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African Americans and Jewish Americans have together journeyed a
long, twisted path of enmities and empathies. Jews who currently oppose
black goals as well as those who bemoan the dissolution of the civil rights al-
liance each have their antecedents to emulate, much as anti-Semitic African
Americans and blacks who decry such prejudice each have their precedents
to employ. Their joint, disjointed history points in no single direction. Today
the media trumpet the views of African Americans praising Adolf Hitler or
those claiming for themselves a greater victimization than that suffered by
Jews during what we now call the Holocaust.! Today Jews loudly condemn
blacks for trivializing the Holocaust, for not recognizing its uniqueness. Lit-
tle is heard of the 1930s and 1940s, a time when there was more black anti-
Semitism and more Jewish racism among the mass of blacks and Jews as
there is now, yet when leaders of both communities, despite being shaped by
different historical and personal experiences, sought to make common cause
against the common enemy of intolerance and hatred. Both saw themselves
as objects of persecution and each other as means to ends. As opportunistic
as they were dissimilar, they developed an organizational alliance to achieve
acceptance and equality of opportunity in American society.?

Nazi and Fascist anti-Semitism in the 1930s, and especially the horrors of
the Holocaust, proved central to that development and the coming of age of
the modern civil rights movement. Jews became more sensitive to cries of in-
justice, more ready for alliances with other underdogs. News of the Holo-
caust also made some other Americans uneasy or guilty about their own
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racist beliefs and practices. And all the condemnations of Hitlerism by Amer-
ican government officials and shapers of public opinion, all the Allied talk of
fighting a war against doctrines of racial superiority, fueled the righteous in-
sistence of African Americans to end racism in the United States. African
American leaders, particularly in the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People (NAACP), used Hitlerism and the Holocaust to gen-
erate concern for the plight of blacks and support for the cause of civil rights.
They repeatedly pointed to what was happening to European Jewry as a
means of advancing their own domestic agenda. They established an analogy
between racial practices in Nazi Germany and those in the Jim Crow South
to clarify and dramatize the nature of American racism to their fellow Amer-
icans. By linking the odious Nazism with Jim Crowism, these African Amer-
icans sought to make racial discrimination and segregation similarly ana-
thema and to convince the white majority of the justness of their cause.’

Benito Mussolini helped them considerably. Regarding Africans as “infe-
rior beings” and seeing himself as defending “western civilization against the
colored races,” Il Duce’s forces attacked Ethiopia in October 1935, slaughter-
ing defenseless children and women in the country many African Americans
regarded as the “Black Zion.” Mussolini then issued a Manifesto of Fascist
Racism declaring theories of racial equality “absolutely inadmissible,” brand-
ing the so-called Semitic and Hamitic (that is, black) races as inherently in-
ferior, and insisting that the purity of the blood of the superior white race
not be polluted by miscegenation with blacks or Jews. The Italian Ministry
for Africa claimed proudly: “Italy is the first European nation to uphold the
universal principle of the superiority of the white race.”*

If not quite first, Hitler and the Nazis went even further to avoid “racial
contamination” by inferiors. Coming to power in 1933, they used the power
of the state and their own paramilitary organizations to assault German Jews,
boycott their businesses, and discriminate against them. Then the Law for the
Protection of German Blood and Honor and the Third Reich Citizenship
Law (the Nuremberg Laws of September 1935) defined Jews by ancestry
rather than religion, outlawed marriages and sexual intercourse between Jews
and non-Jews, stripped Jews of most rights of German citizenship, and in-
creased earlier restrictions on Jews in all spheres of German educational, so-
cial, and economic life. The Nazi government also established an Office for
Racial Policy to see that the master race of Aryans was not contaminated by
racial inferiors; and, on November 9-10, 1938, unleashed Kristallnacht
(Night of the Broken Glass), a pogrom of arson, destruction, and looting
against Jews. Following the invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941, Hitler au-
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thorized the creation of Einsatzgruppen (special mobile units) to accompany
the German army and execute Jews. By year’s end they had systematically
murdered more than half a million “racial inferiors” in occupied Russia. By
then, as well, the Nazis had begun to experiment at Chelmno in Poland with
mass executions carried out by means of gas. In January 1942 Nazi officials
met at Lake Wannsee, near Berlin, to coordinate the Endlosung, the “Final So-
lution of the Jewish Question.” The gassing of prisoners at Auschwitz-Birke-
nau, Belzec, Majdanek, Sobibor, and Treblinka now became a round-the-
clock phenomenon, murdering more than three million people, mostly Jews.
Not till the approach of the Soviet armies from the east did the Nazis aban-
don their Polish “death camps” and march the surviving Jewish, Gypsy, Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses, Serb, homosexual, and other “antisocial” prisoners to con-
centration camps in Germany, where millions more died of disease,
exposure, and starvation en route to and in Bergen-Belsen, Buchenwald,
Dachau, Mauthausen, Nordhausen, and Sachsenhausen. It was the ultimate
triumph of racism in practice.’

As soon as Hitler and the Nazis began their harassment of German Jewry,
African American newspapers began highlighting the similarities of discrim-
inations and oppressions in the United States and in Germany. Most of their
editorials prior to 1936, however, were not at all sympathetic to the plight of
German Jewry. The Great Depression engendered enormous anti-Semitism
in the United States—by whites and blacks. Well over a hundred new anti-Se-
mitic organizations were established in the second half of the 1930s alone,
compared to just fourteen between 1915 and 1933. Indeed, throughout the
1930s and World War II most Americans were neither deeply touched nor
troubled by the news about Jews coming out of Europe. A majority believed
that Nazi persecution of the German Jews was either partly or entirely the
Jews’ own fault—their being too powerful, their running the economy, their
being too radical. Few considered the plight of European Jewry their plight
too. Until May 1945 many remained unaware, did not care, or thought the
killing of European Jews a Jewish problem for Jews to solve. Most African
Americans, accepting the dominant culture’s values and prejudices concern-
ing Jews, followed suit. An amalgam of religious folk beliefs and economic
woes compounded their antipathy. Like many Germans and white Christian
Americans, blacks viewed Jews as infidels, usurers, Christ-killers. Moreover,
to the average African American tenant the Jew was the landlord, to the black
worker he was the boss, to the black customer the Jew was the shopkeeper,
and to the black domestic the Jew was the stingy woman whose house she
cleaned. Still others condemned Jewish organizations in the United States for
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being blind to American racism, resented the attention paid to German Jewry
while the plight of African Americans went ignored, and feared that a focus
on anti-Semitism drew energy away from the struggle against Jim Crow.

Anti-Semitism also allowed African Americans to give vent to pent-up
hostilities and indulge a sense of imaginary superiority. Thus, the Philadel-
phia Tribune warned its readers that “most of what is told about Jewish treat-
ment in Germany is propaganda since the Jews control to a great extent the
international press” and opined that to “be a Jew in Germany is hell,” but “to
be a Negro in America is twice as bad.” The New York Age added: “If the Jew-
ish merchants in Germany treated German workers as Blumsteins treat the
people of Harlem, then Hitler is right.” Not surprisingly, in September 1933,
W. E. B. Du Bois responded with what he called “unholy glee” to the treat-
ment of Jews by his beloved Germans: “When the only ‘inferior’ peoples were
‘niggers’ it was hard to get the attention of The New York Times for little mat-
ters of race, lynching and mobs. But now that the damned included the owner
of the Times, moral indignation is perking up.”®

More explicitly anti-Semitic than Du Bois were the black nationalist
“don’t buy where you can’t work” campaigns. Marcus Garvey and Carlos
Cooks, the leader of the neo-Garveyite African Nationalist Pioneer Move-
ment, blamed the Jews, as lovers of money, for their own persecution. Sufi
Abdul Hamid (labeled “a black Hitler” by Adam Clayton Powell Jr.), became
a regular fixture on Harlem street corners in the 1930s, fulminating against
Jewish merchants and employers while sporting a Nazi-like uniform. The
Negro tabloid Dynamite declared: “What America needs is a Hitler and what
the Chicago Black Belt needs is a purge of the exploiting Jew.” In Baltimore,
at an African American forum on Germany’s treatment of the Jews, the au-
dience burst into applause when a speaker praised Hitler’s actions. And when
Harlemites rioted in 1935, and then again in 1943, Jewish merchants were the
chief target of their wrath.”

Indeed, much of the black press initially put the onus of Nazism on the
Jews themselves, claimed that German Jewry suffered less than African
Americans, argued against aiding Hitler’s victims since Jews did not assist
blacks, and, most emphatically, emphasized the hypocrisy of those de-
nouncing Germany’s treatment of Jews but not the oppression of blacks in
the United States. Because Jews would not hire Negroes in their stores,
opined the Baltimore Afro-American, in those stores “you will find Hitlerism
in its most blatant form exercised by those who are being Hitlerized in Ger-
many.” American Jews, wrote the St. Louis Argus, use “the same tactics and
methods to persecute and discriminate against Negroes” that Hitler uses
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against German Jews. “Why shed crocodile tears over the fate of the Jews in
Berlin when here in America we treat black folk in the same manner every
day?” the Oklahoma City Black Dispatch asked. “Why the comparison is so
definite and clear,” it added, “we are almost wont to feel Germans secured
the pattern of Nazi violence visited upon the Jews from white America.” The
Cincinnati Union had no doubt that in segregating Jews Germany was “tak-
ing a leaf from the book of many American cities.” Complaining that
African Americans had to endure greater persecution “under American
Hitlers,” the Amsterdam News sneered at those rallying to save Europe’s Jews
“while Negroes were lynched, beaten and burned.”
and snort about Fascism abroad and practice it here” disgusted the Des
Moines Iowa Bystander. The Louisiana Weekly insisted that, given the racism

Just how we can charge

in the United States, Germany had “a right to look askance at any criticism
leveled at its persecution of unfavored people.” “We’re tired of reading our
favorite dallies and their editorials about Hitler and his Nazis,” the New York
Age chimed in: “It’s about time that the papers stayed out of the internal af-
fairs of other nations and that they help the United States first sweep its own
doors clean.” All too commonly in the 1930s, Chandler Owen summed up,
Negroes could be heard saying “well, Hitler did one good thing: he put these
Jews in their place.”®

The black nationalist J. A. Rogers and the scholarly Kelly Miller reiterated
these views in newspaper column after column. So did conservative George
Schuyler. Traveling in Mississippi in 1935, Schuyler found “that Negroes of all
classes from peons to planters are quite unconcerned about either the spread
of fascism or the fate of the Jews. Indeed I am not at all exaggerating when I
state that a surprising number of articulate Negroes seem to derive a sort of
grim satisfaction from the Nazi persecution of the Jews. They contend that
their local jews have been indistinguishable from the ‘crackers’ in their atti-
tude toward Negroes. . . . They cannot see why, they contend, that under the
circumstances they should get excited about the fate of German Jews.” Nei-
ther did Schuyler. He remained indignant that the American press paid more
attention to the persecution of German Jews than to the lynchings of Ne-
groes and wrote in the Courier: “I would be able to wail a lot louder and
deeper if American Jews would give more concrete evidence of being touched
by the plight of Negroes. . . . If my Hebrew friends were only as quick to em-
ploy capable Negroes as they are other people and did not get so excited
when a decent family moves in their districts, I could pray even harder for
Hitler to let up on them.” Adam Clayton Powell Jr. concurred. He termed
Jewish merchants “the criminals of Harlem,” and challenged “Jews to stop
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crying over German Jews and get an anti-lynch law passed.” In response to an
appeal from the Central Conference of American Rabbis for a “reconciliation
of the proverbial friendship of our two peoples,” he retorted that Negro anti-
Semitism was regrettable “but the Jew himself was its author.” And criticizing
President Franklin Roosevelt’s decision to admit some additional Jewish
refugees in 1938, Powell complained that as soon as they “were off the boat
most of them would settle in the Bronx Alps” and take the jobs that Negroes
deserved to have.’

Various officials of the NAACP echoed such sentiments. Roy Wilkins
thought that Jews were paying too much attention to “exaggerated charges of
Nazi persecution and not enough to persecuted Negroes,” and that the gov-
ernment was doing too much to help European Jews instead of African
Americans. “Our sometimes friends,” Wilkins said of Jews, “ask us to fight
Nazism.” But too many Jews, he continued, “never gave a dollar bill to fight
lynching or break down prejudice in employment.” Walter White, the
NAACP’s executive secretary, privately considered African American anti-
Semitism “legitimate,” a justified response to Jewish exploitation of and dis-
crimination against blacks. He chided Jews for “doing to Negroes what they
object to others doing to them.” He denied the notion that the increasingly
prosperous and prominent Jews were “in the same boat” as the poor, isolated
Negroes. And he scorned those who protested against Hitlerism but failed to
demand that the United States first end its own persecution of minorities. As
late as December 1948, in a letter to a friend, White reiterated that Jewish
merchants cheat blacks, that Jewish-owned theaters segregate them, that Jews
in Hollywood stereotype African Americans, and that Jews contribute chari-
tably only to atone for their anti-Negro prejudices. White ended the letter
with a reminder that he had been candid because the correspondence was
private: “I would not want to say such things publicly.”!°

Publicly, White and the NAACP expressed dramatically opposite views. Al-
most from the very start of Hitler’s persecution of German Jews, when the As-
sociation was virtually alone in the black community in supporting cam-
paigns to boycott German goods and the 1936 Olympics in Berlin, the
NAACP focused on the plight of the Jews as a way of drawing attention to
racial practices in the American South. The “unholy glee” of Du Bois lost out
to the strategy enunciated in 1933 by William Pickens that the NAACP use a
condemnation of Hitlerism to condemn Jim Crow, draw an analogy between
the Ku Klux Klan and the Nazi Party, and demand of the American people
whether or not they favor maintaining racial practices in the South just like
Hitler’s racist practices in Germany. Official NAACP resolutions and editori-
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als in the NAACP’s The Crisis as early as mid-1933 denounced the vicious
prejudice directed against Jews by Hitler and equated Nazism with American
racism, intending that those who abhorred the former would detest the latter.
Pickens hoped that Americans would not favor maintaining racial practices at
home that were just like Nazism. Added Walter White: the NAACP needs “to
utilize the present and wise concern over anti-Semitism to call attention more
vigorously than ever before to bigotry against the Negro here.”!!

Accusing the Nazis of “barbarism” over and again in the 1930s, White
publicly expressed “wholehearted contempt for, and condemnation of, the
unspeakable terror now being inflicted upon the Jewish people in Germany
by the sadistic Nazi government.” Again and again he pointed to develop-
ments in Germany to fortify his case for abolishing racial discrimination in
the United States. To arouse opposition to Jim Crow he emphasized the fun-
damental similarity between racial practices in both countries, scorned the
“counterpart of Hitlerism existing in the United States,” and called upon all
Americans, especially minorities, to fight fascism abroad and atrocities at
home. “We Negroes know what this means since it has happened to us,”
White said of Kristallnacht, “what happens to one minority can happen to
others—a lesson which Jews, Negroes, and all minorities must learn.” While
frequently associating himself and the NAACP with those protesting Hitler’s
treatment of the Jews, White never ceased equating Nazi anti-Semitism with
American racism, with demands that Americans “clean up our own back-
yard.” When New York City Mayor LaGuardia called for a protest rally at
Carnegie Hall to denounce Hitler’s persecution of Jews, White telegraphed
him and the announced participants about the upsurge of lynchings against
blacks, expressing his hope “you and other speakers will stress need of si-
multaneous American action to wipe out bigotry or racial hatred no matter
who are the victims nor where such bigotry and oppression exist, including
our own country.” He publicly mocked Senator William King of Utah for
failing to support antilynching legislation while wanting the United States
to sever relations with Germany to protest Nazi atrocities. And concerning
the admission of Jewish refugees, White wrote Secretary of State Cordell
Hull that the NAACP shared the President’s “reported indignation at the
outrages being perpetrated upon minorities by the Nazi government. But
we would be even more enthusiastic if our government could be equally in-
dignant at the lynching, burning alive, and torture with blowtorchers of
American citizens by American mobs on American soil which have shamed
America before the world for a much longer time than persecution under
Adolf Hitler’!?
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Resolutions adopted at the NAACP annual conferences throughout the
decade mirrored White’s efforts to equate the oppression of Jews and African
Americans and to use events in Europe to change public attitudes in the
United States. Numerous articles and editorials in The Crisis did so as well.
Far more than most non-Jewish publications, The Crisis forthrightly ex-
pressed “profound and poignant sympathy” for the plight of European Jewry,
as well as claiming that blacks felt that way more than most Americans be-
cause “they have known the same type of persecution ever since the begin-
ning of America,” because “Negroes are persecuted here in much the same
manner that ‘non-Aryans’ are persecuted in Central Europe.” Both are “seg-
regated, humiliated, and terrorized.” African American “feelings go out to the
Jews. They know what Hitler means because they have known slave overseers,
plantation riding bosses, high sheriffs.” And: “Maybe some day we will see
that until a Negro can freely study medicine at, say, the University of Michi-
gan, we cannot make a convincing argument as to why Jews should be per-
mitted to study at Heidelberg; or that until we stamp out the rope and the
faggot as amusements for sections of our population, we cannot make a good
case against the cruelties of Storm Troopers.” And: “The tales of humiliation,
terror and cruelty have a familiar ring to us. We know all about being driven
off the streets, having our women kicked and beaten, being barred from pub-
lic places, being at the mercy of hoodlums and bloodthirsty mobs, having
‘scientists’ prove us something less than human, being restricted in employ-
ment and residence, having separate schools set up for us, having our youth
put on a quota basis in colleges and universities, and hearing and reading vi-
olent tirades against our race.” And: “The only essential difference between a
Nazi mob hunting down Jews in Central Europe and an American mob
burning black men at the stake in Mississippi is that one is actually encour-
aged by its national government and the other is merely tolerated.” Thus, to
highlight the harms done by American racism The Crisis spotlighted Nazi
terrorism. And, by emphasizing the shared oppression of Jews and African
Americans, The Crisis message, explicitly and implicitly, was that minorities
must “unite to fight the spread of Hitlerism.”!?

To underscore that tenet, The Crisis published numerous articles in the
1930s by prominent American Jews. Most, like Rabbi Stephen S. Wise’s ad-
dress to the 1934 NAACP Annual Meeting, centered on the common plight
of the two minorities. A series by Jacob J. Weinstein spelled out the need for
the two to work together against discrimination and prejudice in the United
States. And to illustrate that they had done just that in the past, another se-
ries featured rabbis who had championed the cause of freedom and citizen-
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ship for black slaves, Jewish abolitionists, and Jews who fought alongside
John Brown in Kansas. It concluded: “Jews and Negroes, because they often
face identical problems and because they embrace a common destiny as vic-
tims of prejudice and bigotry,” should therefore stand together—“the strug-
gle for racial equality is indivisible.” The Crisis also made the argument for
an African American—Jewish American alliance by reprinting editorials from
the Jewish press that called upon Jews to shed their racist prejudices and to
fight with blacks for their common goals. In “We Must Stand Together,” the
Jewish Frontier acknowledged the need for African Americans to give voice
to their own grievances while condemning German anti-Semitism, and em-
phasized that Jews and blacks should struggle together against racial dis-
crimination and bigotry. Likewise, The Reconstructionist proclaimed that
now was the time for blacks to insist that the United States put its “own
house in order and wipe out every last vestige of anti-Negro discrimination,”
and that “If the injustices inflicted upon Jews in Germany will arouse the
conscience of America to do justice to the Negro racial minority, it will be
some consolation to us Jews.” The Jewish editorial concluded: “Both self-in-
terest and our holiest traditions demand our making common cause with
the Negro in his fight for equality.”!*

Despite the widespread prejudices among the masses of both African
Americans and American Jews, opposition to Hitlerism by their leaderships, to
help their own causes, had begun to forge a commonality of purpose. Espe-
cially in New York City, which had large communities of blacks and Jews and
was home to most of the major betterment and rights organizations of both
groups, a common agenda emerged. The American Hebrew newspaper asked,
“If Mussolini’s fascism and Hitler’s Nazism can join forces, why shouldn’t their
joint victims, Negroes and Jews ally to fight them?” And no less than the
NAACP, National Urban League director Lester Granger, and the League’s
journal, Opportunity, answered affirmatively for such an alliance to “erase the
shadow of the Swastika from our land.” Utilizing the same analogies and argu-
ments as the NAACP, the NUL condemned Nazi actions against German Jews
while emphasizing the similarity of oppression of Jews and African Americans.
Never failing to remind its readers that racial prejudice was just as sordid and
cruel when directed against Mississippi blacks as against German Jews, the
League also condemned black anti-Semitism, urging African Americans to
combat it wherever it appeared.'®

So did many other African American community leaders. Adam Clayton
Powell Jr. was among those who took the lead in fighting anti-Semitism. He
announced that the same psychology underlay prejudice against blacks and
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Jews and that Hitler’s persecution of Jewry and the plight of African Ameri-
cans were inextricably intertwined. And he called repeatedly for a black-Jew-
ish alliance “to stop Fascism.” Ralph Bunche similarly assailed black anti-
Semitism while stressing that the problems of both Jews and African
Americans, “their grievances and their fears are cut to a common pattern.”
Many followed in linking Hitler’s actions with the need for Jews and blacks
to, in William Pickens phrase, “stand with unbroken ranks side by side.”!

To underscore its necessity and the similarity of persecution, African
Americans took to labeling racism in the United States as just a variant of Hit-
lerism. The Baltimore Afro-American termed the white South and Nazi Ger-
many as “mental brothers,” the oppression of blacks as “American Nazism,”
and the exclusion of African Americans from a college as “Nazis at Williams.”
“From the way Hitler talks,” it editorialized, “one would think he is a member
of the Ku Klux Klan and a native of Alabama.” Indeed, the Afro-American
christened Hitler as the Imperial Wizard of the German Ku Klux Klan, and
columnist Kelly Miller termed him “the master Ku Kluxer of Germany.”

Numerous editorial cartoons depicted Hitler as a Klansman and Klans-
men as wearing swastikas, much as Nazis were transformed into “Crackers”
and southern racists into Nazis (different names, said the Afro-American, but
the “same result”). In like manner, the Amsterdam News called the exclusion
of blacks from the major leagues “Nazism in Baseball,” racial segregation as
“Nazism in America,” and the refusal of the Daughters of the American Rev-
olution to permit Marian Anderson to sing in Constitution Hall as “Nazism
in Washington.” Lynch mobs, added The Crisis, were storm troopers; terror-
ist attacks on Negroes who sought to vote in Brownsville, Tennessee, the
“work of Himmler’s Gestapo;” and such terms as “Gestapo in Memphis,” “the
Himmler of the U.S.A.,” and “Fuehrer Crump” were the way a Crisis writer
referred to the police of Memphis, its police chief, and mayor. Despite the es-
trangement between the mass of African Americans and the mass of Ameri-
can Jews, despite the disparity of their progress into the American main-
stream, their mutual identification as victims of discrimination and
oppression now held sway. As Scottsboro lawyer Samuel Leibowitz exclaimed
to a Harlem Elk’s Convention, in urging them to reject anti-Semitism: “Both
of us, Negroes and Jews are in the same boat together.”!

Once the war in Europe began, censorship in Germany and the lands it
occupied, as well as its desire to keep its mass murder of Jews secret, brought
a diminution in news of Nazi persecution in both the Negro press and main-
stream American press. But what was known, however fragmentary and
piecemeal, caused some African American organizations and periodicals to
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increase their efforts to place the black struggle for justice and equality in an
international context and to solidify the emerging leadership alliance of Jews
and African Americans. Even more than in the 1930s, The Crisis employed
the imagery of odious Nazism to call attention to American racism, to con-
vince the white majority of the justness of the NAACP’s reform cause. Segre-
gation in the armed forces was “America’s Mein Kampf,” violence against
black servicemen was Hitlerism or the work of “cracker Fascists,” anti-black
rioters in Detroit were referred to as “Nazi-minded mobsters,” and, almost
without fail, Mississippi’s white supremacist Senators Bilbo and Eastland
were labeled “America’s Hitler and Goebbels.” Similarly, the Urban League’s
Opportunity entitled an article on Governor Eugene Talmadge “A Georgia
Hitler” More than a year after the war ended The Crisis continued to describe
the KKK as Nazis and to accuse it of trying to build “an American Volkstaat.”
The monthly kept labeling white supremacists as fascists or Nazis, and de-
scribed violence against African Americans as “Southern Schrecklichkeit.”1®

Knowing well the claim of the Amsterdam News in 1942 that “there never
has been such general anti-Semitic sentiment in Harlem as exists right now,”
and the 1943 warning of the Pittsburgh Courier of “the dangerous and disas-
trous spread of anti-Semitism among Negroes,” those African Americans en-
gaged in the wartime crusade for civil rights nevertheless sought to exorcise
prejudice against Jews. Describing anti-Semitism in the United States as “do-
ing Hitler’s work here at home,” The Crisis observed that anti-Semitic actions
in Boston and New York seemed “like something out of Berlin and Warsaw.”
The cause of each minority is the cause of all minorities, it continued, and
“every beating of a Jewish child is an invitation to the lyncher of Negroes.” At
its 1944 annual conference, the NAACP adopted a resolution to eliminate
anti-Semitism among Negroes. Among other prominent African Americans,
Langston Hughes, Paul Robeson and Adam Clayton Powell Jr. concurred
with Walter White’s assertions that anti-Semitism and racism are the same
kinds of bigotry, and that blacks indulging in anti-Semitism are playing
Hitler’s game. So did the Urban League, which established volunteer Service
Councils to better relations between blacks and Jews.” No Negro is secure
from intolerance and race prejudice,” summed up A. Philip Randolph at a
Madison Square Garden rally of the March-on-Washington Movement, “as
long as one Jew is a victim of anti-Semitism.”!?

Shortly after the United States entered the war, the NAACP Board of Di-
rectors pledged “its unqualified and unlimited effort on behalf of the perse-
cuted Jews of the world, which includes anti-Semitism in the United States as
well as slaughter in Poland.” Little more was said or done for almost a year,
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until December 1942 when a delegation of representatives from major Jew-
ish organizations submitted a memorandum to President Franklin Roosevelt
on the deliberate, systematic annihilation of European Jewry. Using the in-
formation supplied by the World Jewish Congress, the American Jewish Con-
gress (AJC) publicized news of the Holocaust and communicated hurriedly
with the NAACP concerning it. As Rabbi Stephen Wise wrote Walter White
in mid-December, there will be no Jews left in Europe at the end of the war
unless the NAACP “associate itself with the action to prevent Hitler from ac-
complishing his purposes.” At its next meeting, the NAACP Board adopted a
resolution that it stands “appalled at the cold-blooded campaign of extermi-
nation of the Jews,” and that it will do whatever it could to end this slaugh-
ter. Thereafter, White and other prominent African Americans joined with
major labor, religious, and liberal spokesmen at emergency conferences to
save the Jews of Europe and appealed for action to stop the extermination of
the Jews. They pledged “to do whatever we can to help rescue Jews from the
clutches,” knowing, as White wrote the AJC that “if Jews can be slaughtered
today,” Negroes will be tomorrow. And they contributed financially toward
the relief of Jews overseas, knowing, in Lester Granger’s words, its impor-
tance “as another means of building goodwill between American Negroes
and their fellow-citizens of Jewish faith.”2°

As the Holocaust intensified the insecurity felt by African American and
American Jewish leaders, both reached out to the other. Jewish publications
featured articles by and about African Americans. Editorials in the Jewish
press, like “Defend the Negro,” sent by the Independent Jewish Press Service
to all its subscriber newspapers, made the case for the civil rights of blacks.
Numerous essayists stressed the commonality of African American and Jew-
ish needs and goals, as did editorial cartoons, such as the Jewish Survey’s
“Help Wanted—No Negroes, No Jews.” That magazine similarly featured a
picture of a Negro and a Jewish soldier, arms intertwined, in the battle
against Nazism. Also in 1942, the Central Conference of American Rabbis be-
gan to adopt annual resolutions deploring discrimination against blacks and
promising support in the struggle for black equality. In 1942 it issued a “Jus-
tice for Negroes” message calling upon Jews, “who ourselves have been vic-
tims of injustice,” to combat African American inequities. American rabbis
then inaugurated an annual “Race Relations Sabbath.” The Bronx Rabbinic
Council joined with the National Council of Jewish Women to campaign for
the fair treatment of Negro domestics. American Jewish Congress youth
groups sponsored interracial forums and prepared petitions protesting racial
discrimination. Numerous Jewish and black organizations featured speakers
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from the other race. Interracial Committees, Councils Against Intolerance in
America, and Committees for Racial and Religious Understanding, largely
composed of Jews and African Americans, became ubiquitous.?!

Both black and Jewish leaders endorsed what Louis Reddick called “the es-
tablishment of an all out alliance.” W. H. Jernigin, national chairman of the
Fraternal Council of Negro Churches, urged African Americans and Jews “to
unite in a common cause against Hitlerism,” striking hard and quickly
against racial and religious discrimination. So did the editors of the Jewish
Forward and the Jewish Survey, arguing that “both their fates were becoming
inextricably intertwined” and they needed to overcome their mutual oppres-
sors. Jointly discussing the possibility of alliance, Rabbi Lou Silberman and
Walter White agreed on the necessity of blacks and Jews pooling “our intelli-
gence and idealism not only to defeat the Hitlers and the Rankins of the
world, but to root out the prejudices from our own hearts.” And in address-
es to the NAACP, an American Jewish Congress officer described how the fate
of Jews and African Americans “dovetailed,” requiring that they work together
to challenge their common oppressors.??

In 1944 the American Jewish Congress established a Commission on
Community Interrelations, under social psychologist Kurt Lewin, to elimi-
nate conflict between minority groups. It worked with the NAACP, as did the
AJC’s Commission on Law and Legislation (changed to Commission on Law
and Social Action in November 1945). Headed by Will Maslow, the Com-
mission on Law and Social Action combated discrimination in employment,
education, and housing against blacks as well as Jews. By so doing, by seek-
ing to promote civil rights for all minorities, Rabbi Wise wrote the NAACP’s
Thurgood Marshall, the fight against anti-Semitism is bound up “with the
fight for the status and rights of all minority groups in this country.” Thus,
the 1945 platform of the AJC, “Full Equality in a Free Society;,” promised Ne-
groes “that in all the causes for which they struggle they can count upon find-
ing the Jews and the American Jewish Congress on the side of justice.” Moral-
ity and self-interest had intersected. A marriage of convenience, said Will
Maslow: “It was in our interest to help them. We had the staff, the money and
the political muscle to do it.”?

Convinced that they had a common enemy in Nazism, both at home and
abroad, the NAACP also forged bonds with the more conservative American
Jewish Committee and Anti-Defamation League of B’nai Brith. Previously
concerned solely with anti-Semitism and the threat to Jews, such groups now
redefined their mission to creating a more pluralistic and egalitarian society for
all, and reached out to work with the National Association of Colored Women,
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the National Council of Negro Women, the Urban League and others. To-
gether they promoted a liberal, reformist creed of equality. Believing that jus-
tice and social acceptance would come shortly after the war’s end, they con-
centrated on appeals to conscience and on the political process, abjuring mass
pressure tactics. Far more than any comparable groups, they overwhelmingly
voted Democratic. They joined in testifying before legislative committees for
anti-discrimination and anti-KKK laws, as well as for higher quotas for Jewish
refugees. Along with other Jewish and African American organizations they
collaborated on celebrating diversity and inclusion, urging Hollywood to end
degrading stereotypes, seeking to analyze and cure prejudice, mobilizing pub-
lic opinion against intolerance, lobbying in favor of the creation of a Jewish
state in Palestine, campaigning for civil rights legislation, especially a perma-
nent Fair Employment Practices Committee, and challenging discrimination
in the law. Well before the Supreme Court’s Brown decision in 1954, every sin-
gle major Jewish civic organization had filed friends of the court briefs in be-
half of the NAACP’s suit to end segregation in public education. This was the
“democracy, liberalism, and freedom” that A. Philip Randolph lauded as the
enemies of anti-Semitism and “the hopes of the Negro.”*

The Holocaust had both frightened Jews and blacks into a defensive al-
liance and emboldened them to capitalize on the revulsion and guilt engen-
dered by Nazism’s horrors. The descriptions by Private John Stribling Jr. in the
Chicago Defender, among many others, of the “horrible odor of burned hu-
man flesh,” of “naked human bodies piled on top of each other,” of “bodies
dissected for human experimentation,” of prisoners “blind, crippled, and half-
insane, they could barely walk,” brought increased sympathy for Jews and de-
creased “respectability” for racism. The shocking photographs and newsreels
of corpses stacked like cordwood, of boxcars heaped with the bones of dead
prisoners, of bulldozers shoving emaciated bodies into hastily dug ditches, of
the barely alive liberated, living skeletons, lying in their own filth, their vacant,
sunken eyes staring through barbed wire, proved a turning point in racial at-
titudes. The horror of what has occurred in its name demolishes the doctrine
of racial superiority, wrote Ralph McGill in an Atlanta Constitution editorial;
and the editor of the Detroit Free Press, after visiting the concentration camps,
stated, “I found in the hell that once was Germany an indictment of my own
beloved America.” African American columnists elaborated upon this view
throughout the year. Moreover, the theme of a common oppression made its
way into the songs of William Grant Still, the fiction of Chester Himes, and
the scholarship of Oliver Cox. Du Bois, whose Souls of Black Folk had con-
tained numerous references to Jews as sly, dishonest, and unscrupulous, omit-
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ted them in a postwar edition, admitting that he “did not realize until the hor-
rible massacre of German Jews, how even unconscious repetition of current
folklore such as the concept of Jews as more guilty of exploitation than others,
had helped the Hitlers of the world.” The Holocaust, and all the depravity as-
sociated with it, had revealed the logical conclusion of prejudice, and many
Jewish and African American commentators now made the “we’re in the same
boat” argument as justification for a civil rights alliance. “The barbaric excess-
es of Nazism have made it impossible to escape the full implications of racial
and religious prejudice, no matter what its form,” wrote Kenneth Clarke: en-
lightened African Americans and Jews must pool their efforts to overcome
prejudice and discrimination. Much as a letter to the editor of the Norfolk Jour-
nal and Guide had prophesized, or hoped, in 1934: “When history is written a
hundred years from now, Adolf Hitler of Germany will be given credit for
showing the world the absurdity of race prejudice.” The “Final Solution” would
ultimately lead to the demise of racism being socially acceptable, intellectually
justified, or legally permissible.?’

The magnitude of the Holocaust gave racial reformers a powerful weapon,
one that became yet stronger as nonwhite nations raised the issue of race in
international relations and the Soviet Union sought to exploit American
racism for its own ends. Momentum for racial changes in the United States
flowed from all the official condemnations of the Holocaust and official dec-
larations in favor of nondiscrimination accompanying the creation of the
United Nations and the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO), the establishment of the Commission on Human
Rights and its special Sub-Commission on the Prevention of Discrimination
and Protection of Minorities, and the UN’s adoption in 1948 of the Univer-
sal Declaration of Human Rights and the Convention on the Prevention and
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide. Concurrently, the racial awareness
catalyzed by the Holocaust along with the necessity of keeping the two-thirds
of the world’s peoples who were nonwhite out of the Soviet orbit pushed lib-
eral cold warriors into openly condemning racial discrimination and segre-
gation in the United States—a process that would eventually result in the le-
gal ending of those practices.?®

Of course, it was not all onward and upward, not an unbroken line of
progress from barbarism and indifference to compassion and liberality.
Bursts of reform and of reaction alternated. While benign neglect, in the
main, characterized relations between African Americans and Jews, particu-
larized instances of conflict often made headlines. Prominent Jews bade
farewell to their former allies and embraced neoconservative policies on af-
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firmative action, voting rights, and the welfare state; and a new generation
of African American scholars and demagogues employed anti-Semitism as a
weapon in the battle for who will speak for Black America. Each often re-
ferred to the Holocaust, in one way or another, to make its case, as both anti-
Semitism and racial prejudice and discrimination proved more resilient and
pervasive than reformers had presumed.?’

Accordingly, the lessons once learned, the impulses generated, the notion
that justice and self-interest need not be opposites, become easier to forget as
the Holocaust receded into the historical past. Who remembers Leon Bass? An
African American in the 183rd Combat Engineer Battalion who helped bury
the dead at Buchenwald, Bass consequently dedicated his remaining years to
speaking out against anti-Semitism and racism. Or remembers Paul Parks? A
black draftee ordered to go into Dachau as part of a burial squad, a stunned
Parks wandered by the still-warm ovens and emaciated bodies until he en-
countered a Jewish prisoner who spoke English. Why? Why the Jews? What did
they do? Nothing, said the prisoner, nothing, they were killed just because they
were Jews. “I understand that,” Parks slowly responded, “I understand that be-
cause I've seen people lynched just because they were black.” He returned from
Europe determined to make his own country a better country, becoming one
of Martin Luther King’s negotiators in the struggle to end racial discrimination
in the South and a key leader in the effort to desegregate the public schools of
Boston. Or recalls Paul Cowan’s remembrance? One of the Jews who ac-
counted for nearly two-thirds of the white volunteers who went south in 1964
for the Freedom Summer, Cowan would later write that “there was no doubt
in any of our minds that we were risking our lives to achieve the very Ameri-
can goal of integration because our kinsmen had been slaughtered in Lithua-
nia, Poland, and Germany.” But, as James Baldwin reminds us in Nobody
Knows My Name, too few Jews actually thought that way: “One can be disap-
pointed in the Jew—if one is romantic enough—for not having learned from
his history, but if people did learn from history, history would be very differ-
ent” For African Americans as well as Jews the unlearned and forgotten
haunts. “Who, after all, speaks today of the annihilation of the Armenians?”
Adolf Hitler spoke confidently as the Nazis prepared for the Final Solution.?
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