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Lesser, Jeffrey.
Welcoming the Undesirables: Brazil and the Jewish Question.
Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1995. xvii, 280 pp.

This work by Jeffrey Lesser, based on detailed and thoroughly doc-
umented research in Jewish and non-Jewish archives in Brazil, the
United States, and other countries, constitutes an important contri-
bution to the study of Brazilian immigration policies and attitudes
toward Jewish refugees on the eve of and during World War I1?

By defining Brazilian society as “ethnic” as well as “racial”
Lesser analyzes the shaping of the Brazilian racial and ethnic social
paradigm, and poses new questions about the interrelationship of
immigrant groups, immigration policy, and national identity. In
studying the Jewish Question, he clarifies the ideological trends
that allowed Brazil’s elites to establish criteria of inclusion and ex-
clusion for Brazilian nationality that defined the role immigrants
would play in the construction of the country.

Within the frame of what we could call a nation-building project
for Brazil, massive European immigration to that country was stim-
ulated, starting around 1890, as a way of transforming an economy
based on slavery to one based on waged labor. The idea that immi-
grants would assimilate to Brazil’s urban culture expressed not only
expectations about white European immigrants manifested since
the end of the nineteenth century, but the twentieth-century effort
to define an authentic Brazilian culture, denying the viability of el-
ements considered foreign.

In this sense, Lesser calls attention to the enormous influence that

- the Integralista program for fostering a Brazilian national identity
had on the selection of immigrants. Inspired by Nazism and fascism,
these Brazilian nationalists were anti-immigrant and anti-Jewish.
Under the brasilidade (“Brazilianness”) advocated by the nationalist
Vargas regime lay an essential supposition that took for granted the
existence of a “national being” that ought to be preserved.

Those who dictated Brazilian immigration policy prioritized the
intensive “Aryanization” of the country’s ethnic composition. The
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arrival of immigrant groups like the Jews, who were “not gen-
uinely European,” strengthened negative judgments about Brazil’s
racial and ethnic heterogeneity in contrast to the desired goal of as-
similation. By opposing the unrestricted admission of Jews, who
were perceived as undesirable, Brazilian diplomats in Europe were
transformed into protectors of Brazilianness instead of promoters
of their country’s economic growth.

In twentieth-century Brazil, Lesser points out, “race, ethnicity,
and nationality were so closely linked that it became virtually im-
possible to distinguish between them.” This tendency was typical
of ideas current at the time, for in that period a pseudoscientific
racism prevailed which not only postulated the existence of racial
categories, such as Aryan and Semite, but attributed a genetic ori-
gin to their supposed cultural features. Going beyond the social
idea of race, the categorization context of ethnicity comprised both
biological and cultural identity, factors which social anthropologists
have only separated in recent decades?

On this base, the Integralistas sought to use social engineering as
a means of shaping nationality, perceived in racial terms, by means
of eugenics. Jewish refugees were transformed from undesirable el-
ements into welcome ones, however, by the simple act of entering
the country, since residing in Brazil, states Lesser, enabled a person
to become a component of Brazilian “racial homogeneity.”

In its beginnings, Brazilian anti-Semitism, copying anti-Semitic
stereotypes of European origin, was directed more to imaginary Jews
than at the few real, visible Jews living in the country.? The trans-
formation of religion into a racial category during the Vargas era
marked a significant change in the discourse regarding Jewish im-
migrants. This became evident when a group of refugees of Jewish
origin but baptized as Catholics were refused visas.

Brazilian non-Jewish intellectuals adopted the same categoriza-
tions when defending Jews, showing that they shared the racist
paradigm. For instance, they claimed that “congenital Semitic in-
dustriousness” would contribute to the nation’s greatness. But the
incompatibility between Nazi Aryan theory and Brazil’s racially and
ethnically mixed society was notorious. The program of building a
Brazilian nation in the European image contrasted with the foun-
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dational character that the mixture of Portuguese, Indians, and
Africans had imprinted on the country’s population.

The German and Italian Jewish refugees who arrived in growing
numbers after 1932 possessed a cultural background perceived as
undeniably valuable to progress and development, and therefore
“they were less easily categorized as undesirable, and more as im-
migrants whose skills and capital would help Brazil’s industrial de-
velopment” By manipulating images of Jews and playing on
prejudice, Jewish leaders convinced Brazilian policymakers that
Jewish immigration would have economic and political value?
From 1938 onward, the traditional anti-Semitic images of Jews as
“urban based, nonfarming, financially oriented, and internation-
ally powerful” came to be considered signs of their usefulness for
Brazil’s economic success. Negative stereotypes of Jews were re-
stated positively, increasing the survival possibilities for thousands
of refugees. As a result, almost 25,000 Jews once considered unde-
sirables by the Vargas regime legally entered Brazil between 1938
and 1942, thereby escaping Nazi persecution. When Brazil joined
the Allies, Jewish agricultural colonization was used to legitimize
the presence of an immigrant group integrated into Brazilian soci-
ety. In this way Brazil strengthened its alliance with the United
States through the increased admission of Jewish refugees.

In seeking an explanation for racial persecution, Roger Bastide
points out the combination of frustrations that are projected on a
different Other, theorizing that the minority objects of persecution
are perceived by sectors of the majority society as competitors for
the allocation of resources? This has certainly been the case with the
Jewish refugees in Brazil, since the country’s urban working and
middle classes have increasingly perceived immigrants as competi-

" tors for education, jobs, and social rank.

Having multiplied their number five times in two decades, and
many of them having successfully climbed the economic ladder,
Jewish immigrants became a focus of attention among Brazilian in-
tellectuals and officials because of their ‘surplus visibility” As Lesser
states, “This combination of economic success and cultural differ-
ence made Jews particular targets of nativists after the Depression.”

Due to economic specialization and their tendency to concentrate
in their own, self-created occupational niches, especially in the tex-
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tile industry, Jews behaved quite in accordance with whatis expected
of a “middleman minority.” The visibility of such minorities as for-
eign and their salience as a separate ethnic group are factors which
influence the way they are perceived by members of the majority.®

Throughout his book, Lesser states as a central point the issue of
the Jews” ambiguity as a “minority group that was simultaneously
the same and different”” Jews were considered both “greedy capital-
ists” and “evil communists,” they were urban dwellers by nature
and could never be farmers. Being criminals, they were, however, too
“successful”” Strikingly, many Brazilians held anti- and philo- Semitic
notions at the same time when referring to Jewish stereotypes. The
debate was, therefore, over “how to deal with immigrants who were
considered simultaneously economically desirable and culturally
undesirable!” As the author states, “itis this clash between the elite’s
expectations of immigrants and the Jew’s nonconformity to these
expectations that provides the background for the longest part of
this study””

Between 1920 and 1930, with the arrival of some 30,000 Jews,
Brazil became the third-most-important country for Jewish immi-
gration in the Americas, positioned after the United States and Ar-
gentina. But by 1934 immigration quotas had been established via a
new constitution, whose clear nativism expressed the growing
xenophobia that had overtaken urban Brazil. The perception of Jews
as a dangerous “other” to whom immigration rights should be de-
nied is evident in the complaint of Brazilian diplomats in Poland
that granting entry to Jews would lead to an “invasion of degener-
ate elements, parasitic and unassimilable.”

Brazilian nativism evolved into anti-Jewish policy when, shortly
before the coup d’état that established the Estado Novo in 1937, a se-
cret circular was released forbidding the granting of visas to per-
sons of “Semitic origin” But these prohibitions did not stop the
flow of refugees; instead of being discouraged, Jews managed to
work within the system. The Jewish Colonization Association, for
instance, increasingly helped resident immigrants use the preferen-
tial treatment given to farmers as a means of slicing through the
bureaucracy. Besides, the law was open to different interpretations
and sometimes ignored.

At the Evian Conference, convened in July 1938 to examine the



Book Reviews 107

possibilities for mass resettlement of Jewish refugees from Ger-
many, Brazil joined with most of the other countries of America in
refusing to accept “non-Aryan” refugees. Little by little, however, the
* restrictions loosened. While keeping its doors closed to poor Jews,
the Estado Novo admitted Jews who had some capital. The appoint-
ment of pro-Jewish Oswaldo Aranha as foreign minister combined
with international pressure to accept refugees led to the issuance of
new rules in 1938, reopening Brazil to Jewish immigration to such a
degree that more arrived than in the preceding ten years. When
Brazil entered the war on the side of the Allies in August 1942, the
country’s Jews were able to legitimately fight against anti-Semitism
and still be “good Brazilians.” It should be mentioned that attitudes
toward resident refugees were quite open and liberal even in times
when Jewish immigration was restricted.

This work, which focuses on official policies and the ideology of
the elites, deserves to be complemented by an inquiry into the popu-
lar imaginaire. The image of the Jews should be positioned in the
Brazilian continuum of classifications, because even if Jews may have
been “nonwhite” or “not genuinely European” for the elites, were
they really perceived as such by the masses? Bastide’s reflections,
stating that in Brazil anybody descended from a white ancestor is
viewed as white, in accordance with the social idea of race, seem to
suggest how popular categorizations take shape in this country.”

Lesser also states that “Jews found themselves singled out for neg-
ative treatment by the Brazilian government —unlike the Japanese.
Jews had no official diplomatic representation and were thus an
easy target”” But, in fact, was not the support extended by Brazilian
and world Jewish agencies important and influential in defending
Jewish interests? As Lesser’s work shows, public and government
opinion in the United States and in other Allied countries was
taken into consideration when Brazilian policies were defined and
redefined, and this constituted a significant support for the immi-
gration of Jewish refugees to Brazil.

— Daniel Bargman

Daniel Bargman is an anthropologist in Buenos Aires, Argentina, and specializes
in the Jewish identity and interethnic relations.
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Notes

1. To set this study in context with the policies of other Latin American coun-
tries, see Leonardo Senkman, Argentina: La Segunda Guerra Mundial y los refugiados
indescables, 1933—1945 (Buenos Aires: Grupo Editor Latinoamericano, 1992). For
research about the emigration of Jewish refugees from Nazism based on oral his-
tory, see Alfredo José Schwarcz, Y a pesar de todo: Los judios de habla alemana en la
Argentina (Buenos Aires: Grupo Editor Latinoamericano, 1991). The great diver-
sity of sources used for this work may have led to certain slight errors of fact, such
as the mention of a so-called “Uruguayan Federal Police.”

2. See Fredrik Barth, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Cul-
ture (Boston: Little, Brown, 1970).

3. As in Argentina in 1890, when Julidn Martel, in his novel La Bolsa, blamed
Jews for the financial crisis, though there were very few in the country at the time.

4. Brazilian anthropologist Roberto Cardoso de Oliveira developed the concept
of “ethnic identity manipulation” in his article on “Identidad étnica, identificacion
y manipulacion,” América Indigena 30, no. 4 (1971).

5. Roger Bastide, El prdjimo y el extrafio (Buenos Aires: Amorrortu, 1970).

6. According to Walter Zenner, “Middleman Minorities and Genocide,” in Geno-
cide and the Modern Age: A Cross Cultural Analysis, ed. Wallemin and Dobkowski
(State University of New York Press, 1987); Ivan Light and Edna Bonacich, Immi-
grant Entrepreneurs: Koreans in Los Angeles, 1965—1982 (Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1988). For a case study on middlemen minorities in
Latin America, see also Daniel Bargman and Mirta Bialogorski, “Articulacion in-
terétnica en medio urbano: judios y coreanos en Buenos Aires” (Paper presented
at Seventh International Conference of the Latin American Jewish Studies Associ-
ation, Mexico City, November 11-14, 1995).

7. Bastide, El préjimo y el extrafio.
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Baskin, Judith R., Edited by.
Women of the Word: Jewish Women and Jewish Writing.
Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1994. 382 pp.

Fishman, Sylvia Barack, Edited by.
Follow My Footprints:
Changing Images of Women in American Jewish Fiction.
Hanover, N.H.: University Press of New England, 1992. xv, 506 pp.

It has been twenty years since the publication of The Jewish Woman
in America, edited by Charlotte Baum, Paula Hyman, and Sonya
Michel, and The Jewish Woman: New Perspectives, edited by Elizabeth
Koltun. Since the mid-1970s, at least thirty additional texts have con-
tributed to the development of Jewish Women'’s Studies. These pub-
lications have ranged in date and scope from the 1982 Nice Jewish
Girls: A Lesbian Anthology, edited by Evelyn Torton Beck, and the 1984
Women and Jewish Law: An Exploration of Women's Issues in Halakhic
Sources, by Rachel Biale, to the 1992 Four Centuries of Jewish Women's
Spirituality, edited by Ellen Umansky and Dianne Ashton, and the
1995 Rachel Calof’s Story: Jewish Homesteader on the Northern Plains.
The political-social activism of women and Women’s Studies in
the United States has influenced and gained impetus from this ex-
ponential increase in interest in Jewish women. Integral to a process
of reclaiming, and in some cases redefining, Jewish identity has
been the rediscovery of Jewish women’s voices, histories, and cre-
ativity. And because most of this work has been done by Jewish
women themselves, it has been produced with great passion.
While there are as yet no Jewish Women’s Studies associations or
university departments per se, increasing numbers of conferences,
publications, and courses imply that Jewish Women’s Studies is now
alegitimate field, a sphere in which we both validate the experiences
of Jewish women as well as learn to understand the variations and
connections among those experiences. Within this field, we can, for
example, read Rachel Caloff’s personal narrative along with the
Umansky/Ashton anthology and begin to appreciate how Jewish
women have defined their spirituality in the context of extreme
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challenges —challenges as dramatic as emigrating from Russia to
the United States, marrying a stranger upon arrival, and immedi-
ately heading to North Dakota as a homesteader.

WhatIam tentatively labeling Jewish Women’s Studies has grown
primarily within the United States, and therefore within an envi-
ronment which cultivates individualism, requires assimilation of
immigrants, and takes nationhood for granted. These conditions
have created for Jewish women the privileged opportunity to study
gender as a discrete category of analysis, to be taken seriously as
scholars, and to assume that a Jewish identity is compatible with an
American identity. However, these same conditions have sometimes
generated alienation from both traditional Jewish communities and
“secular” institutions in the United States.

The two anthologies under review here, Judith R. Baskin’s Women
of the Word: Jewish Women and Jewish Writing and Sylvia Barack Fish-
man’s Follow My Footprints: Changing Images of Women in American
Jewish Fiction, contribute actively to the construction of Jewish
Women's Studies. Specifically, both illuminate the complexity of
Jewish women’s relationships to words, and both examine words as
sites of a struggle for historical and contemporary representation of
Jewish women.

Women of the Word includes sixteen essays, four of which discuss
the depiction of women in texts written by men and twelve of
which focus on Jewish women’s own literary productions. Articles
are arranged according to a chronology of topics; that is, the first
essay analyzes images of women in medieval Hebrew literature,
and the final four focus on Jewish women who are still writing to-
day. Most of the remaining eleven articles focus on nineteenth- and
earlier twentieth-century authors and texts. Five of the essays, in-
cluding Shmuel Niger’s 1919 “Yiddish Literature and the Female
Reader,” were published previously.

Baskin explains in her introduction that she envisioned the col-
~ lection as a companion study to her 1991 anthology, Jewish Women in
Historical Perspective. The essays in Women of the Word complement
the earlier anthology by “fillling] in certain significant gaps” on
Eastern European, Israeli, and Latin American Jewish women.
While the thematic link among the essays in Women of the Word is
Jewish women and words, Baskin reminds us that words have his-
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torical reality and that literary texts have historical functions. She
also reminds us that the volume is not meant to be exhaustive but
rather a survey of representative genres, writers, and languages.

My largest apprehension about Women of the Word revolves
around the question, whois the intended audience? Ontheonehand,
Baskin’s introduction seems appropriate for general readers, but
the essays themselves seem too specialized for such readers. On the
other hand, the essays would be useful to Women’s Studies schol-
ars, but the introduction assumes readers’ ignorance of feminist lit-
erary criticism. For example, Baskin explains “the two predominant
theoretical approaches” of this criticism: images of women in liter-
ary texts, and women as producers of texts (p. 20). Baskin implies
that this way of examining literary texts is universal, which it is not;
it describes feminist work in the United States. She also explains
the approach as if it were a new theory when it actually developed
more than twenty years ago, and since its earliest articulations has
become richer as a result of questions posed by psychoanalysts,
Marxists, post-structuralists, post-colonialists, cultural critics, etc.
Perhaps the target audience is Jewish Studies’ scholars who are new
to Women'’s Studies. But I must quickly add that I, not new to femi-
nist textual work, also learned as I read. As someone who studies
U.S. Jewish women, the essays on medieval Hebrew texts, and on
Jtalian Renaissance, Israeli, Latin American, and Yiddish women
“filled in gaps” in my own knowledge.

I believe that Baskin places the collection in Jewish Women's
Studies when she claims, “The essays... are part of a nascent but
dynamic effort to listen” to Jewish women'’s voices (p. 32), voices
which have been silenced “in a traditional Jewish culture that most
often denied women the education and the empowerment requi-
site for recording their thoughts and feelings” (p. 19). Despite the
limitations imposed on them, Jewish women have devised “strate-
gies for constructing intellectual and emotional identities amidst
the competing demands of traditional norms, familial obligations,
and economic survival” (p. 19).

The contours of Women of the Word can best be appreciated through
a description and comparison of two of the essays, “Memory and
Testimony of Women Survivors of Nazi Genocide,” by Sara
Horowitz, and “Looking at Yezierska” by Laura Wexler. Horowitz
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provides an insightful meta-analysis of the existing research on the
Holocaust, proposing that that research either asserts the “equality
of men and women” — as victims, resistance fighters, sufferers, and
survivors —or distinguishes “women’s lives and deaths from those of
men” (p. 264). This bifurcated approach, Horowitz contends, erases
real women'’s diverse experiences. Further, it tends to compel schol-
ars to see only two different narratives: “those of atrocity,” where
“pregnancy and motherhood render women especially vulnerable
to Nazi brutality,” and “those of heroism,” in which “the same rep-
resentations provide an arena for resistance against genocide” (p.
269). Horowitz not only points out what is wrong with these ap-
proaches, she offers a new way of reading the women'’s stories: by
beginning with and listening to the tellers” own words rather than
studying the narratives within a previously established framework
of “atrocity or heroism.” Horowitz focuses on “the word” through
an analysis of the ways in which “women both experience and think
through the complexities of memory, testimony, and survival” (p.
258). She elaborates: “The shifting voice of eyewitness, historian,
imaginative narrator, and victim raises questions of perspective,
memory, and experience” (p. 261).

Wexler offers a fresh perspective on “seeing” Anzia Yezierska, by
scrutinizing two photographs of Yezierska and by rereading Bread
Givers not as the more familiar ethnic, “representative” autobiogra-
phy but as indicative of the author’s “struggle with formalities” (p.
160) and the “impossibility for the working class or the racial ‘other’
to follow the codes of propriety and still be able to speak the truth”
(p. 160). Wexler seeks to liberate Yezierska from the restraints of the
“sentimental category of working class immigrant women'’s writer”
(p. 157) as well as to calculate her location in the “literary life of the
nation” (p. 153).

Anthologies invite contributors to talk to one another (some-
times explicitly). While nothing in either Horowitz’s or Wexler’s es-
say specifically suggests it is in dialogue with the other, I can
“hear” a conversation because of the proximity of the two within the
bound context of Women of the Word. In discussing the function of
memory in texts by Jewish women, for example, Horowitz and
Wexler might be asking each other the following questions: How
does an author such as Yezierska, whose novel’s plot parallels her
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life’s outline, use memory? Does that author want her novel (Bread
Givers) to function as testimony? And what do these first-person
narratives reveal about the construction of Jewish female selves?

A reader can combine two or more articles in Women of the Word
and listen in on an implied conversation between or among them.
This is one of the collection’s strengths, especially fascinating given
the vast chronological and geographic areas surveyed. As is the
case with any anthology, readers will find particular entries more
or less interesting. Some authors approach texts with more sophis-
ticated theoretical apparatuses, and some construct more precisely
articulated presentations. But as a whole, Women of the Word en-
courages new ways of reading the words about and by Jewish
women at the same time that it supplies exciting information and
original texts by Jewish women.

Follow My Footprints is a “reader,” designed, as Sylvia Fishman
implies in her preface, to be used in college courses. In addition to
short stories and excerpts from novels, the collection includes an
extended introduction as well as a glossary and “Suggestions for
Further Reading.” In the preface, Fishman explains that the collec-
tion should function as “a literary social history,” to capture and
convey “the sweep of the historical, social, economic, and cultural
trends that have shaped modern Jewish life in general and the ex-
periences of Jewish women in particular” (p. xiv). So, reading the
fiction included in Follow My Footprints will enable a reader to un-
derstand “changes in the lives of American Jewish women... trans-
formations of the American Jewish family and the ... conflict between
traditional Jewish values and the American secular/Christian envi-
ronment” (p. xiv).

In “The Faces of Women: An Introductory Essay,” Fishman pro-
vides a chronological survey of the origins of images about Jewish
women. The survey begins with the Bible and the “interpretive
communities” of rabbis formulating the Talmud and post-talmudic
commentaries, and proceeds to summaries of Eastern European Jew-
ish life, Yiddish literature, modern Jewish literature, and Jewish
immigrants in the United States. Fishman frames this chronology
in the hypothesis that Jewish literature has ambivalently portrayed
strong women.

Like the introduction, the short stories and novel excerpts are
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also effectively arranged both chronologically and thematically.
Sections include “The Eastern European Milieu: Toward a Feminist
Sensibility” (I. L. Peretz, Sholem Aleichem, Sholem Asch, Chaim
Grade, Isaac Bashevis Singer); “Dislocation and Survival in Immi-
grant America” (Abraham Cahan, Anzia Yezierska, Henry Roth, Tillie
Olsen); “The Evolution of Literary Types: The ‘Jewish Mother’ and
the Jewish American Princess’” (Herman Wouk, Philip Roth); “Real
Women: Jewish Mothers and Daughters Explore New Paths”
(Bernard Malamud, Seymour Epstein, Grace Paley, Vivian Gornick,
Anne Richardson Roiphe); and finally “Contemporary Soldier
Women in a Changing World” (Gloria Goldreich, Ruth Knafo Setton,
Gloria Kirchheimer, Rebecca Goldstein, Cynthia Ozick).

In generalizing about the fiction in this collection, Fishman con-
cludes that the American Jewish woman has been traditionally
portrayed in “two basic stock characters: the "Jewish mother” and
the Jewish American princess.” While the former, in the guise of the
“overbearing Jewish matron,” had appeared in European Yiddish
literature, that figure was not attacked by authors; instead, the tar-
gets were the “ineffectual husbands who created the necessity for
their wives’ forcefulness” (p. 31). In the United States, that Jewish
matron evolved into the ”aggressive, verbal, clever Jewish woman”
who “was often caricatured as pushy and unattractive compared to
the refined, polite, domestic, docile, and ornamental image of the
‘real’ American non-Jewish woman” (p. 31).

I raise two serious concerns about the anthology. My first is that
it perpetuates a preconception that Jewish American literature
commences with the immigration of Eastern European Jews in the
final decades of the nineteenth century. In light of Fishman’s claim
that Follow My Footprints provides a “social history” of Jews in the
United States, I think it would have been appropriate to include fic-
tion about and by Jewish women before the twentieth century. That
fiction does exist—by Rebekah Hyneman and Emma Lazarus, to
cite just two examples. A more accurate subtitle for this collection
would be: “Changing Images of Eastern European Jewish Women
in Twentieth-Century American Jewish Fiction.”

My second concern is with the silence about the process by which
the fiction was selected. In the preface, Fishman says simply that
she included fiction that has “proved most effective” in describing
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the literary social history of U.S. Jewish women. I wish Fishman
had explained what made a particular author, one specific short
story, or a circumscribed ten pages from a novel “most effective.”
Without such an explanation, I am left wondering whether Fishman
constructed categories around the fiction or found fiction which
conformed to preexisting classifications. (Inote two additional prob-
lems: the brief introductions to each selection do not include the
original publication dates, and in the case of excerpts, do not pro-
vide the title of the novel. Although this information does appear
in some form in the Acknowledgments, it would be more useful
immediately preceding the excerpts.)

Throughout her introduction, Fishman conveys fairly basic in-
formation: a definition of a minyan, explanation of the fact that in
“many traditional Jewish societies” women were required to sit be-
hind the mekhitzah, etc. She also reviews the outlines of the history
of Jewish migration to the United States, and the glossary includes
such words as “Ashkenazi” and “Yeshiva” as well as Yiddish words:
Kayn anyhoreh and Shadchen, for example. All of this suggests to me
that Fishman had in mind a general audience, including college
students, and that the purpose of this collection is to instruct such
readers about Jewish American culture as it is embodied in literary
texts. But this does not imply that readers already familiar with
American Jewish literature will find Follow My Footsteps tedious.
On the contrary, Fishman’s design, of tracing the development over
time of particular literary “types,” creates a dramatic “literary so-
cial history” of U.S. Jewish women.

Both Fishman’s and Baskin’s anthologies “demonstrate the ways
in which literature tells us about women’s lives in particular cir-
cumstances” (Baskin, p. 19). Although neither collection takes ad-
vantage of the theories proposed by cultural critics, post-colonialists,
or new historicists, they do begin the process of challenging artifi-
cial and arbitrary distinctions between disciplines. Jewish Women'’s
Studies also implicitly challenges those distinctions. As a multidis-
ciplinary field, incorporating the work of sociologists, historians,
literary critics, theologians, and artists, it provides new fusions,
new connections, and new questions!

—Diane Lichtenstein
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Diane Lichtenstein is professor of English at Beloit College. She has written
Writing Their Nations: Nineteenth-Century American Jewish Women
Writers as well as papers and articles on U.S. women authors, collaborative lead-
ership, and feminist pedagogy.

Note

1. I thank Steven Diamond, Kathleen Greene, Donna Oliver, and Cynthia Reich
for responding to a draft of this review.
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Chanes, Jerome R., Edited by.
Antisemitism in America Today:
Outspoken Experts Explode the Myths.
New York: Birch Lane Press, 1995. xvi, 480 pp.

In this fine collection of essays, an impressive group of academics,
Jewish communal leaders involved in intergroup relations, and
popular writers try to put anti-Semitism in the United States in
some perspective. The editor, whohas chosen his contributors wisely,
argues that anti-Semitism is now at its lowest point in American

~ history —neither virulent nor growing —yet many American Jews
are not comfortable with this answer. Other authors essentially say
the same thing. Earl Raab, a community relations pioneer and a
prominent observer of the Jewish scene in the United States for the
past fifty years, writes, "It is startling to note the extent to which at-
titudes of prejudice have declined in America in the last half cen-
tury” (p. 88); Professor Barry Rubin of Hebrew University in
Jerusalem begins his essay with these sentences: “The starting
point for any honest discussion of antisemitism today is the phe-
nomenon’s unimportance. Never before, at least since the time
Christianity seized power over the Roman Empire, has anti-
semitism been less significant than at present” (p. 120); while A.
James Rudin, director of the American Jewish Committee’s interre-
ligious affairs division, notes that “there has been more progress in
Christian-Jewish relations over the past twenty years than in the
previous two thousand” (p. 218). And Arthur Hertzberg, who agrees
that anti-Semitism is less of a threat to Americans than in the past,
points out that while 75 percent of Jews think anti-Semitism in the
United States is a serious threat, go percent of Gentiles believe it is
“residual and vanishing”

With so many sophisticated and knowledgeable individuals ar-
guing that anti-Semitism in the United States has declined, how can
we account for the fact that a huge majority of Gentiles agree with
them but an overwhelming number of Jews disagree? My own
opinion is that while many Jews are on the mailing lists of the Anti-
Defamation League and the Simon Wiesenthal Center, fewer Gentiles
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are, and therefore they get less information about the anti-Semitism
that does exist. Furthermore, while Jews have a sensitive antenna
for anything that smacks of anti-Semitism, others give less thought
to the subject. Measuring the degree of anti-Semitism in the United
States is problematic; non-Jews, when asked about the subject, are
probably reacting to their own attitudes and experiences; Jews seem
to be responding, I believe, more to the odd incident and to the ex-
pressions of fringe elements in society.

To be sure, anyone who lived through the Holocaust, or remem-
bers Hitler, will argue that the Nazi dictator himself started as part of
a fringe group and ultimately gained control not only of Germany
but most of Europe as well. True, but the United States is not Ger-
many, multiculturalism is part of the American creed and history,
and the anti-Semitic heritage is much weaker here. Whereas Euro-
pean political leaders and parties often found it advantageous to
join with anti-Semites, responsible American political parties and
politicians shun outspoken bigots. The anti-Semites in our midst,
and Father Charles Coughlin was probably the most prominent
and notorious one during his heyday (1938-1942), have never re-
ceived majority support, nor have they won acceptance as leaders
from their parties.

Nevertheless, the question remains, why do American Jews think
anti-Semitism is on the rise? As several of the writers point out, many
Jews confuse incidents with attitudes. While anti-Semitic attitudes
have declined greatly in this country, the number of recorded anti-
Semitic incidents has increased. Moreover, a number of Jewish de-
fense organizations publicize these incidents, reporters for the
media highlight them, and fear spreads through the Jewish com-
munity. Most Jews have heard of Pat Buchanan, David Duke, and
Louis Farrakhan. Fewer can explain what the JAP incidents were or
why they created community hysteria. Many of the readers of this
review may already have forgotten the numerous articles on the
baiting of “Jewish American Princesses” and the college campuses
where they occurred in the late 1980s.

The editor’s goal is to synthesize our knowledge, and, in some
cases, eliminate our ignorance, of anti-Semitism in America in
1993-94, when the collection was put together. He has divided the
essays into five sections: Introduction; Perspectives; Manifestations
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of Anti-Semitism: Assessments and Evaluations; Issues in Anti-
Semitism; and Anti-Semitism in Popular Culture. Most of the essays
are well written, well worth reading, and likely to lead to contem-
plation and discussion. Among those particularly impressive, aside
from the ones previously mentioned, are Martin S. Bergmann’s
“Antisemitism and the Psychology of Prejudice,” in which the au-
thor explains how racist individuals have weak egos, are excessively
hostile, and project their own hostility and aggression onto the
groups and individuals whom they condemn; Kenneth Stern’s “De-
nial of the Holocaust: An Antisemitic Political Assault which re-
minds us that “Holocaust denial is no more about the Holocaust than
the medieval claim that Jews poisoned wells was about water qual-
ity” (p.243);and Letty Pogrebin’s “Women and Antisemitism;” which
delineates the intensity, rather than the casualness, of anti-Semitism
in the so-called JAP jokes.

The one area of contemporary anti-Semitism which I think has
been handled too gingerly in this book is black anti-Semitism. It is
there, it has been there for generations, and every poll, dating back
to Gary Marx’s Protest and Prejudice (1967), has shown that anti-
Semitism is strong in the African-American community (even at
the time of publication Marx’s data were misinterpreted). To say, as
both the editor and other authors indicate, that we do not know
enough about the attitudes of blacks toward Jews is ingenuous.
From literature, from history, and from Geraldine Rosenfield’s mar-
velous article, “The Polls: Attitudes Toward American Jews” (Public
Opinion Quarterly, Fall 1982), we know that black animosity toward

‘Jews is greater than that of most whites. Maybe, from a public rela-
tions standpoint, this is not a good thing to say; for the sake of his-
torical accuracy, however, it must be acknowledged.

But this caveat aside, the collection is worth the attention of in-
terested readers. Pat Buchanan and David Duke may be long gone
from the news when this review is printed, but individuals like
them crop up periodically, and their behavior suggests a severity of
prejudice in this country that exists among only a minority of other
Americans. As this collection shows, and as my own research indi-
cates, anti-Semitism in the United States exists but is less intense
than in the past; it is not currently a reflection of the views of the
majority of non-Jews. There will always be kooks, crackpots, and
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bigots. It is extremely unlikely, however, that the speeches or activi-

ties of any of them will undermine Jewish security in the United

States. A reading of this collection will confirm my analysis.
—Leonard Dinnerstein

Leonard Dinnerstein is director of Judaic Studies and professor of history at the
University of Arizona. His publications include The Leo Frank Case, America
and the Survivors of the Holocaust, and Antisemitism in America.
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Silverstein, Alan.
Alternatives to Assimilation:
The Response of Reform Judaism to American Culture, 1840-1930.
Hanover, N.H.: Brandeis University Press, 1994. X, 275 pp.

Commitment to ahavath yisrael (love of Jewry) is an ideal to which
American Jews have had trouble being faithful, since the claims of
citizenship and the national promise of open opportunity have made
monogamy virtually impossible to practice. The primacy of the
rather vague ideology known as Americanism (a term that Jefferson
apparently coined) has long threatened to cripple Judaism so effec-
tively that an ancient tradition has constantly been obliged to trans-
form itself. Only institutional adaptation might retain the allegiance
of the descendants of those whose deity had brought them out of the
land of Egypt. Of the three major denominations, Reform Judaism
has been most susceptible to the perils of assimilation, to losing its
members to the allure of a democratic and individualistic society;
and therefore to study how Reform learned to roll with the punch
can reveal how a religious movement has sustained itself for what
is by now roughly a century and a half of tumultuous change.

The resilience of Reform Judaism is indeed the theme of Alan Sil-
verstein’s elegantly designed and conscientiously researched ac-
count of ninedecades of institutional flexibility. In The Americanization
of the Synagogue, 1820~-1870 (1976), Leon A. Jick entwined the fate of
Reform with its adherents’ yearnings for upward mobility and na-
tional integration. In Response to Modernity (1988), Michael A. Meyer
displayed special sensitivity to the transmission and evolution of
religious ideas within a transatlantic context. Silverstein shows how
a movement that was the lengthened shadow of Rabbi Isaac Mayer
Wise bent in order not to break.

In 1840 the scattered, tiny, and autonomous Jewish congregations
of Jacksonian America were little more than burial societies that oc-
cupied buildings where prayers were uttered, though very rarely
by rabbis (wWho, if they existed, were unaccredited and foreign-born).
No wonder then that the first rabbi to brandish formal training,
Abraham Rice, immigrated to Baltimore to “dwell in complete dark-
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ness, without a teacher or a companion....The religious life [of
Jewry] in this land is on the lowest level, most people eat foul food
and desecrate the Sabbath in public,” he complained in 1849. “Un-
der these circumstances ... wonder whether it is even permissible
for a Jew to live in this land” (quoted on p. 2). Coordination among
the institutions of Jewish life was limited, and the transmission of
Judaic knowledge to the young was spasmodic and barely effectual.

But by 1930, when Silverstein’s monograph comes to an end, the
now-familiar features of Reform Jewish life were locked in place:
synagogues that provided a diverse range of activities for adults
and children alike, worship services conducted by rabbis who were
professionally trained and were attuned to the nuances of American
culture, and religious schools organized around curricula which had
been centrally developed and nationally propagated. Already in the
nineteenth century, congregations and the rabbinate had banded to-
gether to form national organizations: the Union of American He-
brew Congregations and the Central Conference of American Rabbis.

The proof of the Reformers’ success was not only that they had
- managed to attract a substantial proportion of second-generation
Americans from Eastern Europe but also that both the Orthodox
and Conservative wings of Judaism found it necessary to imitate
much of the institutional pattern that Cincinnati had pioneered. Al-
ternatives to Assimilation is therefore packaged to present a happy
ending: rabbis and lay people had learned how to transfer the be-
liefs and practices that had emerged in German principalities after
the Enlightenment to the conditions of a voluntaristic and ram-
bunctious society.

In making his case for accommodation so convincing, the author
has conducted extensive research in the records of four congregations
and also offers a paradigm that is designed to elucidate the national
experience —in effect —of three generations. The synagogues cover
the compass: in the East, Keneseth Israel of Philadelphia; in the
Midwest, Kehillah K'doshah Bnai Yeshurun of Cincinnati; in the
West, Emanu-El of San Francisco; and in the South, Temple Sinai of
New Orleans. Instead of differences, Silverstein notices similarities,
which enable him to trace an historical pattern in which an Anglo-
American model of federation is adopted (1840-1880), and then the
German model becomes hegemonic (1880-1900). Finally, with the
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transformation of the United States into a world power (and the
delegitimation of the Kaiser’s Kultur because of the Great War), an
American pattern is discernible (1900-1930), as ethnic divisions be-
tween Jews from Western and Central Europe and those from East-
ern Europe narrow. The movement has gained the traction to
survive on native grounds.

Alternatives to Assimilation shows how American society compels
(Reform) Judaism to reconfigure itself —how a synagogue becomes
a temple which becomes a center in which secular activities are also
conducted, how a rabbi ceases to be a legal scholar authorized to
adjudicate disputes and becomes a pastor and a formally educated
professional and an organization man and a fund-raiser and an emis-
sary to the Gentiles. (Silverstein also reveals how well-compensated
such varied duties could be. To cite an extreme case, while the 1900
census revealed that the average Protestant minister was earning
$731 per annum, Sinai Temple in Chicago was paying Emil Hirsch
over $12,000.) The mandates of sisterhoods and brotherhoods also
get altered, from social service in the slums to all sorts of enhance-
ments for participation in synagogue life itself. The “rule of thumb”
that so often defined the pedagogy of the melamed is shown yield-
ing to a bureaucracy that develops textbooks and other educational
materials, and devises and revises prayer books as well. All such
activities are shown to be in response to particular historical needs,
above all an effort to resolve the recurrent problem of retaining the
interest and membership of the young. Though Silverstein’s own
doctorate was earned at the Jewish Theological Seminary rather
than in, say, a university’s department of history, he is expansive in
delineating the context of the American past within which to place
the transformations of Reform Judaism, and shows how faithfully
it mirrors the evolution of Protestantism.

Though the author insists that “these comparisons and similari-
ties do not imply that Reform leaders were constantly imitating
American Protestants, but rather that both Christians and Jews in the
United States adopted parallel techniques well suited to the Ameri-
can environment” (p. 207), his own account discloses the frequency
with which the Reform movement picked up particular cues from
neighboring sects (perhaps the Methodists most of all). Readers of
Alternatives to Assimilation might easily infer that Reform rabbis —
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from Wise himself down to the obscure but influential George
Zepin (who applied Frederick W. Taylor’s ideas of managerial ex-
pertise to make the UAHC efficient) —did not react to the American
environment in some direct fashion. Instead that milieu was con-
fronted quite often through the innovative mediation of Protes-
tants. With their hundreds of sects and often with their missionary
and evangelical zeal, they were competing even more fiercely than
Jews in the marketplace for souls; and with secularism so ascen-
dant, no minister, regardless of particular creed, could be certain of
avoiding the fate of the Beatles” Father McKenzie, “writing the
words of a sermon that ho one will hear”” Silverstein’s book demon-
strates how fully Reform felt obliged to operate in such a cultural
climate —and how deftly liberal Judaism managed to do so. Even
when it had to draw back and sanction a partial return to ritual
(“we have Protestantized enough,” one rabbi announced at a CCAR
convention in 1920), Silverstein notes that Protestant revivalism
was concurrently engaged in its own version of teshuvah.

I nevertheless find something a little askew in this portrait of Re-
form as mostly a bundle of reactions to the stimulus of American
conditions, as an imitation of the procedures and values that Protes-
tant denominations were already implementing. While Silverstein
persuasively documents how frequently the response to particular
historical challenges consisted of emulating Christian success in
addressing the consequences of secularism, the trickier question to
answer is how, despite all the extreme measures of adaptation, Re-
form could still preserve its own identity over time. This movement
did not become indistinguishable from the Unitarianism that Jef-
ferson had predicted would “become the general religion of the
United States.”

Reform Judaism might well oscillate from ritual to reason and
back again, might sanction the piety most congenial to German-
speaking Jews and then mobilize its biggest constituency among
the progeny of the Yiddish-speaking Jews from the Pale of Settle-
ment, might veer from virulent anti-Zionism to ardent support of
the State of Israel. But Reform remained recognizable and continu-
ous in ways that cry out for an analysis of its ideological dimen-
sion, its inner dynamic. Its capacity to be true to itself is a
phenomenon which Alternatives to Assimilation neglects. Plasticity
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does not explain enough. In the nine decades that the book so effec-
tively covers, Reform made itself into a version of Judaism that
kept coming back by popular demand, and that must have offered
something more coherent and intelligible than an eerily sensitive,
interlocking set of institutions to be decisively shaped by Protes-
tant pressure and the American ambience.

— Stephen Whitfield

Stephen ]. Whitfield teaches in the American Studies department at Brandeis Uni-
versity. His many distinguished publications have focused on American intellec-
tual and social history as well as on the Southern Jewish experience.
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Dear Readers,

For abiography of Nelson Glueck well underway, I am seek-
ing personal correspondence from Dr. Glueck, or anecdotes
regarding shared experience. Copies of written material canbe
mailed to me at 1642 Woodledge Cir., State College, PA 16803

or faxed to me at (814) 861-3153. You can also reach me on
the internet at rabbijon@aol.com.
All submissions gratefully acknowledged.

Rabbi Jonathan Brown
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