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SEPARATE PATHS

Blacks and Jews in the Twentieth-Century South

DEBORAH DASH MOORE

ne third of the population of the South is of the Negro race. No enterprise
seeking the material, civil, or moral welfare of this section can cilsregard
this element of our population and reach the highest success.” With these

~words Booker T. Washingron began his Aclanta Exposition Address in 1893, a

speech that catapulted him from a position as an innovative educator and builder
s

i ey

of the Tuskegee Institute to the {orefront of Afmcanﬂz&me\g;can leadership. By che

beginning of the twentieth century, Washmgron was widely acclaimed as
merica’s preeminent Black man, with more influence than any of his peers. His

- views on questions of race and relations of whites and Blacks gained him access to

the White Fouse as well as to the homes of wealthy white men.! As for immi-
grants, Washington did nor see them as integral to the South. “To those of the
white race who look to the incoming of those of foreign birch and strafnge toggue
and habits for the prosperity of the South,” he observed in the same address, “were
ermitted T would repeat what I say to my own race, ‘Cast down your bucket
_hére you are.” Cast it down among the eight millions of Negroes whose habits
u know....” Washington concluded the paragraph with a metaphor that would
become as famous as his call to cast down your bucker: “In all things purely
cial,” he assured his listeners, “we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as
hand in ali things essential to mutual progress.”2

Less than a decade passed before Washingron’s “Atlanta Compromise,” as it
caﬂlﬁ__to be known, was challenged by a young scholar teaching sociology at
_ti_ nta University. W. E. B. Du Bois observed “among educated and thoughtful
loted men in all parts of the land a feeling of deep regret, sorrow, and appre-
nsion at the wide currency and ascendancy which some of Mr. Washington's
cories have gained.” Du Bois singled out three things that “Mz Washington
1St1ncdy asks that Black people give up, at least for the present.... First, politi-
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cal power, Second, insistence on civil rights, Third, higher education of Negro
youtdl....” Du Bois took issue with all three. He insisted that he was not alone in

. T e . . . . :
his criticiSm but that other African Ameticans agreed with him:

that the way for a people to gain their reasonable rights is not by volun-
tarily throwing them away and insisting that they do not want chem, that
the way for a people to gain respect is not by continually belittling and
ridiculing themselves, that on the contrary, Negroes must insist continu-
ally, in season and out of season, that voting is necessary to modern man-
hood, that color discrimination is barbarism, and that Black boys need
education as well as white boys.3

Southern whites ook little notice of Du Bois’s collection of essays, published as:

The Souls of Black Folk* yet it signaled the beginning of a significant debate

among African Americans over both the goals of Black endeavor in the South and -
the best means to achieve them. A similar debate was long in progress among
Euarope’s Jews, who argued among themselves over what, in fact, constituted a-

genaine emancipation, how 1o obtain it, and how they should cope with virulent

antisemitism. Their argument ultimately was cut short by war, mass migratiot, -
the extermination of six million Jews, and asylum in the new State of Israel for -

the survivors.

Neither the Washingron-Du Bois debate nor the arguments raging in Burope -
engaged the small minority of American Jews who settled in the South in the

early decades of the twentieth century. Undoubtedly some were aware of the ris-
ing namber of lynchings of Black men in the South; the decade from 1896 to
1905 saw over 700 lynchings in the South, a number that declined to just under
500 in the next ten years.> Lynchings were popular among southern white folk:
they were often. advertised in advance and special trains were occasionally added
to bring crowds to the selected spot. In 1937 Karl Friedman's Cincinnati relatives
came down “out of civilization” to visit his family in Birmingbam, where they
had settled two decades earlier. Friedman recalled that “my father invited his sis-
ters and brothers who came for the Bar Mitzvah to view a Saturday night lynch-
ing in downtown Birmingham.” Their response, he remembered, varied. “Some
were willing. Some were appalled. All believed it was going to happen.” Some
Jews may have recognized in the new laws of segregation, legal discrimination,
and voting exclusion a systematic effort to establish 2 social, legal, and political
system that subordinated Blacks to whites in all areas of life. But many Jews,
especially those who were recent immigrants and “of strange tongue and habits,”
as Washingron noted, merely accepted the southern way of life as they found it
and sought to adjust their behavior to fit in as aspiring white Americans, Unlike
the millions of Blacks living in the Soucth whose “material, civil, and moral
welfare” was integral to the section’s economic, social, political, and cultural
development, Jews made up 2 fraction of a percent of the total population and
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tiracted attention only for their religious divergence from the segion’s dominant
E?f;;zagziiZy of Jews and Blacks in the South reveals enormous contrasts and
similaricies. Differences include demographic and settieme-nt Ratcems, occu.-
ational distribution, forms of culture, religion, and community hf?’_ even p911—
ivs and the prejudice and discrimination endured by each group. Visible Jewish
: §énce in the South is considered so atypical that when large numl.::er.s of j_ewsf
tha . s, over 100,000) actually did settle ina southern city, as they c?;d in Miami
and Miami Beach after World War I, the entire area of South Florida was soon
ismissed as no Jonger southern and jokingly referred co as a sub}zrb of I\.Tew _Yor.k
C;ty Jews have been and remain marginal to the South. ’ijhexr marginality is
Ltrinsic to their existence as southern Jews.? African Americans have been‘ e}nd
: r’emﬁin central to the South. It is impossible to imagine sout%llem Cl.?ltilfe, poh?lcs,
religion, economy, of in short, any aspect of southern .hfe, wzthout‘ African
\mericans. “Race determined the neighborhoods in which people lived, the
movies they could attend, the churches in which they worshiped, and the ceme-
teries in which they would be butied.” Not only did the burden of slaver?r at.lci a
hié.tory of segregation and “state-sponsored racial opprfassion and authorlt.arlxan—
sm”9 shape the South in the twentieth century, but so did the moralland religious
vision of its Black minority. In the popular mind as well s in reality, the South
'5ﬁld not be the South without Black Americans. Jews, by contrast, o-ffer an
: Ln:tefesting footnote to understanding the region, an opportufﬁty to examine the
pdé_sibilities and cost of religious and ethnic diversity in a society sharply divided
zlong color lines.
The eight million African Americans living in the South at the tarn f}f the
century increased to ten million by mid-century, but fifty years of migration to
orthern and midwestern cities reduced their percentage of the total populat'zon
fré)_m one-third to one-Afth. In rmany rural, Black belt counties in'South Carovlma,
Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and northern Louisiana, African Americans
remained a majority in the second half of the rwentieth century, though over a
‘million left the South in both the 1940s and 1950s.19 Indeed, a steady and accel-
-é.i.:ating stream of southerners left the region: one out of 10 in the l?ZOS, .one out
Fseven in the 1930s, and one out of five in the 1940s. From the region with over
90 percent of all Black Americans at the beginning of the century, the South
became home to little more than one-half eighty years later.)! Af-ter World War
11, these patterns gradually changed, but not until the 1960s did more people
tove into the South than out of it. In the early 1970s the South became part of
‘the Sunbelt, a region of booming population and economic opportunity that
ttracted Americans, including Black Americans, from a declining rustbelt.U'Fo:
the first rime, beginning in the mid-seventies, “the number of Blacks rnovin§ into
he South exceeded the number departing for other regions of the co‘t‘mtry. 13 J’iz
southern cities grew due in part to federal largesse and the rise of the “gunbelt, )
‘and as southern agriculture became mechanized and cotton acreage was reduce
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gboth of which discriminated against African Americans since they were den;
jobs running the machinery and refused benefits under federal agricultur fﬂiﬁ‘.
grams), the heavy preponderance of Blacks in rural areas shifted. The mi y Pf?-
from field to factory boosted Black population in cities. By 1950 more]gi;?m
than whites lived in cities in Georgia and by 1960 less than a quarter o;C:S

e

Afric i i i
an Americans lived in the rural South.!S African Americans particularly

found the largest southern cities artractive and by 1980 Atlanta Birmingham
New Orleans, and Richmond had Black majorities.6 In the closing decades of th

century, Blacks moved to the suburbs as well, leaving only a dwindling minority-

on farms.
Most of the several hundred thousand Jews in the South before mid-century

hvecil in its cities and towns, distinguishing themselves not only from their fellow’
sout eme.rs, B'lack and white, but from their fellow Jews, who typically preferréd'-.
metropolises like New York and Chicago. Even in some of the bigger New ana:

Old South cirties like Birmingham, Memphis, Charleston, New Orleans, Atlanta

and Ri;hmond there were merely a few thousand Jews. Larger numbers did not:
move down unti} after World War II, which introduced a generation of jew'sh{
Gis o thfe South. Jews settled in selecred cities, drawn in substantial numblers".
first to anmi and neighboring Florida cities, and then to Atlanta and suburban
A.lexandna, Virginia. These three metropolitan areas hardly offer a characteristéc'x
view of the South, yet they account for the majority of southern Jews in the clos-

ing decades of the twentieth century.}” When people think of the southern Jewish

expe]]e{lce tliey (){te[l connire up 1§Ee X e[)fl()ﬂa] EX;JEI]EI]( (d ()f a W1 FEWS
a } S il o ;
3.

f .
of settlements ranging from several hundred to several dozen, where Jews lived

close i
to the southern way of Iife yet nonetheless apart from it, In his collection of

essa; i
¢ hys, The Lonely Days Were Sundays, native Southerner Eli Evans explains rhat the
; . ) . .
1; ase was epigrammatic of the emotional terrain of the immigrant generation
o -
Jews who arrived in the small towns of the South in the eighteenth and nine-

teent i i i
h centuries. And that loneliness of soul is at the core of every Jew who lives :

11 the Blble Belt altho h ban € A ’
P ug 333 XPEIIEHCE Cha[acterl?es CWS 11 tlle twetlt’ie{h
Centu[? S()ut} L18

I T .

I esp CCLEVE ﬁf Wht’.‘le thEP SEttIEd (except, Df COurse, f()f M]ami), ,CWS ].'lsuev-u!i .
orke a . . - . .

W k d 1 middlemaﬂ mlnority OCCU?B.EEOIES ot COHSIdeIed typicaily SOutheIn as

peddlers, shopkeepers, merchants, manufacturers, and occasionally professionals
(doc.tors, dentists, druggists).!? Main street was their domain. Initially Jews lived
beh;‘nd or above their stores; as they prospered they moved to white residential
secnons.of town. In the early years of the century, unmarried Jewish women
worked in their parents’ store or as teachers or office workers. Later, most Jewish

women took care of the household and, when they could afford to hire household -

w .
orkers, ‘devoted some of their time to volunteer work. In the last decades of the
cen . . .
tuey, inspired by the feminist movement, Jewish women have sought careers
. v ’
whllgh they often combined with marriage and motherhood.
y contrast, African Americans worked at a wide range of occuparions from

. iddle and up
nd: professionals Serving

obs in each sector of the econom

porters and baggage handlers. And we
Watren Cochrane about work in Atlanta.?! Despite economic oppression and sub-

ordinati
Americans in th

women withdrawing from paid lebor than through h
and standards of public and private rectitude.

2 church, which was usually eithex Baptis

¢ty in a member’s home. During some week

1y, In the largest cities where some Jewish religious divers
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recropper and fasnjiér, to day laborer and industrial worker, to 2 handful of
per clas:s positions, including storekeepers, teachers, entreprenenss,
a segregated society. What Sarah Hughes wrote of
irginia was true for the rest of the South: “Segregation permeated the economy
uring the first seventy years of the century. There were Bilack restaurants, hotels,
E=:o'4:_{3:1'y stores, barbérshops, blacksmiths, cleaners, gas stations, and resorts.”? In
ciety driven by ‘caste, Black entrepreneurs occasionally found a precarious
-he. Unlike Jews, many of whom were self-employed, Blacks largely worked for
ers, usually whites, restricted by custom and prejudice 0 the least desirable
y. “Even trained college graduates took jobs as
couldn’t do a whote lot about it,” reflected

on that forced women as well as men to work outside the home, African
e South sustained stable families during the first half of the cen-
ed women worked alongside their men in the fields and
ations in cities and small towns. A few became
s standing was reflected less through
ome ownership, education,

ury. Married and unmarti
rms as well as in service occup
achers, midwives, and nurses. Middle-clas:

Separation forced by segregation characterized comnmunity life. Probably the
ingle most important communal institution was the Black church. Virtually all
frican Americans, seeking individual salvation and collective spirituality, joined
¢ or Methodist. The church not only
onsored social welfare, and

fered Sunday services and schooling, but it also sp
sippi, during the

ivic and cuicural activiries. In her scudy of Indianola, Missis
Hortense Powdermaker observed: “No week passed without my
social function—-a chitterling supper in a church base-
a meeting of the Ladies’ Missionary soci-
s there were two or three socials.”*?

Depression,
trendance at some Negio
‘ment, an entertainment to raise funds,

Ministers led the Black community, articulated collective aspirations, and served
as ambassadors to white society. The church expressed African Americans’ hopes
cts of their culture. “The church services were powerful, with
cecalled an African American of his Mississippi
childhood. “Always, our prayers were for fair play, justice for all people, and free-
“dom from fear. We echoed President Roosevelr’s sentiments, and added our
own."2? Music, especially, gave voice to both sacred and secular dimensions of life.
Black churches made music integral to their worship services, thus contributing
“t0 a dynamic relationship between the everyday world of work and s
the sacred realm of prayer and ecstasy.
. - Synagogues assumed far less centrality in the Jewish community, though far
greater percentages of Jews joined them in the South than in the Norch. Reform

Judaism dominated Jewish religious expression during the first half of the centu-
ity existed, Reform

and sacralized aspe
an almost ritualized intensity,”

orrows and
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congregations attracted the more wealthy and established Jews. In Greenshorg

North Carolina, after World War II “approximately half the members of the.
Reform Temple were raised outside the South, compared with nine out of ten iy .

the Conservative Temple. The upper class of Southern origins, as elsewhere in the
South, was concentrated in the former. They, as in the South generally, were the
ones who belonged to the most esteemed country club, were members of law firms
and other enterprises with Gentiles, and circulated socially with the local Gentjle
elite.”24 In smaller towns, Jews considered themselves fortunate if they could sup
port a single congregation and a Reform rabbi. Like their Black peers, Reform
rabbis accepted the responsibility of representing their community to the white

Christian world. “Handsome and robust, something of a scholar, an elogquent
speaker, and a sophisticated but enthusiastic participant in civic affairs,” Rabbi.
Edward N. Calisch of Richmond's Beth Ahavath Tempie personified the southern’

Reform rabbi of the first half of the century. “He exchanged pulpits with
Protestant clergymen; he delivered patriotic speeches during both World Wars;
he lunched with President Taft at the White House and with Lord Reading at the
vice-regal palace in India; he was treasurer of the English Speaking Union, presi-
dent of the Richmond Peace Council, and president of the Richmond alumni
chapter of Phi Beta Kappa; in 1939 the Richmond Times-Dispatch put his name on
its Roll of Honor as one of the ten outstanding men of Virginia.”2

Usually accepted as white, and not summarily excluded from participation :

in civic affairs as were African Americans, Jews tried to maintain communal
institutions focused upon internal Jewish needs, such as COMIMUNILY centers,
B'nai B'rith lodges, social welfare otganizations, as well as women's clubs and

Zionist groups, while supporting white communaity endeavors not connected with
the church, such as cultural acrivities, better business and chamber of commerce

groups, and philanthropic endeavors. Their success in this dual enterprise
depended upon politics; during the heyday of the Ku Klux Klan after its reestab-
lishmene in 1915 in Georgia, Jews generally found themselves uawelcome in
both political and civic endeavors. This chilly environment warmed substantially
during World War II, and southern Jews faced the dawning of the postwar civil
rights era feeling integrated into the white community. Observers in the 1960s
discovered even among relatively smali Jewish populations that two communities
often coexisted, divided sharply by their “degree of Southernness.” These divi-
sions extended to country club and college fraternity memberships, as well as
to ideology, specifically suppore for Zionism. Opposition to Zionism, and by
extension Jewish nationalism and ethnicity, coincided with a high degree of
“Southetnness.” Irrespective of ideology, however, southern Jews uncovered no

antisernitism among their neighbors, aithough many feared that it might be-

“stirred up” by political change.?6 Qutsiders visiting their fellow Jews rarely
understood such sentiments, those heartfelt expressions by southern Jews of their
sense of belonging to a white community whose heritage they saw as their own.
Coming down ro Mississippi to help with legal defense of those involved in the
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Joref registration drive, Marvin Braiterman, a lawyer, decicied o atten.d services

. a local synagogue to escape the tensions of the week. We I'mOW fight fron[l
ﬁrmhg, and the difference between our God and the sc:‘:gregamomst (:“mfi tlhey. tal
'Qﬁt down here,” his Jewish hosts told him. “But their God runs M::sswsz;'ag?x, i‘k?t
urs. We have to work quietly, secretly. We have to play balll‘. Ann-.Semnxs»m is
always right around the corner.” Braiterman sugges*cec.i that your silence either
makes things get worse, or things get worse in Spi.te oi: it. .You might as well Spen
:y_m_i'r mouths and do something about what you think. I?hs hosts responded, N.o.
No. What you're talking about is suicide.” Yet all Braiterman could suggest in
ésponse was that Jews leave Mississippi.?’ ‘ .

- Profound discrimination, prejudice, and the entire oppressive weight of a seg-
egated society lefe Black southerners with no illusions regarding the parameters
f their community. As in all other aspects of life, race defined commun'?i endeav-

+ African Americans created in the South as comprehensive 2 community as they
could afford, including education and cultural activities, social wel‘fare ass1st‘ance
ﬁnd health projects, and modest civic associations. They did this in an f':nwron-
ment of fear of reprisals should their actions somehow threaten a pre:canous sta-
tus quo and provide an excuse for white violence. Even wh.ere they dx'd not orga-
iie, their segregated social patterns contributed to shap‘mg collective cultural
xpressions. In larger cities where a Black middle class gained a secute f(?othold,
lass distinctions divided the Afsican American community. In his classic study
Black Bourgevisic, E. Frankiin Frazier ridiculed the pretensions of these str.iver's and
condemned their efforts to imitate white society, advocating instead a rejection of
1ts biased pretensions and recognition of the rich cultural creativity of the Black
_working classes. Frazier scorned the internalization of white values a‘.nd fear of eco-
nomic reprisals and violence that led middie-class African Americans to avoid
§rdtescing an unjust white society.?® o ‘ -
©Although African Americans were forbidden to mix in white s.ocmty, Black
culture repeatedly crossed the divide. In some areas, such as music anc_l dance,
white southerners were aware of the borrowing and cultural exchange; in other
areas, such as literature and architecture, the process of exchange and c?ﬁltural
trénsformation was often obscured. Both self-consciously and unconscmus'iy,
Black southerners influenced the culture of the region: its folkways and diet, its
literature and art, its music and dance. Through their impact on the South,
African Americans influenced many aspects of American popular culture and pro-
duced what has often been considered most characteristically American. By Cf)l’!—-
irast, southern Jews failed to produce the kinds of cultural contrib\?tior'as typical
of their Western European coreligionists despite familiarity with minority status
' -through a long diaspora history. Like German Jews, souf;hc'am Jews were less t.ha.n
_one percent of the population; unlike German Jews, their intellectual and f'n't{stxc
" achievements have been modest, Most southern Jews appeared to have as§1m1iat-
ed regional mores rather than interacting with them and responding creatively to
- the challenges of shaping a new culture. “They did not affect the South so much
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ott though he did not initiate the protest. His moral vision
ad philosophy of Christian love and nonviolence, however, 5000 inspired and
ped the civil rights movement. Following the 1954 Supreme Court decision
Board of Education, which overturned the separate but equal doctrine

the movement to desegregate southern institurions
on’s political agenda.

as they imbibed its values and became part of it,” historian Melvin Urofsk . somery bus boyc
cluded.?® Perhaps the desire for a better life inherent in migration cirewy Cﬂﬂ: o ;
eager to accommodate. When Ronald Bern's grandfather bought the railroad fewk
et t.har took him south to Anderson, South Carolina, he had no particular dm'
nation in mind other than one that was quiet and warm 3 Seeking econoes{l
opportunity, southern Jews were largely unwilling to stand aloof from southn.l.1
f:uiture. Jewish religious observances borrowed little of the enthusiasm and ef
iruality of the evangelical Protescantism of Black and white southerner: Sl;”
rather took southern Episcopalian sobriety and decorum as a model "
. Given these disparate and contrasting Black and Jewish worlds ;hat coexistéd'
in the South, it is not surprising that politics rarely brought them together. Pri
to 15.31-5, Jews participated in electoral politics and occasionally won eiec;iorjliri
municipal or state office. The nadir of Jewish involvement in southern politi.cs'
came during the heyday of the Ku Klux Klan, which attacked Jews and Catholic.
as well as Blacks.3! African Americans, on the other hand, suffered their most bi:
ter 'poli,tical defeats in the years prior to World War I, the era that generated the
actimonious debate hetween Washingron and Du Bois. Those years saw the
largest numbers of lynchings, = flourish of mob violence designed to setrotize.
Blacks, deny them their civil rights, and prevent them from voting. Segregarion
and systematic discrimination were entrenched. Black soldiers retumedgfrom'
World War I convinced that they needed to continue the fight for democracy and
freedom at home. Chalmers Archer discovered “no change in the way we liS\:ed .
when he arrived back in southern Mississippi. “The day I came home, my motk,b
er was in the fleld helping my brother Nick. It was then that I decid,ed that she
should no longer do any type of field work,” he recalled. “I was a war hero from -
France, z.mci that’s the only way I could let our my frustrations. That was the one '
changF in our lives thar I could make.”?2 During the interwar years, African
Americans pressed for anti-lynching laws on both state and federal levels ’ brought -
cases to court challenging the refusal of registrars to let Blacks registe; to vote
fought against unequal school conditions and pay for teachers, and wosked witl“:
}.\.Iew Deal liberals to eliminate the poll tax. Although they ach;eved few substan-
tlive _ck»mnges, “expectations rose; Black powerlessness decreased; white hoseility
diminished. Together, these gave the proponents of civil rights iiope.”%

World War Il changed southern Jewish attitudes toward politics, bur not
enough to bring them into convergence with African Americans’ i’ncreasing
demands for equal civil rights and for an end to desegregation. Jews migrating to
the South after the war carried their politics in their suitcases, but sinfe 80 gel‘-
(-:ent of these northern newcomers went down to Miami, t:hey exerted lilitle
z.n-ﬂuence on the emerging civil rights movement.?* A handful of young rabbis
joined forces with Christian clergy across the color line, but most feared to speak
out lest they lose their positions, Many Black ministers also were cautiouspyet
rhe.y were ready to provide leadership when African Americans challenged se’gre—
gation. Martin Luther King, Jr. responded to a request for leadership of the

1. Brown 5.
_Phdlaing legal segregation,
xpanded. The Court’s decision pue civil rights on the nati
outhern Jews found themselves caught between the demands of racist white
outherners, who organized White Citizens Councils beginaing in 1954, and the
expe.(_;tatioﬂs of liberal northern Jews whose Jewish defense organizations actively
supported equal rights. Imagining themseives between a rock and 2 hard place,
; thern Jews were immobilized. Even a series of synagogue hombings by
ites in five southern cities in 1957-1958 failed to resolve their

st sou
hite antisem

dilemma.? :
he shift from protest to politics—especially the voter registration drives

organized by SNCC in 1964 that drew large numbers of northetn Jewish students
to'f_the South-—exacetbated southern Jewish discomfort. The rabbi of Meridian,
ississippi, urged Michael Schwerner to leave, fearing that white anger at
Schwerner might turn against local Jews. “He argued that Schwerner was already
abeled ‘that goddamned bearded atheist communist Jew,’ and that consequently
was not helping Negroes but hurting Jews,” Lenora Berson reported. “Progress
ill come with time and from within; it will not be made by ourside agitation,”
- the rabbi concluded 36 Birmingham rabbis joined Christian clergy inurging King
o.be patient in his demands for change, criticizing his nonviolent philosophy for
rovoking white violence. Writing from his jail cell in 1963, King observed that
‘Lamentably, it is ant historical fact that privileged groups seldom give up their
privileges voluntarily.” As for waiting, King remarked bitterly that ““Wait" has

1

almost always meant ‘Never”™:

 Perhaps it is easy for those who have never felt the stinging darts of segre-
“\Wajt.” But when you have seen vicious mobs lynch your
s at will and drown your sisters and brothers at whim;
lled policemen curse, kick, and even kill your

u see the vast majority of your twenty

million Neggo brothers smothering in an airtight cage of poverty in the
midst of an affluent society;...when you ate Lumiliated day in and day out
gns reading “white” and “colored”; when your first name
ur middle name becomes “boy” .. .and your wife and
“Miss.”; when you are forever
hen you will underseand

gation to say,
" mothers and father
. when you have seen hate-fi
black brothers and sisters; when yo

by nagging si
becomes “nigger,” yo
mother are never given the respected title
fighting a degenerating sense of “nobodiness™—t
why we find it difficult to wait.3’

- Although few Jews championed the policy of “massive resistance” advocated by

* white southern segregationists, only after the rise of Black Power did more Jews
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recognize the possibility of supporting the demands of moderate Black leaders b

joining forces with white Christians to denounce violence and espouse grady
change.

Once large numbers of African Americans acquired the vote and entered
southern politics, Jews discovered ways to build coalitions to sustain liberal:

change. The 1969 election of Sam Massell, Jr., Atlanta’s first Jewish mayor, dre

substantial Black support and helped topple the city’s white power structure,
Jews subsequently reciprocated in 1973 by voting for Maynard Jackson, Atlanta’s

fisst African American mayor.38 Especially in such cities as Atlanta, New Otlean:
and Richmond, Jews were willing to vote for Black politicians who charmpioned
pragmatic polirics that encouraged economic growth and racial accommoda-
tion.?? In the 1970s and 1980s, despite the resort to gerrymandering district
boundaries to minimize Black political power, African Americans scored sub-
stantial gains, not only in local elections but even in statewide contests. Virginia
elected Douglas Wilder as its first African American governor in 1992; since
Blacks made up only 20 percent of the state’s population, Wilder won with the
support of many whites, including Jews. Political cooperation with African
Americans was possible in the post-civil rights era because Jews could cooperate
with African Americans as whites, not as Jews. Sufficient diversity and flexibility
existed among southern whites so that Jews did not fear rousing either white or
Black antisemitism. Jews could help create and sustain a political atmosphere not

dominated by appeals to race prejudice and massive white resistance to civil |

rights. Jews have also joined with African Americans to defeat outspoken bigots
like David Duke when he ran for governor of Louisiana in 1992.

Sach political cooperation, with its potential implications of cordial relations :

between leading African Americans and southern Jews, represents a significant

departure from earlier patterns of conflict and avoidance. Because their histories

present divergent paths of widely different significance for the southern experi-
ence, rarely did either Blacks or Jews serve as a reference point for the other. More
often Jews and Blacks in the South saw each other triangulated in relation to
northern Jews. Those urban, ethnic, and often politically radical Jews read vari-
ous meanings into southern Black suffering, protest, and resistance. Southern
Jews were aware of how their northern coreligionists interpreted and judged
southern mores, though they usually rejected both interpretation and judgment.
When Baruch Charney Vladeck, a Jewish socialist and later member of the New
York City Council, witnessed an anti-Negro riot in Norfolk, Virginia, in July
1910, he was shocked. Comparing it to a Russian pogrom, or anti-Jewish violence
sanctioned by the state, he urged his fellow Jews to intervene on behalf of the
African Americans. “He was told that he did not comprehend the situation.
Blacks were ‘nothing but animals.””40 '

Some Black leaders distinguished Jews as a white minority group, usually
through reference to northern Jews or Jewish suffering in Burope, bur Jews
figured significantly as a distinctive white minority neither in the consciousness
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o in the lives of most southern Blacks. Most African Ameri}‘canshsa?vgc::rz
hcéugb the lens of Protestant Chriscianity. "All of us.Black ;;)eopbe v:u:e ;? oo in
he -.neig.hborhood hated Jews, not because they exploited us‘cz];t' fckiuers ohad
4 tanght at home and in Sunday school that 'jews were :;sT nesse,e e
ovelist Richard Wright wrote about his youth in Arkansas ac?- e:uf = C.h o
oldan artitude of antagonism or distrust toward Jews was bred in u: hro n ehile
.(I;':' it was not merely racial prejudice, it was past of our cuitur.a . eritag t .
Afritén Americans generally shared the norms of southern Christian sgcuczoyn —
'1aséd attitudes roward Jews; southern Jews usually followed southern ?C-ISE o
wniions in their attitudes and behavios toward E‘;latcl.(s‘.‘*2 E‘Ten :h;? 1;*;:& d
wcrf{ing among African Americans, Jews did not Pammpateb m_t e life o

rounding Black community on either a formal or informal basis. -

. Occasional moments of conflice did erapt between 'Biacks and Jews, vi tz
ndicating their contrasting positions in southern soc‘xety. The mosE: tzafu;r:aie
moment for Jews came from events that unfolded in 1913. On . Tn e e
Memorial Day a teenage white worker, Mary Phagan, stopped by ank t ar;tarp;, "
c1:1.fact:ory to pick up her pay envelope from the manager, Leo Frank, on de th};
to celebrate the holiday. She never made it to the parade. Early the nex: day, e
ﬁigﬁt watchman found her body in the basement. Her brutal mu'rc}iler e 'tztzn‘
ét"rést, trial, and conviction of Frank, the northern educated :]eww SL%per; e
dent who was an active member of Atlanta’s Jewish community. Despm? ac c>d
.v1c.lence and Frank’s obvious innocence, the case aroused enormous passions a;:
'u.'nieashed such vitriolic antisernitism in Georgia and throughout the Sox:;th, .t at
when the governor commated his death sentence, Fraflk was taken oEt C(; g;;i?;
:_rought back to Mary Phagan’s home town (?f Manet'ca, at?d 13;1‘1{: de h fonkes
lynching in 1915, the only lynching of a Jew in America, stm:_lu- ated the :
fishment of the second Ku Klux Klan. White Southerners Vlhﬁf::d Frar:i as a
Yankee, a Jew, a capitalist, a sexual pervert—in short, someor{e seeking tio ;str:;)i
the South and its way of life. Jews saw the Frank case as 'fx.horr'iirnle examg e ol -E:; i
“semitism, analogous not only to the recent Mendel Bexh'ss- r1tua'1 murder tri ;n
Russia but to the famous Dreyfus Affair in France. It was impossible to ignote the
‘vociferous antisemitism. “There were mobs outside of the courfhc.\use. It wai hoz
¢ was the summertime. And the mobs outside were hollering, Kill the Jew! ané
Lynch the Jew!...” Clarence Feibelman recalied. Ié be on t‘he stre;tcart }it:s X
“sometimes I'd get off and walk past there, and it was just harrowmgd to Lear fhose
“people. It made your blood run cold.” The crowd even threatened to lync

jury if it failed to convict.
Southern Jews, especially thos

conviction was overturned many years later), A

Christian business elite in their efforts to obtain clemency for Frank and us

e in Atlanta, convinced of Frank’s innocence (the
made common cause with the white

.. ‘racial stereotypes to defend Frank and to blame the Black factory sweeper, Jim

i i i nd-
Conley, upon whose testimony Frank was convicted. Aftican Ammcai:ills ;espo g
, imi i : aroun
“ed with virtually the same unanimity that gripped Jews: the former rallie
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Conley as the latter did around Frank. “For several decades the Frank case hung
Like a threatening cloud over the Jewish community, confirmation that economic
success was no protection against bigotry,” concluded Steven Hertzberg, histo.
rian of Atlanta Jews. It stimulated a momentary unity among native-born and
immigrant Atlanta Jews and gave southern Jews a bitter taste of the experience

of seeing one of their own lynched. “Two years later in the spring of 1917, Irvin

Engel and a group of U.S. Army officer candidates entered a Marietta drug store

where ‘they were still selling photographs. ..of Leo Frank in his nightshirt hang.

ing by the neck from a tree with his feet crossed at the ankles.”4 The lynching
of Leo Frank intimidated Jews, especially native-born Jews who had assumed that*

their white skin gave them immunity from persecution in the South.4s

The antisemitic environment surrounding the case reached African Americang

as well. The Black scholar, Horace Mann Bond, remembered an incident short-

ly after moving to Atlanta in 1916 that captured the antagonism even betrween

children.

I was walking along a street near my house, and had to pass a small gro-
cery store located in our neighbothood, There was a small boy-—perhaps
six years old——Ilooking through the picket fence that surrounded the store,
As I passed he began to chant: “Nigger, Nigger, Nigger, Nigger.” You may
not believe it, but this was the first time I could remember anyone calling
me 2 “Nigger.” And my response still surprises me; I retorted to the boy,
“You Christ-killer!” And the little boy burst into tears, and I have felt
badly abour it ever since.

In retrospect, Bond concluded that “‘the word I used hung immanent in the
Atlanta air’” during a time “when the Leo Frank lyaching was front-page news
and back-fence gossip.” “Somehow,” Bond recalled, the epithet “had entered my
mind, and remained like a knife, waiting only for opportunity for release.”46 The
Leo Frank case provided that moment by pitting the testimony of an African
American against the testimony of a Jew and led ro conflict between the rwo
groups. It also demonstrated Jewish vulnerability to antisemitism in league with
a reactionary populism that usually targeted Blacks. Though less often manipu-
lated as anti-Black racism, antisemitism remained a potentially powerful foree to
mobilize whites against big business and working class radicalism.

Similar political forces appeared almost two decades later when nine African
American teenagers were pulled from a freight erain in Paint Rock, Alabama, and
falsely accused of rape by two white women also riding the train. The trials of the
nine “Scottsboro boys,” as they came to be known, attracted nationwide attention
largely due to publicity efforts by the Communist Party and the NAACP that
focused on the “legal lynching” taking place in Alabama. In the case of
Scottsboro, however, African Americans made common cause with northern Jews,
suggesting that working class radicalism could overcome racism, antisemitism,
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rid sexual conservatism. The prominence of Jewish lawyers, Joseph Brodsky .and
;:.ially Samuel Leibowitz who served as defense attorney for several t.r1.als,
ated southern Jews in the case. Furthermore, the prosecutor’s exiahchly
ntisernitic charge to the jury—"Show them, show them that Ala.baxr‘;a justice
annot be bought and soid with Jew money from New York"47—with its echoes
o'f;' ccusations hurled at Leo Frank, forced southern Jews to confront sev.er.al
ifheult choices: they could support the African American defendants and )0}[1
fiot only their northern coreligionists but also a small number of concerned white

 Christians willing to speak out against popular sentiment; or they could remain

silent in the hope that their neighbors would not confuse them with their n'ort.h~
i coreligionists, especially Jewish communists; or they could join the majority
hite Christian community that condemned the Black defendants and champi-
ined their conviction for the heinous crime of raping & white woman. Ra.bbi
Béhjamin Goldstein of Montgomery’s Temple Beth Or chose the ﬁr.st alt”emamve.
Beginning in 1931 he told his congregation “and all who would .hsten that he
thought the Scottsboro boys were ianocent. Two years later, he presided at a .meet»
ing in the Black Congregational Chusch in Birmingham to form a cc»fximon of
ocal support, even though he recognized that all of the white speakers -rlsked losj—
ing their jobs. He was right. Two months later the temple board gave him an ulti-
satum: “Sever all connection with the Scottsboro Case or resign. He agreed to

resign.”8 Most other southern Jews appeared to have chosen to keep a low profile.

owever, they were aware that they risked attack as communists if they did not
actively villify che Scottsboro Boys.
" “T'he charge of being communists acquired even greater salience in the postwar

“era of anti-communist investigations and hysteria. White southerners leveled the

charge against African Americans seeking to end desegregation and against civil
rights organizations like the NAACP, forcing the latter to make public its mem-

bership lists and then attacking individuals for having joined as members. In

some states, like Alabama, the campaign against the NAACP succeeded, forcing
‘Black activists to create alternative organizations. However, relatively few African
‘Americans in the South-were attracted to communism of to so;;l%a}_ifm. Neither
.:tfadition nor structure existed upon wh‘ig_bughgg_gjgig:_gkogies.lc uld be buile. Many

more found in Christian radicalism a vision that inspired them to act and also res-
‘onated with some white Christians. Others preferred the nationalist dimensions
Cof separatism, albeit not its accommodationist aspects, and recogslizjed with
' Washington the need for African Americans to run their own organizations and
“ build up their own independent communal life. Thus the debate over ends and
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“means that divided African Americans in the South at the turn of the century
‘returned wich the civil ¥ights era. This time southeffi Jéws paid more attention,

listening for those Black voices with which they agreed as well as those they

- .opposed. The end of colonialism in Africa inspired many African Americans,
- much as the establishment of the State of Israel-—and especially Israel's military

victory in 1967—inspired many southern Jews. Yet few found the parallels
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sufficient to lead to cooperation. Degpite efforts to exclude communists from par

1/\ / ticipation in civil rights organizations, left winig

¥ most willing to champion an egalitarian society and to oppose racism. Those Jew

most drawn to the southern struggle to create an egalitarian society usually were

.alienated from their religion. They were eager to erase ethnic, religious, and racia

differences among Americans. In making common cause with African Americans
; most Jewish activists in the South discarded their Jewish identity, seeing it a5’

_,.f largely irrelevant to their struggle for social justice. Thus these marginal Jew
{ rarely served as a bridge between southern Jews and southern Blacks.

Economic, political, and social changes altered the character of both the.

Jewish and African American experience in the post-civil righes South. Racial

tensions diminished after 1975. Segregation ended in its legal and state-support-.

ed forms. Black political power materialized. Population grew due to migration
from other states, Urbanization and a booming economy created a growing pie of

opportunity. Certainly, it is easier to be an African American or Jew in the South

at the end of the century than it was at the beginning. Opportunities once closed
to Blacks due to their skin color and to Jews due to their religion are now avail-
able. Both Jews and Blacks can appreciate some of the region’s virtues.
Remigration rates of educated northern Blacks to the South indicate the power-
ful draw of a strong economy and a pleasant way of life, not marred by state-spon-
sored oppression. “I'm moving South for the same reasons my father came here
from Mississippi,” Taylor Wilson, a Black electrician from Chicago explained.
“He was looking for a better way of life."4? Often college-educated, the new Black
migrants achieve higher incomes than native-born residents and are virtually at a
par with southern whites in similar occupations.’® Jews, too, have settled in the
region in such numbers that the South now exceeds the Midwest in its percent-
age of American Jewish population.’! Among the thousands of Jewish newcom-
ers to Atlanta in the 1980s, few probably had ever heard of Leo Frank, and some
settled in Marietta, now a suburb of Atlanta, unaware of its bitter history. Local
grocery stores now stock Passover supplies in the spring instead of photographs of
Frank’s lynching.52 Some Jews have even discovered the South to be their new
promised land and are putting down roots, giving up the wandering spirit for a
blessed sense of security.5? Others carry 2 bit of soil of the homeland with them
when they are forced to live up north, symbolic of the southern ways they cherish
and hope to impart to their children.54

Continuities with the old days also remain. Inequalities berween Blacks and
whites endure, perpetuated by social and economic patterns as resistant to change
as the old segregated society. “Ownership of propetty, land, and private business-
es remains a central part of the American Dream of success, a dream that has elud-
ed millions of Blacks,” Roberr Bullatd observed.>> Segregation itself, no longer
legal bur still present in face, continues to nurture two separate societies divided
by race. The Black church is still one of the most powerful institutions within the
community and ministers are influential leaders, despite modest inroads made

radicals often were the whites:

'by.' Tslam. African Americans tetain an independent communal structure anltd a

diverse and variegated community that includes rnfmy types of orgamz.atmr%s

ranging from modest rural cooperatives to well—es.tabifshe-d C(?ll-eges and universi-

ties - However, these now coexist with Black participation in civic endeavo'rs, espe-

cially in the larger cities, so that the Black community divides some of its ener-

g;é's berween its own internal world and white society, as the Jewish community
ad done earlier in the century.

‘Southern Jews are still more likely to join a congregation than northern je\'vvs
od they often retain a deep identification with romanticized white sout%}em his-
ry and society. Although assiméiationi‘jg_gggm_aﬂ;ihggﬂ,m‘ang;{:,,gonv'erszon bave
affected more of them than“nérh”,r;‘ é'{xlfs, most souchern Jews will admit or
assert that they ne\féf"'ﬁ/éganatiy experiéqﬂc‘fﬂ”gggﬁggﬁlsm. Reflecting on h1s
outh in Newport News, Virginia, growing up during the civil rights era in “a
ome where the Sabbaths and holidays were marked with festive meals and obser-
vances, and where the State of Israel was placed at the very center of our con-
ciousness,” David Ellenson described the South he experienced as “far removed
from that of the Ku Klux Klan and the nightmares and fears Northern Jews have
6f the South. Indeed, I do not recall encountering even ofie overt incident of anti-
semitism.” He loved history and the heritage of Virginia: “George Washington,
Thomas Jefferson, Robert B. Lee and Stonewall Jackson—all of them vulrere figures
actively present in my life...."” Yet there was another side to his experience:

b A I e 8 01
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For me, as a Jewish boy in the South, the lonely days were not confined to
Sundays. T was in the South and I partook of and was informed by its het-
itage and manners—but as a Jew I was not of it. As | iook back upon my
childhood and think of my many Jewish friends from that time, I am
amazed how many of them do pot seem to have experienced it as 1did. For
them, Virginia is home. For me, it is also a place of intimacy. More pro-
foundly, it is a place of alienation. Part of me felt I never really belonged.’%

‘Despite many changes, there lingers a sense of marginality to Jewish experience
in the South. Jews live in a world they did not make.

African Americans are helping to change the South in the late twentieth cen-
| tury in ways that both Washington and Du Bois would have welcomed. Although
it is rare to encounter among African Americans the kind of romantic attachment
" to white southern myths that exists among Jews, many southern Blacks recognilze
“the South as their home even with its bitter history of racism. Despite
" identification with very different southern traditions, Blacks and Jews haTre drawn
- closer together in recent years through shared visions of a future that might pre-
serve the best attributes of southern society—its “lack of pretension, honesty in
relations to others, loyalty to one’s family and friends, and self-confidence in one’s
worth and one’s values.”s? The separate paths remain separate, but they converge
more often than in the past and there is less ambivalence on such occasions.
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