration. By the beginning of the twentieth century, it is no
longer accurate to describe the Conservative group as mainly composed
of Jews of Sephardic and Western European ancestry. Schechter him-
self came not merely of Eastern European, but of Chasidic back-
ground, and he retained a great deal of traditionalism in his thought
and in his observance, although "he was not punctilious in every
detail." 64

As late as 1913, Schechter retained in his thinking both the nega-
tive, anti-Reform element in Conservative Judaism and a peculiarly
ambivalent attitude toward Eastern European Orthodoxy. In address-
ing the founding meeting of the United Synagogue of America, he
asserted that the Eastern European group "by the mere virtue of
their numbers again brought the Conservative tendency into promi-
nence"; here he was using the term "Conservative" to mean exactly
the same as "Orthodox." However, he also noted this "drawback":

Coming from a part of the world where . . . any adherence to the
"Intelligenzia" is almost tantamount to throwing off the yoke of
the Torah and the Law, they still insist, or a large influential body
among them insists, that secular education and modern methods in
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school and college are incompatible with Orthodox principles. . . .
They have, further, also this in common with at least the first re-
formers in this country: that they dread the English sermon just as
those reformers did, the only difference being that the latter gave
the preference to German and the former to Yiddish. Unfortunately
they differ from the reformers in that they have never succeeded
in creating proper order and decorum in their places of worship
and have, besides, shown very little ability in the art of organization,
which is the great strength of our Reform brethren. These our
brethren are, undoubtedly, much stronger in numbers than the
Reformers. But chaos reigns supreme among them. . . . To object
to strict order and decorum in our places of worship, means to expel
our children from the synagogue, and to point out for them the
way leading to the Ethical Culture hall and similar un-Jewish
institutions.

There was something of an uneasy compromise between traditional-
ism and modernism in Schechter's thought. He was, however, decisive
in action, and it was under his leadership that the Seminary faculty
reached a level of competence comparable to that of the Hebrew
Union College. When Schechter died, Cyrus Adler succeeded him,
and Louis Finkelstein followed Adler in the presidency of the Jewish
Theological Seminary. Adler and Finkelstein have maintained and
strengthened the positive program and the excellent faculty of the
Seminary.

As the program of the Conservative group, expressed through the
Seminary, became richer, there was developed a union of Conserva-
tive congregations, the United Synagogue of America (1913), to serve
the Conservative wing as the Union of American Hebrew Congrega-
tions (1873) had served Reform. The Rabbinical Assembly (1919)
united Conservative rabbis, chiefly graduates of the Seminary (it had
originally been the alumni organization of the Seminary), as the Cen-
tral Conference of American Rabbis (1889) brought together the Re-
form rabbis, increasingly graduates of the Hebrew Union College.
Other collateral organizations were formed in the course of the years,
and in almost every case the duplication of Reform and Conservative
forces was maintained.

Although the Conservative movement had a growing number of
adherents and was rapidly achieving organizational stability, it can
scarcely be said to have achieved definition of its position either on
ritual or on legal questions. Some indications of the variation in
ritual in Conservative synagogues about twenty-five years ago may be
derived from the report of a survey committee of the Rabbinical As-
sembly.65 Congregations that reported the use of a uniform prayer
book for Sabbath services used nine different prayer books, including
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the prayer book developed by the Reform movement; fifteen congre-
gations reported that no uniform prayer book was used. Of the 110
congregations reporting, 95 had late Friday evening services; 23 of
these had only the late service, having abandoned the traditional
early service. In some cases, the congregations that had adopted late
Friday evening services included no prayers, "but hymns, a review of
Jewish Current Events, reading from Yiddish current literature, a
lecture followed by a discussion." Special account of patriotic occa-
sions (Lincoln's Birthday, Thanksgiving Day, etc.) was taken by 21
congregations by means of prayers incorporated in the Friday night
services preceding these patriotic holidays. Congregational reports on
the Sabbath morning service noted the elimination of some of the
Hebrew prayers and the reading of others in English. In some cases
an English explanation of the reading from the Torah was inserted
either before or after the reading. Some reported that the reading of
the Haftorah was in English. There were comments that the service
was over-long, and rabbinical objections to "cantor idolatry." One
rabbi wrote that "the Torah reading is a bore which disrupts the
service and has little real benefit."

Junior congregations had been developed as an expedient for taking
care of the religious needs of children without disrupting adult
services in 78 congregations, but there was considerable difference in
the way in which the junior congregations were organized, their
services conducted, and their work integrated with that of the adult
congregations. Many changes in the traditional bar mitzvah cere-
monies were noted, including the transfer of the ceremony to Friday
night. A few congregations had introduced the bas mitzvah ceremony.
Confirmation exercises, again revealing considerable variation, were
reported by 81 of the Conservative synagogues.

The place of the so-called Yizkor-jew is evidenced by the fact that
in the approximately one-third of the congregations that had dropped
daily services, several reported that these services were occasionally
restored, "when members have Yahrzeit." Many synagogues said that
Yizkor services on the holidays had been transferred to the very end
of the proceedings, because otherwise "Immediately after the Yizkor
services on the festivals there is a general exodus from the Synagogue.
. . . In spite of exhortations by the rabbis, people come just in time
for Yizkor and leave immediately after." Other divergences both from
traditional practice and from the practice of other Conservative syna-
gogues were; a few synagogues held Sunday morning services; 28
synagogues had organs, and 15 of these used the organs at Sabbath
and holiday services.

Similar discrepancies can be noted in the Conservative approach to
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Jewish law. A resolution of the United Synagogue of America sent to
the Rabbinical Assembly and read at the 1931 convention of the
Rabbinical Assembly included the following definition of the Con-
servative attitude to Jewish law:

Let it become known once and for all that we stand firmly on the
rock of Jewish tradition and Jewish law,—but let it also become
known that we are the mekilin and not the machmirin,—that we
seek the lenient view, the liberal view, if you will, and not the
severe view in Jewish tradition.66

But at the joint convention of the United Synagogue of America and
the Rabbinical Assembly in 1948, Rabbi Morris Adler, the keynote
speaker, said:

American Judaism, if it is to enrich the lives of Jews, must be in-
extricably related to the conditions and circumstances of our society.
. . . No gradual and slow process of interpretations will suffice to
evolve a Judaism compatible with our needs. . . . In such spheres of
Jewish law as Sabbath, dietary law, laws relating to the problem of
the agunah, we cannot any longer be content with revisions by the
strict, slow process of law.67

At the Rabbinical Assembly conference on Jewish Law held in 1948,
with special reference to the problem of the agunah—the presumptive
widow whose status cannot be established by adequate testimony (as
when her husband is reported missing in action during a war) and
who is therefore traditionally prohibited from remarrying—the dis-
cussion centered on the question of where there was to be found in
American Jewry adequate authority to make changes. The consensus
of the meeting was that, pending the establishment of a "Jewish
Academy" with authority to resolve areas of conflict between present-
day needs and traditional Jewish law, the best that could be done was
to interpret the law leniently. Not until 1954, under the constant
pressure of the laity, did the Conservative group find a satisfactory
resolution of the problem of the agunah.

In view of these wide areas of inconsistency of statement and prac-
tice in Conservative Judaism, it may be of interest to record here the
preamble to the constitution (1913) of the United Synagogue of
America, "a union for promoting traditional Judaism," and the action
branch of the Conservative group:

Recognizing the need for an organized movement for advancing the
cause of Judaism in America and maintaining Jewish tradition
in its historical continuity, we hereby establish the United Syna-
gogue of America, with the following ends in view:
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To assert and establish loyalty to the Torah and its historical
exposition,
To further the observance of the Sabbath and the Dietary Laws,
To preserve in the service the reference to Israel's past and the
hopes for Israel's restoration,
To maintain the traditional character of the liturgy, with Hebrew
as the language of prayer,
To foster Jewish religious life in the home, as expressed in tradi-
tional observances,
To encourage the establishment of Jewish religious schools, in
the curricula of which the study of the Hebrew language and
literature shall be given a prominent place, both as the key to
the true understanding of Judaism, and as a bond holding to-
gether the scattered communities of Israel throughout the world.

It shall be the aim of the United Synagogue of America while not
endorsing the innovations introduced by any of its constituent
bodies, to embrace all elements essentially loyal to traditional
Judaism and in sympathy with the purposes outlined above.

Except for the clause concerning Jewish education, this program
seems to have been more honored in words than in works in the later
history of the Conservative movement.

But it is in the Conservative ranks that there has been the keenest
realization that, for better or worse, Jewish education in America has
become the responsibility of the synagogues. Perhaps the reason for
this awareness is that among the Conservative Jews in the larger
cities especially there has been a breaking away from the older Jewish
residential areas in the last few decades. The older neighborhood
Talmud Torahs, which long served well the needs of both Conserva-
tive and Orthodox Jews for weekday supplementary Jewish educa-
tion, fell victim to this decentralization of Jewish living. It is in the
Conservative camp that the most intensive effort has been made to
replace neighborhood Talmud Torahs with congregational Talmud
Torahs, often in connection with synagogue-centers. Some Conserva-
tive synagogues are content merely to maintain Sunday schools, but
most try to go further in weekday supplementary classes of varying
levels of comprehensiveness and varying degrees of success. The Rab-
binical Assembly has held conferences on Jewish education, rightly
recognizing that if religious education is to be sponsored by the syna-
gogues, it is imperative that the rabbis accept the role of educational
statesmen, and that, in some cases, they will have the role of educa-
tional administrators thrust upon them. Keynoting the Second Annual
Rabbinical Assembly Conference on Jewish Education, in December
1947, Rabbi Israel M. Goldman, president of the Assembly, said:
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We must . . . affirm our belief in the Synagogue as the major educa-
tive force in American Jewish life. . . . I t is o n e o f t h e p r i m a r y
functions of the Synagogue in Conservative Judaism to disseminate
the maximum of Jewish knowledge to all age groups and through
every method and medium known to the science of modern edu-
cation.68

These were brave words, bravely spoken, but it has not always proved
possible for the rabbis to persuade their congregations to adopt the
kind of budget that is needed to carry out so ambitious a program,
nor is it always possible to get an adequate supply of well-trained
teachers.69

It is also interesting to note that one suggestion, for overcoming
the lack of teachers by importing them from Palestine, was not at all
well received by the attendants at the conference. It was the conten-
tion voiced in the discussion that when teachers had been thus im-
ported, they subordinated their teaching to the aim of inducing the
pupils to go to the Holy Land as settlers there. Despite the strong
affirmation by the Conservative rabbinate of the need for building
up the land of Israel, Rabbi Goldman spoke for the large majority
of those attending the conferences when he said:

We must profess the ideology of the mehayyeve ha-golah, affirming
the positive Jewish values of the Diaspora and believing in the con-
tinuous importance of Jewish community life in America—as in the
rest of the world—even after the Jewish State in Palestine is estab-
lished. . . . We in Conservative Judaism are rearing our educational
structure on the convictions, which to us are foundation stones, that
American democracy will endure, that America will be the home
for countless generations of Jews and that American Jewish life
has a great future both culturally and spiritually.70

Only the future to which Rabbi Goldman appealed can tell whether
the high aims of Conservative Judaism in religious education can be
realized. Certainly the Conservative weekday schools have not as yet
demonstrated their ability to hold their pupils long enough to pro-
vide the sort of educational program that their leaders envisage.71

Orthodoxy

Meantime, what had the new Orthodox party been doing that led
the Conservative force to transmute its opposition to Reform into a
positive program for historical Judaism, to import Schechter, and to
improve the Seminary faculty? In 1896, the Orthodox group founded
the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary, named in memory
of Isaac Elchanan Spector of Kovno in Lithuania, one of the greatest
of the nineteenth-century Eastern European scholars, who had then
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but recently passed to his reward. This Yeshiva became the nucleus
(after merger with Yeshiva Etz Chaim in 1915) of Yeshiva College
(1928), and later Yeshiva University. In its first form the Rabbi Isaac
Elchanan Theological Seminary was an Eastern European Yeshiva
on American shores. It did not (in the western sense) educate its
scholars; it was a training school in Talmud and rabbinic literature.
After 1915, under the presidency of Bernard Revel, the program of
studies was expanded and a real effort made to transform the Yeshiva
into an educational institution.

Yeshiva College (now Yeshiva University) not only expanded its
educational activities on the collegiate and graduate levels, but it
also developed a secondary school of good quality and helped to raise
the level of Jewish all-day or parochial high schools throughout the
country. Yeshiva College thus became a strong force for the realiza-
tion of the educational program of the Union of Orthodox Jewish
Congregations of America, which

insists that the education of the Jewish child must be religious; that
the Jewish boy or girl in America must be trained in the knowledge of
the Torah and in Jewish practices. It is most emphatically opposed
to any system of Jewish education which eliminates the religion of
the Jewish people. Hebrew is the language of the Jewish people,
but more than anything else it is the language of the Torah.72

Thus, of the Jewish group in America, the Orthodox group alone
records its official dissatisfaction with the combination of public
secular education and supplementary religious instruction, especially
if the premise of that supplementary education is cultural rather than
strictly religious. In practice, Orthodox Jews throughout the country
still overwhelmingly send their children both to the public schools
and to a congregational or neighborhood Talmud Torah for their
Jewish schooling. Indeed, some Orthodox congregations go as far as
to maintain Sunday schools for those children who attend neither
the Talmud Torah nor the all-day Jewish parochial school.

In 1898, an Orthodox Jewish Congregational Union was founded;
the move was largely under the sponsorship of the Conservative
group, which still regarded its position as Orthodox. In the activities
of this union, it soon became clear that the balance of power rested
with the new Orthodoxy, and that the Conservative group did not
really belong with the Eastern European Orthodox party. As Moshe
Davis has said:

The clash was not in religious orientation; it was in spiritual back-
grounds and cultural proclivities. A variety of obstacles, seemingly
conquerable in individual relations, but impassable in the aggre-
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gate, separated the two groups: the differing attitudes toward form
and behavior during the service; the latent "snobbism" of the
Westjuden, the insular attitude of Russian Jew toward the Amer-
ican environment; the deep love of the East European Jew for Yid-
dish, and the manifest disdain of Yiddish by the others. These
deeper and virtually unexpressed disparities were symbolized in two
words which the respective groups used for Jewish study: Lernen
(learning) and Jiidische Wissenschaft (the science of Judaism). The
East Europeans scorned the baggage of Western civilization; the
Western-oriented Jews considered such knowledge their passport to
civilization.73

The uneasy association was clearly proved impossible of maintenance
when the Union resolved that graduates of the Jewish Theological
Seminary were not to be regarded as having the authority of rabbis
in Israel. The Eastern European group made it clear by this action
that the standards and goals of the Conservative group were not
tolerable and would not be considered Orthodox. Thus the respon-
sibility for bringing the Conservative movement to self-consciousness
and of creating a third party in American Jewry may be ascribed
directly to the new Orthodoxy. It is interesting to note that this very
rejection of westernization and Americanization was itself an expres-
sion of American pluralism.

When the Orthodox Jewish Congregational Union was thus proved
unviable, it was replaced by the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congrega-
tions, which has remained the action group of the Orthodox party.
The quest for national Jewish unity which we have discussed earlier
was thus pluralistically resolved by the founding not of one over-
arching federation, as envisaged by Leeser and Wise, but of three
denominational federations, representing Reform, Conservative, and
Orthodox factions in American Jewish life. Again, just as Reform and
Conservative rabbinical associations came into being, the Orthodox
rabbis developed their own association, the Union of Orthodox Rabbis
of the United States and Canada (Agudath ha-Rabbanim), in 1902.
Although this organization is still in existence, it no longer speaks
for a united Orthodox rabbinate; by the mid-thirties a new generation
of Orthodox rabbis, born and trained in America, no longer saw eye-
to-eye with their elders. Unable to negotiate a workable compromise
with the Agudath ha-Rabbanim, the younger and largely American-
bred Orthodox rabbis formed (1935) the Rabbinical Council of
America.

Orthodox leaders prefer to designate their movement as "Torah-
true Judaism" or to refer to it simply as "Judaism" and to use "quali-
fying or designating adjectives to define its dissenting branches."74
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The concern of Orthodoxy as an organized movement is "to advance
the interests of positive Biblical, Rabbinical, Traditional and Histori-
cal Judaism and we affirm our adherence to the authoritative inter-
pretation of our Rabbis as contained in Talmud and Codes." Com-
menting on this statement, Rabbi Herbert S. Goldstein, president of
the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations in 1927, remarked:

Judaism in America must form a link in the unbroken chain of
Jewish tradition, the first link of which was formed at Mt. Sinai.
It [The Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of America] is
opposed to any compromise that will weaken the foundations of
the faith, upholds the principles of the unalterable truths of the
Torah, and declares against any substitute in Judaism.75

With the exception of rhetorical statements of this sort, there has been
no attempt on the part of the Orthodox group to develop a manifesto.
Indeed, there is little need for programmatic formulations, since the
theoretical foundations of Orthodoxy require no statement of the
mode of adjustment to modern conditions.

This does not mean that Orthodox Judaism is unchanging, but
that all changes are to be made by traditional methods of interpreta-
tion. Leo Jung, the quantity of whose writings makes him the out-
standing spokesman of American Orthodoxy, regards the process of
interpretation as a perennial revitalizing of Jewish law:

Even among Jews we find some who consider orthodox Judaism as
out of touch with modern times. Never did they err more pro-
foundly. Jewish law develops through application of precedent to
new conditions, exactly as English or American law does. The
Responsa of the rabbis, dealing with modern questions . . ., keep
the Jew in rapport with changes in his environment, and with the
problems of today and tomorrow. These Responsa accompany Jew-
ish life all through history, and help the Jew to live with the Torah
as with a law which is ever alive, fresh and clear with every new
question and answer.76

In practice, however, the method of precedents makes for neither a
rapid nor an adequate adjustment to local and temporary conditions,
and it amounts virtually to a resting in the status quo. The authorita-
tive code of Orthodox Judaism is the sixteenth-century Shulhan
Arukh of Joseph Caro. All responsa of later rabbis are founded upon
this codification of Jewish law. "Thus, for instance, modern means of
transportation, which could not have been considered in the Mishnah,
are dealt with in the Responsa upon the same principles which gov-
erned the primitive traffic of Roman days and the affairs of a caravan
in the time of Palestinian independence." 77



146 AMERICAN JEWISH YEAR BOOK

"New" Reform Tendencies
The large immigration of Eastern European Jews after 1881 has,

then, succeeded in establishing an Orthodox faction in American
Jewry, and it has also resulted in a clarification of the positive program
of the Conservative faction. One more important contribution of the
Eastern European group to the spiritual life of the Jews in America
should be noted at this point, and this is the strangest of all. As the
Jews who came from Eastern Europe and their descendants became
acclimatized to American life, some of them found satisfaction in
affiliation with the Reform movement. Some of the sons and grand-
sons of Eastern European immigrants entered the Reform rabbinate.
These "new" reformers brought with them a keener insight than the
nineteenth-century German founders of the Reform faction had had
into the sort of spiritual and esthetic satisfactions that a more tradi-
tional approach to ritual could bring. Under the stimulus of the
younger group of Reform leaders, Reform Judaism in America has
moved far closer to a Conservative orientation than would have
seemed possible thirty years ago. While the shift is particularly notice-
able in the ritual of the synagogue and in the return to some tradi-
tional home ceremonies (lighting of the Sabbath candles, some
reversal of the trend to the institutional Seder, etc.), it may also be
observed in the platform of Reform. The 1885 Pittsburgh Platform,
despite some dissatisfaction, was retained by the Central Conference
of American Rabbis for just over half a century. It was not until 1937
that the program was completely reconsidered, and the 1937 program
reveals the renewed regard for the customary and the traditional
that we believe to be one of the fruits of Eastern European influence
on the thinking of the Reform faction in American Judaism.78

Reform Judaism's 1937 program showed the immediate effect of
the half-century that had elapsed since the Pittsburgh Platform by
announcing itself merely as a set of "Guiding Principles of Reform
Judaism," rather than as a creedal platform.79 The Guiding Princi-
ples, while maintaining some of the self-conscious universalism of the
older Platform, introduce a note of particularism by denning Judaism
as the "historical religious experience of the Jewish people." After an
affirmation of strict monotheism and transcendence, and a statement
that man is a being with free will and an immortal soul, the Guiding
Principles go on to assert that Torah is revealed truth, not in the
sense of literal inspiration, but in terms of the belief that "revelation
is a continuous process." However, "each age has the obligation to
adapt the teachings of the Torah to its basic needs in consonance
with the genius of Judaism." This is a far more traditional approach
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than that of 1885 and verbally differs but little from the sort of state-
ment that would be acceptable to a Conservative or even an Orthodox
group. In the next section, the Guiding Principles reaffirm the dis-
tinctively Reform position that Judaism is a religious community.
The Jew who has become estranged from Judaism is something less
of a Jew than the convert to Judaism. A neutralist plank on Zionism
and a statement of principles of social ethics follow; these will be
discussed later.

The clearest indication of Reform Judaism's renewed regard for
tradition comes in the third major section of the Guiding Principles,
dealing with religious practice. Here it is asserted that Jewish life
"calls for faithful participation in the life of the Jewish community
as it finds expression in home, synagogue, and school and in all other
agencies that enrich Jewish life and promote its welfare." A few
words are devoted to expanding on the conceptions of home, syna-
gogue, and school. Then a paragraph is devoted to prayer, "the voice
of religion, the language of hope and aspiration." It is asserted that
"to deepen the spiritual life of our people, we must cultivate the tra-
ditional habit of communion with God through prayer in both home
and synagogue," a view that the elders in 1885 felt it unnecessary to
record. Toward the close of the section on religious practice, there
appears the following paragraph:

Judaism as a way of life requires in addition to its moral and
spiritual demands, the preservation of the Sabbath, festivals and
Holy Days, the retention and development of such customs, symbols
and ceremonies as possess inspirational value, the cultivation of
distinctive forms of religious art and music, and the use of Hebrew,
together with the vernacular, in our worship and instruction.

The differences between this program and the Pittsburgh Platform
are so many and so extreme that the two documents seem scarcely to
proceed from the same movement.

For many years the Sunday school was the only instrumentality for
Jewish education that was fostered by the Reform synagogues. Even
now, despite the greater concern of Reform for "Judaism as a way of
life," only a few Reform congregations have felt the need for adding
weekday classes. Thus "the yoke of the Law" falls more lightly on the
shoulders of the child of Reform parents than on those of Conserva-
tive or Orthodox families. One reason that Reform Judaism finds so
little need of additional time is that its educational sights are fixed
on more modest objectives. The function of the religious school is
"to prepare children for congregational life, for understanding the
synagogue service and for meeting the problems intelligently which
American Jewish life brings." 80 Of recent years, the Central Con-
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ference of American Rabbis has become increasingly concerned to
gain the maximum advantage out of the brief time children spend
in the Sunday school rather than adding more time to be used in-
differently. Like Conservative education, Reform Jewish education
tries to learn as much as possible from modern theories of education
and from modern educational practice. Since the amalgamation of
the Hebrew Union College with the Jewish Institute of Religion in
New York in 1950, the Reform group has developed a more active
program for teacher training, and it may well be that by keeping
their objectives within reason, the Reform congregations will achieve
them.

Other Groups
In sketching the development and programs of the three major

synagogal groups that have blossomed in American Jewish life, we
must be careful not to assert too much for what we have done. We
have not exhausted all possible variations on the theme of tradition
and innovation. There is the small movement of Jewish Science,
founded more than twenty-five years ago, that defies classification. Its
only importance for our theme is that it is available to at least a few
American Jews as a way of satisfying their spiritual needs. As a faith-
healing cult, it stems from a tradition far older than any other living
variety of Judaism and has a solid biblical foundation; on the other
hand it has carried ritual innovation to a point far beyond any other
Jewish segment. Alone among American Jewish religious outlets,
Jewish Science has recognized the changed position of women in the
modern world by having a woman, the widow of its founder, as its
spiritual leader.81 Again, we have not discussed the new Sephardim,
who represent still another "Orthodoxy" on the American Jewish
scene, a group that came to this country in the latest years of un-
checked immigration from parts of the Turkish Empire. This group
has preserved its distinction from the Ashkenazic orthodoxy of East-
ern Europe, and has also kept from being absorbed into the remnants
of the original Sephardic settlement. We have not mentioned the
Hassidic groups, with their special variation of the Eastern European
tradition, who have not merely found a haven of refuge but, surpris-
ingly, have also gained recruits in America. Finally, we have taken
no notice here of the unsynagogued, many of whom gain deep reli-
gious satisfactions from their participation in other activities of Jew-
ish life outside of organized houses of worship.82

Indeed, there is far more that we could have said under this head.
We have, we hope, said enough to justify the generalization that there
is and should be no Jewish orthodoxy; that the only heterodoxy in
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Judaism is that of denying to others the right to be heterodox. If,
by conventional agreement, we use the term Orthodox of one major
group, Conservative of another, and Reform of still a third, let us be
clear that these terms are merely proper names, not evaluations. A
proper name has a meaning, but we do not attach that meaning to
every person who bears the name. Not every Abraham is an ab raham;
nor is everything called Orthodox necessarily of superior sanction.
There are good traditions and poor traditions; to call oneself a tra-
ditionalist is to beg the most important question, the question of
value. There are wise innovations and foolish innovations; to call
oneself an innovator is to beg the most important question, the ques-
tion of value. "Everybody talkin' about Heaven ain't goin' there," says
the folk wisdom of the spiritual.

A strict adherence to every detail of ritual and personal practice
may be an expression of profound piety and of a keen spiritual sense
of the sanctity of every experience of every day. It may equally well
be the husk that remains when the kernel has rotted. A complete
disregard and distaste for the entire apparatus of ceremonial and
usage may be merely the line of least resistance and a prelude to
assimilation. It may equally well be (as it was in the case of the ex-
communicated Spinoza) an expression of a set of spiritual values far
in advance of one's contemporaries. The danger of pride is ever pres-
ent in measuring orthodoxy, and it is more than ever present in a
relatively creedless faith like Judaism. For where there is no creed
there is no standard, no norm, no "doxy." Then one can measure the
orthodoxy of others only by comparison with one's own beliefs, and
this is pride. Far better to recognize that Judaism is many roads, all
of which combine in some measure older regulations with the needs
of the new day.

MORALISM IN AMERICAN JEWISH L I F E

Earlier, in discussing the pattern of American culture as it seems
to have affected religious life, we have called attention to the tendency
of religious groups in America to develop along moralistic lines. A
complete moralism would involve the attempt to live entirely with-
out religious institutions, and this is, except for a few people and
for a limited time, impossible. In the more modest sense in which we
shall use the term here, moralism will mean either the assertion that
the primary expression of spiritual energies is the living of a moral
life, or the assertion that spiritual energies may best be expressed
through the channels of agencies and institutions that are not gen-
erally regarded as religious. It is clear that historically Judaism has
always been close to moralism: greater emphasis has been placed upon
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the moral law than upon ceremonial or ritual law. The institution
of the priesthood lapsed into all save sentimental insignificance with
the destruction of the Temple. Even the synagogue, central as it has
been in Jewish life through the ages, has been regarded more as a
house of study than as a house of ritual. Echoing through Jewish life
down the centuries, the words of Micah, "He hath shewn thee, O man,
what is good; and what doth the Lord require of thee, but to do
justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?" (Micah
7:8) stand as the noblest expression of a deeply religious moralism.
With other prophetic utterances of like character, it has served to
place limits on the possibilities of ecclesiastical development in Juda-
ism.83 In the second sense given above, Judaism may be said to have
been moralistic too; for its community organization gave ample op-
portunity to Jews to express themselves spiritually in what others
might regard as a non-religious way.

In America, where men of all faiths have tended toward moralistic
interpretations of their own traditions, Jews have followed the pat-
tern in various way. Before considering these, it may be of interest
to note that in at least one respect, Jewish life in America has had
an opposite effect. Judaism has never supported a clerical caste; its
predecessor, the religion of Israel, did have such a class, and many
biblical passages attest to the difficulty of maintaining it. When the
rabbi replaced the levite, clericalism faded out of the Jewish picture.
In America, clericalism in a modified form reentered Jewish life in
the guise of the rabbi as a professional minister. We should also note,
however, that lay control of the synagogues has precluded the emer-
gence of a true clerical caste; the rabbis, professional or not, remain
the servants of the people, not their masters. On the balance, it seems
likely that as long as lay control is maintained, a professional rab-
binate is more beneficial than harmful to American Jewish life.

The opposite, moralistic trend has shown itself in the number of
American Jews who, whether or not they retain membership in the
synagogue, regard themselves and are regarded by their neighbors
not only as Jews, but also as good Jews by virtue of the time and
energy that they devote to doing good. For the most part their bene-
ficent activities are carried out and their spiritual concern manifested
through organizations devoted primarily to the interests of their fel-
low Jews. In many cases, however, the concern may be far more uni-
versal; it may be a concern for victims of muscular dystrophy, or for
mentally retarded children, for victims of fire or flood, or for the
rights of appellants before the bar of justice. Whatever the worthy
cause to which the individual devotes himself, it becomes moralistic
when his devotion to it replaces devotion to religious institutions,
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and specifically to the synagogue, at the center of his life. That this
should occur is not unusual; that it should be so readily accepted as
an appropriate medium for expressing Jewish spirituality is remark-
able.

To a certain extent, the prevalence of moralistic Jewishness in the
United States seems to have come about as an incidental result of
the bilateral character of the traditional American concept of freedom
of religion. The first side that we think of when we mention this con-
cept is that the government has no right to infringe upon the reli-
gious beliefs of citizens, or upon their religious practices except in-
sofar as these practices are offensive to public morals or infringe upon
the rights of others. The second side, though of equal importance,
is less rarely mentioned; it is that religious groups as such should not
participate directly in political activity. One result of this tradition
has been that various religious groups, including the Jewish groups,
have developed what may be called "secular arms." Jewish religious
organizations do not directly urge policies or activities on local, state,
or Federal government. Special and separate committees, councils,
boards, or organizations are set up to bring Jewish views before these
governmental agencies. It is clear that the work of these special or-
ganizations is, at least in part, an aspect of the spiritual life of Amer-
ican Jewry. When work for one of these organizations is the dominant
spiritual factor in the life of any individual, his Jewishness has be-
come, as we are using the term, moralistic.

Of course this is not to suggest that every person who is active in
the work of the American Jewish Committee or of the American
Jewish Congress consciously or unconsciously regards this activity as
his primary expression of Jewishness. Many are also active in their
synagogues and meticulous in their adherence to ritual, ceremonial,
and custom. It is perhaps only a very few for whom this type of or-
ganizational activity becomes a spiritual end in itself. When, how-
ever, we add those whose Jewishness is exclusively expressed through
the many non-political yet non-synagogal groups that abound on the
American scene, the number grows larger. There are those whose
need for spiritual affiliation is met through active membership in
cultural or scholarly organizations—the American Jewish Historical
Society, the American Academy for Jewish Research, the Conference
on Jewish Relations, or local Jewish study groups and literary socie-
ties. Others find the same measure of satisfaction in working on be-
half of Jewish hospitals, settlement houses, welfare organizations,
charity funds—a myriad of good causes, each separately organized,
and independent of synagogal affiliation or control. It would be a
bold statistician who would attempt to estimate the number of moral-



152 AMERICAN JEWISH YEAR BOOK

istic Jews or their percentage in the total Jewish population. Indeed,
if this were a sociological survey, the entire class might be negligible;
in a survey of Jewish spiritual outlets, it cannot be overlooked.

The completely unsynagogued or those whose synagogue member-
ship is purely nominal, involving perhaps little more than attendance
at High Holy Day services and the observance of Jahrzeit, may perhaps
be considered in this context. They have always been an element in
the American Jewish population. It is difficult here to come by in-
formation; "the synagogue authorities, for example, rarely mention
the unsynagogued in their records." 84 It seems probable, however,
that this group was already to be found in the mid-eighteenth century.
Among the immigrants from Germany in the first half of the nine-
teenth century there were undoubtedly many whose rationalism had
led them to partial or complete disaffiliation from the synagogue, and
others who abandoned synagogue membership less on grounds of
rational conviction than for minor social or personal difficulties. The
existence of the unsynagogued and the unobservant was taken cog-
nizance of in the American Jewish press. The Occident and the Jew-
ish Messenger, from time to time, carried editorials and correspond-
ence on the subject. A most revealing comment, probably exaggerated,
appeared in 1888 in the American Hebrew:

Among our Christian friends, a man who remains unattached to a
religious organization loses caste in society, unless he claim enroll-
ment at once amid the corps of illuminati and free thinkers. Not
so, unfortunately, with us; petty congregational broils, the heated
partizanship of reform and orthodoxy, and, in America especially,
the keen and all-absorbing passion for wealth, have all contributed
to make the unattached, or the "unprofessing," almost the rule,
and the stated attendant at religious service, or the one affiliated
with religious bodies, the exception.

Samuel Isaacs, in the Jewish Messenger at an earlier time, seemed to
be directing his fire more against the unobservant than against the
unaffiliated when he wrote of the Jew who goes by the name of
Orthodox:

He would be pleased to see crowded Synagogues every day whilst
he himself is actually absent. He yearns to behold colleges of learn-
ing where our youth might be taught how to live, how to die, and
how to renew their existence, whilst he himself would make no
exertion to bring about that happy period.83

Inevitably the later nineteenth- and early twentieth-century immi-
gration increased the number of the unsynagogued disproportionately.
The very rigidity of the Eastern European pattern led many, as soon
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as they were able in an atmosphere of freedom, to abandon completely
a faith they felt as a burden. For many Eastern European immigrants
Socialism, labor unionism, and Yiddishism provided faiths to replace
Judaism as vital foci for their spiritual energies. Their rejection of
Judaism, unlike that of the earlier types of which we have been speak-
ing, was categorical and dogmatic. The earlier group, while leaving
the synagogue, nevertheless continued to regard themselves as Jews;
the later group, if they did acknowledge Jewishness, did so entirely
in terms of a Yiddish-Jewish proletarian culture. Not until the second
or third generation after immigration did the animus against Juda-
ism fade; today we are witnessing the return to the synagogue of the
Americanized children or grandchildren of the Eastern European un-
synagogued. Yet we should note that even this group, so dogmatically
anti-religious in their views, did not live without a faith; they re-
placed a traditional faith with a new moralistic one, and, in doing
so, they were taking advantage of the pluralistic and voluntaristic
American milieu.

Again, the various outlets that have so far been suggested do not
account for the activities of all the unsynagogued, nor is it likely that
all of the unsynagogued sought or even felt the need for spiritual
activity, any more than it is likely that the synagogue occupies a place
in the spiritual life of the majority of its members. For while the
philosopher or the psychologist may generalize about the need that
all men have for spiritual exercise, it is at best dubious whether the
majority of men feel the need that savants ascribe to them. Probably
for most people day-to-day social contact with their fellow humans
provides a sufficient degree of spiritual uplift and self-transcendence
to satisfy their needs. The life of fraternal and social orders satisfies
this requirement especially well, because it is enhanced by a modicum
of exclusiveness and secrecy and accompanied, in many cases, by an
attractively designed ritual. From pre-Revolutionary days to our own
times the fraternal (and, latterly, sororal) orders have provided for
some a supplement and for others a substitute for synagogue activities.
To estimate the degree to which the orders have been a supplement
and the degree to which they have been a substitute would probably
be impossible; for our purpose it is unnecessary.

In their earliest days in the United States, Jews were attracted to
Freemasonry, perhaps because of its wide conception of brotherhood.
Moses M. Hays of New York and Boston was the leading figure among
the early Jewish Masons in America. He is credited with having in-
troduced Scottish Rite Masonry into the United States. In 1768, he
was appointed Deputy Inspector General of Masonry for North Amer-
ica, and was himself responsible for appointing other Jews to high
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posts in Masonic circles.86 Hays was Master of King David's Lodge,
founded February 17, 1769, in New York City. "This Lodge appears
to have been composed entirely of Jewish Brethren." 8T Later, about
1779, the all-Jewish Lodge moved to Newport. Moses Seixas, one of
the leaders of the Newport Jewish community, was Grand Master of
the Grand Lodge of Rhode Island.88 Thus, even from these few ex-
amples, it is clear that Jews took part, and in some cases a leading
part in early American Masonry. Jews have continued to be active
in the Masonic movement until today. Increasingly, in the larger com-
munities, all-Jewish lodges have been established. These all-Jewish
lodges are likely to have rabbis serving them as chaplains. Although
in its origins the Masonic appeal was to a universal brotherhood of
all men, in its practice Masonry today has become a semi-segregated
fraternity.

In 1843, a new departure in Jewish organizational behavior in the
New World was made when a group of the leading German Jewish
citizens of New York City founded the Independent Order of B'nai
B'rith. From this time on Jewish activity in fraternal orders was in-
creasingly in Jewish orders. In addition to elements of ritual and or-
ganization that paralleled those of the Masonic lodges, B'nai B'rith
took over some of the functions formerly exercised by burial societies
and mutual aid groups among the Jews. Although the order was
founded by German Jews, it occasionally welcomed into fellowship
those of other backgrounds and spread widely and rapidly in the Jew-
ish centers of population in the United States. Over the years, most
of the secret ritual has been dropped, more democratic control intro-
duced into the order, and a wide variety of worthwhile cultural and
welfare programs sponsored. Other fraternal orders soon arose: the
Independent Order of Free Sons of Israel (1849), B'rith Abraham
(1859), Kesher Shel Barzel (1860). Later orders include B'rith Sholom,
B'nai Zion, and a major sororal organization, the United Order of
True Sisters. As the later Eastern European immigration felt a need
for like organizations, especially of a working-class orientation, the
Workmen's Circle and the Jewish National Workers Alliance came
into being. For most of their members, these fraternal orders serve a
merely social function; there are others whose total Jewish conscious-
ness is expressed in their fraternal membership, and for these the
various orders must be reckoned a phase of the spiritual life of
American Jewry.

It is interesting to note that B'nai B'rith originally intended to
"banish from its deliberations all doctrinal and dogmatic discussion
and by the practice of moral and benevolent precepts bring about
union and harmony." 89 Thus in the very terms of its foundation
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there existed a basis upon which those who chose to identify them-
selves as Jews solely by morality and benevolence and to allow their
ceremonial and ritual attachments and synagogue affiliations to lapse
could build a moralistic Judaism. Once more it is impossible to say
how many have done so. A Christian writer in 1871 saw B'nai B'rith
as an agency for the transformation of Judaism into a social morality:
"The order of B'nai B'rith, the Sons of the Covenant, is to the Jewish
Church what the Christian associations are to the Christian Church,
a liberalizing influence, as it turns the people from forms and rites
and from speculative questions to works of practical reform and
charity." 90 For our purposes it is enough to say that for some of its
members the order may have done so, and may still do so.

Zionism As a Moralistic Cause
By far the greatest of the moralistic causes that Jews in America

have espoused, whether in addition to their synagogue affiliations or
as a replacement for membership, was that of the establishment of
a Jewish National Home. To such an extent is this true that one
would not err greatly in saying that, at its peak, some form of Zionism
was the living and dynamic factor in American Jewish life. An over-
whelming majority of America's Jews, perhaps as many as 90 per cent,
supported Jewish settlement in Palestine.91 Of the opponents of es-
tablishing a Jewish National Home, the American Council for Juda-
ism, it can be said that their opposition was the most vital factor in
their spiritual life.92 On both sides there was an intensity of devotion
and a depth of feeling that amply justifies the assertion that this
moralism served a religious function in their lives. The ecstatic com-
ment of Rabbi Israel Goldstein represented a large part of American
Jewish feeling during the peak period of enthusiasm, a period lasting
about a dozen years:

Palestine is the heart of Jewish hope and promise. Zionism is the
spiritual dynamic of the Jewish people. It helps to give spiritual
content to Jewish life everywhere. Zionism offers the guarantee that
when democracy will triumph in the world, Judaism will not melt
away under the sun of freedom. It is the supreme expression of the
mystic will to live which is the stubborn fact of Jewish history.93

Zionism is not an American creation, and, despite the leading role
that many American Jews have taken in the world Zionist movement,
it is only right to point out that there have been tension and friction
between American Zionism and world Zionism, friction that at times
has led to temporary hostility. Harsh and unjustifiable words have
been said on both sides, reconciliations have followed, only to be
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followed in turn by new resentments and new quarrels. At bottom,
the reason for these differences seems to be inherent in the situation,
and therefore the differences seem to be unavoidable. To the Ameri-
can Jew, no matter how ardently he talks of Israel as the "homeland,"
it is the United States that is really his homeland; Israel is to be the
homeland for Jews from other lands, in other parts of the world. For
him America is Eretz, though technically still Galuth. In the mass, the
American Jews have never thought of themselves as potential settlers
in Israel; that is for the Jews in lands of oppression. The Jew of free
America supports the settlement in Israel with his devotion, his time,
his labor, his money, but not with himself—save as an occasional
visitor, a tourist. There are, of course, individual exceptions; we speak
of the great body of American Jews. The American Jewish Zionist,
who does not have to live with the day-to-day political, social, and
economic problems of Israel, does not understand the background of
some of the policies that are followed in Israel, cannot comprehend
certain compromises, grows impatient, duplicates in the microcosm of
world Zionism the errors of tactics of American foreign policy. Mean-
time, world Zionist leaders and officials of the Israel government, face
to face with very delicate internal and international situations, under-
standably resent the attitude of their American associates. War looks
different to those in the front lines and to those who experience it in
the newspapers.

Although modern Zionism was not made in America, it has an
American pre-history. Zionism represents a fusion of the land of
Israel of the millennial messianic hope of Judaism with the land of
Israel as a practical political commonwealth, a land of refuge and
of hope. Orthodox opposition to Zionism for many years (and, to the
extent that such opposition exists, even today) was a resistance to
giving a secular and practical turn to a religious concept of super-
natural redemption. In the American pre-history of the Zionist idea,
Israel remained the focus of millennial hopes and messianic dreams,
while the practical political commonwealth was envisaged sometimes
in America and sometimes in Palestine. To a greater or lesser degree,
the two ideals now fused were kept apart. Devotion to the messianic
ideal was demonstrated by support of the small groups of poor Jews
who lived in the Holy Land. As early as 1759, Moses Malki was re-
ceived in both New York and Newport and donations were entrusted
to him. A series of later messengers (meshullachim) came to the
United States, and at least two societies were founded before I860,
the Hebrah Terumat Hakodesh, the American branch of a British-
Dutch organization (1832), and the North American Relief Society
{1853). There was some difference of opinion in the American Jewish
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community about the desirability of this sort of contribution. It was
felt that the recipients of this form of charity were being encouraged
to persevere in their "indolence."

An extreme statement of this hostile attitude can be found in the
Jewish Times for February 10, 1871. The writer comments on the
appeals from Jerusalem:

We have no doubt they are starving there, and the hungry is en-
titled by right of nature to receive his bread from those who can
give it. But have the majority of these people any business to be
there and starve? . . . . Had they employed the same amount of
energy to reach a place where they could find work and employment
and a proper sphere for their physical and mental energies, they
would, without a doubt, be dispensers instead of receivers of alms.

As long as these pious fanatics are encouraged by other pious
people, who merely lack the intensity of purpose and the courage
to follow their example, they will continue to flock there. Starva-
tion in their eyes is one of the steps to heaven. . . . That will not
deter them as long as contributions pour in to alleviate their misery.

This most unsympathetic attitude towards those for whom the return
to Zion was exclusively an expression of messianic hope was not in
the least unusual in nineteenth-century America. The virulence with
which it is expressed is the unusual feature.

On the other hand, the Jews of America, who had found their own
resettlement (or their parents') in a land of freedom and opportunity
an escape from the restricted life of European Jewry, were hospitable
from the beginning to resettlement schemes for their fellow-Jews.
They, who had for the most part entered commercial life, were espe-
cially prone to approve of schemes that would resettle other Jews in
agricultural pursuits. True, there was no particular stir in Jewish
circles when Mordecai Manual Noah proposed his grandiose plan
for a Jewish colony on Grand Island in the Niagara River near Buf-
falo.94 But, after all, Noah was a man who took himself far more
seriously than he was taken by anyone else, and his proclamation to
the Jews of the world in 1825 was a pretentious absurdity that, one
hopes, even Noah himself came to regret. When, later in the century,
serious proposals for Jewish agricultural colonies in Palestine, in the
United States, and in South America were made by responsible peo-
ple or organizations, the American Jews were ready with their
support.

Even Isaac Leeser, who of all the more prominent American Jews
of his day might have been most expected to sympathize with the
messianic view, took his stand with the advocates of practical agri-
cultural colonization, in two strong editorials in The Occident. After
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recalling to his readers the frequency with which he had brought
appeals for Palestinian Jews to their attention, Leeser continued:

We need not be reminded that at present the hills are naked,
stripped of the soil which once rendered them fertile. But we have
read in a late publication, that they are limestone rock, and that it
would not require overmuch labor, by breaking them up with spade
and plough, to make them pay the husbandman's toil with plentiful
crops of all kinds of farm produce. This is said to be the case even
with the naked hills; but what shall we say of the fertile valleys,
which now lie desolate, because there is no farming population to
plant them? Other lands suffer because the population is too dense
for their productiveness; but here is a spot situated in the centre
of the courts of commerce, between the east and the west, weeping,
so to say, because there are too few to satisfy its craving to nourish
them. And who more than the Israelites have a claim on the soil of
Palestine to obtain therein their support? Who, more than we, are
better calculated to draw the full benefit of Nature's bountiful gifts
in our ancient patrimony? Many nations have borne sway over it;
but it has not responded with its healthful products to their desire.95

Many people, Leeser went on, had questioned why it was that Jews
still clustered about the shrines of the ancient land where once they
had been lords but now were little more than beggars. Leeser asked
where in the world, with the exception of America, Holland, Belgium
and France, the Jews were better off.

Let us go where we will . . . the badge of political slavery and
degradation is still ours. . . . Oh! what a freedom this is! What a
state that is, to satisfy the longing of the Jewish patriot for happier
days—for a time when the land of Israel is again to be ours, to be
occupied by the sons of freedom and industry, sitting each under
his own vine and under his own fig-tree, with none to make him
afraid! Whatever others may do, we do not blame the oppressed,
not even the free, in all lands, who look toward their ancient home
as the true country of Israel.96

Leeser thought Russia, Germany, Hungary, and similar lands of op-
pression the proper source of colonists for Palestine. He envisioned
the Jews of America as a source of financial support for the establish-
ment of agricultural colonies that would ultimately become self-sup-
porting. Thus he anticipated by a century the present situation.
Warder Cresson, formerly American consul at Jerusalem, had been
converted to Judaism and, from 1850, had been attempting to found
an agricultural colony "near Jerusalem in the Valley of Rephaim."
The Occident for January 1854 contains a prospectus for another
colony, sponsored by the "Agricultural Committee at Jaffa," and nam-
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ing Leeser as "chairman of the Central Committee in America . . .
empowered to nominate committees in every town where Israelites
live." Commenting on this prospectus, Leeser said he could not decide
whether to support this newer plan, Cresson's older plan, or both. He
was certain, however, of the excellence of the idea of establishing
permanent stability and prosperity among the Jews in Palestine, "to
restore . . . an honorable feeling of self-dependence and self-support,
and . . . to do away with the necessity of constantly appealing for alms
to feed starving thousands in our ancient patrimony."

In the 1880's and early 1890's several more or less successful attempts
were made to form organizations in imitation of the Russian Hoveve
Zion (Lovers of Zion) movement. Many men who were later to become
active leaders of American Zionism served their apprenticeship in
these groups. The comment made by Bernard Richards sums up this
trend:

The ultra-orthodox would have nothing to do with what seemed to
them a contravention of Messianic belief. The radicals and laborites
had nothing but scorn for . . . Jewish nationalists who merely sought
to regenerate the Jewish people when socialism heralded the early
arrival of universal human brotherhood and redemption for all
humanity. Between these divisions and the indifference of the large
masses absorbed in the immediate economic struggle of new immi-
grants to gain a foothold in a strange land, the early pioneers here
of Hibbat Zion had innumerable obstacles to contend with. 97

The activities of Joseph I. Bluestone, physician, Hebrew scholar, and
editor of early Zionist publications, deserve to be singled out for
special mention in this period.98

Very soon after the publication in 1896 of Theodor Herzl's Der
Judenstaat, American interest in the "new" Zionism began to grow.
For years the Eastern European Jewish immigrants supplied whatever
"mass" interest there was in Zionism in America, although among the
leaders were Jews of Western European ancestry. Progress was slow
in all sections of the country, but steadily the Zionist movement
gained adherents. Perhaps the most important forward step before
World War I was the establishment (1912) of Hadassah, the Women's
Zionist Organization of America; Henrietta Szold, daughter of Rabbi
Benjamin Szold of Baltimore, was its creator and builded well. Ha-
dassah mobilized American Jewish womanhood behind the Zionist
movement, and its corps of devoted members worked not only in the
community but also in their own homes to gain recruits to the Zionist
cause. The Balfour Declaration of 1917 was an important crossroad
for Zionist history in America. Prior to the Declaration, the Zionist
minority was on the defensive, forced at every step to explain its
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raison d'etre. After the Declaration had been enunciated, although
no great number of American Jews became adherents of the Zionist
cause, the situation was altered. Now the neutralist or the anti-Zionist
was the one who was forced to explain himself and his stand.

It was not, however, until the 1930's that Zionism achieved its
greatest foothold in American Jewry. The rise of Hitler in Germany,
the spread of Nazi racialist doctrines beyond the confines of the Third
Reich, and the development, under the spur of world-wide depression,
of a revived anti-Semitism, should be noted as the most telling reasons
for the increase in Zionist feeling in America. Again, the feeling was
moralistic; here were the millions of European Jews who were being
subjected to policies of restriction, discrimination, and even exter-
mination. Something had to be done for them, and that as rapidly as
possible. Zionism seemed to be the answer; if not the final answer, it
was at least worth the trial. And the moralistic zeal of the American
Jew, whether synagogue-attending or unsynagogued, poured forth
service and money in full measure for the relief of his fellow-Jews of
stricken Europe. For a time, the Zionist wave had about it a revival-
istic quality. It became a form of hysterical identification. Social
pressure operated to make Zionists as it had never operated in Amer-
ica to make adherents to any interpretation of Jewish tradition.

Although the Reform, Conservative, and Orthodox groups have
all gone through similar stages in the acceptance of the Zionist hope,
they have passed through the stages at different rates of speed. Zion-
ists were, first, a small party within each group. The great bulk of
each group was either indifferent or opposed to Jewish nationalism.
Within the Conservative group, the shift to a Zionist majority came
most rapidly and with least disruption. For a time there was some
difficulty felt about the problem of dual allegiance, to America and
to Zion, but once this difficulty was resolved by showing that the two
forms of nationalism did not conflict, members of the Conservative
group had little trouble accepting Zionism. In both the Reform and
Orthodox groups, the difficulty was a more complicated one and less
easy of resolution. Reform Judaism had deliberately eliminated from
its thinking the conception of the Jews as a nation. "We have warmly,
and earnestly enough, held that the Jews are not a nation. In ac-
cordance with this view, we have allowed the purely national holidays
of Judaism to drop into the background and have expurgated the
prayers for return to Jerusalem from the ritual of others." " Despite
this elimination of the idea of Jewish nationhood, explicitly set forth
in the Pittsburgh Platform, many of the older generation of Reform
rabbis, including Gustav Gottheil of Temple Emanu-El in New York
and Bernard Felsenthal of Chicago, as well as younger men like
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Stephen S. Wise, had early found a vivifying faith in Zionism. There
are still two camps in Reform Judaism, but in 1943 the Central Con-
ference of American Rabbis adopted a resolution declaring the com-
patibility of Zionism and Reform Judaism. The Union of American
Hebrew Congregations, in a carefully phrased resolution in 1937,
affirmed "the obligation of all Jewry to aid [in building Palestine] as
a Jewish homeland by endeavoring to make it not only a haven or
refuge for the oppressed but also a center of Jewish culture and spirit-
ual life." While these actions removed the official agencies of Reform
Judaism from the anti-Zionist camp, it has been left to each congre-
gation to determine what its positive stand shall be. Orthodox Juda-
ism was split between those who were prepared to accept a "political"
return in lieu of a "miraculous" return, the Mizrachi organization,
and those who were unwilling to give up supernatural messianism,
the Agudas Israel movement. The official Orthodox rabbinical coun-
cil, Agudath ha-Rabbanim, endorsed both movements. As the younger
generation of Orthodox laity matured, their support went overwhelm-
ingly to the Mizrachi movement, and today (1954) Agudas Israel has
scant support in the United States. As an Orthodox group, however,
the Mizrachi organization has maintained its separateness; it will co-
operate but not affiliate with the Zionist Organization of America.

As recently as 1948, the strength of the Zionist movement held to-
gether. To the shocked horror of some segments of American Jewry,
rabbis went so far as to devote their sermons on the holiest of occa-
sions to promoting support for Zionist activities or to making appeals
for funds to be used in the building up of the Jewish National Home.
Whatever the formal religion of the Jews may have been, for a time
it was support of Zion that was their living religion. So intensely was
this the case that in 1948, when the partition plan for Palestine was
a major issue in the politics of the day, virtually the entire Jewish
population of the United States was turned into a gigantic pressure
group for the achievement of Zionist objectives. The Synagogue Coun-
cil of America, an organization representing both rabbinical and lay
groups in Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform camps, called for a
day of prayer, April 8, 1948, "to give expression to the shocked con-
science of America at the inexplicable action of our Administration
in reversing its Palestine policy" by abandoning the partition plan,
"to demand the fulfillment of the plighted word of this country and
of the nations of the world, and to pray for God's help." 10°

But the force of Zionism as a vital unifying factor in Jewish life
in the United States did not last. While it did, completely "secular"
Jews, of the Labor Zionist wing of the movement, were able to work
side by side with Mizrachi Orthodox Zionists, subordinating their
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many differences of opinion to the discipline of a common hope and
a common ideal. Community of Jewish experience, which in earlier
days in America was sought in the unity of synagogal life, was, in
the heyday of American Zionism, found in the struggle for realization
of Jewish nationhood. Suddenly, however, to the surprise of observers
and the dismay of Zionist leaders, the driving force of the ideal of
nationhood no longer operated in the mind of American Jewry. Or-
ganizations on whose active sympathy Zionist leaders relied were no
longer to be counted upon. Individuals dropped out of Zionist activi-
ties, and collections for Zionist purposes declined considerably. We
shall not presume here to attempt to explain this change of heart, but
merely to record it. From the middle of the decade of the 1930's to the
early 1950's, there was a vital Jewish community in America founded
not in religious faith but in a moralistic hope. This was the nearest
that the American Jewish community has ever come to complete
unity. What will replace Zionism as a focus of unification—indeed,
whether there will ever arise another focus of unification—only the
future can tell.

Moralism in the Synagogue

Our emphasis thus far has been placed on moralistic activities and
causes centered outside of the synagogues, or involving the synagogues
only secondarily. This should not lead to the conclusion that moral-
ism had no place in American synagogue life. Quite the contrary; a
moralistic concern for social justice has been a continuing force in
synagogal life in America from at least the beginning of the nine-
teenth century. This emphasis is nothing new in Judaism. The pas-
sionate pleas of the prophets for a world ordered by justice were re-
enforced in the Talmud and later codes by regulations that were
aimed at the more limited but, realistically, more realizable end of
achieving a Jewish community ordered by justice. Tenuous as was
their own position, the early Jewish settlers in America maintained
explicitly the tradition that no Jew should become a public charge,
but that his needs should be met by his fellow-Jews. In the first in-
stance, the institution through which this concern was expressed was
the synagogue, and despite the later development of specialized Jew-
ish welfare agencies and the professionalization of Jewish welfare
workers, the synagogue is still a vital link in supplying the needs of
individual Jews.

On a more formal and generalized level, synagogue councils and
rabbinical associations have taken the lead by adopting programs of
guiding principles of social justice. These programs and pronounce-
ments, revised from time to time to take account of changing circum-
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stances, have in all cases been represented by those who drafted them
as continuous with earlier Jewish tradition. The Program of Social
Justice adopted by the Central Conference of American Rabbis in
1928 begins with the words, "Deriving our inspiration for social jus-
tice from the great teachings of the prophets of Israel and the other
great traditions of our faith and applying these teachings concretely
to the economic and social problems of today, we . . . make this
declaration of social principles." The 1934 Pronouncement of the
Rabbinical Assembly of America on Social Justice makes the same
point:

Judaism has always recognized certain basic principles for social
organization and has endeavored to apply them to the changing
social situation. The authors of this pronouncement believe that its
essence is traditional. For its general principles, historic Judaism
is the sanction. Only its specific applications to contemporary social
problems are their own.

To assure the continued application of the principles set forth in
these manifestoes to matters of current concern, the Central Confer-
ence maintains a Commission on Social Justice, and the Rabbinical
Assembly a Committee on Social Justice.

There is a striking similarity of content in the Reform Program
and the Conservative Pronouncement. Both speak out frankly and
freely on the major issues in our age of collective insecurity. Both
accept the general principle of private ownership, with reservations
concerning the use that is made of private property. Both argue for
the maintenance of the rights of individuals in an era of over-organ-
ization. Both advocate social security and the increase of cooperative
enterprise. Both manifest a deep concern for international peace.
There are differences, of course. The Reform statement makes spe-
cific reference to women and children in industry and to the reform
of prisons and penal institutions. The Conservative statement in-
cludes a specific paragraph expressing antagonism to both Commu-
nism and Fascism, and support of democracy as a third way. The
dates of these statements may go far toward accounting for the dif-
ferences. The similarity needs no other explanation than that the
fundamental background of both is traditional Judaism, the Reform
group emphasizing the prophetic writings, the Conservatives the his-
toric tradition. Nor should the absence of an official statement by
Orthodox spokesmen lead us to believe that there is less social concern
among the Orthodox; it is perhaps differently expressed but it is
actively present.101

The pronouncement of the Rabbinical Assembly affirmed that "ques-
tions of politics and economics are legitimate and necessary subject
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matters for treatment from the pulpit by ministers of religion." The
Reform rabbis, too, have held that the pulpit is not fulfilled unless
matters of this sort are freely discussed by the preachers. It is, how-
ever, far easier to maintain this position in an assembly of rabbis, or,
for that matter, in a convention of synagogal representatives, like the
Union of American Hebrew Congregations or the United Synagogue
of America, than it is for the individual rabbi or synagogue leader to
realize it in practice in a local synagogue situation. Not a few of the
conflicts between rabbis and laity in American congregations have
arisen because of resentment in the pews of economic, social, or politi-
cal comments from the pulpit. It is impossible to estimate the extent
to which this fact of life has vitiated the bold declarations of rabbis
in convocation assembled.

It should be noted, however, that very frequently the original form
of the criticism is that the rabbi is not preaching on "religious" sub-
jects. Part of the problem of the rabbinate and part of the reason for
the wide circulation of even the most general declarations of princi-
ples is to educate the laity to the recognition that when a rabbi dis-
cusses social themes he is preaching religiously. Nowhere has this
been better stated than in the Guiding Principles of Reform Judaism,
adopted by the Central Conference of American Rabbis in 1937:

In Judaism religion and morality blend into an indissoluble unity.
. . . The love of God is incomplete without the love of one's fellow-
men. Judaism emphasizes the kinship of the human race, the sanc-
tity and worth of human life and personality and the right of the
individual to freedom and to the pursuit of his chosen vocation.
Justice to all, irrespective of race, sect or class, is the inalienable
right and the inescapable obligation of all.

Nowhere has this been better justified than in the Pronouncement of
the Rabbinical Assembly of America on Social Justice:

It is the duty of religion . . . to ally itself with those forces that
make for social education and the fostering of a social conscience.
. . . We who profess to dedicate ourselves to the advancement of
Jewish religion must bring it into the arena of social life as a force
for reconstruction and rebirth. . . . Only to a society which aims to
realize these ideals can we give our complete moral assent, for only
in such a society will the doctrines of the divinity of God and the
brotherhood of men be translated from theological abstractions
into the applied principles by which the communities of men may
order themselves.

To the extent that the ideals of the Jewish faith can be realized in
America, the rabbis seem to say, America, too, can be a holy land, not
only for American Jews but for all mankind.
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translations of excerpts from the text of the letter. It is interesting to note that
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