To Blacks and Jews: Hab Rachmores

James A. McPherson

bout 1971, Bernard Malamud sent me a manu-
A script of a novel called The Tenants. Malamud

had some reservations about the book. Spe-
cifically, he was anxious over how the antagonism
between Harry Lesser, a Jewish writer, and Willie
Spear, a Black writer, would be read. We communi-
cated about the issue. On the surface, Malamud was
worried over whether he had done justice to Willie
Spear’s Black idiom; but beneath the surface, during
our exchange of letters, he was deeply concerned about
the tensions that were then developing between Black
intellectuals and Jewish intellectuals. I was living in
Berkeley at the time, three thousand miles away from
the fragmentation of the old civil rights coalition, the
mounting battle over affirmative action, and most of
the other incidents that would contribute to the present
division between the Jewish and Black communities.

1 was trying very hard to become a writer. As a favor
to Malamud, I rewrote certain sections of the novel,
distinguished Willie Spear’s idiom from Harry Lessers,
and suggested several new scenes. I believed then that
the individual human heart was of paramount impor-
tance, and I could not understand why Malamud had
chosen to end his novel with Levenspiel, the Jewish
slumlord who owned the condemned building in which
the two antagonists lived, pleading with them “Hab
rachmones” (“Have mercy”). Or why Levenspiel begs
for mercy 115 times. Like Isaac Babel, I felt that a
well-placed period was much more effective than an
extravagance of emotion. Malamud sent me an auto-
graphed copy of the book as soon as it was printed.
Rereading the book eighteen years later, I now see that,
even after the 115th plea for mercy by Levenspiel, there
is no period and there is no peace.

Well-publicized events over the past two decades have
made it obvious that Blacks and Jews have never been
the fast friends we were alleged to be. The best that can
be said is that, at least since the earliest decades of this
century, certain spiritual elites in the Jewish community
and certain spiritual elites in the Black community have
found it mutually advantageous to join forces to fight
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specific obstacles that block the advancement of both
groups: lynchings, restrictive housing covenants, segre-
gation in schools, and corporate expressions of European
racism that target both groups. During the best of
times, the masses of each group were influenced by the
moral leadership of the elites. From my reading of the
writers of the extreme right wing, in whose works one
can always find the truest possible expression of white
racist sentiment, 1 know that the Black and Jewish
peoples have historically been treated as “special cases.”
The most sophisticated of these writers tend to examine
the two groups as “problems” in Western culture. Both
share incomplete status. Both are legally included in
Wiestern society, but for two quite different reasons
each has not been fused into the “race”

Until fairly recently, Jews were considered a “sect-
nation.” a group of people living within Western terri-
torial states and committed to a specific religious identity.
This extraterritorial status allowed Jews to convert and
become members of a confessional community, as was
often the case in Europe, or to drop any specific religious
identification and become “white” as has often been
the case in the United States.

This second Jewish option is related, in very complex
ways, to the special status of Black Americans and thus
to the core of the present Black-Jewish problem. The
romantic illusions of Black Nationalism aside, Black
Americans have not been Africans since the eighteenth
century. Systematic efforts were made to strip Black
slaves of all vestiges of the African cultures from which
they came. The incorpofation of European bloodlines,
from the first generations onward, gave the slaves im-
munities to the same diseases, brought by Europeans
to the Americas, that nearly decimated America’s in-
digenous peoples. The slave ancestors of today’s thirty
or so million Black Americans took their ideals from
the sacred documents of American life, their secular
values from whatever was current, and their deepest
mythologies from the Jews of the Old Testament. They
were a self-created people, having very little to look back
on. The one thing they could not acquire was the institu-
tional protection, or status, that comes in this country
from being classified as “white” And since from its very
foundation the United States has employed color as a
negative factor in matters of social mobility, we Black
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Americans have always experienced tremendous diffi-
culties in our attempts to achieve the full rewards of
American life. The structure of white supremacy is very
subtle and complex, but the most obvious thing that can
be said about it is that it “enlists” psychologically those
whites who view their status as dependent on it. It has the
effect of encouraging otherwise decent people to adopt
the psychological habits of policemen or prison guards.

Given this complex historical and cultural reality, most
Black Americans, no matter how wealthy, refined, or
“integrated,” have never been able to achieve the mobility
and security available to whites. Jewish Americans, by
contrast, have this option, whether or not they choose
to exercise it. Blacks recognize this fact, and this recog-
nition is the basis of some of the extreme tension that
now exists between the two groups. While Jews insist
that they be addressed and treated as part of a religious
community, most Black Americans tend to view them
as white. When Jews insist that Jewish sensitivities and
concerns be recognized, Black Americans have great
difficulty separating these concerns from the concerns
of the corporate white community. ,

And yet, despite the radically different positions of
the two groups, there has been a history of alliances.
Perhaps it is best to say that mutual self-interest has
defined the interaction between Blacks and Jews for
most of this century. In her little-known study, I the
Almost Promised Land, Hasia R. Diner has traced the
meeting and mutual assessment of the two peoples as
presented in the Yiddish press to the two million Jewish
immigrants from Eastern Europe and Russia who came
to the United States during the first four decades of
this century. Community papers like the Tageblatt and
the Forward forged a socialistic language that brought
together Jewish immigrants from different backgrounds,
that helped them acculturate, and that advised them
about the obstacles and opportunities they would find
in America. These papers gave more attention to Black
American life than to any other non-Jewish concern.
They focused on Black marriage and family, on Black
crime, on Black “trickery and deception,” and on Black
education, entertainment, and achievement. They linked
Black suffering to Jewish suffering. Diner writes:

The Yiddish papers sensed that a special relationship
existed between blacks and Jews and because of
this the press believed that the two groups were
captivated by each other. ... Jews believed that a
history of suffering had predisposed Jews toward
understanding the problems of blacks. (“Because
we have suffered we treat kindly and sympathetically
and humanly all the oppressed of every nation.”)

The central theme was that Black people were America’s
Jews. Historical parallels were emphasized: the Black
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Exodus from the South was compared to the Jewish
Exodus from Egypt and to the Jewish migration from
Russia and Germany.

the two groups—one called “white” the other

defined by caste; one geared to scholarship and
study, the other barely literate; one upwardly mobile,
the other in constant struggle merely to survive—
managed to find common ground during the first four
decades of this century. There was the desperate Black
need for financial, legal, and moral support in the fight
against racism, lynchings, and exclusion from the insti-
tutions of American life. There was the Jewish perception
that many of the problems of exclusion faced by Black
people were also faced by Jews. Diner writes:

B ut there were much more practical reasons why

Black Americans needed champions in a hostile
society. Jewish Americans, on the other hand, wanted
a meaningful role so as to prove themselves to an
inhospitable [society]. ... Thus, American Jewish
leaders involved in a quest for a meaningful identity
and comfortable role in American society found
that one way to fulfill that search was to serve as the
intermediaries between blacks and whites. The
Jewish magazines defined a mission for Jews to
interpret the black world to white Americans and
to speak for blacks and champion their cause.

Diner is describing the “interstitial” role, traditionally
assumed by Jewish shopkeepers and landlords in Black
communities, being extended into the moral sphere.
Given the radical imbalance of potential power that
existed between the two groups, however, such a coali-
tion was fated to fail once American Jews had achieved
their own goals.

For mutually self-interested reasons, I believe, the
two groups began a parting of the ways just after the
Six Day War of 1967 The rush of rationalizations on
both sides—Jewish accusations of Black anti-Semitism,
Black Nationalist accusations of Jewish paternalism and
subversion of Black American goals—helped to obscure
very painful realities that had much more to do with
the broader political concerns of both groups, as they
were beginning to be dramatized in the international
arena, than with the domestic issues so widely publicized.
Within the Black American community, even before the
killing of Martin King, there arose a nationalistic identi-
fication with the emerging societies of newly liberated
Africa. In the rush to identify with small pieces of
evidence of Black freedom anywhbere in the world, many
Black Americans began to embrace ideologies and tradi-
tions that were alien to the traditions that had been
developed, through painful struggle, by their earliest
ancestors on American soil.



A large part of this romantic identification with Africa
resulted from simple frustration: the realization that
the moral appeal advocated by Martin King had authority
only within those Southern white communities where the
remnants of Christian tradition were still respected. The
Timitations of the old civil rights appeal became apparent
when King was stoned while attempting to march in
Cicero, lllinois, in 1966. We Black Americans discovered
that many ethnic Americans, not just Southern whites,
did not care for us. The retrenchment that resulted,
promoted by the media as Black Nationalism, provided
convenient excuses for many groups to begin severing
ties with Black Americans. Expressions of nationalism
not only alienated many well-meaning whites; they had
the effect of discounting the Black American tradition
of principled struggle that had produced the great leaders
in the Black American community. To any perceptive
listener, most of the nationalistic rhetoric had the shrill-
ness of despair.

My deepest fear is that the dynamics
of American racism will force
Black Americans into a deeper

identification with the Palestinians.

For the Jewish community, victory in the Six Day
War of 1967 caused the beginning of a much more
complex reassessment of the Jewish situation, one based
on some of the same spiritual motivations as were the
defeats suffered by Black Americans toward the end of
the 1960s. The Israeli victory in 1967 was a reassertion
of the nationhood of the Jewish people. But, like the
founding of Israel in 1948, this reassertion raised un-
resolved contradictions. My reading teaches me that,
until the twentieth century, Zion to most Jews was not
a tangible, earthly hope, but a mystical symbol of the
divine deliverance of the Jewish nation. Zion was a
heavenly city that did not yet exist. It was to be planted
on earth by the Messiah on the Day of Judgment, when
historical time would come to an end. But the Jewish
experience in Europe seems to have transformed the
dream of a heavenly city into an institution in the
practical world. This tension has turned the idea of the
Jews as a nation existing as the community of the
faithful into the idea of Israel as a Western territorial
sovereign. Concerned for its survival, Israel has turned
expansionist; but the price it has paid has been the
erosion of its ethical identity. It is said that the world
expects more from the Jews than from any other people.
This deeply frustrating misconception, I believe, results
from the dual premise (religious and political) of the
State of Israel. I also believe that American Jews are

extraordinarily frustrated when they are unable to
make non-Jews understand how sensitive Jews are to
uninformed criticism after six thousand years of relent-
less persecution.

The majority of Black Americans are unaware of the
complexity of the meaning of Israel to American Jews.
But, ironically, Afro-Zionists have as intense an emotional
identification with Africa and with the Third World as
American Jews have with Israel. Doubly ironic, this
same intensity of identification with a “Motherland”
seems rooted in the mythologies common to both groups.
In this special sense—in the spiritual sense implied by
«Zion” and “Diaspora” and “Promised Land” —Black
Americans are America’s Jews. But given the isolation
of Black Americans from any meaningful association
with Africa, extensions of the mythology would be futile.
We have no distant homeland preparing an ingathering.
For better or worse, Black Americans are Americans.
Our special problems must be confronted and solved
here, where they began. They cannot be solved in the
international arena, in competition with Jews.

is a recent international trend that, if not under-

stood in terms of its domestic implications,
will deepen the already complex crisis between Blacks
and Jews. The period of European hegemony, mounted
in the fifteenth century and consolidated in the nine-
teenth, imposed on millions of non-European people
values and institutions not indigenous to their cultural
traditions. One of these institutions was the nation-
state. Since the end of World War II, the various wars
of independence in India, Asia, Africa, and elsewhere
have exposed the fact that a European invention does
not always meet the mythological, linguistic, and cultural
needs of different ethnic groups competing within arti-
ficial “territorial states” We sometimes forget that it
took many centuries for Europeans to evolve political
forms suited to their own habits. Since the 1950s,
colonized people have begun to assert their own cultural
needs. The new word coined to define this process is
«devolutionism” While devolutionism is currently a
Third World phenomenon, two of the most prominent
groups within the territorial United States, because of
their unique origins, can be easily drawn into this
struggle: Black Americans, because of our African
origins and our sympathy for the liberation struggle
currently taking place in South Africa; and Jews, because
of their intense identification with Israel. Given the
extent of Israeli involvement in South Africa, and given
the sympathy many Black Americans feel for Black South
Africans and Palestinians, it is only predictable that
some Black Americans would link the two struggles. My
deepest fear is that the dynamics of American racism will
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force Black Americans into a deeper identification with
the Palestinians, thus incorporating into an already tense
domestic situation an additional international dimension
we just do not need. The resulting polarization may
well cause chaos for a great many people, Blacks and
Jews included.

I have no solutions to offer beyond my feeling that
we should begin talking with each other again.

Anti-Semitism is the way Blacks
join the majority. Racism is the way
Jews join the majority”

I remember walking the streets of Chicago back in
1972 and 1973, gathering information for an article on
Jewish slumlords who had “turned” white neighborhoods
and then sold these homes at inflated prices to poor
Black people, recent migrants from the South, on in-
stallment purchase contracts. I remember talking with
Rabbi Robert Marx, who sided with the buyers against
the Jewish sellers; with Gordon Sherman, a businessman
who was deeply disturbed by the problem; with Marshall
Patner, a lawyer in Hyde Park; and with other Jewish
lawyers who had volunteered to work with the buyers
in an attempt to correct the injustice. I spent most of a
Guggenheim Fellowship financing my trips to Chicago.
I gave the money I earned from the article to the
organization created by the buyers. And although the
legal case that was brought against the sellers was
eventually Jost in Federal District Court, I think that all
the people involved in the effort to achieve some kind of
justice found the experience very rewarding. I remember
interviewing poor Black people, the victims, who did
not see the sellers as Jews but as whites. I remember
interviewing Mrs. Lucille Johnson, an elderly Black
woman who seemed to be the spiritual center of the
entire effort. Her influence could get smart Jewish and
Irish lawyers to do the right thing as opposed to the
legal thing. I asked her about the source of her strength.
I still remember her reply:

[T]he bad part of the thing is that we just don’t
have what we need in our lives to go out and do
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something, white or black. We just don’t have love.
... But this ain’t no situation to get hung up on
color; getting hung up on some of God’s love will
bail us out. I think of “Love one another” and the
Commandments. If we love the Lord our God with
all our hearts and minds, and love our neighbors as
ourselves, we done covered them Commandments.
And “Let not your heart be troubled; he that believes
in God believes also in me...”

I think there was, a generation or two ago, a group of
stronger and wiser Black and Jewish people. I think they
were more firmly grounded in the lived mythology of the
Hebrew Bible. I think that, because of this grounding,
they were, in certain spiritual dimensions, almost one
people. They were spiritual elites. Later generations
have opted for more mundane values and the rewards
these values offer. Arthur Hertzberg told me, “Anti-
Semitism is the way Blacks join the majority. Racism is
the way Jews join the majority. Individuals in both
groups have the capacity to package themselves in order
to make it in terms the white majority can understand”

Certain consequences of the Black-Jewish alliance
cannot be overlooked. The spiritual elites within both
groups recognized, out of common memories of oppres-
sion and suffering, that the only true refuge a person in
pain has is within another person’s heart. These spiritual
elites had the moral courage to allow their hearts to
become swinging doors. For at least six decades these
elites contributed to the soul of American democracy.
Their influence animated the country, gave it a sense of
moral purpose it had not known since the Civil War.
The coalition they called into being helped to redefine
the direction of the American experience and kept it
moving toward transcendent goals. With the fragmenta-
tion of that coalition, and with the current divisions
among its principles, we have fallen into stasis, if not into
decadence. Bernard Malamud’s Levenspiel the landlord
would like to be rid of his two troublesome tenants. I
have no solutions to offer. But, eighteen years later, I
want to say with Malamud: Mercy, Mercy, Mercy, Mercy,
Mercy, Mercy, Mercy, Mercy, Mercy, Mercy

I want to keep saying it to all my friends, and to all
my students, until we are strong enough to put a period
to this thing. O



