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ABBA HILLEL SILVER, ZIONISM AND 'l'HE RESCUE OF THE EUROPEAN JEWS 

Aaron Berman 

Uriel Tal's recent book, Christians and Jews in Germany: Religion, 

Politics, and Ideology in the Second Reich, 1870-1914 

brilliantly integrates the fields of political 

and intellectual history. Tal examines the ideology, perception and 

actions of different groups of Germans and Jews, illustrating the dia

lectical relationship between these three factors. In a parallel 

way, this paper attempts to prove that American Zionists developed 

an ideology Qased upon their conception of Jewish history, and that 

this ideo~ogy dictated the way in which they perceived and reacted to 

the Holocaust. This study will serve as a basis for a broader, more 

detailed study of American Zionism and Zionist ideology, which I plan 

to undertake . 

Introduction 

Before the Second World War, Zionism had ga ined few adherents 

among the five million Jews living in the United States. This situation 

changed drastically during the war years, as America.n Zionist leaders: 

spurred on by the persecution of their European brethren, undertook a 

militant campaign to win both supporters and political influence. Mem

bership in the Zionist Organization of America, the largest but by no 

means the only American Zionist organization, increased from 8,400 in 

1932 to 43,000 in 1939, and to over 200,000 in 1945.1 The American 

Zionist Emergency Council, established in 1943, quickly became a most 

efficient political lobby. Under its auspices, hundreds pf local emer

gency ~omnittees were set up by Jewish communities throughout the country. 
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These committees made contacts with the ditors and publishe~s of local 

newspapers, and flooded congressmen with letters demanding United States 

support for the creation of a Jewish State in Palestine.2 The American 

Zionists' success in recruiting in Congress, played a crucial part in the -

establislunent of Israel in 1948, and in the survival of that state 

during the following decadeso 

While Zionism was gaining strength tvithin the American Jewish 

community, Nazi Gennany was systematically extenninating he Jewish 

population of Europe. The United Sta es goverrnnent, claiming that only 

Allied military victory would end Hitler's cruelty, did littl to rescue 

the doomed six million.3 Major American Jewish organizations public zed 

the plight of Europea Jewry and ini ti ted campaigns to gain support for 

rescue efforts, but generally ref d to divert resources from the effort 

to create a Jewish state ·other c e o ement. Petitions and plans 

for rescue put forth by Am ric n Jewish e der usually contained a plank 

calling for the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine. While pleas 

to rescue European Jewry could be present d to the Roosevelt Adminis

tration as a humanitarian necessity, the demand for statehood was impli

citly politicalo Great Britain, the Man atory power in Palestine, adamantl 

refused to discuss the political fu ure of the Middle East until after the 

defeat of the Axiso Roosevelt and Churchill could thus easily resist 

rescue demands by citing the ne d to preserve the unity of the Atlantic 

Alliance. 

American Zionist leaders cannot be accused of callousness or in

difference to the murders in Europe. Emanuel Newman, Louis Lipsky 

Stephen Wise and Abba Hillel Silver all valued E t European Jewish 

culture and were truly grieved by the Nazi massacre. Wis, in particula 

was a leader of the World Jewish Congres, an organization w·th an admirable 
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record of attempts to save European Jews. Yet, for reasons 

that will be discussed, they found it impossible to distinguish between 

the need of world Jewry for a s t ate and the need of European Jewry to 

survive. An analysis of one of these leaders' conception of Zionist 

ideology and response to the Holocaust may help to illuminate their 

actions. 

II Silver and the Early Response to Hitler ' s Persecution 

Abba Hillel Silver was born in Lithuania in 1893, and emigrated to 

the United States with his family in 1902. Ordained a Reform rabbi in 

1915, Silver spent two years in Wheeling, West Virginia before assuming 

leadership of a Refonu Jewish congregation in Cleveland, a post he held 

until his death in 1963. Silver was active i n American Jewish affairs, 

particularly the American Zionist movement. His gift for oratory brought 

him to the attention of Zionist leaders nd he assumed increasingly 

greater positions of responsibility. In 1938, he became chairman of 

the United Palestine Appeal, the major Zionist fundraising organization 

in America, as well as co-cha i rman of the United Jewish Appeal. In 
\ 

1943, he and Rabbi Stephen Wi e became co-chairmen of the American 

Zionist Emergency Council (AZEC), which was responsible for spearheading 

the Zionist campaign in America. Following a policy dispute with Wise, 

Silver resigned from the .AZEC in December 1944, but public pressure forced 

his recall in July 1945. Silver became the undisput~d leader of Americm 

Zionism in 1946, when he was appointed chairman of the American Section 

4 of tha Jewish Agency. -

Du~ing the war years, · Abba 1I1llel Silver was perhaps the most mili

tant and p~litically astute leader of American Zionism. A~ early advo

cate of the Deed for a Jewish state, he gave of himself whole-heartedly 



in the struggle for its creation. Unlike Stephen Wise, Silver was 

not above attacking Franklin D. Roosevelt fo~ the President's reluc

tance to give full backing to the Zionist program. 

Silver was an early opponent of German anti-Semitic policies and 

declared that the sporadic pogroms and economic anctions directed 

against the Jews by the new Nazi regime were "deadlier than those of the 

Czars."5 In retaliation for a 1933 German boycott of Jewish stores and 

businesses, the American Jewish Congress and various other groups organ

ized a boycott of all Gennan goodso Silver played a leading role in the 

boycott movement, becoming first vice president of the America Leagu 

for the Defense of Jewish Rightso6 He 1oped that the boycott would disrupt 

the German economy and force the Nazi to curb their anti-Semitic policieso 

As Nazi persecution intensified and the anti-Hitler boycott proved 

to be ineffective, a large number of J ws sought to escape oppression 

through emigration. They faced the pro lem fa world community unwilling 

to give them sanctuary. Strict enforc ent by the State Department of 

American illDigration quotas kept t e flow of refugees to the United States 

to a trickle. 7 Great Britain and other European countries allowed some 

refugees to enter their borders, but refused to open their doors wide 

to the mass. of Jews in need of a home.8 In 1936, follo ing an Arab 

anti-Zionist riot, the British began a severe restriction of Jewish 

immigration into Palestine. 9 The Evian Conference of July 1938, organ-

ized by President Roosevelt to deal with the Jewish refug problem, and 

attended by representatives of thirty- o nations, failed to come up 

with any significant solutionolO The British White Paper of May 1939 

placed an immense roadblock in the path of Jews wishing to enter Palestine. 

The White Paper allowed only 75,000 Jews to enter over a five year period. 



- 5 -

After March 1, 1944 additional Jews could enter cmly with the consent of 

Palestine's Arabs.11 

The plight of the homeless Jewish refugees and the limiting of inuni

gration into Palestine radical.y affc ted the Zionist ideology and 

program .. In the years between the First World War and th Nazi rise to 

power, Zionists concentrated on building the framework for an agrarian

based society in Pale tineo The time, effort and hardship involved in 

settling and cultivating Palestine's neglected l nd me nt hat this 

would be a slow, costly projecto Zionist leade s d·d not plan to bing 

masses of Jewish immigrants into Pal stine. Their hopes for the future 

rested with the small, idealistic groups of Es Europ an youth who came 

to Palestine to be halutzim (pi neer ). 1 ti co text, st tehood was, 

at best, a long-range goal of the Zi nist t 12 
n • 

The need to accommoda large n hers of omele s refugees, forced 

Zionist leaders to c promise on t eir agrarian dreamo The population 

of Tel Aviv grew quickly, as many of the refugees had no dewire to leav 

the type of urban enviromnent to which they ha become accustomed. British 

attempts to appease Arab unrest by r_ rict ng Jewish immigration raised 

the possibility of a betrayal of the Balfour Declaration of 1917, in which 

Great Britain had given support to the development in Palestine of a 

J wish homeland. Zionism found itself in an increasingly hreatened 

position. 

The possibility of statehood as a way out of the crisis was first 

suggested by the British Peel CoD1nission report of 1937. The Commission 

planned to end Arab-Jewish conflict by partit oning Palestine into a 

Jewish state, an Arab state and a British-administered area. The report 

won the qualified support of David Ben Gurion, ch irman of the Jewish 
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Agency in Palestine, and Chaim Weizmann, president oft e ~orld Zionist 

Organization 0 13 Although the Com:nission report was rejected by the 

British government, and was opposed by the Arabs and many Zionists who 

were adverse to any suggestion of partition, it planted a seed that would 

genninate at the Biltmore Convention of May 1942. The Biltmore Program 

made the creation of a Jewish commonwealth the central goal of the Zionist 

movemento 

Abba Hillel Silver was an early advocate of Jewish statehood. At 

a United Palestine Appeal meeting in Washington in January 1941, Silv r 

said that the Zionist aim was a Jewish Commonwealth, preferably included 

within the British Commonwealth.14 Believing that m ny Jews would be left 

homeless -by the Second World War, 15 Silver ca 1 on American Jewry to 

contribute generously to the United Palestine A eal o th t Palestine 

could be prepared to absorb ive million refugees at thew r's end.16 

Two months befo~e the Biltmore Conference, Silver. at the request of 

the American Emergency Committee for Zionist Affairs later to become the 

American Zionist Emergency Council), journeyed to Londo to discuss the 

refugee and Palestine problem with British leaders.17 He wold return to 

the United States in time to attend the Co ference, where h and David 

Ben Gurion would champion the cause of Jewish statehood. 

II The Biltmore Conference 

When the Extraordinary Zionist Confer nee opened at New York's 

Biltmore Hotel on ay 9, 1942, the z . slaughter of European Jews had 

been in pro res for almost a year. Zionist leaders at the conference 

were unaware of this tragic f ct. While there had been reports of Nazi 

pogroms and massacres, no one imagined that a plan existed for the syste-
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matic extermination of the Jews of Europe. It would be another seven 

months (until the ecd of November), before this was generally known 

Held under the auspices of the American Emergency Committee for 

Zionist Affairs, the conference was attended by five hundred and 

eighty-six delegates, including representatives of all of the major 

American Zionist organizations, as well as by Chaim Weizmann, David 

Ben Gurion and Nahum Goldmann, of the World Zionist E ecutiv . 18 

Rabbi Stephen Wise opened the Conference, calling on all Zionists to 

work together to ensure the creation of a Jewish commonwealth at the 

war's end.19 

A number of conference speakers addressed themselves to the suffering 

of European Jewry. 20 Chaim Weizmann, resident of the World Zio ist 

Organization, predicted that twenty-five per cent of the Jews in Eastern 

and Southeastern Europe would be "liquidated ' ' as a result of starvation 

nd Nazi atrocities. Fore eeing the pot-war homelessn ss of between 

two to four million Jews, Weizmann bel1e ·ed that only Pale tine, the 

Jewish Commonwealth, would be willing nd able to absorb them. 21 

N hum Goldman~2 representative of the Jewish Agency in Washington 

D.C., warned the conference not to tak Weizman 's prediction of destruc

tion for twenty-five per cent of East Europe n Jewry lig tly, saying: 

Who can foretell what the Nazir gime, one 
brought into the posit on of the surrounded killer, 
will do in the last moment befo it goes down to 
shame? Do to Europe or th Jews under its 
com:nand in the lat moment before the do nfall7 
But even as it is tod y, o eti s news reaches 
us, a glimpse of the situation s giv n, and every 
time it is a new horror d a new shock. On 
reports 800 being killed day in the War aw ghetto. 
I think it is exaggerated because, if it ~ uld be 
true, then in the course of two years, the t tal 
of a half million Jew in the Wa saw ghet os may 
be wiped out ... 
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Now, you don't have to be a great mathematician 
to figure out what will be the result of such a 
process, if it goes another year, tPo years, 
three years. 

Surprisingly, Goldmann didn't propose any program to come to the itmnediate 

aid of those threatened with annihilation. Instead, he called for the 

establishment of a Jewish Commonwealth that could absorb two million 

Jewish refugees in the decade following the war, and he urged Zionists 

to prepare "to enlarge the spheres of Jewish life" in post-war Europe .. 

He specifically demanded new efforts to reach the Jews of the Soviet 

Union, whose removal from the Zionist world he called the most hannful 

''blow" directed against the Jewish people since the end of the First 

World War. 

The case for a Jewish Comn nwealth wa presented most forcefully 

by David Ben Gurion, th chairman of the Je ·s Agency in Palestine, 

1.11d by Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver.23 Both spoke of the need for a post-

war home for millions of Jewish refuges. Silver said that it was im

possible to argue for lar e scale Jewish immigration to Pa st ine on 

"philanthropic" (i.e. humanitar·an) groun s alone while ign ring state

hood. Unless a special Jewish claim to Palestine was recognized, Silver 

believed Great Britain could justly claim tha alee ine had done its 

humanitarian part by absorbing more Jewish refuges in the pre-war 

period than any other nation or territory. But both Silver and Ben 

Gurion declared that the immedi te problem of Nazi persecution was not 

the only factor pushing Jews to statehood. Anti-Semitism pre-dated 

Hitler, and the defeat oft e Nazis w uld not be the final cure to this 

affliction. '£he one final and absolu e end to the persecution which 

had plagued the Jewish p ople for two housand years, was the 

.. 
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re-establishment of the Jewish state destroyed two millennia before 

by the Roman Empire. Silver counseled: 

We must make them (the American public) understand what 
has been the basic fact in Jewish tragedy right through 
the ages, the fact of our national homelessness, of our 
abnonnal political status in the world, and that now, 
after a second World War, in which Jews by the millions 
are already casualties, in which Jews are fighting on 
every battle line of the free peoples, now, in a war 
in which Jews suffer doubly and trebly in relation t o 
every other people, that, as a result of this second 
World War, the ultimate solution of he Jewish problem 
must finally be sounded, and the ultimate solution is 
the establishment of a Jewish Nation in Palestine. 

Silver and many other Zionists expec t ed t he Second World War 

to follow the pattern of the First. A post -war peace conference, 

like the Versailles Conference, would redraw national boundaries and 

create new nation-stateso J us t as the Balfour Declaration during 

World War I h~d pledged Briti sh support for a Jewish homeland, the 

Second World War, Silver propheiied, would l ead to the creation of 

a Jewish state, if Zionists act ed with courage and daring. American 

Zionists would have to be particularly effective j as Silver foresaw 

the future dominance of Ameri ca in the post-war world. 

The Biltmore Conference ended with the passing of a eclaration 

demanding full Jewish Agency control of col oni zation i n and im

migration to Palestine. Most importantly, the delegates had called 

for the esta.blislunent of a Jewish commonwealth. American Zionists 

were now fully cOCID.itted to the idea of statehood.24 Two distinct 

sets of ideas had led them to this policy. The need for a post-war 

haven for Jewish refugees would become the major Zionist argument 

when dealing with the Christian world. When news of the Holocaust 

was released in November 1942, one would have expected a radical 



- 1 

ethinking of this proposition ., N zig s chrunbers threatened to solve the 

'"post-war refugee problem'~ in a most grotes ue and cruel manner. Yet, 

this did not happen, for the second belief le ding Jewry to statehood 

had great emotional and intellectual force. Anti-Senitism, delegates 

at Biltmore had acknowledged, was an inescapable fact of 1 fe in a world 

where Jews were stateless. They had resolved to take the revolution ry 

step of putting a permanent end to anti-Semitism by ini iating a well 

organized campaign in support of a Jewish commonwealth in Palestine. 

Information about Hitler's death camps would shock and grieve Silver 

and the other delegates, but it would also strengthen the'r connnitment to 

work for immediate statehood as their own final solution to the problem 

of anti-Semitism and persecution. 

III Reaction to the News of the Holocaust: Towards the American Jewish 
Conference 

In August 1942, Gerhard Riegner, representative of the World Jewish 

Congress in Switzerland, informed R bbi St phen ise th ta Nazi plan 

existed for the systematic extermination oft e Je of Europe. Riegner's 

report made clear that this plan was already in operation, and that poison 

gas was being us d against the Jews. Riegner had heard this startling 

information from a German industrialist in Switzerland. Wise contacted 

Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles, and presented him with iegner's 

message. When Welles requested that Wis wait for Sate Department 

confirmation before publicizing n a of the extermination, the Rabbi 

felt he had no choice but to com ly. Confirmation finally came at the 

end of November. 25 

• 
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Upon receiving the State Department' a proval, Rab. Wise 
•· released Riegner' s message to the press. The ew York Times on 

November 25, 1942 saw fit to carry news of the murder of two 

million people on its tenth page. The Times informed it~ readers 
of the existence of special Nazi exterminatio 

the State Department confirmed the accuracy 

amps, and rep rted that 

26 f Wi e's st einents. 
American Jewry initially reacte to the Na•i murders with a 

sense of horror. December 13 was declared a day of fast and mo~rning 

by Stephen Wise.
27 

Abba Hillel Silver called on Jews to defy the 

azi killers by settling a dunam (a qu rter acre) of land in Palestine 

for every Jew murdered.28 
Silver told his Clevclan cong egation: 

The life of our people wa never a calm and 
placid on. It wa al ay a life f swords, of 
conflicts, of strain. The very name Israel was 
given to our Father Ja ob, bee us he estled with angels and en nd :t s not alon 

My dear friends, our peop e face another eris s - perh ps th gr at st in his·o , the cri ~s of mass slaughter, the crisis of extennin tion .. This is the time to draw consc ously and deliberately upon the u defe ted optimism f 01 people, b sed upon confidence in just Go a ed upon the 
conception of the noble ministry uff ring, and based upon the pe fectib'lity f i a ociety 2 

On March 1, 1943, a "Stop Hitler ally" was hel n New Yo k City 
to protest the Nazi murders. Over tw nty one thousand people nt.er d 

Madison Square Garden to hear speakers sponsor d hy the American Jewish 
ongress, the American Federation o Labor nd the Con .res. of 

Industri 1 Organizatio s.
30 

An leven point rescue p ogram ~~s presented 
at the rally, requestiug the un·t d Nat~ons o: 

1. Negotiate with Germany ·nd hr satellite through 
neutral states in order o win freedom of emigration for Jews under Hitler's control. 
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Open sanctuaries and havens in Allied nd n utral countries for any Je ho might be released by the Axis. 
Liberalize American i. igration practices, so tlat existing American quotas would be completely filled. Open England's door to as many Jewish refugees as would not constitute a danger to her national security. 
Urge Latin American countries to mo ify their restrictive immigration policies. 
Open the doors f Palestin to Jewish immigratic,n thereby ending the White Pap r limitations. 
Guarantee financial assista ce tone tral countries that provide sanctuary for efugees, and promi e to provide the refuges with a pennanent haven as soon as possible. 
Devise system to provide food < ta ing Jews und r Nazi cont ol. 
Establish an intergover ent gency to implement a r scue program. 

10. Provide financial -·u antees for t e execu ion of the rescue program outlined. 
11. Establish a war cri commission tat would 

outline the procedur by whi y Nazi war cri inals would b brought to just c. 

The gov rrnnents of th Unite St tea rat Britian r sponded 
the news of Nazi ex ermin ion, and the \;ri for help from Americ n 
British Jewries, by organ zing yet another conference to deal with 
refugee problem. Thi one w s to be attended solely by American 
British delegations. Originally sch duled for O tawa, Canada, the 

location was changed to the island of Bermuda. Bermud was a ideal , 

location for the conference, in the opinion of the Americans and the 
British, since the island's isolation w uld preclude extensive press 

coverage and would prohibit various Jewish deleg tions from trying 
32 to attend. 

Abba Hillel S lver fear d that nothing constructive would emerge 
from the discussions at Bennuda. He expected Great Bri ian and th 
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United States to remai adamant in thei refusal to alter their 

restrictive imnigration policies. In spite of thi, he advised the 

American Jewish Congress to place pr·mary emphasis on the importance 
of Palestine as a refugee haven, in the memorandum it wasp eparing 

33 for the Bermuda delegates. 

Silver's pessimistic view of the Bermuda Conference proved 

to be all too justified. The American delegation was headed by 

Harold Willis Dodds, president of Princeton University. Senator 
Scott Lucas (D., Ill.) and Repre entative Sol Bloom (D., .Y.) 
also attended for the American si e. The confer .nee ( pril 19-29, 

1943) was handicapped from the day of its opening by American refusal 
to consider any solution involving br ching of the immigration 
quota wall. The British wee equally 

of 1939 and its limit o 75,000 J wish 

i ed to the hite Paper 

rants to Palestine over 
the five years from 1939-1944. The conference failed to change th 
fate of the million doomed to uschwitz. 

Even as news of Hitler's murderc erged in the pr ss, American 
Zionist leaders continued on the cours set at the Biltmore Conference. 
With th union of Zionist organizations around the commonwealth issue, 
the next step was to win approval from ose non-Zionist organizations 
that represented the bulk of American Jewry.34 Henry Monsky, president 
of the Jewish frat rnal or anization 'na B'rith, on January 6, 

1943 invited representatives of thirty - four national Jewish organizations 
to meet with him in Pittsburgh to discus Americ n Jewry's war-time 

go ls.
35 

At the Pittsburgh met ng cf January 23-24, it was decided to 
organize a full-fledged American Jewish Assembly (its name was later 
changed to American Jewish Conference), where del gation fr all major 
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Jewis organizations and comnunities ·ould atterupt to reac a con

seng~,s on a number of is ues, inc ludi_i.1g the Pale tine quest i on. 36 

The Emergenc.. Coomittee for E,.:ropean Jewish Affairs was lso 

established at Pi tsburgh . fhe Committee wast coordinate the resc e 

efforts of American Jew sh organizati ns, including the Ameri n Jew sh 

Committee, American Jewish Congress, B'nai B'rith, an the American 

Emergency Committee for Zionist Affairs. un·ty of action however, 

was ne er achieved, and the Em rgency Committee w nt out of exi tence 

in less than a year.37 

By May 1943, there was s e debate among Zioni st ea .rs as t o 

whether to center their efforts on wi nning erican ·escue ac tion or 

on the Zionist aspect oft e ~es uc program. At a ay eeting of tt 

Ameri~an Emergency C itte for Zioni t A fi rs , N hum Goldlil8 n advo-

cated a camp ign a a· st th ~ hie Paper of 1939 Since manpo er was 

limited, Goldmann believed that mass m etings protestin the Nazi mas 

sacres would have to stop. The failu c of the B rmu a Conf rence neces -

itated emphasizing the Zioni t solution to the refugee pro lem.38 

Goldmann s w the struggle against th White Paper no so much as a fight 

for free .Jewish i igration to Pales ine but as a step in the campaign 

for a Jewish commonwealth. David Wertleim and Rabbi Wolf Gold believed 

that an anti-White Paper effort cou d be linked with the agitation for 

rescue. They stressed that th key to he rescue of European J wry 

was the opening of Palestine's door t unlimit d Jewish immigration.39 

The debate on the nature o th struggle a inst the White Paper 

was resumed at a November 29, 1943 me ting of the Am rican Zionist 

EIJlergency Council (the new name oft e .American Emergency Cott1n ttee for 
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Zionist Affairs, which was reorganiz din August). Abba Hillel Silver 
clearly sided with the Goldmann approach. Silver critic"zed the Emer
gency Council for concentrating on the f; ,ht ag~inst the Wh·te Paper 
while ignoring the need for a Jewish commonwealth. He explain '~f 
we say we are fighting the White Paper in order to estab ish the Common
wealth, that is one thing; if we onl say we are fightin the White Paper, 
that is quite another thing- ... ,,40 

While the White Paper could be 
attacked solely on the humanitarian ne d of the Jewish people for a 
haven in an extremely critical situation, the demand fo . a connnonweal h 
was clearly political. Silver and Gold nn thus avored the politici
zation of a potentially important par of a re cue csmpaigno 

Yet Silver condemned the 

best way to rescue European 

possible date, saying- 41 

e ic n gove nment's position that the 

was to win th wa at the earliest 

They counsel u to have pati nee. The sugge tion is even m de that anyt ing which my be done for these unfortunate J wa now, mlg1t in ome way postpone the day o the lti te liber ton. That they my all be dead whe h ulti a e day of liberation arr· ve does 1ot nt to rous these friends of our t any ext aordin ry acts of rescue and deliver·nce. 
With · the failure of the Be da Conference to complish anyth·ng 
constructive, Silver called on American Jews to ''continue our struggle 
for survival in the same way as we hav. had to uo throughout 'he ages -
with our own r sources, howe r dimi i hed, with our own unbroken will, 
our own unshaken confidence ·n our de tin, nd with the help of God." 
The Zionists, Silver stress d, had been proven corr ct in the r 
beli f that the lack of a Jewi h national home led to persecution and 
murder. He called on Americ n Zionist tor ain true to their ideology, 
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and urged them not to compromise on he commonw alth issueo The Allied 

powers, accordir1g to Silver, would ha e to provide the Jews with a 

state in order to achieve a stable post-war world. Anti-Semitism, 

based on Jewish homelessness, had been used time and again by reac

tionary forces in their struggle for power and conquests, and unless 

the Jewish situation was changed, it would be used again. 

Silver believed that it was also God's will to put an end 

once and for all to the · primary cause of Jewish misery. In a May 

1943 address, Silver described the fight for a Jewish conmonwealth 

in messianic terms, stating: 

doors of t_be world will be closed ~o_o_u_r ___ _ 
then the hand of de tiny will fore . 02en 
of Palestine. Ad tha hour is r p~dl ppro ching.~. 

What is really mo ing us oward Palestine, an 
why is our mo e ent l't'r sistible? Ottr sages say 
that t Ark le the Child en of Isr el through 
the wilderness to he rro.:::i ed nd: the Ark 
wherein lay the dea body~ Joseph. and the Ark 
of the Covenan. Two Arks! The Ark of d th and 
the Ark of faith! 

Two million dead are leading us tod y through the 
wilderness to Palestine@ Our myriad 1Wrtyred hosts 
in this last and greatest tr edy of our dispere:l.on-
they are leading us on. Th horror and pathoa nd 
the crushing logic of their n edle s death~--they 
are leading us on. Their bodies ie in unknot.t.u. 
graves, but the Ar which enshrines their imp risb
able memories moves on befor · us. 
(italicized in original) 

Those Jews murdered by Hitl r, Silver Y.plained, were jus the 

latest contingent of a great mas of Jew who had died in the count

less persecutions which marked Jewish histo y since the expulsion from 

Palestine two thousar,d year before. Their spirits demanded a final 

end to all persecution. 

A month before tne opening of the American Jewi h Confere ce on 
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August 29, 1943, the issue of whether to concen ·r te on the irmnediate 
problem of rescue or the long-range p oblem of statehood, was brought 
into sharper focus by the creation of he Emergency Comm·ttee to Sav 
Lhe Jewish People of Europe. The F.rnergency Committee was the brain
child of a small group of "emissaries·• sent to America from Palestine 
by the Irgun, a Jewish terrorist groupQ The Irgun was bitterly opposed 
by the Jewish Agency, the World Zionist Organization and m st American 
Zionist groups. Led by Peter Bergson (the nam ssume y Hillel Kook 
when he arrived from Pal stine) and Sann1el Merlin, the Pal stinian 
emissaries were originally en~aged ·n the collection of funds for the 
Irgun and in building public upport • Am rica for the creation of a 

Jewish army to fight for the Allies in the M ddle Eat. Following the 
re lea e of news of the Holo aust in .T ve er 1942, Merlin and B rgso 
turned their attention to the probl 

Committee in July 1943.42 

o rescue and form~ the mergency 

The Emergency Committee to Sav the Jewish Peopl of Europe attracted 
a number of valuable allie. Ben Hecht, the journalist and Hollywood 
script-writer, prepared many of the cwspaper advertisemen that the 

42A committee specialized in 
vat/~ running. Congre sma Will Rogers Jr. (D ., 

~.) and Senator Guy M Gillette (D., o a) wee the committee's two 
most valuable Congressio1 1 supporter. Implicit in the ommittee's 
philosophy was the belief that the rescue of European J w uperseded 
all other issues. Although Bergson and Mr in were dedicat d believers 
in the need for a Jewish state, they quic ly realized that anding 
statehood could have a detrimental effect on the rescue effort. The 
key to saving large numbers of Jews was, in their opinion, making 

rescue a major war aim of the Allied powers. While the demand for 
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rescue, perhaps including the cal fo free Jew•ish immigration to 

Palestine, could be pre ented as a w nitari n plea, the call for a 
Jewish COllDllonwealth was inherently politica . Such being the case, 
the British government could easily r ject any rescue demand that 

mentioned statehood, on the grounds that all such political issues 

could only be decided after the war, when the danger to world sec rity 

had passed. The rescue program of the Emergency Committee consciously 
avoided the pitfall of demanding Jewish tatehood, as two examples 
will illustrate. 

Shortly after its establishment in July, the :&nergency Committee 
began building public support for a Co gressiona resolution hat it 

planned to have introduced by Senator Gillette. It would call on President 
Roosevelt to create a govermnental agency charged specifically with the 

rescue of European Jewry. Th Baldw n-G lette Resolu ion was intro-

duced in the House of Representatives n the S nate on November 9, 

1943.
43 

At hearings held by he House oreign Affairs Connnittee, 

Stephen Wise, co-chairman of the American Zionist Emergency Council 

(with Abba Hillel Silver), criticized h proposed re olution. Wi e 

felt that the most serious shortcomin of the resolu ion wa the absence 

of any demand for free Jewish immigra ion into P 1 stine.44 Congressman 

Will Rogers Jr., a supporter of the bill, ans er d ise: 'fl'fh s re olution 
was specifically drawn up to eliminate P 1 tine. Any time you inject 
that into the refugee situation it re cts to the ha of the refugees."45 
Pressur s which the Emergency Counitte built in Congress in late 1943 

proved to be of crucial importance in fore ng President Roosevelt to 

respond at last to the plight of Europe's Jews. In January 1944, the 

President established the War R fugee Boa~d, an official United States 
go ernment rescue agency. 
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During the sunmer of 1944, Bergson and his colleagues were camp ign
ing for the establishment of emergency r fugee shelters in Palestine. 
·nder their plan, Jewish refugees admitted to the s elters would haven 
legal right to remain in Palestine when the war end d.46 The Bergsonites 
re~li?~d thAt P lestine was in an ideal location to grant slelter to 
Jewish refugees who might escape from H ng~ry, Rumsnia or B, lgaria into 
Turkey. The emergency refugee hel es pla offered a way arou d the 
British White Paper of 1939 and its re trictive immigrati n policy, and 
was supported by members of the War R fuge Board.47 The plan gained 
added relevancy with the mid-July .offer by the Hun arian government to 
allow all Jews with visas to Palestine, and all Je ish children with 
visas to any nation, to leave Hungary. The Br·tis and American govern-
ents accepted the Hungarian offer on Augus 11, al hough there was no 

specification on how it would be imple t d. Naz -engineered coup 
in Hungary on Octobe 14, 1944, brought an end to any hope of implement-

48 ing the Hungarian proposal. 

American Zionists vehemently opposed the concept of emergency 
refuge shelters. They claimed that Bergson's plan was unnecessary 
since political and transportation difficult es would only allow a small 
number of Jews to leave Hungary. Those Jews who did escape could be 
accommodated within the White Paper limits, since fourteen thousand 
Palestine visas were still available. Zionists viewed with disfavor the 
establishment of Jewish refugee camps in the Jewi h "national home". 
While Bergson believed that a Jewish tate would be created through 
armed struggle, the Zionists foresaw statehood emerging out of peace-
ful negotiations with the Allies. They feared that the opening of Pales
tine refugee centers, without recognition of the refugees right to remain 
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P~l"tTl~oentJ~ in PRlc tine, would raise ser1oua quP~ ions abo t tae legi
ttroacy Qf tho Jew;~b ~la:t.r1 ~~ ~a!c tU?<::. The Amer·can Zionlst · e gency 
~o~u~ 1 ~ 0 11~d on Bergson's backers to supp rt inst ad free Jewi h immi
graticu to Palestine, and the er ation there of a Jewish c mmonw alth.49 

Delegates gathered at the America Jewish Conference in August, 1943 
with the knowledge that at least two n·Lillion Jews had been killed by th 
Nazis. It was generally acknowledged that the Nazi murders were continu
ing, and no one knew when they would stop~ The Bermuda Conference ha 
passed with little visible benefit. The Emergency Committee to Save th 
Jewish People of Europe had raised th banner of 'rescue first," while 
other voices were calling on American Jewry to focus their efforts on 
the creation of a Jewish state as the only sure way to end anti-semitic 
persecution forev r. It was now p tot 

erican ewish Conference 
delegat s to set he priorities oft e Am ic n Jewish community. 

V The American Jewish Conference 

The original agend for the Am rican Jewish Con ·e ence included only 
two major topics of discussion: Pal st·ne and the pot-war reconstruc
tion of the Jewish comunities in Europe. The rescue issue was added 

5 only when public pressure demanded it, -- c0111nission were created--
although the stand to be taken on the 

eh COlllllonwealth question was 
clearly p rceived by th delegates s the most important decision they 
would make.

51 
Accordin to Joseph Halbert, a conference delegate from 

Atlantic City, only he commonwe 1th i u was discussed in hie coamunity 
at the time of the elections to the confere ce. 5~ Th Palestine Comni
saion established by the conference was able t delegate its authority 



- 21 -

to '-he American Zionist Emergency Counc- ·.t, wh:lch operated as an inde-

It 
pendent rolitical looby. The 'f?.,...scue Commie ion had no such option o 

never developed into nn ~ffecti~e lobby organization. Its function was 
i~q -~d tn coordin te the rP.erue activities of numerous American J wish 

53 organizations, of cours~ excluding the Bergson-led Emergency Committee 
to Save the Jewi c:-!1 People of Europe o 

alike the Biltmore Conference, the American Jewish Conference was 
not attended exclusively by Zionists. A number of delegates, such as 

those representing the American Jewish Conmiittee, were idol gically 

opposed to the creation of a Jewish commonwealcho Althou h the organizer 
of the conference claimed that it was re res ntative of the American 
Jewish community as a whole, an overly lar 

were members of Zionist organiza ionso 

portion of th delegates 

over half of the delegates 
belonged to either the Zionis Organizatio o America, H dassah (wom n 
Zionists), Poale Zion ( r Zi ist) or Mizrachi (religious Zionists). 54 

In spite of the large number of comnitted Zionists present, it was 
not at all certain that the American Jewish Conference would give its 

approval to the Biltmore Program, and upport the demand for a Jewish 

connnonwealth. Non-Zionist delegates, under the leadership of J dge 
Jeseph Proskauer of the Ameri n Jewish C ittee, called on th Zionist 
not to destroy the 1nity of the American Jew· h community. Proskauer 

asked the conference to st aide the commonwe 1th demand, advoc ting 

instead a united stand against the immig "tion restrictions to Palestine 
set by the British White Paper of 1939.55 R mors spread through the 

conference that support for a commonwealth would embarrass the American 

and British govermnents, and would lead to a ore favorable Allied policy 
towards the Arabso 
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As Abba Hillel Silver rose to addre s the co ference on the evening 
of August 30, it seemed to many as i the coaference would end in com-
p omise, with the goal of a Jewish commonwealth sacrificed tempo rily 
for the sake of unity. In fact, a few Zi nist leaders had dec·ded to 
follow 

56 this course, even before the Conference opened. With a master-
ful piece of oratory, Silver championed the ide 1 of Jewish statehood, 
and defeated all those who had sought compromis~. 

Asking the conference audien e o look bey nd the war years, 
Silver opened his speech by declari g: 57 

My dear friend, the J wish people is in danger of coming out of this war the most r v g d of peoples and the least heal d and restored . The stark tragedy of our ravage ha be n a '! dan ly told here and lsewh e - tragic, gha~ .ly, unredeemed. To rehearse it again is o ly to flagella~ oneself and tog sh or souls ag in nd gin. Bu what of the heali g? Wh-it is beyond tl ~t f 1 d and ears? Fra 1 -, t some of us, n thing. We are being omforted t the mom the op that the tl n i Charter ar t e Fur Fred s ad victory ri1g the h a l ng of our p ople. I am afraid that we a e a~ai sac ·fie g cool, albeit bitter re onin and 1 ic to beg iling romancing in the v id. We re ag in urning away from history to dr 1a nd to apoc lt a~G which some of us amazi gly enough hcob to c 1 realism and tat smanyh·p. 

The rabbi warned that many Jews were fals ly I op1.ng that the S<?c nd 
World War would achieve "what .n Allied vie ory f il d to iv hem 
after the last w , what a hole century of nlighternnent, liber lism 
and Progress failed to give ti m - peace an security." This hope did 
not take into account the princip 1 c us of J£wish su faring, "the 
immemorial problem of our national homelessness." There was only one 
solution for the "persistent emergency," the ''millenial tragedy of 
Jewish life. Resettlement programs, refugee havens, these were not 
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solutions. "There is but one solution for national homele ssness. 

That is a national home!" 

There could be no compromise on t he commonwealth demande Jewish 

statehood was more than ideology. It was the "cry of despair" of a 

people who had suffered yesterday, were suffering today, and would prob

ably suffer tomorrow if the cry was not answered. The "crucifixion" of 

the Jewish people must ende Silver proclaimed: 

From the infested, typhus-ridden ghetto of 
Warsaw, from the death-block of Nazi-occupied 
lands, where myriads of our people are awaiting 
execution by the slow or the quick method, from a 
hundred concentration camps w ich befoul the map 
of Europe, from the pitiful ra1ks of our wander n 
hosts over the entire face of the earth, comes the 
cry: "Enough; there must be a final end to all 
this, a sure and certain end!" 

To those who believed hat the Bri ish goverrnnent and the Arabs 

would agree to a humanitari n plea for large 9C .le Je i sh immigration 

into Palestine , the rabbi countered that i mm. grat ion to Palestine was 

based in the final a lysis on th Jewish r ght to build a state there. 

Silver believed tha t Palestine had done its "philanthropic" duty by 

having taken in ''more than one-half of the total J ewish refugees of th 

world." He linked the creation of the commonwealt ' with the rescue of 

European Jewry, saying: 

We cannot truly rescue the Jews of Europe unless 
we have free 1.Dlnigration into Palestin. We 
cannot have free imnigratio• into Pale tine unless 
our political rights are recogni c theree Our 
political rights cannot b e r .c ognized t here unl es 
our histor c connection w' th the country is ackno -
ledged and our right to re uild our nat i onal home is 
reaffinued. Thee are inaep rabl link in the 
chain. The whole chain breaks i f one of the links 
is missing. 
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As Silver finished speaking, the audience spontaneously rose 

and sang "Hatikvah" (The Hope), the Zionist anthem. The highly emotional 

ovation that followed sealed Silver's victory over those who had attempted 

to postpone temporarily the commonwealth issueo 

The conference's Palestine Committee, chaired by Silver, was charged 

with the wording of a Palestine res lution to be presented before the 

entire conferenceo Non-Zionists on the cormnittee launched a final ffort 

to present their case. Judge Proskauer again a pealed to the Zionists 

to compromise for the sake of unity. He claimed that his sources in 

Washington had advised him that a demand for a commonwealth would have 

disadvantageous effects for the Jewish people and Palestine. He threatened 

to withdraw the American Jewish Committe from he American Jew Conference 

if the Zionists persisted in pushing thr ugh 

5 establishment of a Jewish commonwealth. 

re olution supporting the 

Robert Goldman, representing the Union of American Hebrew Congrega

tions, like Proskauer, was in favor of a compromise resolution. Unlike 

Proskauer however, he based his argument on the plight of Euro ean Jewry. 

He pointed out to the Palestine Committee that ther were two problems 

facing American Jewry: the long range problem and the innediate probleai o 

Goldman disagreed with Abba Hillel Silver, who believed that the imnediate 

problem was Jewish homelessness, and said: 

The immediate problem, ladies and gentlemen, is 
rescue; and I don't c re what lae you say or how 
you characterize it, or what you say bout me for 
saying it, that is the inmedi te problem an that 
is the problem that we should be concern d with. 

Goldman warned that the demand for a commonwealth w uld hinder the rescue 

effort, and that the British and Arabs would take an even strong r stand 

against the demand for Jewish iDDDigration to Palestine.59 
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Emanuel Neumann, a long-time friend of Abba Hillel Silver. argued 

with Goldman, saying that the "immediate problem0 facing the conference 

was not peculiar to the Jews of their day o Jews for centuries had b en 

in a "pennanent state of emergency". Neuma n charged that Jewi h leaders 

always concerned themselves wit the"~ ediate p:r.-o lems, 0 hereby ignoring 

the underlying cause of their suffering and persecution. Had Je ·s deal 

with the problem of "homelessness" earlier, Ne ann sp cul ted, "either 

a Hitler would not have arisen in our t:fme, or, if one hsd, we mi.ght have 

had a country under Jewish control in which Jews of Gennany and other 

lands could have been received - nd received in large numbers. 0 Neumann 

complained: ''It has been our misfortune hroughout our history that w 

haven t been able to look ahead, to plan ahead, and to provide this radi

cal solution. 0 60 Neumann's and Silver's arg enc won any more supporters 

than did Goldman's . The American Jewish Conf re ce overwhelmingly en

dorsed the demand for the creat·on of a Je i h c mmonwealth in Pal stineo 

Conclusion 

The Palestine resolution of the Amcric n Jewish Conference was a 

great personal victory for Abba Hillel lver. The conference dele-

gates had responded enthusiastically to h~s appeal r revolution gainst 

the trend of Jewish history. Their f gh was not only agains Hitler, 

but against a wold order that had fer wo thou and years cond ned the 

Jewish people to murder and ha rad. The Nazi atroci ies proved to Silve 

that the govermn nts of the world cared l. t 1 about tic fate of the Jews . 

There ias no reason to think that this Hl,loc ust would be the last as 

long as Jews remained stateless. 

Great Britain's incr a.singly ant· •·Zionist policy made the i1I1Dediate 

creation of a Jewish commonwealth all the more important. If the British 
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agreed to give independence to the Arabs in Palesti e, all hope for a 

Jewish homeland would be lost. World War II, which was expected to end 

with a redrawing of national boundaries, seemed to give the Zionists on 

last chance to win their state. 

Unfortunately, the Zionist battle to save future generations of Jews 

from persecution undermined the struggle to rescue million of Jews from 

an immediate death sentence. The commonwealth campaign diverted public 

attention away from the plight of European Jewry. Extraordinary leaders, 

such as Abba Hillel Silver, occupied themselves ith the campaign for a 

Jewish state, while their talents and energies were sorely needed in the 

struggle for rescueo The opening of Palestine, ·mportant to any rescue 

plan, was politicized, and could not be presented to the Allies on solely 

humanitarian groundso 

Silver and other American Zionist 1 aders were ideologically incapa

ble of distinguishing between the rescu issue nd the statehood issueo 

Nazi extermination was seen as just another link in the chain of suffering 

which had been the Jewish destiny for two thousand yearso The fulfillment 

of the Zionist dream would break the chain. Zionist leaders were willing 

to do anything to rescue European Jewry as long as it did not undermine 

the future establishment of the state. To do so would cond mn future gen

erations to a death sentence. 

Zionists correctly perceived the need fo a Jewish state, but fail d 

to comprehend the true nature of the Holocaust . Never before had the Jewi h 

people faced an oppressor bent solely on their physical destruction. Never 

before had they met an enemy who had the technological knowledge to turn 

murder into an assembly-line process. le Jews of Eastern Europe, who 

were being murdered by the millions, had for generations been the back 
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bone of the Zionist movemento Who nee a ·ate more than they? Had 
a Jewish state existed before the rise of Iitler, many of them might have 

been saved. Once the extermination started ho ever, the need fr a state 

should have taken a back-seat to the need for rescueo All resources sho 1ld 

have been devoted into forcing the Roosevelt Administration to make res

cue a major Allied war aim, just as the extermina ion of the Jewo t.,as a 

major war aim of the Nazis. American Zionists failed to realize th t 

the war might end with few Jews left in Europe to populate their future 
Jewish state . 
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THE At'1ERICAN JEWISH COMMITTEE'S ATTITUDE TOWARDS ANTI-SEMITISM, 

1919-1921 

Allan Kagedan Kage 

I ... met the then Monsignor Kelley, now Bishop of 
Oklahoma, and the then Cardinal Under-Secretary of 
State Pacelli of the Vatican, row PopeQ I found them 
both men of grea knowledge and e perience. We were 
all striving for the same things--religious, cultural 
and civil rights for minorities. 

--Cyrus Adler, I Have Considered the Days 
(New York, 1959), . 319. 

The years immediately ·ollowing W ld 

burst of anti-Jewish activity in Ameri a. 

r I witnessed an out-

i-Je isr agitation deve-

loped against a background of rising xenop obia, alarm over the bombings 

carried out by radicals in America, and f r of gro • g unionism. In 

1919, a oalition of self-styled patrio sand anti-s bvers·ves inaug

urated the Great Red Scare. Under 'ord rs from Attorney-General Mitchell 

Palmer, presumed radicals were apprehended, and then e·ther ·ncarcerated 

or deporte .1 

One of the targets of the anti-subv. ives w s th E stern European 

Jewish immigrant t America . nt·-sub ersivcs propa ated the Je -Bolshe-

vik image which o sisted in the notion that New Tork Jeis were res

ponsible for the Russin Revolution and that, furthermore, they wer h 

instigators of 'revolutionary activity in America. The Jew-Bolshevik image 

won adher nts among Senators, clergymen, and, of course, among the general 

public. 2 
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Anti-Jewish writers gained a vehicle for their ideas from Henry 

Ford, whose Dearborn Independent began to publish a series of articles 

attacking Jews in May> 1920. Equally troubling to American Jews was 

the announcement by President Low 11 of Harvard chat his university 

planned to restrict admission of Jews. The finale to this era of inter

group tension came in 1924 with the passage by Congress of immigrat ion 

legislation, which reduced drastically th number of Eastern European 

Jews adm tted to the United States. Politicians argued in favor of immi

gration restriction on the grounds that Americ did not need to import 

greater numbe s of J wish subv rsives 3 

The ~erican Jewish Connnittee wasp haps the leading Ame ican 

Jewish organization in th years following rld War -. Funded i 

1906 in response to an x ernal problem- •· h · pcrsc utlon f Eastern 

European Jews--in the post-War era th Committee wa fo·rced to become 

introspective and con id r the position oi Jews ·n America. Seen in 

this light, the anti-Jewish campaig after World War I offers the 

historian an excellent opportunity to asses the AJC's ini~ial reaction 

to American anti-semitism: and, indeed , t investig te he broader 

historical qu stion of how the AJC vie ed the positio~ of Jews l America. 

Too of en chola~s, and other commentators who have treated the 

American Jewish Coumittee (AJC), haver 'ined content to rehearse tradi

tional analyses of the C ittce based on arguments framed, originally, 

for polemical purpos s. The Committee leaders were, it is argued, 

American facsimilies of the European Shtadlanim. Like their European 

precursors, the Conmiittee leadership resorted to quiet diplomacy, and 

sought to assimilate rapidly into the ma nstream of the host society, all 

out of fear of the Gentiles.5 

• 
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It is quite accurate to say that the CoUlllittee was slow to rise 

to the anti-Jewish challenge of the post-War years. The organization 

all but ignored the propagation of the Jew-Bolshevik imageo And once 

the A.JC did respond, it reacted in a markedly restrained fashion. The 

Committee failed to bring suit against Ford or other anti-semites; 

nor did it use its considerable political influence to have anti-semitic 

journals censoredo The leaders of the Conunittee were satisfied to issue 

dignified refutation of anti-Jewish canards, and to request Ch rch bodies 

to disassociate themselves from the anti-semitic prop gandists. Yet 

none of this activity--or lack of activity--is susceptible to the simple 

explanation that the Committee feared the Gentiles 

To understand the Committee's behavior the historian must analyze 

the world vie of its leadership insof r a~ i touches upon the position 

of Jews in Americao Naomi Cohen has s g t d that in the AJC's early 

years, Committee leaders shared "a basic f inity in values and per-

t . ,.6 spec ives.o. This essay will attempt to discuss some of the values 

and perspectives of Conn:nittee leaders and interpret how these views 

affected the AJC's reaction to American anti-sem'tism in the years 

1919-1921. 

The per ons to be treated here include the core leadership group of 

the A.JC -Louis Marshall, Cyrus Adler and Jacob Schiff--who lere most acti e 

in contesting anti-Jewish canards. lso mettioned are Oscar Strauss and 

Joseph Proskauer, the latter a man who rose to p4omlnence in the organi

za ion in the 1940s. Among the sources tapped are autobiographies and 

personal letters of hese men, as well as the Annual Reports of the AJC 

and publically issued statements of the Comm'ttee. 



The attitudes of Committee leaders 11 be sketched in chronological 
fashion. First, the enviromne tin which the men w re rai ed will be 

surveyed. Then, the perspectives that the leaders adopted on the posi

tion of Jews in America will be discussed. And finally, the paper will 
assess what impact these views had on the pol.tic 1 behavior of the A.JC 

in the case of the flo eri g of the Jew-Bolshevi image a well as the · 
Henry Ford episode. 

The Share Background of tle Committee Lead •r~hi p 

Luis Marsha 1, Cyrus A er and o ~c~r Straus were second genera
tion Americans, the sons of German-Jewi . innni rants. 7 Thy wer born 
within ~hirte n year 

and Adler in 1863ft8 

f each other--Straus in 1850, Marshall in 1856, 

Economic opportuni.ti.es had drawn t h a s , Marshall and Aaler 
families awa from the la ge citie and ·n o the American heartland. 

Although ~traus was born in Germany, he . ent oc."t of hi c hildlood in 

the small town of Talbotton, Georgia c9 Adler was bor n the hamlet of 
Van Buren, Arkansas; at th 

10 to live with his uncle. 

age of si - hem v d to Philadelphia 

Louis .· r hall resided in Syracuse, New 
York, until hew a graduated from colleg. He hen went to Ne~ York Ci y 
for legal studies and, aft~r a return s t ay in Syracuse, rooted hims lf 
in the metropolis.11 

As inhab· ·ants o small Jewish communities in equally miniature 
towns, the fu u e le ders o he Am.eric 11 J wi h COD1I1itt e were in close 
contact with n n-Jews from their earli t y ars. The Jewish children with 

whom they as ociated were simply too few in number to constitute a complet 

• 
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friendship gro p, let alone an impermeable eer roup. Bo hi side and 

ot1tside of school Straus, Marshall and dler came into ontact with 

children who belonged to Protestant sects. Their peer group, indeed, 

was, almost exclusively, white, Anglo-Saxon and Protestant. It may be 

3Ssumed that this remained true in coll ge: Straus, arsha 1 and Adle 

attended Ivy League Universities in the 1 80s . Strau and Mars all 

graduated from Columbia Law School, while Adler received his PhoD. in 

Semitics from Johns Hopkins. The Committee leade a were educated wi h 
the elite of Anglo-Protestant America. 12 

With the epti n of Cy:-us Adler, the leadership's Jewish education 
was minimal. arshall at t ended synagogue Sund3y school as a child. 
And not only d d Os ar Str us f il o e e catcd in Judaica: he studied 

at a Baptist unday chool in lalbatton, Geor ia for two years. On the 

other hand , Adler learned Heb .ew and T3l , an ear .. ~ re sion of a He rew 

day school- -th Hebrew Education So iety-- ·n Philade-lph a .. 13 

Of course the social m"lieu in thi tie Committc , leade r pent their 
fonnative--or in Adler's case, colle e-~years, a f ect d their understanding 
of Am rica . T e fact that Mar hall Adl and Str us de lt so intensely 
with Christin Amer·cans from so young an a e led them to f el ecure in 

he larger American soc cty Wi h no bo n nr .es of gro p membership or 
language t 1· i t th m, mor over, he Co t ce lea e r fit easily in o the 
dominant m d I i of I te n'neteenth ce tury America, where social di isions 
were drawn along de ominati.onal lin a. hat mar d th AJC leadership off 
from their f llowa was th i J wish fit . 

The facil'ty with which Adler, sh 11 nd Straus moved into 
Anglo-Protests circles is exemplified by an episode taken from Adler'~ 
undergraduat~ days at the University of P nnsylvan a. At P nnsylv nia, 
Adler relate in hi autobiography, 14 
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Chapel was compulsory. As a Jew I did not feel 
that I ought to go to a Christian Chapel ... I 
marched myself to the Provost 'c office and asked 
to be excused from Chapel . Whe he inquired my 
reaso, I gave it, and he aid I was excused 
Bei ~ satisfied that I was not compelled to go, 
I used to attend Chapel abou three times a week. 

R markable here is not merely Adler's boldness, nor even the Provost's 

leniency: it is Adler's willingness to ttend Chapel and her the 

preacher's sermons, purely out of interesto Attend nee at Chapel did 

not cause Adler any psychological discomfort. 

The portrait drawn thus far of the Co ittee leaders' rel{ltions 

with the large society borders on the idyllic. It might seem reason

able to suppose that they did suffer from some anti-Jewish feeling; but 

it is difficult to ind a hint of this i.1 th ir writin s. Adler denies 

having heard an anti-s mitic remark utt r in his presence until he 

was in his late thirtieso15 No mention of anti- emitism suffered per

sonally occur in Straus' autobiography, although he does m ntion that 

he and a f w friends decided to organize a oung Men's Hebrew Associa

tion be ause the Young Mn's Christian Association, situated not far 

from Columbia was "an institution for Christians." Straus obviously 

felt uncomfortable in the Christian "Y", ut he fails to explain whether 

this was due to anti-semit·sm or some other characteristic of the insti

tution. 16 

Marshall's biographer cites a letter ·n which Marshall describes 

how he was mistreated by his Christian classmate after the weekly lesson 

in religion, in which the word Jews was used as a term of opprobrium. 

Whether this sort of name-calling aff cted Marshall is qu stionable. It 

may be noted that if this antagonism did influence Marshall, it would 

have led him primarily to oppose religio s lessons in the schools, and 



• 

- 39 -

not to a notio th t anti-semitism pervaded all aspects of life.17 

More revealing is a searing episode of anti-Jewi h activity endured 

by Joseph Prosk.auer who was Marshall's junior by two decades. As a 

child in Mobile, Alabama, Proskau r had his nose bloodied "on the 

a tounding theory that I was a Christ-killer."18 He continues: 

It was the earliest in a log series o· blo died 
noses both physical and metaphorical, that hav 
marked th life of myself nd e e y other Ameri a'l 
Jew. 

The Committee leadership of the 1910s an , 1920s would have dis ented 

from Proskauer' j dgement about the prevalence of an ·-semiti~m n 

America. 

The type of anti-Jewish sentiment d. ~ d against roskauer and 

Yiarshall was clothe in Ch stian religiou doctrine. This underscores .. 

the fact that the leadership was ra sed in an essentially religious society. 

It also indicates why, as adults, Committee 1 aders would turn for a·d 

iu their battle against anti-semitism to the Church; for this was the 

'nstituti n hich seemed to them in large part respon ible for anti-

Jewish sentiment and, therefore, the most apable of combatting its 

spread. 

The Jewish identity imparted to AJC members by their parents was 

in harmony with prevaili g religious nonns. Jewish i entity here was 

based on the Jewi h religion, and it found pr s1on ·n the selective 

observance of tr itional religi us practices. In Marshall's home, for 
19 

instance, 

The household routine was regularly and ple santly 
interrupted by ritual observances. Never, so long 
as his mother and father liv d, was Louis tom ss 
the annual Passover seder ... Often later he would think 
back to the times when his moth r had read the Bible 
with him. 
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Joseph Proskauer, who elaborated on his religious feelings more expressively 

than the others, offered a similar descri.ption o "Our family, 11 he wrote, 20 

was not piously orthodox, but i t was observant ... 
On Friday ni.ghts we broke the Sa bath br ad while my 
father invoked the traditional blessing. 

Quite impressive is Proskaue 's account of what his rabbi meant to him. 

It demonstrates the man 1 s commitment to Judaism, as he understood it:
21 

• 

He [the rabbi} gave me a sens~ of the immanence of a 
ivine spirit, firing me ith glow that made me Jew 

through and through, loving my religion snd its tradi
tions. He greatly influenced 111y sec lar education, but 
his priceles gift was to my soul. 

Cyrus Adler attended a Jewi h school in P il delphia, as noted above, 

where he was instructed in "the eleme11ts of Je rlsh religion" in a 

structured set ting. 22 Oscar Straus, on the other ha11d, was tutored 

in a pot-pourri of religious doctrineo a child: 23 

My main religious instruction came from conver
sations with my father and f om the discussions 
the visiting ministers of vari us denominations 
had with him ... 

It was one of thee men of the cloth who convinced t e elder Straus 

to send his son Oscar to Baptist Sunday school.24 

To be au e, Committee leaders adhered to religious belief, and 

executed religious practices, to varyin degrees. Adler was distinguished 

by his punctilious adherence to Jewish custom. Admittedly, too, the extent of 

religious observance dictated by Jewish tradition was minimal in the 

homes of the men under discussion 25 Nevertheless, insofar as a Jewish 

identity was imparted to the leadership, it was a self-image that was 

religious in its barest elements. 

Discu sion of Jacob Schiff's background has been held for last, 

because it d ffers materially from the up-bringings of the other leaders. 
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Schiff was born not in America, but rather in Gennany in 1847, from whi h he 

innnigrated to the United States in 1865. 26 Because Schiff was not rai d 

in America, he did not feel as comfortable among Americans as Straus, 

Marshall and Adler. As we shall see, thls clifference in b ckgr und 

would set Schiff at dds with Marshall ov r how to respond to anti-

Jewish propaganda. Nevertheless, in they ars before anti-Jewish agita

tion gripped America, Schiff probably imbibed the views of his fellow 

Committee leaders on anti-semitism in America, and on the role of the 

American Jewish Conunittee in American feo 

The Leadership's Perspe ~tivc 

Louis Marshall a m: Cy us Adler ado ted a p rspective on America 

that reflec ed th ir fav u ble encount -r , as youths nd as adu ts, 

with American society. Th~y me to . n anti-semitism as a 

contradiction in erms; anti-Jewish feel · n, fr t em an abber~tion 

in the stream of AmeTic n history Mu 1al 27 

never believ d tha ant·-semi · sm w a 
problem in the United States. . he refu ed 
th possibility that a Jewish problem on • 
nentnl odel mi6 ari~e in merica . 

Adler told a go dwill <linne in 1926 that28 

jor so ia 
to admit 

con i-

As an ·ndividual I have a simp e task in p nking at 
a dinner alled by a Cormnit , to promote goo will 
bet 'fl .en J ws and Christians, [ or so far as I can rec 11, 
I ave nev been the object of an thing but good will. 

Adler went on to rem·nd his audience hat America had always b en 

regarded s a haven for · the oppress d--e pecially oppr.ess d Jews--and 

that this perception would not change.29 In 1933, per aps in response 

to the passage f the Nuremberg law, Ad er repeated th s thought : 30 
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We are here in America on the soil of a country in 
which no such distincti n as ryan and non-Ayran 
is possible ••• Here Judaism can be maintained without hindrance. 

It would be misleading to characterize AJC leaders as men unaware of or 

~nconcerned with the problems of economic and social discrimination with 

~hich American Jews were faced in the 1920's ad 1930's. Rather, these 

early leaders were careful to distinguish between their own situation and 

the tragic predicament of European Jewry. Because of their upbringing, 

nen like Adler and Marshall were confident tha American anti-semiti m wa 

3n epiphenomenon, a detour on the road to inte -group co-operation. 

Louis Marshall and Cyrus Adler appreciated Americ not merely for 
iilhat it lacked political anti-semitism -- but also for what it 

represented be or the wold. Fr the 1 ad rship, Am r·ca was a 

~hampion of liber y, a lig t to the nations. Thus, Mars 1all, personal!, 

MSS a sincere patr cc. Every Fourth of Jul h c rri d out an 

elaborate ritual in which "'e led hi:s 

:arrying fla and singing patriot· 

1·ttl parad, each 

OLlgS. u The AJC President 
noreover, revered the Const·· tut ion; for him i wa " holy of holies." 32 
[f one my att~ pt to carry Marshall's meta hor one step further, the fact 
th th n a const ·tutional lawyer must have conf rred upon im, in 

ais own eyes, the status of a high priest. 

Adler, the more intel l cu 1 of the pair, allowed himself to criticize 

~erica, but fundamentally he shared Mar·h ll's love fr the Republic. 
[n a lett rt a R fo rabbi that is mar d !'confidential," Adler 

interrupt a recitation of h·s misgivin s about Zionism to write: 33 
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love America but I can see it '"' • ults o .. . am a sub cr:f ber 
to that extraordinary sentence wh ch Wo dro -1 Wilson 

pok on the Fourth of July in Independence H.all o•• 
"Not, my Country, right or wrong, y Country; but, 
my Country, may she always be right o' ' 

It is not surprising that Adler chose to cite Wilson, because h count _d 

the President among his long-time aquaintauces, and he li.kely shared 

Wilson's dedication to the construction of s moral old n er the 

architectural supervision of America.34 In t his light, mor over, it is 

understandable why Adler w. stung by a ot t e r fr the Immigration 

Department which asked h · s advice on wh ther to appoint an officer to 

educate Jews in American principles. Aal r ~tated that Jews had resided 

in America since 1665. He then admon · shed the inqu· r: 35 

It seems theref re that to add ess a communication of 
this kind · t h the apparent a ·umption that all the 
"Americans of Jewish origin'' • quire to have the 

dea s of Americ 4 terpreted to them is not only 
beyo d the fact , bu liable t be irri ating. 

The COIIlllittee' s leaders ip' s faith :f. n 

larger faith n he progress of man ind . 

er ica ormed part of its 

~ rt i ng ti ~ sc r of year 

before World War I, Ad er wrote in his sutobio r.phy wist 

Maybe the world w s he in it best st te, and 
ure y no one foresaw the great upheavals and 

36 
11., : 

a i ties that w re to come. We 11 belie ed th t 
the world waa getting better a t,d be ter. We wer 
sati fi d that science and learning were making 
ste dy pr rrre~s •.. 

The leaders of the Amer can Jewi h C ~ ittee, then, cherished 

an abiding faith in America. This cou try would at le et serv as a 

permanent home fr he beleaguered Jew. Anther notion to which the 

leaders adhered had to do with the Committee's self-image. They saw the 

Committee as the repre ntative of an American relig·ous group. 
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The Jewish identity im arted to the leadE>rship was, as has een 

shown, religious in nature. That rel"g1on was the core of Jewishness 

became the co viction of Marshall and Adl r. Religion for Marshall, 

"had ever been the 'vital force' in the Jews' life. 1137 Marshall was 

interested in Jewish scholarship-- he even tried his own hand at it-

and he was active in synogogue life in Syracuse, and lat r, in New 

York. 38 
Cyrus Adler, writing to the organizer of a Bnai Brit 

"Jewish consciousness" group, revealed his ·ntellectual co itm nt to 

religion: 

Jewish consciousne scan, of ~urse, be deepened by 
things Jewish ... We have a great is-ory ... But ... a 
Christian ... could also read Je "sh h:s t ory .. . l 
would almost be inclined t sug et that in or er 
that here should be a deeper r l1gi us consciousness there 
would have to be a good deal of J wish uncon-
sciou ness ... the lager part of our "'ives is 
determi ed by the I nc nscious, b ings we are 
ta1 ht when w were children .. 3 

The quality that distingu "she the Jews w 

a reli ious consc·ousness gr unded in 

dler's estimation, 

1 bond established 

in hildhood. Jewish histo y, and Je i h stud e in general, was an 

open book whi h any educated per o could read. hes ed of Jewish 

commi tm nt wa sown in t e home, not in the libr· ~y. 

Adler s suggestion that Jewish ident y wa founded on a de p psycho-

lo ical attac tent comes close to th Zi nist v· w that Jews ar a people 

united by national ent'men. Notably, it was Adler, t e only lea<l r i t 

H br w day achoo education, who rr ved this concl in. What is nost 
important here, however, s that Adler ev r admi ted to Zionist beliefs. 

This points up he fact that th elf efinitions to wh ch J ~ adher d as 

adults owed much to~ ter ·l, social fact r, and les to an internal tach-
ment to Judaism. Zi nism was born in Europ; and twas not nationa 1 but 
rather a religiou sclf-d f·nitio o the Jew which Am rican society flt 

most comfortabl • Christian Americans v ewed with f vor th Jew's adherence 

to his faith. In ed, some Gentiles adv c tcd the encouragement of 
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religious educa ion among Jews as an ant·dote t 1 the grolp's a parent 

fascination with radical ideas.40 Astute men, the Co itt~e leaders 

saw no c use to trade this religious s If-definition for a identity 

less prestigious, or less acceptableo 

The A.JC clu tenaciously to the assesment of Jews as, exclusively, 

a religious group. When the forms for ~he cen u ere drawn up in 1909, 

Judge Julian~ ck, an AJC representative, argued against the inclusion 

of classifications on the basis of race~4l And when in the 1920's tl term 

mino ity group entered the language, Cyrus dler fought bitterly 

against applying the tenn to American J w :42 

I am o e of he A e. ican people, and belong to a 
Syna . ogu , but 1 do not fee myself 1 ember of a 
''gro p" nor of "mino ity up " •. cept in the matter 
of my forro of rel·gious wors ·p I do not f el myself 
marked off in any way from m cl o~ eri ans, ad 
indeed I feel· g eater kinsh·p "th tJose wh h e som 
fonn. of reli ion hr than oi than with nyo1e 
who has no religion at all. 

Adler, it eems, objected to the label minori ·y group not out of fear, but 

rather because it offended himo To Adl r, as to other cultured 

Americans, devotion to God seemed a vocation inf·nit ly superior to th 

pursuit of minority 't'oup interests. 

A corollary to th AJC's self-ima e as the represents ive of a 

religious group was its scorn for political appeals to Jews. Th 

idea of a Jewish vote was a athema to C mmittee leaders. 
43 

For if 

Jews were a religious group, then as a group they could only be 

concerned with the infringements on the practice of their faith, and 

these arose rarely. Bible readings in the schools could be counted 

as a religious issue, and so, with a little imaginative thinking, 
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could adverti em.ents for "Only Christian" job offers. The Corrmittee 

took action on these cases. But it rejected the use of Jewish votes 

on domestic or foriegn matters, including the question of American 
44 

anti-semitism. 

An air of contradiction encircles the AJC leadership's religious 

self-definition. In the fi.rst place, the Committe devi "'tc-T rom the 

normal beh,2vior of a rel· g:i.ous body. Unlike Christian rel ·· i us bodies, 

the Committee was intensely involved in polit cal ca es, such as he 

battle for liberal imni ration laws. •,p r opalians and M tl ists were 

not, as was the A.JC, engag .d actively in negotiation on Minorities 

Treaties held at Versailles in 1919. Tc Jewish org nization's 

political ctiv t es suggest d that it ·eprescnted a national group, or 

barring that, at least an interest group i o Ilusiness or Labour. 

To the objectiv h erver, th Committe ~eemed something of an anomaly. 

Yet to liv ami t ese apparent contradictions was a burden 

i:oi tec.l not only on the AJC lcadershi. but o all mouern Jewish com

munities. Once emancipation had underm ed traditi nal Jewish society, 

the idea of Jewish identity ~as cast afloat in a se of competing 

intellectual currents. Self-definition c me to depe don social setting. 

The .Jewi h identity of German-American J .\• , such a Mars all and Adler, 

conformed to the dominant denominational model . Eastern Europ n 

Jewish intellectual su h as s·mon Dub ov saw Jews as a nntio al group 

who dwclled in a region th twas com.posed of divers nation 1 minorities. 

Moderni y had left Jews with a shelf full of options from which to select 

an identity o The task of Jewish leader. was to chose a self-image that 

• 
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would satisfy Jewish dignity, but also win acceptabil ty for Jewish 

group persistence in the larger society. 

On a subconscious level, the leadershi p of the Cotmnit t e e may ha Te 

found a solution to their personal difficulties with American Je "i sli 

identity through their political work. Perhapc; they believed that th se 

activities would compensate in some manner for their attenuated 

religious commitment. But such psychological specula ion mu t not bu 

the fact that Connnittee leaders would have regarded a titie such as ethnic 

group leaders, which we migh want t o pin n t hem, as nothi ng more 

than an unsav ury epithet. 

Tie Connnitt .e's response to the Jew-Bolsh~ ik I age. 

T . .,o gover ni n conv ictions thus g ; ed the r actions of the 

Committee to anti-semitism in America Fi s, tne leaders believed that 

America was not inh rently anti-semitic . Sec ond, as the representatives 

of a religiou group, they strove to c mba ant ·-Jewish sentiment accordingly. 

The first ant·-Jewish episode to be conside ed is e p opagation 

of the Jew-Bolshevik imag in 1919. The Jew- B lshevik image consiste in 

the identification of New York Jews wi -h the forces of world revolution. 

Its adherents lleged that New York Jews had fomented the Russian 

Revolution and the they now aimed to s b rt America's democratic 

institutions o The Jew-Bolshevik image w n wide a ceptanceo It 

appeared frequently in the press, and it fou d upporters among the 

cl~rgy and in the Senate. The image was taken criousJy even by President 

Wilson and his advisors, which gave Cyru Adler quite a shock. 45 
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The Conmittee showed little interest ·n this national campaign to 

defame American Jewry. Conceptually, t e JC's reaction o the propagation 

of the Jew-Bolshevik image, (and for that matter, to the enry Ford 

episode,) may be divided into two parts: · a period of initial 

inaction followed by a stage of reaction. • 

• I 

For a number of reasons the Committee was he itant initially to 

respon to the Jew-Bolshevik Ccmpaign. First, the Conmittee continued to pla. 

faith in America. The anti-Jewish agitation i America was a transitory 

phenemenon which merited litt e attenti n. During the ar, Comnittee 

leaders conf s d, anti-J wish incident s had occured. But this was 

natural, fr war-time i 0 n abnonal o ~ad it could be expected 

to beget abnormal social phenomenas c s ti-semitism. "The 

termination of hostilitie ," the AJC Annu 1 Report for 1920-21 c ncluded 

brought to an end some of th .. abnormal conditions 
which ad during the previo ~ year ad a half 
resulted in a number of inst nee of anti-Jew·.h 
discrimination .. Happily your Co ittee h but 
few matters of this character to ring to your 
at ention at this meeting. 

Another reason t~at the Committe d'd not react quickly to the 

Jew-Bolshevik image was th tit seemed an inappropriate sub·ect for 

their attention. s the representati sofa religious group, the 

committee tried to ease tensions spa ned by religious differences. 

The scope of the Committ e's activi•ie in h> 1910s, which demon-

strate the nominational orientation of tle Committee, may be gauged 

by ·the li tings of "General Ev nts f Interest to Jews in the United 

States," which er a egular feature of the American Jewish Year 

46 
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Book. The lists reveal what the Conmittce supposed America Jews 

to be in erested in, and betray what the Cotmn·ttee was interested in. 

Most heavily represented among the events were cases of -eligion in 

the schools, that is violations of agreements of Chur h State separatio1. 

Found also in the lists are incidents whee advertisments request that only 

Christiamneed apply for a given position. Some sporadic m ntioo is 

made of questions relating to the proper regulation of Kashrut. All 

th se issues are arguably religious matters, and the Committee, as a 

47 
religious organiza ion, could treat them. 

Because the camp ign o identify Jews with Bolshevism did · 

not lend itself to interpre ation as a religiou issue, it cased 

the Committee some confusion. Cornmitte 

and if o how, to combat the Jew-llolshe i k 

end rs were unsure whether, 

age . The wisest course 

to take, it was suggested, was to ignore th 

did precisely th s from the summer of 191 

ss e. The Commi•tee 

wh tit was al rted to the 

possibility of a problem, until Febru ry, 1919, when the Committee 

fi 11 i . d , d 48 was na y nspire to respon. 

What provoked the Committee to act was the appearance before the 

Senate Overman Committee on ubver ion of one Reverend Simous who said 

that he had no doubt in his mind th t ''th redomina t element in this 

Bolshevik! movement n America is, as you may call it, the Yi dish of 

the East Side." 49 Committee leaders decld d to respond; they would 

counteract the Jew-Bo shevik image b infonning non-Jews that Judaism 

and Bolshevism were antithetical. In a statement published in the N w 

York Times, Louis Marshall explained: SO 
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Everything th t real Bolshevism stands for is to the Jew detestable. His traditions wed him to law and order, 
make of him a legalist. The Bol evits are enemies of 
law an order. The Jew makes he ve center of his 1·fe and of his existence the horn anl the f mily. Th 
Bolsheviks decry marriage and condemn mo ali Y~ The 
Jew is justly note for being thrifty and economical, 
and with recognizing as n cs ary the ins itution of 
propertyo The great masses of the Jews are faithful 
to their ancient religion, and are ever ready to help 
their brethren in distress. The club of the Bolsh vist knows no brother an despises religion. 

Marshall's response was ineffective because it did not address the 

f.qc so The non-Jewish world was aware of he political proclivities. 

of the East Sideo It -new that Jew were promi ent in lef -wing circles; 

that Jes voted for cialist candi te 

and federal office. These Jcwis polit 

s tatnchly s c·alist. and 

ho ran or municipal, state, 

te d ncies had lent 
pl.c~11s1.bi..ity to the Jew-Bo shevik image; bu Marshall di not attempt 

51 
to address them. And Mar hall's oncen ·r tion on the ew's 

religiosity was not reserved for public constnnpti n. In a personal 

letter t Richard V. Lindabury, Marshall rep ats the theme, hi time 
not even bothering to use the word Bolsh v·k: 52 

The Jew is no, however, by d . position a radical. He 
is essential y con rvative ... The T n Commandments are 
still his anchor, and the teach ngs of th p ophets of 
Israel, with their ideals of Justice and righteousness and the love of humanity, still c unnand his veneration. 

This apologetic effort may be understood as an elaboration for the public 

of the American Jewish Committ c' pe~apect·ve on Jewishness, which for 
it consisted in an dherenc to morality n r lig on, 

with con erv tism. 
tinged 

Anther apologetic approach used by Marshall harped on t e J w's love 



• 

• 

• 

- 51 -

of America. Here again o e finds a p ojection of he G mmittce's 

leadership's perspective--its faith in America--on its f llow Jews. 

In a letter to Sena or Lee O ennan, head of a Se ate Corr.m'ttee n 

subversion, who saY merit in the Jew-Bolshe ik image, 1arshall describes 

the residents of the East Side of New York as a whole as 53 

reputable, hon rable, and pat 5otic a body cf eople 
as are to b found in any other par of the country. 
They are industrious, law-abiding and intellectu 1· 
they p.rform the duties of cj izensh'p; tley pay their 
taxes; they have ideals; they educate hei children .. c 

there are but few illiterates among then1, no p upers 
and o intemperance. 

• 
Once more, Marsh~ 1 fails to address th iss e: the question of Jewish 

involvement in the~ Bolshevi1· movement. His statem nt, moreover, suffers 

from overstat et. l it accura e to ssert that the E8 st Side had n ither 

poverty n r intemperar ce? T C, point her ·· is hat th Connnittee 

leadership felt com elled, ~n order to a 

America, to describe Eat ide Jews--wh 

and many of whom scorne rel·g·on-- a 

e good nam of Jew in 

c:. ·e il at e . in America 

body of 

and r ligious devoteeso I so do·ng, the l_ad r hip lo 

those who professed any familiarity with ·he Eas 5ide. 

patriots 

h ear of 

Wh n the Red Scare dre to a close i 1920, the an i-Jewish image 

it had evoked assumed a new incarnation. T e Jew-Bol ·hevik image bEC m 

the image of the In ernational Jew who, like tle Jew-Bolsh vik, schemed 

agains civil society. The central channel through hich the image of 

the International Jew was transmitted was the Dearborn Independent,a 

magazine financed by Henry Ford. 
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The Dearborn Independent's crusade ag inst the Jews created great 

uneasiness among th Jews. The magazine, i the firs place, enjoyed 

wide circulation as it was sent to Ford's car dealerships. Secondly, 

the attacks on Jews contained in the Dearborn In ependent were 

sophisticated, and drawing upon the Protocols of the El rs of Zion for 

inspiration. Finally, Ford himself enjoyed immense popu)ar i y ·n the 1920s; 

so much so tlat he was considered a pote tinl 

This did not comfort American Jewry.54 

ndidate for t1e Presidency . 

The Committee's response to the Dear born lnde~ndent problem 

came in two parts. At first the Committee was rendered inactive 

because of internal d l ssent ion. Th Commi t tee then began to meditate 

over the nature of this ant i-Jewish a t·vity, and fina l ly it attempted 

to take the wind out of the sails of America anti-semitism. 

Internal conflict marked t e openi.ng phase of the Committee's , 

response to the Dearborn Independant. The Jew -Bolshevik scare had 

alerted the Committee to the possibility of ant - J wish ag·tation in 

Amer·ca, thus in this case it was not a wish to forget the issue that led 

to initial in ction. Indeed, after o~ly two issues of the Indepe ndent 

had included anti-Jewish stories, Louia Marsh~ll, in his office as 

President of the COUlllittee, wired Ford i t he beg nning of June 1920. 

55 :the statement wh.lch the articles contain, Mar shall wrote Ford, 

ar palp~blc fabrications and th i s inuatio~s with 
• which the7 abound are the emanatic.ns of atred and 
prejudice. They consitute a li 1 on an entir eople 
who had hop d that at least in Am.er~•.ca they might be 
spared the inE:ult the humiliation an the obloq,1y 
which these azticles are scattering t~roughout th land 
and which echoi?s from the dark middle res • .. 

.. 
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Marshall received the following response to his pea for good will fro 

the editors of the Dearborn Independent: 56 

Your rhetoric is that of a Bolshevik orator ... 
Incidentally you cruelly ov rw rk your most 
useful! tenn which is "antizamitism" [§ic]. 
These articles shall conc·nue and we l.op 
you will continue to read heru and when ou have 
attained a more tole~able sate of min we shall 
be glad to discuss the.n with you. 

Reception of the De~rbnr! • ndeoend nt' s response created internal 

discord within the Commit t e. Marsha 1 alone pressed for ac t·on. "I 

57 do not propose," he wrote to Julius Rosenwald on June s. 1920, 

to remain qu·et in view of he disgraceful attitude that 
these people ['a the Dearb rn • dependent/have taken ... 
1 think w~ should hare a meec;ng of the Am rican Jewish 
Committee tan early date.~. It is better that this 
w ole matter be ght out· he open than to allow 
this poison o circulate unde_ he surface as it now does. 

But Marshall's plans were squelched by hi ellow Col.Dhli tee m her . 

"More timid counsels," he admitted t Henry Butz 1 in September,1920, 58 

prevailed among my associat s, it being the· opinion 
that such an attack would only give publicity to these 
articles ... 

What was wrong with publicity? Ja ob Schiff feared that publicity 

would provoke an escalat on of anti-Jewiah feeling, the consequences 

of which were serious indeed.. "If we get • nto 

Marshall and th others, 59 

con roversy," he warned 

we shall light a fire, which no o e can foretell how 
it will become exting ished, and I w uld strongly 
advise therefore that no notice be taken of these 
articles ... 

Fire is a striking simile; perhaps it w s e nt to suggest physical 

assault on the Jews. In any event, Schiff here, in a moment of crisis, 
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betrays his lack of faith in America. As an inuni~rant he had no contact 

with ordinary Alnericans during his childhoo, an i ely his contact 

with the American public in his business 1 · was l imitedo This left him 

without the confidence in America that chara terized other committee 

leaders. And Schiff's sense of insecurity in America led him to order 

Marshall not to act against the anti-semites, because their ideas would 

find many adherents in the public at 1 rge. 

Schiff's objections to action against American anti- semitism were 

among the last suggestions h made to the Committee a he died soon 

after. Without Schiff's presence, the C itt could proceed as it 

sa~ fit. The problem that the teade ship o f ed was how to reconcile 

the surge of anti-Jewish feeling in Americ ith its faith in America. 

The solution struck upon by the Committ e was to blame American 

anti-Jewish feeling on a coterie of European emigr~s who, it was 

alleged, had imported it. Th , leadership grew convinced 

that there was a conspiracy afoot to defame Jews around th world, and 

that members of the conspiracy had been dispatched to the United States 

to vilify American Jewry. There was, therefore, no reason to question 

one's faith in America; for Europeans, not Americans, were resonsible 

for ill feeling towards Jewso 

The 1eport of he American Jewish Committee contained in the 

American Jewish Year Book for 1921 expressed the Committee's understand~ 
. 

of the sources of anti-semitism in America. The Report addressed both the 

Jew-Bolsh vik image (a bit belatedly) and also the articles in the 

Dearborn Independent. "The widespread anti-J wish propaganda now being 

60 artificially stimulated," the Report asserted, 

• 
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••• is a concerted movement conducted in Great Britain 
· Germany, Austria, Hungary, Fran e, and ven in our 

own country~ to fasten upon the ews, as a people, tle 
odium of having brought about he world war and with being the mainspring of all the evils tnat accompanied and 
followed it •.• in this country {the anti-Jewish campaign is furthered] by a group of Russians wh0 were among the 
leaders of the Black Hundreds ... Increased impetus and 
curre cy has been given to this propa anda through the 
medium of a series of anonymous r icles which have 
been appearing ireekly, since May 22, in th Dearborn Independent ••. 

Hennan Bernstein picked up the thread of the Conmiittee's analysis, and 

continued to elaborate it at a d1n er in ho or of Chaim We 
61 was visiting New York: 

nn who 

• . . th spirit of 
people cannot be 
exploi e anti-s 
minded Americans 
subst ntially .... 

fairne s characteristic of e American 
nfluenced by these old, outwo1n, long

ruitic yths and falsehoodso For broad
now tha American Jewry has contributed 
o this g eat public. 

The Committee statements on America al i- e iti m beg the question of 

how those Americans who did b lieve the nti- e ish canards--and there 

were many of these--could act so oddly . The answer given was that these 
people were "uninformed and unintelligent ... "62 

Con piracy theories, which seek to ~xplain complex social 

phenomena as the work of a few indivi uals,almost by definition contain 

a grain of truth. For certain individuals are involved, prominently, i1 

any war, riot, or revolutiono The problem with a conspiracy theory i 

that it reduc s the adherent's field of vision to the actions of a few 

individuals, and blinds them to the i fl ence of deeper causal factors . 

There were, to be sure, European ~migr sin Ax rica who propagated 
63 anti-Jewish beliefs. But the£ ct th t these notions gained acceptance 

had to do with the American public, not with trn Europeans. Hostile 

or favorable beliefs about a group circulate constantly; they win 
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popularity when the perceptions ~f that group by the large~ society 

turn extreme y negativ~ or overwhelmingly positive. It was pre is ly 

this i~::;u -- the fact that America was irritated with the Jews in the 

ear~ after World War I-- that the conspiracy theory permitted the 

Committee to ignore. 

Cyrus Adler tried to think beyond the conspiracy theory, a least 

in private. He toyed ith the notion that Jewish political ctivities 

wer in part respon ib e for anti-Jewish s ntiment i America. "We 

Jews 11
, he re ar e • , 

n4 

have made oi e in the wold of rec nt ye rs ... far 
out propor ion to our n mb£ s. We have demonstrated 
and shout d and a aded and congressed and wave flags 
to an exten · which was bound f c upo1 th Jew 
the attention of the world a haring got thi attention, 

e could ardly expect that 1 be f~vorable. 

Here Adler r veals himself as a suf ere f oms lective pre ption. 

He focusses his criticism on the activitie of ~st rn Europ an 

inunigrants-- on their parades in support of t1e ussian evolut on, on 

their calls for an Am rican Jewish Con r ss. But Adler never considers 

th propo ·tion hat the c ivities of the Committ e-- th ir active role 

at Versailles, for instance-- might 

international Jewish conspiracy. 

lent cred nee to he idea of an 

Adler's u1 rthodo ruminations n e insinuated themselves into he 

Committee's official stat mcnts, of course; in these the European anti

semites were highlighted. Not only did the conspiracy theory hold the 

advantage of rescuing the honor of Ameri ans. The doctrine also fixed 

a ta~get for attack, and suggested a plan or action. The Commitee 

would launch an assa lt on the Europeans, expose them, and refute their 

• 
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anti-Jewish claims o Then the CoIIE1ittee would appeal to non-J . s for aid 

in the debunking effort. 

Committe strategy aimed, then, to inform the uninformed. At 

the outset of tle plan, the Corranittee had to find a vehicle to combat 

ignorance., Adler suggested that Marshall have 
65 

a look at the chapter /Jn a book by Isra 1 Zangw· rJ 
entitled "The Le end of he Conquering Je 1 which if 
it was slightiy altered and put in book orm would, 
I th·nk furnish very importan reading or a 
Campaign. 

Instead, however, the leadership lee ed to commission Hennan Bernstein, 

who for a time e ited Der Tog ~ to wri te a ook that detailed ow anti-

Jewish notions reached Americ . B rnstein' w rk, History of Lie, 
appeared in 1921 • . I was sent to hun r.e 8 of li rarie and prominent 

individuals. 
66 

Further along these li . Ma shall, f earing a recrudPscence 
of the canard that the Talmu was virul nt y anti-Christian, ord red 

hundreds of copies of Joseph Block's refutation of this charge, 

67 Israel und die Volker, and shipped them to all major university libraries. 

The CoDDDi te, moreover, distributed in h thousan s co ·es of John 
Spargo's The J and American Ideals and Joseph Jacob's Jewish 

68 Contributions to Civilizationo 

The Ameri an Jewish Committee's eff rts tor fute an i-Jewish 

69 accusations made by the European emigres and their dupes were complemented 

by the COIIlllittee's appeal to the Church to disassociate itself from the 

anti-semites. The Comm.itte 's turn to this institution was predictable. 

The leadership was raised among Bible-read ng Christians whose preachers 

sometimes chided the Jews. Now, as r pr -sentatives themselves of a 

religious group, the leadership could imagine no more appropriate ally 
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in the battle against anti-semitism than the Church. 

To attract the attention of Church 1 aders, the Committee, in cot cert 

with other Jewish organizations, composed a stat·ement that decried 

anti-Jewish agitation in America. The s tat ment concluded with a plea 

to non-Jews to condemn the propagators of anti-Jewish ideas.70 The 

appeal was issued four days prior to tle convening of the Quadrennial 

Convention of the Churches of Christ in An1erica. The conference, no doubt 

in response to the Oommittee•s request, adopted the following resolution: 

.. Gbe it resolved that ~he Federal Council of the 
Churches of Christ in Am~rica, impressed by the need 
at this period of our national existenc for unity 
and brotherhood, deplores all such cruel and un-
warranted attacks upon our Jewish brethren and in 
a spirit of good will extends to them an e~pression 
of confide ce in their patriot·sm and their good 
citizenship and earnestly admonishes our people to 
ex.press disapproval on 11 actions whi.ch are conducive 

o intolerance ... 

The Church Council's resolution wanned the hearts of the Conunittee 

leadership. Writing to Marshall five dcy after the resolution was 

passed, Adler allowed a measure of ernoti n to tetn. er his normally 
. d 72 restraine prose: 

I agree with you that our Statement met with a 
splendid reception. I saw the resolution adopted 
by the Churches of Christ in .America and consider 
it admirable. 

71 

The Conunittee, the leadership bel eved, had been vindicated. The 

non-Jewish body whose respect it most prized had come to American Jewry's 

aid in a time of need. Little further action, hey thought, was necessary. 

Marshall disapproved of efforts to have the Dearborn Independent 

censored, and he counseled inquirers not to bring suit against the 
73 

automobile magnateo 

.. 
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Pointing to long-term strategy to undermine ant·-Je~i h beliefs 

Marshall, and he CommiltP!? which he led, sounded a moral no e. "Yo 

n:,; d not be concerned/' ~.a.c,:zhall ~~id at the opening of an endm,·ment 
74 campaign for the Jewish Theological S minary, 

about nameless individuals who in their ignorance attack 
u o•· There is always one full and complete answer to all 
falsehood and calumny--that is, right conduct. Right conduct is taught in our Seminary ... 

and, therefore, the argument ran, wealthy Jews should upport the 

institution. In the view of the AJC leadersl ip, correct cond·.Jct by 

American Jews rested on a profound faith in the goodness f the . land, 
and adherence to a religious group identity. 

Conclusion 

This es ay has discussed the sources fr the American T~wish 

C011111ittee's response to American anti-semiti min thee rly 1920s. 

Here, the assets and liabilities of the leadership's v·ew will be 

considered from a political standpoint. 

The AJC f il d to inveigh again t the Jew-Bolshevik image because 

of its leade 'trust in America. Wi h hindsight it may be suggested 

that the leadership's fai h in the United States was somewhat misplaced. Far 
from bein n isolated instance of an ·-Jewish stereotyping, the Jew-

Bolshevik myth was one manifestation of an attitude that would bedevil 

American Jewry through the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s, when occupational 

and social discrimination against J ws was w desp ead . 77 

Was the AJC mistaken to prac tice re t int in its ch llen e to 
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the image of the Jew as Bolshevik? H storical experience teaches 

that it is difficult, if not impossible, to alter a hostil~ stereotype 

in a short space 0f time. It is unlikely, indeed, that louder protests 

from the Committee would have arrested the trend towards nti-

Jewish restric ion: there are limits as to what minority group politic'ans 

can accomplish. To core the AJC for not protesting against the Je~

Bolshevik image would, then, be inappropria e. 

The Comnittee's reaction to Henry Ford's charges of world 

Jewish conspiracy was more vocal. Acting a the self-appointe 

representative of an American religiou group, the AJC appealed to 

other religious bodies to disassociate their organiz t:ons from Ford's 

polemics. The leadership refused to bring suit again t the automobile 

magnate with the idea tlat such P.Ction w uld i flame, rather than 

assuage, the problem. 

In the Dearborn Indepeodent epi od t e Jewist leaders seem to 

have acted in a politically agaciouo manner. Cri icism rom leading 

Christian clergymen robber. Ford of any c aim to mor 1 authority or 

political respectability. The magnate can be considered, no doubt, 

an extremist who harbored un-American opinions. On the other hand, 

an attempt on the part of the Committee to censor Ford might h ve 

proven co nter-procuc ive. Had the AJC pr voked such action, it would 

have come into coaflict with a natio ~1 alue--freedom of speech. An 

it is never wis~ for minority group 1 ader to define their comnunity's 

interests puhlicly, in a manner antagoni tic to nation 1 id als. 

Criti 1sm of American Jewish defenc organizations uch a the 

American J~wish Con:mittee has traditionally turned on the question 

• 
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of the extent to which the body should react to anti-Jewish provocation. 

Some fault the defence agencies for being over-s nsitive t anti-Jewisl 

bias, while others complain of the restraint that these organizations 

show . But both types of critics rely on the premise that ·t i s fear 

of breeding further nti-s3tnitism that guides the cours e of action 

taken by a body such as th American Jewish Committee . 

The present analys i has attempted to d onstrate that such an 

assumption is too simpl . It was the world view of the Cormnittee 

leadership , in all its elements, that dictated t e AJC's espo se to 

American anti-semitism in the early 1920s. The poli ical decisions 

reached by the AJC leadership in th turbulent twenties owed their 

origins to an earlier, mor tranquil, ra, when anti-semitism was a 

foreign affair . 
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Footnotes 

1 
By claiming that the years after the First World War mark a water-

shed in the history of anti-semitism in Am rica, we are in agreement 
with John Higham, Strangers in the Land(New York, 1963), pp. 278-79. 
Ac~ording to Higham, the leading scholar of anti-semitism in Amer · ca, 
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