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SEPARATE PATHS

Blacks and Jews in the Twentieth-Century South

DEBORAH DASH MOORE

ne third of the population of the South is of the Negro race, No enterprise _
seeking the material, civil, or moral welfare of this section can disregard e
this element of our population and reach the highest success.” With these
words Booker T. Washingron began his Atlanta Exposition Address in 1893, a
of the Tuskegee Institute to the forefront of Aftican Ame:;can, leadership. By the -~
béginning of the twentieth century, Washmgmn was widely acclaimed as
merica’s preeminent Black man, with more influence than any of his peers. His ¥
views on questions of race and relations of whites and Blacks gained him access ro
the White House as well as to the homes of wealthy white men.! As for immi-
g_r'a:nts, Washington did not see them as integral ro the South. “To those of the
white race who look to the incoming of those of foreign birth and strange tongue
and habits for the prosperity of the South,” he observed in the same address, “were
Ipermiteed T would repeat what I say to my own race, ‘Cast down your bucket
iere you are.” Cast it down among the eight millions of Negroes whose habits
oitknow....” Washington concluded the paragraph with a metaphor that would
ecome as famous as his call o cast down your bucket: “In all things purely
cial,” he assured his listeners, “we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as
e hand in ail things essential to mutual progress,”?

Less than a decade passed before Washington's “Atlanta Compromise,” as it
ie to be known, was challenged by a young scholar teaching sociology at
anca University, W. E. B. Du Bois observed “among educated and thoughtful
red men in all parts of the land a feeling of deep regret, sorrow, and appre-
ension at the wide currency and ascendancy which some of Mr. Washington's
he ries have gained.” Du Bois singled out three things that “Mr. Washington
isti ctiy asks that Black people give up, at least for the present....First, politi-
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cal power, Second,. insistence on civil rights, Third, higher education of Negy,

youth....” Du Bois took issue with all three. He insisted that he was not alone ip
. R e . . . .
his criticiSin but that other African Americans agreed with him:

that the way for a people to gain their reasonable rights is not by volun-
tarily throwing them away and insisting that they do not want them, thar
the way for a people to0 gain respect is not by continually belittling and
ridiculing themselves, thar on the contrary, Negroes must insist continu-
ally, in season and out of season, that voting is necessaty to modern man-

hood, that color discrimination is barbarism, and that Black boys need
education as well as white boys.?

Southern whites took little notice of Du Boiss collection of essays, published as.
The Souls of Black Folk* yer it signaled the beginning of a significant debate

among African Americans over both the goals of Black endeavor in the South and

the best means to achieve them. A similar debate was long in progress among

Europe’s Jews, who argued among themselves over what, in fact, constituted a:
genuine emancipation, how to obtain it, and how they should cope with virulent

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

Neither the Washington-Da Bois debate nor the arguments raging in Burope
engaged the small minority of American Jews who settled in the South in the
early decades of the rwentieth century. Undoubtedly some were aware of the ris-
ing number of lynchings of Black men in the South; the decade from 1896 to
1905 saw over 700 lynchings in the South, a number that declined to just under
500 in the next ten years.> Lynchings were popular among southern white fotk:
they were often advertised in advance and special trains were occasionally added
to bring crowds to the selected spot. In 1937 Karl Priedman’s Cincinnati relatives
came down “out of civilization” to visit his family in Bitmingham, where they
had settled two decades earlier. Friedman recalled that “my father invited his sis-
ters and brothers who came for the Bar Mitzvah to view a Sarurday night lynch-
ing in downtown Birmingham.” Their response, he remembered, varied. “Some
were willing. Some were appalled. All believed it was going to happen.” Some
Jews may have recognized in the new laws of segregation, legal discrimination,
and voting exclusion a systematic effort to establish a social, legal, and political
system that subordinated Blacks to whites in all areas of life. But many Jews,
especially those who were recent immigrants and “of strange tongue and habits,”
as Washington noted, merely accepted the southern way of life as they found it
and sought to adjust their behavior to fit in as aspiring white Americans. Unlike
the millions of Blacks living in the South whose “material, civil, and moral
welfare” was integral to the section’s economic, social, political, and cujrural
development, Jews made up a fraction of a percent of the total population and
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I'he history of Jews and Blacks in the South reveals enormous contrasts and
ew sifﬁélarities. Differences inciude demographic and Settieme.ﬂt Rattems, occu-
ational distribution, forms of culture, religion, and community hf?{ even p911—
ic.s'.;and the prejudice and discriminarion endured by each group. Visible Jewish
sesence in the South is considered so atypical that when large numl.)er.s of Jew:?
that is, over 100,000) actually did settle in a southern city, as they c?zd in Miami
an.d.'M':ami Beach after World War 11, the entire area of South Florida was soon

- dismissed as no longer southern and jokingly seferred to as a suburb of New York

City. Jews have been and remain matginal to the South. Their marginality is
atrinsic to their existence as southern Jews.” African Americans have been‘ e}nd
r'éfﬂéin central to cthe South. It is impossible to imagine southern culture, polirics,

religion, economy, or in short, any aspect of southern life, without African

mericans, “Race determined the neighborhoods in which people lived, the
mdvies they could attend, the churches in which they worshiped, and the ceme-
éries in which they would be buried.”8 Not only did the burden of slaver?r arllci a
istory of segregation: and “State-sponsored racial 0ppr§ssion and authont.arllan—
ism"? shape the South in the twentieth century, but so did the moral and religious

isiot: of its Black minority. In the popular mind as well as in reality, the South
would not be the South without Black Americans. Jews, by contrast, offer an

interesting footnote to understanding the region, an opportuaity to examine the

ossibilities and cost of religious and ethnic diversity in a society sharply divided

long color Lines,

The eight million African Americans living in the South ar the tarn f}f the
éntury increased to ten million by mid-century, but fifty years of migration to
notthern and midwestesn cities reduced their percentage of the total population

from one-third to one-fifth. In many rural, Black belt counties in South Carolina,
Gédrgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and northern Louisiana, African Americans
emained 2 majority in the second half of the twentieth century, though over 2

‘miliion left the South in both the 1940s and 1950s.10 Indeed, 2 steady and accel-
'-Ei:éting strearn of southerners left the region: one out of 10 in the 1920s, one out

fseven in the 1930s, and one out of five in the 1940s. From the region with over
0 percent of all Biack Americans at the beginning of the century, the South

- became home to little more than one-half eighty years later.!! After World Was

1L, these patterns gradually changed, but not until the 1960s did more people

“move into the South than out of it. In the early 1970s the South became part of

he Sunbelt, a region of booming population and economic opportunity that
: , i ini 12
ttracted Americans, including Black Americans, from a declining rusebelt.12 For

“the first time, beginning in the mid-seventies, “the number of Blacks moving into

. . "3
he South exceeded the number departing for other regions of the country. ‘Pii
‘southern cities grew due in part to federal largesse and the rise of the “gunbelt,
Lo lcocra Jakets
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and as southern agricuitumame mechanized and cotton acreage was reduced
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(both of which discriminated against African Americans since they were denje

jobs running the machinery and refused benefits under federal agricultural pro-

grams), the heavy preponderance of Blacks in rural ateas shifted. The migratio
from field to factory hoosted Black population in cities. By 1950 more Black
than whites lived in cities in Georgia and by 1960 less than a quarter of 2
African Americans lived in the rural South.)5 African Americans particulaf:_l

found the largest southern cities artractive and by 1980 Atlanea, Birminghar_i_]

New Orleans, and Richmond had Black majorities.!6 In the closing decades of ¢h

century, Blacks moved to the suburbs as well, leaving only 2 dwind!

ing minorit
on farms.

Most of the several hundred thousand Jews in the South before mid-century
tived in its cities and towns, distinguishing themselves not only from their feliow
southerners, Black and white, but from their fellow Jews, who typically preferred_
metropolises like New York and Chicago. Even in some of the bigger New and
Old South ciries like Birmingham, Memphis, Charleston, New Orleans, Atlanta,.
and Richmond there were merely a few thousand Jews. Larger numbers did not
move down until after World War II, which introduced a generation of Jewish
GIs to the South. Jews settled in selected cities, drawn in substantial numbers
first to Miami and neighboring Florida cities, and then to Atlanta and suburban’
Alexandria, Virginia. These three metropolitan areas hardly offer a characteristic
view of the South, yet they account for the majority of southern Jews in the clos-.
ing decades of the twentieth century.)? When people think of the southera Jewish
experience, they often conjure up the exceptional experience of small town Jews,
of settlements ranging from several hundred to several dozen, where Jews lived
close to the southern way of life yet nonetheless apart from it. In his collection of
essays, The Lonely Days Were Sundays, native Southerner Eli Bvans explains that the
“phrase was epigrammatic of the emotional terrain of the immigrant generation
of Jews who arrived in the small towns of the South in the eighteenth and nine- "
teenth centuries. And that loneliness of soul is at the core of every Jew who lives

in the Bible Belt,” although urban experience characterizes Jews in the twentieth-
century South.18

Irrespective of where they settled (except, of course, for Miami), Jews usually

worked in middieman minority occupations not considered typically southern: as
peddlers, shopkeepers, merchants, manufacturers, and occasionally professionals

(doctors, dentists, druggists).!? Main street was their domain. Initially Jews lived
behind or above their stores; as they prospered they moved to white residential
sections of town. In the early years of the century, unmasried Jewish women
worked in their parents’ store or as teachers or office workers. Later, most Jewish

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

wotkers, devoted some of their time to volunteer work. In the last decades of the
century, inspired by the feminist movement, Jewish women have sought careers,
which they often combined with marriage and motherhood.

By contrast, African Americans worked at a wide range of occuparions from

B
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h reé;fopper and farrriisr, to day laboter and industrial worker, to a handful of
shalc ;

- and upper class positions, including storekeepers, teachers, entrepreneurs,
ld_d_k_‘? a;tssioizls se&ing a segregated sociery. What Sarah Hughes wrote of
,rg;l:gz was true for the rest of the South: “Segregation pesrlixéateduiz;c;:;ig:
1 ing the first sevenity years of the CFntury. There were Bla‘u: Lesta(.i resor;s ot Ir;
o:céry Stores, barbfirshops, blacksmiths, cleaners, gas‘stat;;)nsf, and ¢ rec.a[ious
G&iety driven by \casre, Black entrepreneurs pccasionally czun i porkEd e
:che.-Unlike Jews, many of whom were seif—employe.d, I‘Slacks ng(le y \:rdesérable
ii.lé_i:.s, usually whites, restricted by custom a.nd prejudice to the leas desin
obs in each sector of the economy. “Even trained college graduates .tOS ]ﬁecmd
rrecs and baggage handlers. And we couldn’t do a whole %ot about ft’ :ed .
atrens Cochrane about work in Atlanta.2! Despite economic oppression ar; Es_u -
fdin%tion that forced women as well as men to worlf outside the horm:., ’ r1ca;l i
mericans in the South sustained stable families di.mng tltfxe firse ‘hai}fl oﬁt ; ; c:nd
ury Married and unmarried women worked alongside their men in ; fe ebei and
faems as well as in service occupations in cities anc‘:l small rowns. g iew Pecame
Eeachers, midwives, and nurses. Middle-class standing was reflecte . essdc " (;gn
women withdrawing from paid labor than through home ownership, education,
ﬁr_a_d_standards of public and private rectitude. ‘ e Probably the
“Separation forced by segregation characterized commuaity 11 ek.} ;‘0 mal}lr h
figie most important communal institution was the Blacl‘? Ch“‘_c . ;: . j',rned
African Americans, seeking individual salvation and collvectwe spirituality, joi L
a church, which was usually either Baptist or Methodist. The cbuschl?ot onnzrl
offered Sunday services and schooling, but it also sponsore_d ‘sogai'we a're, ah
civic and culcural aceivities. In her study of Indianola, Mississippt, c_lunng the
'"Depression, Hortense Powdermaker observe'd:- "Nq week pas?ed xx;tho;:; arzz
attendance at some Negro social function—a chitterling supger’m ach ure g
o ent, an entertainment to raise funds, a meeting of the Ladies M;ssmnar‘y ;0522
fy in a member’s home. During some weeks there were two or t ree so;a . .
Ministers led the Black community, articulated collective afspuatmns,. an ’serve
':a.SI ambassadors to white sociery. The church expressed A'fs:can Amerxcar;slhog?e;
‘and sacralized aspects of their culture. “The church services were powertul, with
0 almost ritualized intensity,” recalled an African American of his stsgs{xpp;
childhood. “ Always, our prayers were for fair play, jus:ice. for all people, a:; . ree-
‘dom from fear. We echoed President Roosevelr’s sentxments,' and .ad e flc.)Fr
ji-:0wn."25 Music, especially, gave voice to both sacred and secular dimensions ot lae.

i i i iburin
* Black churches made music integral to their worship services, thus contributing

rrows and
‘to a dynamic relationship between the everyday world of work and so

the sacred realm of prayer and ecstasy. » -
. Synagogues assumed far less centrality in the Jewish community, though far

~ greater percentages of Jews joined them in the South than in the North. Reform

Judaism dominated Jewish religious expression during the first half of the centu-

. . o . m
-1y, In the largest cities where some Jewish religious diversity existed, Refo
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congregations attracted the more wealthy and established Jews. In Greenshos;

North Carolina, after World War II “approximately half the members of the

Reform Temple were raised outside the South, compared with nine out of ten iy

the Conservative Temple. The upper class of Southern origins, as elsewhere in the

South, was concentrated in the former. They, as in the South generally, were the

oties who belonged to the most esteemed country club, were members of law firmg

and other enterprises with Gentiles, and circulated socially with the local Gentjle

elite.”?4 In smaller towns, Jews considered themselves fortunate if they could sup.

port a single congregation and a Reform rabbi. Like their Black peers, Reform

rabbis accepted the responsibility of representing their community to the white

Christian world. “Handsome and robust, something of a scholar, an eloquent

speaker, and a sophisticated but enthusiastic participant in civic affairs,” Rabbj

Edward N. Calisch of Richmond’s Beth Ahavath Temple personified the southern

Reform rabbi of the first half of the century. “He exchanged pulpits with

Protestant clergymen; he delivered patriotic speeches during both World Wars;

he lunched with President Taft at the White House and with Lord Reading at the
vice-regal palace in India; he was treasurer of the English Speaking Union, presi-
dent of the Richmond Peace Council, and president of the Richmond alumni
chapter of Phi Beta Kappa; in 1939 the Richmond Times-Dispatch put his name on
its Roll of Honor as one of the ten outstanding men of Virginia.”2s
Usually accepred as white, and not summarily excluded from participation

in civic affairs as were African Americans, Jews tried to maintain communal
institations focused upon internal Jewish needs, such as community centers,
B'nai B'rith lodges, social welfare organizations, as well as women’s clubs and
Zionist groups, while supporting white community endeavors not connected with -
the church, such as cultural acrivities, better business and chamber of commerce
groups, and philanthropic endeavors. Their success in this dual enterprise
depended upon politics; during the heyday of the Ku Klux Klan after its reestab-
lishment in 1915 in Georgia, Jews generally found themselves unwelcome in
both political and civic endeavors. This chilly environment warmed substantially
during World War 11, and southern Jews faced the dawning of the postwar civil
rights era feeling integrated into the white community. Observers in the 1960s
discovered even among relatively small Jewish populations that two communities
often coexisted, divided sharply by their “degree of Southernness.” These divi-
sions extended to country club and college fraternity memberships, as well as
to ideology, specifically support for Zionism. Opposition to Zionism, and by
extension Jewish nationalism and ethnicity, coincided with a high degree of
“Southernness.” Irrespective of ideology, however, southern Jews uncovered no
antisernitism among their neighbors, although many feared that it mighe be -
“stirred up” by policical change.?6 Outsiders visiting their fellow Jews rarely
understood such sentiments, those heartfelt expressions by southern Jews of their
sense of belonging to a white community whose heritage they saw as their own.
Coming down to Mississippi to help with legal defense of those involved in the
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wrong, '
kot down here,” his Jewish hosts told him.

* i “ ilence either
always right around the corner.” Braiterman suggested that “your sten

a i et worse, of things get worse in spite of it. You
e i obo ink.” His hosts responded, “No
your mouths and do something about what you think.” His hosts resp » “No.
No. What you're talking about is suicide.” Yet all Braiterman could suggest in

12

e,
of their community. As in 2l ocher aspects of life, race defined communal endeav-

or. African Americans created in the South as comprehensive a community as they
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o'te;:-registration drive, Marvin Braiterman, a lawyer, decided to attend services

+ local synagogue to escape the tensions of the week. “We know right from
and the difference between our God and the segregationist God they. ealk
“But their God runs Mississippt, not
15, We have to work quietly, secretly. We have to play ball. Anti-Semitism is

might as well open

sponse was that Jews leave Mississippi.?’ .
" Pl i . . . 3 2 - - - a Se _
. Profound discrimination, prejudice, and the entire oppressive weight o £

gated society left Black southerners with no illusions regarding the parameters

ould afford, including education and cultural activities, social welfare assistance

and health projects, and modest civic associations. They did this in an environ-
ment of fear of reprisals should their actions somehow threaten 2 precarious sta-

us quo and provide an excuse for white violence. Even whete they did not orga-

nize, their segregated social patterns contributed to shap.ing collective cultural
expressions. In larger cities where a Black middle class gained a sc'zcure f(?othold,
class distinctions divided the African American community. In his classic study
Black Bourgevisie, E. Franklin Frazier ridiculed the pretensions of these str.iver-s and
condemned their efforts to imitate white society, advocating instead a rejection of

ts biased pretensions and recognition of the rich cultural creativity of the Black

working classes. Frazier scorned the internalization of white values and fear of eco-
nomic reprisals and violence that led middle-class African Americans to avoid
protesting an unjust white society.?®

© -Although African Americans were forbidden to mix in white society, Black

“culture repeatedly crossed the divide. In some areas, such as music anc_l dance,
‘white southerners were aware of the borrowing and cultural exchange; in other
‘areas, such as literature and architecture, the process of exchange and c?lturai
.-.transformation was ofren obscured. Both self-consciously and unconsc;ous.ly,
* Black southerners influenced the cuiture of the region: its folkways and diet, its
literature and art, its music and dance. Through their impact on the South,
“Aftican Americans influenced many aspects of American popular culture and pro-
-i'duced what has often been considered most characteristically American. By con-
:I t . .

‘of their Western European coreligionists despite familiarity with minority status

rast, southern Jews failed to produce the kinds of cultural congributions typical

through a long diaspora history. Like German Jews, southern Jews were less than

+one percent of the population; unlike German Jews, their intellectual and E.M't%SEiC
. achievements have been modest, Most southern Jews appeared to have ass'1m11at-
“ ed regional mores rather than interacting with them and responding creatively to
© the challenges of shaping a new cuiture. “They did not affect the South so much
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ntésmery bus boycott though he did not %nitiate the protest. His fnor?je:s;z
: ._.-Phjiosophy of Christian love and non‘wzolence, however, sooz;: msp1dedsmn
"sh'aé'ed the civil rights movement. Following the 1954 Supreme ourt1 cecision
B?bm s, Board of Education, which overturaed the separate bwi: equa docerine
phbiding legal segregation, the movement 0 desegregate‘sotlt erln 'msl rurion

nded. The Court’s decision put civil rights on the natlonsd po fmca‘. thh.ité
ozithérn Jews found themselves canght between‘ the d'emfm s 01 ;ic/:sand e
bﬁtherners, who organized White Citizens Cou.nals beginning in 1954, i

s;p:éc'tacions of liberal northern Jews whose Jewish defense oriamzdat;o;:rd o ;7
u'p'ported equal rights. Imagining themselves bet'weeﬂ a rock an Bl b}’,
most southern Jews were immobilized. Even a series of synagogue bo F:4

ities 1 i their
white antisemites in five southern cities 10 1957-1938 failed to resolve

as they imbibed its values and became part of it,” historian Melvin Urofsky ¢
cluded.?® Perhaps the desire for a better life inherent in migration drew Je
eager to accommodate. When Ronald Bern's grandfather bought the railroad tic'i_;
et thar took him south to Anderson, South Carolina, he had no particulas dest_
nation in mind other than ope that was quiet and warm.?0 Seeking economic
opportunity, southern Jews were largely unwilling to stand aloof from souther
culture. Jewish religious observances borrowed little of the enthusiasm and spi
itwality of the evangelical Protestantism of Black and white southerners, by
rather took southern Episcopalian sobriety and decorum as a model. '
Given these disparate and contrasting Black and Jewish worlds that coexisted
in the South, it is not surprising that politics rarely brought them together. Prior
to 1915, Jews participated in electoral politics and occasionally won election
municipal or state office. The nadir of Jewish involvement in southern politics
came during the heyday of the Ku Klux Klan, whick attacked Jews and Catholics
as well as Blacks.3! African Americans, on the other hand, suffered their most bit:
ter political defeats in the years prior to World War I, the era that generated che
actimonious debate between Washington and Du Bois. Those years saw the
largest numbers of lynchings, a flourish of mob violence designed to terrorize
Blacks, deny them their civil rights, and prevent them from voting. Segregarion
and systematic discrimination were entrenched. Black soldiers returned from
World War I convinced that they needed to continue the fight for democracy and
freedom at home. Chalmers Archer discovered “no change in the way we lived,”
when he arrived back in southern Mississippi. “The day I came home, my moth-
er was in the fleld helping my brother Nick. It was then that I decided that she -
should no longer do any type of field work,” he recalled. “I was a war hero from :
France, and that’s the only way I could let outr my frustrations. That was the one
change in our lives thar 1 could make.”52 During the interwar years, African
Americans pressed for anti-lynching laws on both srate and federal levels, brought
cases to court challenging the refusal of registrars to let Blacks register to vote,
fought against unequal school conditions and pay for teachers, and worked with
New Deal liberals to eliminate the poll tax. Alchough they achieved few substan-
tive changes, “expectations rose; Black powerlessness decreased; white hostility -
diminished. Together, these gave the proponents of civil rights hope.”33
World War 1I changed southern Jewish atticudes toward politics, but not
enough to bring them into convergence with African Americans’ increasing
demands for equal civil rights and for an end to desegregation. Jews migrating to
the South after the war carried their politics in their suitcases, but since 80 pet-
cent of these northern newcomers went down to Miami, they exerted little
influence on the emerging civil rights movement.?¥ A handful of young rabbis
joined forces with Christian clergy across the color line, but most feared to speak
out lest they lose their positions. Many Black ministers also were cautious, yet
they were ready to provide leadership when African Americans chatlenged segre-
gation. Martin Luther King, Jr. responded to a request for leadership of the

dilemma.? o ‘
iti i v
The shift from protest to politics—especially the voter registration drives

organized by SNCC in 1964 that drew large numbers of northern J‘?Wi;!;;t‘%(ie_n:
+o the South-—exacerbated southern Jewish discomfozc'. The rabbi a eti 1aa;
I\/:I;L.s'sissippi, urged Michael Schwerner to leave, fearing that white anglre;ad
Schwerner might turn against local Jews. “He arglfed that, Schwerner was & mly
labeled 'that goddamned bearded atheist commuaist Jew,’ and that cc;nsﬂesue - Sz
he was not helping Negroes but hurting Jews,” Lenora Berson repor_te = zo'g s
will come with time and from within; it will not be made by outs?u;le agvitatxo.n,
-tt;é'r.abbi concluded.?6 Birmingham rabbis joined Christian c.lergy in u.rgmghKuflg
(..):.be patient in his demands for change, criticizing h'is nonvmle.nt ph;losopdi hc;z
p'sc.)vokir;g white violence. Writing from his jail cell in 1963, King o .serve o
“Lamentably, it is an historical fact that privileged groups seldom ng:e up ¢
* As for waiting, King remarked bitterly that ““Wait’ has

civileges voluntarily.
lmost always meant Never™

Perhaps it is easy for those who have never felt thelst_inging dar;s of ;egrz;
gation to say, “Wait.” But when you have seen vicious mobs lync ZLO '
mothers and fathers at will and drown your sisters .and brothers at lvlv im;
when you have seen hate-filied policemen curse, k1cl-c, a‘md even kill your
black brothers and sistess; when you see the vast majority of your E‘?’veﬁ;y
million Negro brothers smothering in an airtight cage of Eoverty in the
midst of an affluent society;...when you ate husniliated day in and day out
by nagging signs reading “white” and “coiore:fl”; x:rhen your ﬁrst'fnarzz
. becomes “nigger,” your middle name becomes “boy”...and your Wit a

: 4 “ ”, ver
" mother are never given the respected citle “Mrs.”; when you are fore

fighting a degenerating sense of “nobodiness”-—then you will understand

why we find it difficult to wait.3?

Aithough few Jews championed the policy of “massive resistance” ffldvocated by
white southern segregationists, only after the rise of Black Power did mose Jews
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recognize the possibility of supporting the demands of moderate Black leaders b
joining forces with white Christians to denounce violence and espouse grady
change.

Once large numbers of African Americans acquired the vote and entery
southern politics, Jews discovered ways to build coalitions to sustain Iiber;
change. The 1969 election of Sam Massell, Jr., Atlanta’s first Jewish mayor, dze
substantial Black support and helped topple the city’s white power struceur
Jews subsequently reciprocated in 1973 by voting for Maynard Jackson, Atlanta’

first Aftrican American mayor.3® Bspecially in such cities as Atlanta, New Orlean:

and Richmond, Jews were willing to vote for Black politicians who championed
pragmatic politics that encouraged economic growth and racial accommoda
tion.?? In the 1970s and 1980s, despite the resort to gerrymandering district
boundaries to minimize Black political power, African Americans scored sub-

stantial gains, not only in local elections but even in statewide contests. Virginia
elected Douglas Wilder as its first African American governor in 1992; since

Blacks made up only 20 percent of the state’s population, Wilder won with the

support of many whites, including Jews. Political cooperation with African

Americans was possible in the post-civil rights era because Jews could cooperate
with African Americans as whites, not as Jews. Sufficient diversity and flexibility
existed among southern whites so that Jews did not fear rousing either white or
Black antisemitism. Jews could help create and sustain a political atmosphere not

dominated by appeals to race prejudice and massive white resistance to civil
rights. Jews have also joined with African Americans to defeat outspoken bigots |

like David Duke when he ran for governor of Louisiana in 1992.

Such polirical cooperation, with its potential implications of cordial relations
between leading African Americans and southern Jews, represents a significant
departure from earlier patterns of conflict and avoidance. Because their histories

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

Some Black leaders distinguished Jews as a white minority group, usually
through reference to northern Jews or Jewish suffering in Europe, but Jews
figured significantly as a distinctive white minority neither in the consciousness
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the lives of most southern Blacks. Most African Ameri}‘canshsa?rvg;x:rz
rough che lens of Protestane Christianity. “All of us‘Black ;;)eopbe v:u:e :v i
é'-neighborhood hated Jews, not because they exploited us «CT: E:ckmers ohad
er';.':':t'aught at home and in Sunday sc]:.aool that ‘Jews were zllsT nesse,e e
no'vel.i'si: Richard Wright wrote about his youth in Arkansas a;. enf C.h o
h‘olé'.an artitude of antagonism or distrust toward Jews was bred in uf hmr»l: o
hood; it was not merely racial prejudice, it was part of our caltmta . eri agie.t .
Afncan Americans generally shared the aorms of southern Christian S?i CO};} M
1a§éd attitudes roward Jews; southern Jews usually followed southern ?C-IS "
ven.ti'ons in their attitudes and behavior toward Blacl.cs‘.42 E‘fen :h;? ufmlli :ur-
'vﬁo}king among African Americans, Jews did not Rart1c1paz:e m_t e lifeof t
sunding Black community on either a formal or informal basis. .
Occasional moments of conflict did erupt between Blacks and Jews, vividiy

itions i i matic
indicating their contrasting positions in southern society. The most tre;ud
e i erate
‘momene for Jews came from events that unfolded in 1913. On Confe

Mermorial Day a teenage white worker, Mary Phagan, stopped by an Atlar;]ta p;z-
.il'::fécmry to pick up her pay envelope from the manager, Leo Frank, on der hy
+6 celebrate the holiday. She never made it o the parade. Early the next day, che
}gm watchman found her body in the basement. Her brutal murder led to the

A ] wi rinten-
a'itfest trial, and con iction of annk, the northern educated ewish supe
caghAboLy

dent who was an active member of Atlanta’s Jewish community. Desg)ltt’:‘? lack oj
éﬁdence and Frank’s obvious innocence, the case aroused enorfnous passions z;n
anleashed such vitriolic antisemitism in Georgia and throughout the Sox;ch,lt at
when the governor commuted his death sentence, Fra?xk was taken oEt :13 g;;;o;:;
brought back to Mary Phagan’s home town (?f Manmfta, a:fci lylnc de h renes
Ey'nching in 1915, the only lynching of a Jew in America, stim-vi ated the :
lishment of the second Ku Khux Klan, White Southerners Vlhﬁf::d ‘!E?ratrzl as a
Yankee, a Jew, a capitalist, a sexual pervert—in short, someor{e seeking 10 ?tro.}i
the South and its way of life. Jews saw the Frank case as ;.1.horr'1§::1e example 0 -i;ilt'l
semitism, analogous not oaly to the recent Mendel Bexh'ss- r1tua'1 murd.er tri ;}n
‘Russia but to the famous Dreyfus Affair in France. It was impossible to ignote the
vociferous antisemitism. “There were mobs outside of the Fourfhc?use. It wai hm:ci
‘it was the summertime. And the mobs outside were hollering, ‘Kill the Jew! and
“Lynch the Jew!'...” Clarence Peibelman recalled. “T'd be on the streetcar an

sometimes I'd get off and walk past there, and it was just hatrowing to hear tho;e
people. It made your blood run cold. "3 The crowd even threatened to tynch the

= - jury if it failed to convict.

3u€}18fn.]3 S! espe(na]‘}} LhDSE m f&t}anta, conv lﬂced Of i faf]l: s IMRocence (the
A
conviction was OVEIturﬂed Inaﬂy 9&&!8 latﬁ‘t), ﬂla-de COmImnon cause Wlth the Whlte

.. i i and used
" Christian business elite in their efforts to obtain clemency for Frank

racial stereotypes to defend Frank and to blame the Black factory. Sweeper, Jx{rin
Conley, upon whose testimony Frank was convicted. African Amencanls respony C;
ed with virtually the same unanimity that gripped Jews: the former rallied aroun




286 // DEBORAH DASH MOORE

Separate Parhs \\ 18]

Conley as the latter did around Frank. “For several decades the Frank case hung. I 'sexual conservatism. The prominence of Jewish lawyers, Joseph Brodsky and
like a threatening cloud over the Jewish community, confizmation that economjc :
success was no protection against bigotry,” concluded Steven Hertzberg, hisw.
rian of Adarita Jews. It stimulated a momentary unity among native-botn and
immigrant Atlanta Jews and gave southern Jews a bitter taste of the experience
of seeing one of their own iynched. “Two years later in the spring of 1917, Irvin"g
Engel and a group of U.S. Army officer candidates entered a Marietra drug stoge
where ‘they were still selling photographs...of Leo Frank in his nightshirt hang;
ing by the neck from a tree with his feet crossed at the ankles.””# The lyaching
of Leo Frank intimidated Jews, especially native-born Jews who had assumed that
their white skin gave them immunity from persecution in the South 4 '
The antisemitic environment surrounding the case reached African Americans
as well. The Black scholar, Horace Mann Bond, remembered an incident shore-

ly after moving to Atlanta in 1916 that captured the antagonism even between
children.

I’_{licated southern Jews in the case. Furthermore, the prosecutot’s expliciFly
‘somitic charge to the jury—"Show them, show them that Alabama justice
ianot be bought and sold with Jew money from New York”47-—with its echoes
of-.a:c;:ﬁsations hurled at Leo Frank, forced southern Jews to confront sev-er.al
.éi'fﬁc.ult choices: they could support the African American defendants and ;o'm
5_:' énly their northern coreligionists but also 2 small number of concerned wthe
Christians willing to speak out against popular sentiment; or they could remain
¢ in the hope that their neighbors would not confuse them with their n'ort.hw
erti coteligionists, especially Jewish communists; or they could join the majority
‘hite Christian community that condemaned the Black defendants and champi-
ned their conviction for the heinous crime of raping & white woman. Ra?abi
éhjamin Goldstein of Montgomery’s Temple Beth Or chose the ﬁr.st alt”ematlve.
‘Beginning in 1931 he told his congregation “and all who would .hsten that he
.__thbught the Scottshoro boys were innocent. Two years fater, he presided at j‘l .meet—
ng in the Black Congregational Chusch in Birmingham to form a cofahtaon of
“Jocal suppot, even though he recognized that all of the white speakers .rxsked losj—
ing their jobs. He was right. Two months later the temple board gave him an ulti-
rhatum: “Sever all connection with the Scottsboro Case or resign. He agreed to
esign.”#8 Most other southern Jews appeared to have chosen to keep a low p_roﬁie.
However, they were aware that they risked attack as communists if they did not
actively villify the Scottsboro Boys.
" The charge of being communists acquired even greater salience in the postwar
“era of anti-communist investigations and hysteria. White southerners leveled the
éharge against African Americans seeking to end desegregation and a.galinst civil
tights organizations like the NAACP, forcing the latter to make public its mem-
‘bership lists and then attacking individuals for having joined as members.»ln
some states, like Alabarna, the campaign against the NAACP succeeded, forcing
Black activists to create alternative organizations. However, relatively few African
Americans in the South-were attracted {0 COMMURISI OF €0 soﬁg_l__iﬁgm. Neither
tradition nor structure existed upon which ideologies'could be buile. Many
more found in Christian radicalism 4 vision that inspired them to act and also res-
" onated with some white Christians. Others preferred the pationalist dimensions
o separatism, albeit not its accommodationist aspects, and recogniz'ed with
' Washington the need for African Americans to run their own organizations and
“"build up their own independent communal life. Thus the debate oveie_nés ind
" means that divided African Americans in the South at the turn of the ceatury
*returned Wwith ‘the civil tights “era. This time southeérn Jéws paid more actention,
' listening for those Black voices with which they agreed as well as those‘ they
opposed. The end of colonialism in Africa inspired many African Amer.n?ans,
much as the establishment of the State of Israel—and especially Istael’s milieary
victory in 1967—inspired many southern Jews. Yet few found the parallels

pé&ially Sarnuel Leibowitz who served as defense attorney for several trials,

I was walking along a street near my house, and had to pass a small gro-

cery srore located in opur neighborhood, There was a small boy——perhaps

six years old—-looking through the picket fence that surrounded the store.

As I passed he began vo chane: “Nigger, Nigger, Nigger, Nigger.” You may

not believe it, bue this was the first time I could remember anyone calling
me a “Nigger.” And my response still surprises me; I retorted to the boy,
- “You Christ-killer!” And the little boy burst into teats, and I have felt
badly abour it ever since.

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

Similar political forces appeared almost two decades later when nine African
American teenagers were pulled from a freight train in Paint Rock, Alabama, and
falsely accused of rape by two white women also riding the train, The trials of rhe
nine “Scottsboro boys,” as they came to be known, attracted nationwide attention
largely due to publicity efforts by the Communist Party and the NAACP that
focused on the “legal lynching” taking place in Alabama. In the case of
Scottshoro, however, African Americans made common cause with northern Jews,
suggesting that working class radicalism could evercome racism, antisemitism,

—
%,




i

1/\ , ticipation in civil rights E)_;ganiz“g_t';pqg3_'i'éf'if\r$ing radicals often were the white
most willing to champion an egalitarian society and to oppose racism. Those Jews
most drawn to the southern struggle to create an egalitarian society usually were:

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

idifferences among Americans. In making common cause with African Americans,’

4
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sufficient to lead to cooperation. Degpite efforts to exclude communists from par

I

fmost Jewish activists in the South discarded their Jewish identity, seeing it as’
[ largely irrelevant to their scruggle for social justice. Thus these marginal Jews

i rarely served as a bridge between southern Jews and southern Blacks.
Economic, political, and social changes altered the character of both the
Jewish and African American experience in the post-civil rights South, Racial

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

ed forms. Black political power materialized. Population grew due to migration
from other seates. Urbanization and a booming economy created a growing pie of
opportunity, Certainly, it is easier to be an African American or Jew in the South

at the end of the century than it was at the beginning. Opportunities once closed -

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

Continuities with the old days also remain. Inequalities between Blacks and
whites endure, perpetuated by social and economic patterns as resistant to change
as the old segregated society. “Ownership of property, land, and private business-
es remains a central part of the American Dream of success, a dream that has elud-
ed millions of Blacks,” Robert Bullard observed.’® Segregation itself, no longer
legal but still present in fact, continues to nurture two separate societies divided
by race. The Black church is still one of the most powerful institutions within the
community and ministers are influential leaders, despite modest inroads made
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f.::I.siam. African Ameticans retain an independent communal Structurfi anltd S
diverse and variegated community that includes many types of organszlatlon.s
ranging from modest raral COOpEratives to well—establisheld cc?ll-eges and universi-
ties. However, these now coexist with Black participation in ¢ivic endeavo.rs, espe-
éiélly in the larger cities, so that the Black community divides some of its ener-
giés' berween its own internal world and white society, as the Jewish community
had done earlier in the century.

“Southern Jews are still more likely to join a congregation than northern JE"N‘S
snd they often retain a deep identification with romanticized white sout%}em his-
tory and society. Although assimilation, intermartiage, . ang]_;,gonv'erszon ‘have
affected more of them than A Jews will admit or

assere that they never personally experienced tism. Reflecting on his

youth in Newport News, Virginia, growing up during the civil rights era in “a
home whete the Sabbarhs and holidays were marked with festive meals and obser-
:{rénces, and where the State of Israel was placed at the very center of our con-
sciousness,” David Eilenson described the South he experienced as “far removed

from that of the Ku Klux Klan and the nightmares and fears Northern Jews have

 of the South. Indeed, I do not recall encountering even one overt incident of anti-

semitism.” He loved history and the heritage of Virginia: “George Washington,
“Thomas Jefferson, Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson—all of them were figures
“actively present in my life....” Yet there was another side to his experience:

For me, as a Jewish boy in the South, the lonely days were not conijuled to
Sundays. I was in the South and I partook of and was informed by its her-
“jtage and manners~——but as a Jew I was not of it. As I look back upon my
childhood and think of my many Jewish friends from that time, I am
amazed how many of them do not seem to have experienced it as I did. For
them, Virginia is home. For me, it is also a place of intimacy. Mote pro-
foundly, it is 2 place of alienation. Part of me felt 1 never really beloaged.’

o Despite many changes, there lingers a sense of ;xlarginaiity to Jewish experience
" in the South. Jews live in a world they did not make.

African Americans are helping to change the South in the late twentieth cen-
‘tury in ways that both Washington and Du Bois would have welcomed. Although

“" it is rare to encounter among African Americans the kind of romantic attachment

to white southern myths that exists among Jews, many southern Blacks recognize

" the South as their home even with its bitter history of racism. Despite

identification with very different southern traditions, Blacks and Jews have drawn

- closer together in recent years through shared visions of a future that might pre-

serve the best ateributes of southern society—its “lack of pretension, ho@sty in
relations to others, loyalty to one's family and friends, and self-confidence in one’s
worth and one’s values.”s’ The separate paths remain sepatate, but they converge
more often than in the past and there is less ambivalence on such occasions.
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