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Preface

Images are powerful. Whether we are children or grown adults, all of us come to
realize this. People think things about us, our families, our heritages, and our identities are
called to question as soon as we venture out into the outside world, playground or the
workforce. This has never changed throughout history. Moreover, for minorities the
struggle to accept one's uniqueness can be troubling, painful, and sometimes defeating.

Growing up I realized gradually that while on the outside I was the same as many
other Americans I also had an identity many others did not share. I was Jewish. I slowly
came to realize this when I would have to miss school for the High Holidays or take
Matzoh to school for lunch during Passover. Over the years, I have vacillated in terms of
hiding and openly presenting my identity — much of that depended on the ease with which
I could feel comfortable.

My interest in history led me to investigate the Jewish experience in America, since
I never got to sit down and ask all my grandparents what it was like to come to this
country. I knew it was difficult for them. They spoke of the Great Depression, World
War II, the economy's ups and downs. However, they never openly spoke about how
negative stereotypes about Jews made them feel. Discrimination obviously did not make
them feel good, but I still wondered how they viewed it in comparison to Europe or if that
even mattered.

Such is the case in a post-Holocaust American Jewish family. America is “the
promised land". Yet, I have always taken this with a grain of salt since I have always been
aware of this country's rising and falling passions of bigotry. That is partially why I came
to study American anti-Semitism. My particular focus on nineteenth century America
developed out of fascination with one man Judah P. Benjamin, the second in command of

the Confederate States of America--who also happened to be a Jew. However, despite his

high rank and power, Judah P. Benjamin was never allowed to forget he was a Jew, [ use



the word Jew with the attempt to call forth all of the negative imagery this word brought
forth to both children and adults in the nineteenth century in America. To call a Jewish
person a "Jew" at this time was to call them a thief, a usurer, a Shylock...the enemy and
killer of Jesus Christ. Later on in the twentieth century this image would mutate as the Jew
became recognized as "revolutionary”, "a Communist", a "Democrat” and bleeding heart
liberal. Never mind whether a Jew voted for Eisenhower and/or hated the Russians and
Communism, the majority of Americans believed Jews might be enemies to the state. One
has only to think of the Rosenbergs to recall this imagery.

So where did this all begin in American history, this appearance of anti-Semitism,
and how did it linger in the American psyche? It is the argument of this paper that as early
as the nineteenth century, (and even before that ) the scourge of anti-Semitism in America
had appeared and grown strong. Granted, it had traveled to the New World from its
Europeans origins. Yet it did not disappear, as the historians who support the exceptionalist
historiographical school maintain. The exceptionalist school argues that America has
proven to be the exception to the scourge of anti-Semitism and thereby it downplays and in
the past ignored instances of anti-Semitism in American history either accidently or in order
to help foster the idea of an American/ Jewish coalition that helped jointly build America.
In short, many writers of Jewish histories in America were in the past reluctant to draw
attention to the negative aspects of being Jewish in America in order to accentuate the
positive in hopes of fostering future cooperation and harmony.

While reading this paper, I hope readers will look into their past and remember the
first time they felt discrimination and then ask the same question I do--how did these
stereotypes come to be so strong? This paper argues that the answer lies in the negative
images that novels, the press, speeches, cartoons and popular culture present to the
impressionable public, which at imes is all too susceptible to scapegoatism and prejudicial
at attempt to protect the status quo. Today America may be the exception to

arguments th

dangerous anti-Semitism in the minds of some scholars, but there were probably



individuals who felt similarly about Jewish-Christian relations in late nineteenth century
Germany,where scholars often point to a German/Jewish love affair. However, there just
as here, America's negative images of Jews persisted in the subconscious of Americans.
That is where the danger continually lies, in the recesses of the human mind, which
unfortunately seem quick to perceive differences as threats instead of benefits. The
argument of exceptionalism is based on a lack of the physical brutality that Jews have faced
in Europe. However, prejudice does not always have to result in a blow to be wrong
and/or dangerous to future generations. This paper does not seek a straw man it merely
aims to stress the importance of the new revisionist work being done by scholars like
Louise Mayo, Frederic Cople Jaher, and Leonard Dinnerstein. Earlier historians like Oscar
Handlin, Carey Mc Williams and even John Higham while all adding to the writing of the
history of the American Jews seemed to have overlooked many important questions about
the ambivalent reactions Jewish immigrants received upon arrival. Revisionists argue, as
this paper will, that while undoubtedly American Jews in many instances did have it easier
in America a struggle still existed with prejudice bigotry and antd-Semitism. Surely none of
the aforementioned scholars deny the existence of anti-Semtism in America through the
exceptionalist argument, they do on the other hand down-play its significance and impact
upon the Jewish-American community. One has only to read the words of Issac Mayer
Wise, David Eichorn and other Jewish American leaders in the nineteenth century and
before to realize that Americans Jews were often just as frustrated to be accepted here in
America as they were in Europe. Moreover, here the paradoxical promise of religious
freedom often stung worse when Jews encountered Sunday Laws and Christian
domination and a general scorn from the public press. In the 1950s and before most
historians of American history who wrote on the Jewish experience, both Jewish and non-
Jewish, were trying to create an image of a coalition where in the American Jew participated

in the building of this nation. Historians emphasized the overall positive experiences of

Jews in America and pushed the negative memories of the past further into the shadows of



historiography. Today, with political sentiment trying to uncover the origins of ethnic
tensions in order to stop the disease of prejudice scholars are doing the opposite by looking
into the victimhood of discriminated groups. Whether or not one agrees with the
promotion of victimhood to achieve peaceful understanding however, is not the issue of
this paper. The issue is rather the fact that the revisionist movement finally has addressed
the negative imagery that has long held a position of power over the American public's
perception of the Jews. This paper wants to reinforce how powerful this negative imagery
was and how it, contrary to what earlier historians have written of and/or dismissed,
determined the future relations of Jews and Christians in the United States and the

persistence of anti-Semitism in America.



Introduction

Understand and explain the problem [of anti-Semitism] as much as you say, there remains
a hard insoluble core, incomprehensible and inexplicable. Namier !

In 1850 Detroit newspapers referred to Jews as "mysterious,” "cursed,” and
"wanderers," while in that same year the April 6th issue of the New York Herald ran a
front-page story accusing Jews of bleeding a Christian missionary to death in the Middle
East, grinding up his bones, and mixing his blood with unleavened bread for the Passover
feast.2 Later on in September of that same year, on the eve of Yom Kippur, rumors spread
in New York City that Jews had murdered a Gentile girl for the holiday for similar
purposes. As a result of this concoction, which was never proved, the next morning
approximately five hundred men, predominantly of Irish descent and led by the police,
invaded and ransacked a synagogue on the holiest day of the Jewish year.3 Most
Americans today will probably find these historical examples of the appearance of the blood
libel to be unbelievable and assume that they were the visions of people who did not view
the world realistically. These types of anti-Semitic accusations and beliefs fall under the

categorization of the fantastic realm of the anti-Semitic tradition . However, dismissing

and leaving them at that does not answer the question of why anti-

them as ridiculous
ury America. It is imperative to realize that

Semitic outbursts arose in nineteenth cent
instances of intense anti-Semitic behavior often blur clearer understandings of the
s in other discriminatory acts against Jews which are typically not as hostle in the

difference
This introduction will explore the meaning of the term anti-Semitism

American experience.

and the way historians distinguish between different forms of anti-Semitic rhetoric and anti-

Semites.

1 Quoted by Walter Laqueur, Commentary, vol 44, no.1, (July, 1967), 84.
2 Robert A. ROCkaWay, “Aﬂti'semitism in an American Clty_' Dﬁtﬂ)it, 1850_1914;!
American Jewish Historical Quarterly (AJHQ),64 (September,1974),42.
3 Jonathan D. Sarna, Jacksonian Jew: The Two Worlds of Mordecai Noah (New

York, 1981),199.




Historians and other scholars have long struggled to find an answer to the queston,
“What is anti-Semitism?" In their attempts to explore and thereby improve the numerous
definitions and interpretations of anti-Semitism many scholars have ultimately expressed
Namier's above frustrations in trying to penetrate through the enormity and seemingly
never-ending historiographical debates on the term. “Efforts to define anti-Semitism are so
common and generally so unsatisfactory, to say nothing of being so often self-serving and
tendentious, that they have become tiresome, often circular. The term ‘anti-Semite' is a
loose cannon. In the words of the distinguished literary critic Hugh Kenner, it has no
stable meaning... and a term with no stable meaning is simply not a profitable head for a
rational discussion."4 Regardless of the term's undeniable inadequacies, it still best
expresses and distinguishes this unique hatred from xenophobia and other forms of
discrimination. Moreover, the word anti-Semitism has been so thoroughly integrated into
discussions analyzing the age-old conflict between Jews and non-Jews and the peculiar
indignation and persecution directed at the Jews that historians have had to make the best of

it and continue to use it in their discourse.

Gavin 1. Langmuir argues in his Toward a Definition of Antisemitism* that the term

anti-Semitism should continue to be used since no better alternative has been established.

He also states that "Its continuing use is testimony to the conviction that there has indeed

been something either unique or highly unusual about hostility to Jews."™ This means that

since the term has been used to denote such a diverse variety of discriminatory forces

throughout history, it is not only ambiguous in meaning but it also has many different

4 plbert S. Lindemann, Through Esau's Eyes: Jews and Non Jews , A
Reinterpretation of the Jewish Ouestion' (University of California at Santa Barbara,
History Department, 1993), 41. _ B o

* Langmuir refuses 1o hyphenate anu~Seqm;sm as most hlstqnans do. He explains
that "the word has many meanings . Since there 1s 1n fact no such thing as "semitism”,
save when referring to a language, the term 1s literally meanin gless when applied 10 Jews,
which is why I refuse to hyphenate antisemitism.” This explanation appears in Toward a
Definition of Antisemitism, University of California Press, 1990, p.17.

5 Gavin 1. Langmuir, Toward a Definition of Antisemitism (Berkeley, 1990), 16-

17.



forms and connotations that anachronistically attach themselves to different incidents in
history.

The various subsets and delineations that have arisen in an attempt to distinguish
anti-Jewish sentiment often make the actual intolerance toward Jews only harder to analyze.
Scholars have used so many different catch-phrases to try to distinguish hostilities towards
Jews in terms of motivations and/or circumstances that a medley of terms are often used
where the term anti-Semitism could easily suffice. For instance, economic stereotypes of
the nineteenth century, which will be discussed in this paper, are often viewed today as
blatant anti-semitism. All of the different categories (economic, religious, fanatical,
political) often only tell us about possible motives for anti-Jewish sentiment on the surface,
leaving historical analysis of one of the longest hatreds inadequately examined. Moreover,
many of these studies of anti-Semitism only surfacely touch upon the role that imagery
plays along with psychological satisfaction through general scapegoatism. As definigons
of anti-Semitism stand today, several types (economic, political, religious, and fantastic)
are acknowledged, while scholars classify anti-Semites by the intensity of their individual
hatred and the measures by which they did or did not act upon it. This propensity to
classify and separate the different forms of intolerance towards Jews as they have appeared
throughout history is largely a phenomenon of twentieth century and post World War II
scholarship.

Anti-Semitism, a fairly recently coined term by Wilhelm Marr in 1879, with all of
its inadequacies in terms of definition and multiple meanings, does not explain as much as
the historian, both American and European, would hope. This is due largely in part to the
fact that anti-Semitism, as it was originally intended to be used, was based upon racial
distinctions, whereas today it is used to characterize not only that but economic tensions,
conflicting political desires, and most importantly in terms of this study, religious discord
between Jews and Christians. This is especially problematic since racial and religious

tensions are two entirely different matters that often seemingly take different paths in




















































































































































































































































































