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"In 1652, Peter Stuyvesant, Governor of New Amsterdam, now New York,
received a promise from the Jews who came to settle there that they (the
Jews) would care for their own poor. Ever since then, the Jews of this
country have prided themselves that this sacred promise which the first
Jewish settlers in America made has never been broken."
With this quote I.M. Rubinow opens his discussion of the relationship between Jewish
social services and the broader social and economic trends, questioning whether the
story reflects "good history", and, more importantly, challenging the notion that it
reflects "good sociology, good social ethics or good social work."
From the J-Vault: What Do We Owe to Peter Stuyvesant? (1930)
Speaking at the National Conference of Jewish Social Service, Rubinow asks: "Have we
made a promise? Just what kind of a promise did we make? Have we fulfilled the
pledge? And is the promise still binding?" The original promise not to be "a burden" was
originally a concession to "Stuyvesant's bigotry", according to sources Rubinow quotes.
If this be a promise, evidently it was obtained under duress, under threat
of expulsion... It would be funny if it were not so sad. For as a matter of
fact, this whole misconception, supported by a curious mixture of holy
tradition, race pride, and a typical Jewish sense of group guilt, has
definitely colored both the theory and practice of our work, and much of
the social philosophy of the American Jewish community. No more tragic
illustration may be found of the truth of the statement that necessity may
be made into a virtue...
In any event, Rubinow explains, this "promise" has not really been kept:
non-Jewish contributions have been made to Jewish drives and campaigns.
They have been diplomatically solicited in secret. Just why do we find a
situation of this nature so very damaging to our pride? Is it because we are
still a "chosen people" ? Is it because we still live in a ghetto and must not
disclose our sores to the enemy? Is it because we are so proud, or because
we are afraid to admit the ugly truth?
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Rubinow argues that the truth is that the Jewish community cannot continue to
conceive of its socioeconomic needs as existing in a vacuum:
Jewish poverty is not a result of intra-group conditions. It is a part and
parcel of the whole economic and social problem of wealth production and
wealth accumulation of the country as a whole. The expectation that the
problem of Jewish poverty can be met individually, may be hoped to be
eliminated irrespective of those general economic forces, is an expression
of excessive group pride uncontrolled by scientific research and thinking.
The sermon of independent group responsibility becomes a definite
anti-social force if it destroys Jewish force—if it destroys Jewish interest,
and Jewish participation in national progressive social movements.
Jewish communal and social service should not therefore be subsumed into larger
social movements, however:
Jewish social service... has largely grown for at least three reasons: (1) To
perform functions which, otherwise, would have been left undone. (2) To
give expression to the need and desire of communal co-operation. (3) To
enable the Jewish minority to make its contribution to development of
cultural, ethical and even social values and concepts in the community in
which we live.
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