Leadership University Reprint

Reprinted from First T hings: A Monthl yJournal of Religion and Public Life ¯ June/July1992 ¯ Num ber 24

Books in Review

The Death Of An American Jewish Community: A Tragedy Of

Good Intentions

Cop yright (c) 1992 First T hings 24 (June/July1992): 58-60.

The 1960s Revisited

The Death Of An American Jewish Co mmunity: A

Tragedy Of Good Intentions. B y Hillel Levine and

Lawrence Har mon. Free P ress. 370 pp. $24.95.

Reviewed by Edward S. Shapiro

IN NOVEMBER 1969, Hillel Levine, a graduate of the

Jewish T heological Seminar yand a doctoral candidate in sociologyat Harvard, addressed the annual conference of the Co uncil of Jewish Federations and Welfare Funds in

Boston. Published later that year in the Jewish magazine

Response under the title "T o Share a Vision," Levine’s speech became the most influential statement of a group of yo ung Jewish radicals who sought to reorder American

Jewish priorities and to reshape Jewish co mmunal life.

Levine’s audience, made up of the lay and professional leaders of the American Jewish co mmunal establishment, were both resentful o f and sympathetic to ward Levine. T hey resented the fact that they had been forced to allo w Levine to speak because of threats that, other wise, Levine’s follo wers might disr upt the conference. But they were also sympathetic to his message since it seemed to be a harbinger of a Jewish renewal amo ng a sector of the population assumed to be apathetic regarding Jewish concerns, and because it fed the masochismco mmo n amo ng liberal

American Jews.

"T o Share a Vision" confor med to the Jewish radicals’ goal of co mforting the afflicted and afflicting the co mfortable.

According to Levine, young Jews were "dismayed with the

realityof American Jewish life which we cannot reconcile with what yo u have taught us to cherish." T heyhad found

"fewer exciting models . . . in the Jewish co mmunity, little opportunity to give expression to our yo uthful ideals. . . .

Perhaps it was a sign of our health that we were not attracted to a Jewish life devoid of intellectual and spiritual energy." Where, Levine told his listeners, "can we find inspiration in the multimillion-do llar Jewish presences of suburbia?" "When walking through the neat ro ws o f splitlevel in Brookline or BeverlyHills, Scarsdale or Highland

Park," he claimed, "one gets a sense that the cumulative aspirations of millennia of civilization went into such pushbutton co mfort. Yet what unhappiness is there to be found behind so many of those gold trimdoors."

LEVINE placed much of the blame for the sterilityo f

American Jewish life on the federations, since theywere responsible for establishing the financial priorities of the community. So desperate was the state o f the American

Jewish co mmunitythat the federations could no longer operate on the basis of business as usual, relying on the generosity of "a few generous men or the patrons of particular projects whose concerns do not transcend their project." Levine was particularly concerned with the federations’ funding o f hospitals, defense agencies, and recreational institutions such as co mmunity centers at the expense o f Jewish ed ucation. Jewish philanthropy, he asserted, was content to mobilize more resources "to combat one crackpot anti-Semite than to deal with the Jewish illiteracyof millions o f Jews. . . . A vague sense of

Jewishness can no longer co mpete in an open market of identities for Jews three or four generations removed fro ma substantive Jewish experience. Identities are based on ideologies and experiences, and neither can be offered b y

Jewish swimming pools and game rooms."

Levine urged his listener s to increase radicallythe funding of Jewish afternoon schools, Jewish dayschools, and Jewish

Studies programs in academia. T his reordering of priorities wo uld help build a Jewish community "that is creative and not one that must co ncern itself with mere survival." But

Levine war ned the Jewish establishment that yo ung Jews wo uld not be mollified b ytokenism. "We will not be pacified, co-opted, nor compro mised with vague resolutio ns.

We want action and not delays. We want a change of the order of allocations and we want more equitable representation in decision making."

T wenty-three year s after Levine presented this challenge to the American Jewish establishment , he has coauthored a book on the transfor mation during the late 1960s and early

1970s of the once vibrant Boston Jewish co mmunityo f

Roxbur y, Dorchester, and Mattapan into a black slum. Both

Boston’s blacks and Jews had hoped to create a stable, integrated environment o f good schools, busy stores, and safe streets in these contiguo us neighborhoods. Instead there emerged an urban jungle ranking amo ng the worst in the countr y.

The Death of an American Jewish Community is concerned, above all else, with allocating blame for this develop ment.

Its underlying assumptio n is that there was nothing inevitable about the process of urban decay, that what we have here is a problemand not a condition. Major responsibility for the change in Ro xbur y, Dorchester, and

Mattapan, Levine and Har mo n claim, rests lar gelyo n the political, banking, and real estate establishment of Boston that decided to channel Boston’s gro wing black population into Jewish neighborhoods rather than to scatter themin

Irish, Italian, and other ethnic enclaves. T he politicians, bankers, and realtors, Levine and Har mo n claim, believed that Jews would put up less resistance to this incursio n of blacks, and that the violence associated with the later busing of blacks into the Irish area of south Boston could be avoided. Boston’s Jewish leaders were also partially responsible for the demise of inner-cityJewr y. T heyhad turned their backs on the problems of those less-affluent

Jews who preferred to remain in the old neighborhoods rather than to relocate to the suburbs. Fro mthe perspective of the Jewish establishment, it was preferable for

Roxbur y, Dorchester, and Mattapan to become judenrein rather than to dissent fro mthe cozyliberalismthat equated urban renewal and integration with political righteousness.

NOT SURPRISINGLY, both the substance and the tone of this indictment resemble Levine’s 1969 speech. T here is the same contempt for suburbia in general and Jewish suburbia in particular. "Can the smell of chlorine and fresh cut grass evoke the ’war mth of belonging’ and the ’sharing of Jewish values’ in a way that scores of neighborhood synago gues, shops, and clubs could not?" Levine and Har mon ask. T here is the same disdain for all political, econo mic, or social establishments, and the same belief that such establishments

bytheir ver y nature engage in malevolent co nspiracies against those they are putatively representing. T here is the same affection for outsiders, whether they be radicals knocking on the doors of Jewish federations or poor Jews in

Roxbur y and Dorchester. T here is the same demand for

"participatorydemocracy" and accountabilitywithin Jewish institutional life, and the same assumption that Jewish leadership to be effective must be localized. T here is the same belief that those who talk the loudest make the most sense. In the 1960s it was Jewish radicals such as Levine; in the 1960s and 1970s it was Meir Kahane and his Jewish

Defense League which defended Jewish pedestrians and shopkeepers against black predators.

T HERE IS the same type o f apocalyptic thinking and the same seizing of the high moral ground. "Byhelping to clear away the ’structural underbrush’ of contemporar yracism,"

Levine and Har mon infor mus, The Death of an American

Jewish Community has "tried to foster understanding and, ultimately, new means of resolutio n." T here is also the same inclination to talk in ter ms of rights rather than duties and responsibilities. "Communality," they argue, is "a basic human right" which gover nment and the private sector are obligated to respect.

The Death of an American Jewish Community is saturated with a no stalgia for the 1960s, when supposedlyJews and blacks marched ar m-in-ar m in behalf of civil rights and econo mic justice. T hat this is no longer true is due not to social and econo mic forces but to the blockb usting and white flight fostered b yrealtors and bankers that set blacks and Jews at each others’ throats. "So busyblaming each other, neither the blacks nor the Jews of todaymanifest much understanding of the elusive forces that are exter nal to their co mmunities and function independently of both their wills and interests." We should no wbe thankful to Levine and Har mon for revealing these hitherto "elusive forces."

So me of us, ho wever, will remain skeptical regarding

Levine and Har mon’s claim that they have disco vered the snake in the garden of black-Jewish relations. While the

Jews of Boston were fleeing to the suburbs, the same thing was occurring in Ne wark, Minneapolis, Washingto n,

Cleveland, New York, Detroit, Philadelphia, and other major American cities. CertainlyBoston’s White-Anglo-

Saxon-Protestant bankers co uld not have been responsible for these exoduses as well. Was it possible that similar conspiracies of bankers and realtors eager to take advantage of the largesse o f the federal gover nment could have sprung up simultaneo usly thro ughout the United States? Is it rational to believe that all these cabals were directed at

Jewish neighborhoods?

T he plight of the central cities and the reasons for the flight of Jews and others, whites and middle-class blacks alike, cannot be fo und in the machinations o f bankers and politicians. A more likely source is the decline of the black family(approximatelythree-fifths of current black births are illegitimate) and the effect that liberal econo mic and social policies have had on enco uraging d ysfunctio nal social behavior and in under mining tho se forces within the city such as religion that have attemp ted to hold back the ne w urban barbarism. Nostalgia for the 1960s is of little use in understanding the plight of o ur cities.

EDWARD S. SHAPIRO is Professo r of History at Seton

Hall University and author of A T ime for Healing (Johns

Hopkins University Press).

Cop yr ight © 1998 b yFIRST T HINGS.

Copyright/Reproduction Limitations

T his data file is the sole propert yof Leadership Universit y. It m aynot be altered or edited in an yway. It m aybe reproduced onl yin its entiret yfor circulation as "freewar e," without charge. All reproductions of this data file m ust contain the cop yright notice (i.e., "Cop yright © 1998 b yFirst T hings ") and this Cop yright/Reproduction Lim itations notice.

T his data file m aynot be used without the perm ission of Leadership Universityfor resale or the enhancem ent of anyother product sold.

FIRST T HINGS

156 F ifth Avenue, Suite 400

New York , NY10010

Phone: (212) 627-1985

Em ail: ft@firstthings.com

W eb: http://www.firstthings.com

Leadership University

3440 Sojourn Drive, Suit 200

Carrollton, T X 75006

Phone: (972) 713-7130

Fax: (972) 713-7670

Em ail: lu@leaderu.com

W eb: http://www.leaderu.com