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In recent decades, Jews have become the most successful, admired,
and respected religious group in America. 1 They have attained a place in
society and a level of security and success in the United States that would
have been thought unimaginable in the middle of the twentieth century.
They are comfortable as citizens, they are hired for jobs based on their
qualifications rather than their faith, they can live almost anyplace they can
afford, they vacation where they will, and their children are educated at
some of the finest schools in the country. All this does not mean, however,
that antisemitism has disappeared; it has not. But there is no critical mass,
no respectable political party or faction, and no prominent industrialists or
religious figures who speak negatively of the Jews in public, except for the
Black Muslim leader Louis Farrakhan, movie· actor Mel Gibson, and white
commentator Pat Buchanan, who is careful in the words that he uses but is a
suspect "fellow-traveler." In fact, antisemitism is rarely a basis for discus
sion in most American venues, and if it were not for Jewish organizations
that zealously look for it and publicize every incident that comes to light,
there would rarely be any media mention of antisemitism. Moreover, Jews,
both as a group and as individuals, have power in the United States and
never hesitate in exercising it. On some issues, Jews constitute a lobby that
is both feared and respected in Washington. Almost all American Jews,

1. Jacob Traub, "Does Abe Foxman Have an Anti-Anti Semitic Problem?,"
The New York Times Magazine, January 14, 2007; Jerome Chanes, "Antisemit

ism." American Jewish Yearbook 84 (2004): 66 (cited hereaft~ as AJYB),
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except for recent immigrants and those who are old enough to remember, or
were victimized by, the Holocaust are completely at home in America.

Jewish power exists because Jews, and several organizations that
represent their interests, understand how to make use of First Amendment
freedoms such as the rights to contact their representatives and to express
both privately and publicly their opinions and beliefs. Moreover, Jews as a
group have much influence in the United States because their organizations
are well run and well financed, and people in government are aware of the
huge percentage of them who vote and make financial contributions to both
major American political patties. In addition, some prominent Jews and
organizations have the ear of people in Washington who could be helpful in
obtaining their goals. Jews generally support liberal positions and their
financial support goes mostly to the Democrats, but Republicans also fare
well. For politicians Jews favor, and for causes that they champion, their
support is immensely valuable; few national, state, or local politicians are
eleoted to office who ignore Jewish concerns, and the few who do generally
remain in office for short periods of time.

Moreover, Jews are not only heard but are catered to as well. At pres
ent, the security of Israel is the major issue that binds most American Jews.
In March 2012 in Washington, at the major annual policy meeting of
AIPAC (American Israel Public Affairs Committee), both Republican and
Democratic leaders, including vice president Joseph Biden and president
Barack Obama, spoke. The president reminded the almost 14,000 members
in attendance that "at every juncture-at every fork in the road-we have
been there for Israel. Every single time."z This has not always been true, but
since the 1960s American support for Israel has been just about axiomatic.
Polls show that most Americans join with their legislators and other elected
officials in endorsing this position. As a writer for The National Review
noted in 1995, "The happy fact is that antisemitism in America has dramati
cally declined in the last fifty years."3

Jewish groups are concerned with the welfare of American Jews and,
to a lesser extent, of others who suffer from economic deprivation and pub
lic displays of bigotry. Among the groups in the forefront of protectipg
Jewish interests and promoting congenial inter-group relations are the
American Jewish Committee, the American Jewish Congress, and the Anti
Defamation League (ADL) of B'nai B'rith. In the past half century, domes
tic issues regarding prejudice and discrimination based on race, religion,
and ethnicity have been brought to the attention of lawmakers, who recog-

2. The New York Times, March 4, 2012, 1.
3. Richard John Neuhaus, "Antisemitism and Our Com molt Future," National

Review 47, July 10, 1995, 56.
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nized the need to make the United States a less bigoted nation. The Civil
Rights Act of 1964 is the prime example of the changes Congress made.
(Of course, the civil rights movement of the 1950s-l960s also influenced
passage of that act.) More careful measurement and analysis of American
attitudes toward Jews is regularly recorded by the ADL, which collects
annual statistics on antisemitic activities in the United States and does a

major in-depth poll every few years that measures antisemitic attitudes of
the general population. Since the early 1990s, the results have been fairly
similar.

Fifteen percent of Americans polled by the ADL in 2011 held deeply
antisemitic views.4 In general, and in public, Americans are tolerant of the
Jews in their midst. The most well-educated Caucasians have the fewest
antisemitic attitudes. About one-third of non-Jewish Americans believe that

Jews were responsible for the death of Christ, 30% suspect that Jews are
more loyal to Israel than to the United States, and about 20% think Jews
"haffe too much power" in this country. Alone, these ideas smack of big
otry, but they do not necessarily mean the individuals expressing such
thoughts are antisemitic. How often these ideas penetrate non-Jewish minds
when they are not being polled is difficult to say.s

Despite the fact of the acceptance of Jews, their status and security are
always concerns of the leading Jewish organizations in the United States.
As a consequence, there are many Jewish community and public relations
groups reaching out and working together with other Americans for com
mon goals. Most Jews just want to be accepted as individuals who have a
different religion but who are like other Americans in all other ways: they
are Republicans and Democrats, workers and homeowners, and people who
have independent opinions on a variety of topics that Americans concern
themselves with. The reality of that view is tbat it is not true. Jews are not
like everyone else. They are richer and better educated than other Ameri
cans, tend to be much more involved with cultural activities like museum
going, literature, and classical music, and generally prefer occupations that
require brains rather than brawn. Moreover, their financial contributions to
charities, the commentaries in their periodicals, and their voting records
suggest that they are much more involved than are other Americans in help
ing the downtrodden live better lives. Most Jews are Democrats. Most other
Caucasians in the United States are Republicans. There is nothing to be

4. "Is the Recession Making America Antisemitic?," The Week, November 7,
2011.

5. Anti-Defamation League (cited hereafter as ADL), "AntisemiticPropensi
ties in America, 2011," press release, November 3, 2011, 17,'tI, 26, 33; "Is the
Recession Making America Antisemitic?," The Week, November 7,201 I.
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uncomfortable about in these characteristics, but many Jews are insecure
enough in their status as Americans to just accept that. Too often the
thoughts and actions of Jews who remember the Holocaust revolve around
the concern for "what will the goyim think?" As a group, therefore, Jews
are different from many other Americans, but they have no cause to worry
about it. Yet many Jews absolutely refuse to accept the fact that their status
is secure and they are not part of a marginal group simply waiting for the
next pogrom. As Jerome Chanes wrote in the American Jewish Yearbook in
2004: "The paradox [is] that as the number of antisemitic incidents declined
over more than two decades, Jewish perception of antisemitism rose."6

Nonetheless, antisemitism still exists among a minority of Americans
and to a greater extent among the two largest minority groups in the coun
try: Hispanics and African Americans. ADL polls have shown that about
one-third of the foreign-born Hispanics, about twice the percentage of
American-born Hispanics, have strong antisemitic feelings. The roots of
Hispanic attitudes are complex; those of African Americans less so. The
distinguishing factor among foreign-born Hispanics is the influence of
Catholic religious teaching prevalent in Latin America, which is not miti
gated by other aspects of their various cultures. As a reporter for The
Chronicle of Higher Education noted in 2008, " 'to meditate on antisemit
ism in the Hispanic world, and particularly in Latin America, without
invoking the victims of the Inquisition [mostly in 15th-century Spain], is to
decontextualize the phenomenon .... ' "7

African Americans, about 80% of whom are Baptists, are also a
strongly religious group and the church has a much more important role in
their culture than it does in the different Caucasian cultures in this country. 8

As scholar Hubert G. Locke wrote in 1992: "Educationally, socially, and
culturally, the Black church continues to be an institution around which the
movement activities of many Black Americans revolve as well as where
many of their attitudes, values, and outlooks are shaped."9

Below are the findings of recent ADL surveysJO of how Americans of
different backgrounds differ in their antisemitic attitudes:

6. Chanes, "Antisemitism," AJYB, 84: 76.
7. Ilan Stavans, "The Twisted Roots of Hispanic Antisemitism," The Chronicle

of Higher Education 54 (February 8, 2008): B II.
8. ADL, "Antisemitic Propensities"; "Antisemitism Decreases but Persists,"

Society 33 (March-April, 1996): 2-3; Walter Laqueur, The Changing Face of
Antisemitism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 145; Hubert·G. Locke,
The Black Antisemitism Controversy: Protestant Views and Penpectives
(Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Presses, 1992),9, 11,31,32,94.

9. Locke, Black Antisemitism, 32. ~
10. AJYB 86 (2006): 65.
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All African Native-Born Foreign-Born
Americans Americans Hispanics Hispanics

2005 14% 36% 19% 35%

2007 14% 25% 15% 29%

2009 12% 28% 18% 35%

2011 15% 29% 20% 42%

The ADL also keeps an annual record of antisemitic incidents through
out the United States that it labels "Audits." No other group tests public
attitudes toward religious groups as frequently as the ADL. An organization
founded in 1913 to promote positive public images of Jews and to expose
and denounce those who displayed bigoted attitudes, the ADL grew
strongly in the 1930s and after World War II became one of the major
American defense, or, as most Jewish organizations prefer to be called,
"community relations" agencies. By the 1990s, almost everyone in the
United States who thought about the subject recognized that American
antisemitism had declined considerably from its high point somewhere
arollnd 1944-1946. It was in 1979, however, that the ADL inaugurated and
began publishing an annual list of antisemitic incidents in this country.

Aside from seeing whether the numbers and percentages of antisemitic
events go up or down from year to year, however, few insights may be
garnered from these figures. Without knowing context and details, the num
bers of vandalisms, harassments, threats, assaults, and killings offer little in
the way of understanding the antisemitic aspects of these incidents. Given
that there are over 309 million people in the United States, the statistics
listed below cover the actions of only a fraction of 1% of the American
population; in addition, it cannot be ascertained whether each incident was
done by a different person or whether some people engaged in more than
one affront. Certainly, if one were to count only the antisemitic incidents
reported, collectively it could be assumed that 99+% of the population is
not hostile to Jews. That conclusion would be absurd; there are many more
Americans who possess negative sentiments toward Jews. The one thing
that might be concluded from the following audit numbers is that, eXcept
for 2010, antisemitic incidents in the United States have been declining in
the current century. I I (The peak year for the audit was 1994, when 2066
incidents were noted.)

2004

2005

2006

2007

1821

1757

1554

1460

2008

2009

2010

1352

1211

123912

II. ADL, "Audit of Antisemitic Incidents," press release, Jtlle 27, 2010.
12. ADL, "Antisemitic Propensities."
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Most of the incidents and events are little remembered. Some, how
ever, have received national attention: outspoken criticism of Israel on uni
versity campuses; Mel Gibson's 2004 movie, The Passion of the Christ;
and two scholars' assessments of the "Israel Lobby" on American foreign
policy decisions. Although each of these items caused a great deal of con
cern, stress, and fears of the beginning of a "new antisemitism,"13 within a
year or two of their occurrences they were barely remembered. Nonetheless,
some actions create hysteria in parts of the Jewish world.

A review of some of the antisemitic incidents during the past fifteen or
so years suggests that they have had little impact on how Americans view
Jews, but at the time of their occurrences they provoked much more anxiety
than any of the activities warranted. For example, on several university
campuses in the past decade or so, there have been public protests about
Israel's handling of Palestinian demands for its own homeland. Students
have called for boycotts of Israeli goods, have denounced Israeli leaders,
and;. have even physically attacked pro-Israel activists, while protesting
Israeli policies toward Palestinians. At some universities, rocks have been
thrown at buildings that housed Jews, individuals have been called "Zionist
pig" and worse, and on occasion the police have been called out to prevent
physical brutality from escalating. Protests calling for corporate divestment
of investments in Israel have occurred at Princeton, Columbia, MIT, How
ard, and the universities of California, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin,
among others, 14 but those are not the campuses where most of the violence
against Jewish students occurred. At some schools, like the University of
California-Irvine, Rutgers, and San Francisco State, there were much more
intense physical and verbal attacks. J5 During these various protests, some
student supporters of Israel received assistance from security guards
attempting to quell violence inaugurated by pro-Palestinians. No other

13. See, for example, AJYS 85 (2005): 177; AJYS 86 (2006): 79; Leonard Din
nerstein, "Is There a New Antisemitism in the United States?," Society (January
February 2004): 56; Laqueur, The Changing Face; Kenneth L. Marcus, Jewish
Identity and Civil Rights in America (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2010),57.

14. Jewish Faculty Roundtable (cited hereafter as JFR), December 3, 2003,
JFR-owner@lists.niu.edu; Lisa Featherstone, "The Mideast War Breaks Out on
Campus," The Nation, June 17, 2002, 19; Gabriel Schoenfeld, The Return of
Antisemitism (San Francisco: Encounter Books, 2004), 105, 120-121. .

15. "Hate Speech on Campus," Commentary, November 2010, 6; Kenneth L.
Marcus, "A Blind Eye to Antisemitism," Commentary, September 2010,42; Feath
erstone, "The Mideast War," 19; AJYS 86 (2006): 64-65; ScfLenfeld, Return of
Antisemitism, 123; ADL, press releases, May 20, 2008, December 16, 2011.
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administrative support came from these institutions, which, when they
issued statements at all, denounced all forms of antisemitism.16

Calling for a Palestinian state, or denouncing the policies of Israel
toward Palestinians who are aggressively fighting to become independent,
does not constitute antisemitism, although there can be no doubt that
anti semites do participate in these protests on American university cam
puses.1? But to equate anti-Zionism with antisemitism would be a mistake.
Many Jewish students, as well as their elders, who are not "self-hating
Jews" have also called for reexamination of Israeli policies toward those
wanting a separate Palestinian state. And, according to the 2002 ADL sur
vey, only 3% of university students are antisemitic. 18 This statistic is proba
bly still accurate because there have been few, if any, college graduates who
have aligned with antisemitic organizations once they graduated.

Another event that caused a great deal of concern within some Jewish
circles was the release of Mel Gibson's film, The Passion of the Christ, in
2004. The film depicts ancient Jews as arrogant, rich, cruel, hard-hearted,
and instrumental in bringing on the Crucifixion.IY Many people at the ADL
believed that "the film could fuel hatred, bigotry and antisemitism,"Zo but
that was just a sign of apprehensiveness. As Jerome Chanes noted in the
American Jewish Yearbook the following year, "There was no evidence that
the film affected most people's attitudes toward Jews."ZI

A third concern about an antisemitic revival resulted from the 2006

publication, in the London Review of Books, of an article (later a book) on
the "Israel Lobby."z2 Written by two highly respected American political
scientists, John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, who basically argued that
the U.S. administration's policies toward Israel and other nations in the
Middle East reflected the views of members of the "Israel Lobby" and were
not necessarily in the best interests of the United States. The article received
a great deal of notice because no other respectable scholars had argued that

."

16. ADL, press release, October 12, 2007; JFR, December 3, 2003, November
4, 2009; Marcus, "A Blind Eye," 42; Marcus, Jewish Identity, 50.

17. Marcus, "A Blind Eye," 42; "Hate Speech on Campus," 6.
18. Dinnerstein, "Is There a New Antisemitism?," 54.
19. Katha Pollitt, 'The Protocols of Mel Gibson," The Nation, March 29, 2004,

9; Andrew Stephan, "Mel Gibson's Film about the Crucifixion Has Already Cre
ated Bitter Divisions and Led to Allegations of Antisemitism before It Even
Opens," New Statesman, September 22, 2003, 14.

20. Stephan, "Mel Gibson's Film," 13.
21. AiYS (2005): 162-163.
22. Evan R. Goldstein, " 'Waltheimer' on the Spot," The Chronicle of Higher

Education 54 (November 2, 2007): 62; Philip Weiss, "Fermettt Over 'The Israel
Lobby,' " The Nation, May 15,2006, 17.
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point before in public. It also generated attacks upon Mearsheimer and Walt
as antisemites. Several Jewish critics publicly dismissed both the article and
the authors as bigoted. The ADL denounced the essay as "a classical con
spiratorial antisemitic analysis invoking the canards of Jewish power and
Jewish control,,,23 while Edward 1. Koch, a former mayor of New York
City, argued almost the same way by stating that the "underlying message
of their paper appears to be no more than the old canard that Jews are
disloyal and dangerous."24 Although Jewish groups do have power and do
influence American policies toward Israel, they prefer that it not be dis
cussed publicly. Despite their strong position in the United States, many
older Jews still see themselves as an embattled group that will surely be
victimized by Christians if it appears that Jews have "too much power."
Most Americans generally support existing governmental policies in the
Middle East, but in 20 I0 one college student noted something about his
grandparents that is probably reflective of what tens of thousands of Jews
think. They believe, he wrote, that "the whole world is out to get us [Jews]
and the whole world is out to get Israel."25

Ironically, institutions of American higher education once considered
particularly antisemitic have made great efforts to recruit and please Jewish
students. Unlike the 1930s, 1940s, and beyond, many colleges are now try
ing to recruit Jewish students because of their reputation as brighter than
average. Some universities, including the most prestigious, have already
employed Jews as presidents. Included among those seeking Jewish stu
dents are Vanderbilt, Allegheny College, and Franklin and Marshall, while
Princeton, Yale, Harvard, the University of Michigan, and the University of
Cincinnati have already had Jewish presidents. Jewish studies and Yiddish
language programs have also been inaugurated in universities throughout
the nation, and several schools have also installed kosher kitchens.26

Younger adult Jews are no longer embarrassed that their parents speak
with heavy accents, klezmer music has become popular, and new Yiddish
theaters have begun. None of these things would have happened' had
antisemitism been on the rise in the United States. As the editor of the

Jewish Faculty Roundtable has written: "Today's under-40s are seen ,as
comfortable in living as Americans and as Canadians who are Jewish.

23, Weiss, "Ferment," 16.

24. Edward I. Koch with Rafael Medoff, The Koch Papers: My Fight Against
Antisemitism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 223,

25. JFR, December 10, 2010.

26, JFR, October 29,2008, November 10,2008, February 22,2010; Dorie Tur
ner, "Oy Vey! Yiddish Making a Comeback at Colleges," Yaholt! News, December
21, 2011.
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Period. They fortunately live in a world where antisemitism is not a daily
factor in their own Jewish life. They do not live in a world where their own
identity is maintained through a connection with the state of Israel."27

And the same may be said about the plague of antisemitism: most
American Jews don't see it, feel it, or fear it. What the future may bring is
impossible to know, but what might be said about the climate of bigotry in
the United States today is that antisemitism is too minor an issue to disturb
the daily lives of American Jews.

*Leonard Dinnerstein is professor emeritus. Department of History. the University
of Arizona.

27. Avi Bass, "A Transformation in North American Jewry,"JFR, November 4,
2009, www.jfr.newsplace.org.


