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INTRODUCTION

What we need today is to understand American anti-
Semitism on its own terms. If the country has not been
utter heaven for Jews, it has been as far from hell as
Jews in the Diaspora have ever known. Broadly
Speaking, the American Jewish experience is unique.
Determining precisely how, is one of the many tasks

that lie ahead.>

In almost every book on American anti-Semitism or Jewish
American history published after 1966, there is some reference,
footnote or bibliographical citation to Jews in the Mind of
Amerjca.® Most historians cite the book’s use of public opinion
polls which attempt to gauge anti-Semitism in America. sScholars
often footnote these surveys and Stember’s analysis to serve as
primary evidence to substantiate their own assumptions and
conclusions. Although these polls have been consistently cited,
there has never been an investigation of the accuracy of these
polls as a measure of anti-Semitism in the United States. The
persistent use of Stember’s materials compels the student of
American anti-Semitism to determine not only whether these polls
are reliable and thus a valid source but also how much anti-
Semitism is measurable.

A 1944 public opinion poll indicated that Americans
éonsidered Jews to be the greatest menace to the United States.

At the time, America was fighting to defeat Nazli Germany, the

1 Jonathon Sarna, "Anti-Semitism and American History,"
commentary, March 1981, wvol. 71, no. 3, p. 47.

2 charles Stember and Others, Jews in the Mind of America
(Basic Books, Inc., New York, 1966).




archene :
ny of Jews, Despite the anti-German and anti-Japanese

ro
Propaganda that pervaded the media, Americans still regarded

Jews
asS a greater threat to their nation than their wartime
enenies.

The irrationality of the survey results has

consistently provokeg astonishment among historians.

This Seemingly 1llogical statistic appears to substantiate some
historians-

claims that American anti-Semitism was not only

Pervasive but extreme in the period preceding and during the
Second World war.

Numerous polls taken from the late 1930s until 1962

attempted to gauge the anti-Semitic sentiment of the American
public. According to these polls, anti-Semitism in the late

1930s soared to new levels. It continued to rise in the early

1940s, reaching a peak in 1944. It declined slightly in the

years immediately following World War II, but did not subside

significantly until the late 1940s and early 1950s. A number of

questions must be posed about the polls: How were they worded,

how many people were surveyed, and what was the geographical

area, gender, age, race, religious preference, and socio~economic
background of those surveyed?

By November 1942, reports of the systematic extermination of

Jews in Europe had been confirmed by the American government. As

the war progressed, stories of the tragedies befalling European
Jews continued to arrive but never gained substantial press
coverage. After receiving confirmed reports of Nazi actions

against the Jews, Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Congress took no



decisive or concerted action for fourteen months. The American
public was no more energetic in its response. Despite reading
and hearing accounts of the horrors taking place in the Nazi
concentration camps, Americans still supported the maintenance of
immigration quotas and restrictions during and after the war.
These factors, linked to the surge of anti-Semitism
in the interwar years, have led some historians to describe
American anti-Semitism as "vifulent."a But was hatred of Jews
during the first half of the twentieth century as intense as this
information suggests? Some historians have gone so far as to
claim that a Holocaust in America was possible in the foreseeable
future. One critical observer states, "Influenced by the current
obsession with the Holocaust, they ask only one question: could
it happen here? And to this question they have only one answer:
yes."* Other scholars contend that Jewish existence in America
has represented a "golden age® for Jews in the Diaspora. The
success of Jews in America and the existence of a mild form.of
anti-Semitism have persuaded historians to argue that the
American Jewish experience has been uniquely positive. This
difference in opinion stems from contrasting interpretations of

the meaning and manifestations of anti-Semitism.

* Edward Shapiro, A_Time for Healing: American Jewry since
World War II (Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, 1992).
Henry Feingold, A Time for Searching: Entering the Mainstream
1920-1945 (Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore, 1992).

* Sarna, p. 45.
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Most accounts of Jewish history, and especially that of the
Holocaust, tend to provide a litany of persecutions against the
Jews. These histories often fail, however, to examine the causes
behind the innumerable transgressions or to provide a sense of
the texture and dimension. Instead of discussing causal factors,
many historians present "victimization accounts." Although the
persecution of Jews has been graphically depicted in these works,
the motives behind the attacks have often not been addressed. To
acquire a deeper understanding of Jew-hatred, it is necessary to
Scrutinize the causes behind manifestations of anti-Semitism.

Hatred of Jews has existed since ancient times. One
historian has termed it "the longest hatred."® Defining this
antipathy is a difficult task due to the emotions surrounding it.
Many interpreters of anti-Semitism argue that Jew-hatred is a
baseless animosity. It exists independent of the actions of Jews
and their presence. According to these interpretations, anti-
Semitism is not a product of its environment, but rather of
mythical stereotypes, not factual realities.

Many Jewish observers would vehemently contest the notion
that anti-Semitism derives from real factors. "Indeed, to focus
on Jews and Jewish character defects in a generic way is itself
considered prima facie evidence of anti-Semitic intent--

or...committing the crime of ’‘blaming the victim.’"™® Yet to

® Robert Wistrich, Antisemitism: The Iongest Hatred (Thames
Metheun, London, 1991).

¢ Albert Lindemann, Through Esau’s Eyes (unpublished
manuscript, Santa Barbara, 1993), 4.




Place all blame for anti-Semitism on Gentiles constitutes a
Narrow conviction. There are various Jewish scholars who argue
that Jews as well as Gentiles are responsible for anti-Semitism.
The Jewish philosopher, Baruch Spinoza, wrote that Jewish
Seéparatism and sense of superiority, linked to Jewish religious
rituals that insult, denigrate and threaten other religions, have
been the fundamental factors in evoking anti-Semitism.”

Hatred of Jews in America represents a unique strain of
anti-Semitism. Aamerican history does not contain a prominent
tradition of Gentile-Jew conflict. The persistent myths and
stereotypes in Europe regarding Jews were weak or missing in the
United States. Racism and social conflict has primarily been
focused on Black versus White, rather than Jew versus Gentile.
Yet, as a nation of immigrants, the United States inevitably
received the cultural baggage of foreigners. Stereotypes and
mythical images of Jews comprised a piece of their luggage. Like
their Eurcpean predecessors, Americans targeted Jews as
scapegoats when tensions in society reached a crisis point.
Fantasies abocut Jews fused with frustrations in daily life,
provoking conflict: By providing historical background, Jewish
stereotypes can be juxtaposed with the actual lives of Jewish-
Americans. Through a comparison of American perceptions of Jews
and the actual lives of Jews in America, the reality can be

distinguished from the myth.

? Lindemann, p. 4.



Many writers of Jewish history have designated the United

tat -
States as a country in which Jews have found a hospitable and

rospe i : :
P Perous niche in the Diaspora. In America, Jews have never

faced the destruction of their communities as exemplified by
Kristallnacht in Germany and pogroms in Russia. Jewish
immigrants’ rapid ascent to middle class status surpassed that of
other immigrant minorities in America. The number of Jews in
higher education was unparalleled among American immigrants in
the first half of the twentieth century. Although American Jews
appeared to represent the ideal beneficiaries of the American
Dream, life in the United States was not as dream-like as many
Jewish immigrants had expected. The melting pot of the world
also harbored anti-Semitism.

Comparing anti-Semitism in America to the persecution Jews
faced in other nations is necessary to measure the degree of Jew-
hatred. Looking at anti-Jewish sentiment relative to other
racial hostilities in the United States adds another dimension to
the understanding of this phenomenon. Equipped with this more
expansive comprehension, the actual level of Jew-hatred can be
discerned. The polls indicate that anti-Semitism was pervasive
in the United States in the interwar years as well as during the
Second World War. Charles Stember compiled, analyzed and drew
distinct conclusions from these polls dating from 1937 to 1962.
It remains to be determined, however, whether the polls

accurately reflect the level of anti-Semitism in America and if

Stember’s analysis deserves citation or criticism.
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In tha 1at q -
@ late L9308 "ywltn Naul (nrluenae beginning to he falf

even In the Unitaeq Htates anq makling disturbances in the streats
of New York n Gommonp 1 nge ovourrenve," the Amarican Jewirh
Conmittee (aJc) deolded te adopt public opinion polling as n
means of both gauging ang combatting the spread of anti-femitism.
Surveys began in 1937 und contlinued for more than a guarter of a

century. The findings have been perlodically compiled and

analyzed. In the 19608, the AJC began & comprehengive resnalyeie

of the accumulateq Burvey datea which was obtained under its own
sponsorship and others. "With overt anti-Seomitism stoadily and
unmistakably declining, the 19608 seemed an appropriate time to
reexamine the entirae body of survey findinge in depth--to
interpret, in the broadest sense, exactly how the Jews had
appeared in the mind of aAmerica during the gquarter-century just
past."? |
Charles Stember was commissioned by the American Jewish
Committee to undertake a compilation and analysis of the vast
public opinion data avallable. His findings were submitted in
September 1964 to a conference of social scientists specializing

in the fields of sociology, social psychology, demography, and

Jewish and American history. The participants studied Stember’s

¢ Charles Stember and Others, (
(Basic Books, Inc., New York, 1966), ix (preface).

° Stember, p. x (preface).



Yt

The art i i 1 ls
work from the Vantage Point of participants studied Stember
0

The papers were

presented at a 19 i
64 symposium which focused on the alleged

decline of overt ant;
nti-Semit; -
t-Semitism exemplified in poll responses, as

wel; as the problen of latent hostility
Jews in the Ming of

America incorporates these studies of

American anti-Semitj i
emitism in two parts. The first part of the book

documents Ste ’ . 5
mber ‘s Compilation, analyses and conclusions of the

public oplnion surveys from 1937 to 1962. The eight papers
presented at the conference are printed in the second half of the
book providing a commentary on and application of Stember’s work.
Six agencies supplied the poll data which is assembled and
interpreted in Part One: the American Institute of Public Opinion
(AIPO); the National Opinion Research Center of the University of
chicago (NORC); the Office of Public Opinion Research (OPOR); the
opinion Research Corporation (ORC); the Psychological
corporation; and Elmo Roper and Associates. The majority of the
surveys were conducted by the agencies under the auspices of the
American Jewish Committee, although soﬁe polls included in the
book were conducted independently. The AJC was the first
intergroup—relations agency to employ public opinion polling,

acknowledging the advantages and disadvantages of the survey

process.



Opinion pPoll;
NG frop i
lts 4 ;
its questionab)e _— INception has been criticized for
cy.

John Slawson of the American Jewish
. th
qualificationg reqarding the

use of

Committee Prefaceg e

O with numerous

bli ;
procedure wag Selecteq ip bublic surveys. The polling
Com

Plete awareness of its inherent

limitations. The agc recognizeg
e

; that survey replies would not
necessarily revea] the respond
en

ts’ underlying motivations.
There were Sufflcient indications
!

. however, that overt responses
reflected inmer attitygeg with reas

onable fidelity when they were
authentically o i
Y obtained. mne advantages of opinion polling

appeared to far i $ o
PP Outweigh the limitatjions according to Slawson.

findin
The 9s could be Compared from year to year, indicating a

rise or decline in hostility towara Jews. "Opinion polling

quickly became invaluable both as a measure of the fluctuations

of prejudice in the United States and as a basis for programs of
counteraction, "®

The validity of data collected by opinion-research agencies,

however, has been seriously questioned by workers in the field,

as well as other critics.*® Stember and the American Jewish

Committee acknowledged these imperfections, yet still plausibly

argued that public opinion data provides the most effective if

10 gtember, p. ix (preface).

12 1indsey Rogers, The Pollsters (Alfred A. Knopf, New York,
1949).
























































































































































































































