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THE BONDS THAT
SHAPED HISTORY:
UNDERSTANDING
THE COMPLEX
RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN BLACKS
AND JEWS

T h r o u g h o u t  t h e
tapestry  of  American
h i s t o r y ,  f e w
i n t e r c o m m u n i t y
relationships  have
been  as  profound,  as
productive,  and  as
misunderstood  as  the
connection  between
Black  Americans  and
Jewish Americans. This

is not a tale of a single
hidden  alliance  but
rather  a  layered story
of  shared  suffering,
mutua l  ambi t ion ,
political  collaboration,
and  honest  tension.
Understanding  this
connection  requires
moving beyond simple
h e a d l i n e s  a n d
exploring  the  deep-
rooted  h istor ica l ,
cultural,  and  spiritual
intersections that have
s h a p e d  b o t h
communities.
For  centuries,  these
two groups have found
themselves  navigating
the  difficult  waters  of
American society, often
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as outsiders looking in.
T h e i r  s t o r i e s  a r e
intertwined  in  ways
t h a t  a r e  b o t h
c e l e b r a t e d  a n d
contested,  forming
what  some  scholars
describe  as  a  unique
coalition in the pursuit
of  justice.  While  there
is nothing truly secret
about this relationship,
t h e  d e p t h  o f  i t s
influence  on  the  civil
rights movement, labor
rights,  and  American
culture remains one of
t h e  m o s t
u n d e r a p p r e c i a t e d
dynamics  in  modern
history.  This  article
explores the authentic
f ounda t i ons ,  t he
moments  of  fracture,
and  the  endur ing
relevance of the Black-
Jewish alliance.

SHARED
FOUNDATIONS:
DIASPORA,

OPPRESSION, AND
A SACRED TEXT

T h e  c o n n e c t i o n
between  Blacks  and
Jews is not an accident
o f  p o l i t i c a l
convenience.  I t  is
rooted  in  para l le l
narratives of exile and
liberation. Both groups
carry  the  memory  of
forced  migration  and
systemic  persecution.
For Jewish people, the
diaspora and centuries
of  European  pogroms
created  a  collective
identity  centered  on
survival  and  justice.
For  Black  Americans,
the  Middle  Passage
and  the  brutality  of
chattel  slavery  forged
a similar resilience.
This shared experience
found a powerful voice
in  the  Hebrew  Bible.
The  story  of  Exodus,
with  i ts  themes  of
slavery,  plagues,  and
eventual deliverance to
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a  p r o m i s e d  l a n d ,
resonated  deeply  with
enslaved  Africans.
Spirituals like Go Down
Moses  explicitly  drew
on the Jewish story of
liberation.  This  biblical
connection  was  not
symbolic; it provided a
framework  for  hope.
Black  preachers  and
leaders  frequently
invoked  the  language
of  the Old Testament,
creating a cultural and
s p i r i t u a l  b r i d g e
b e t w e e n  t h e  t w o
communit ies  long
before the modern civil
rights era.
Fur thermore ,  the
Jewish  concept  o f
T ikkun  O lam—the
imperative  to  repair
the  world—aligned
naturally with the Black
struggle  for  equality.
M a n y  J e w i s h
immigrants  arriving  in
America  in  the  late
19th  and  early  20th
centuries  settled  in

urban  areas  alongside
Black  migrants  from
the  South.  They  lived
i n  t h e  s a m e
neighborhoods,  faced
similar  discriminatory
covenants  in  housing,
and  shared  the  same
overcrowded  public
schools. This proximity
fostered  a  unique,  if
c o m p l i c a t e d ,
neighborly relationship.

THE GOLDEN AGE
OF ALLIANCE: THE
CIVIL RIGHTS
MOVEMENT

The  mid-20th  century
represents  the  most
visible  and  celebrated
period  of  Black-Jewish
cooperation.  This  was
not a secret pact but a
p u b l i c ,  a c t i v e
p a r t n e r s h i p  t h a t
reshaped  the  nation.
Jewish  Americans,
motivated by their own
history  of  persecution
a n d  t h e  e t h i c a l
mandates of their faith,
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b e c a m e
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y
involved in the fight for
Black civil rights.

Financial
and Legal
Support
Jewish  organizations
w e r e  a m o n g  t h e
ear l ies t  and  most
consistent  financial
supporters  of  civi l
r ights  groups.  The
A m e r i c a n  J e w i s h
Committee,  the  Anti-
Defamation  League,
and  the  Amer ican
J e w i s h  C o n g r e s s
p rov ided  c r i t i ca l
f u n d i n g ,  l e g a l
expertise, and political
lobbying power. In the
1950s  and  1960s,  an
estimated  50  percent
of  the  white  lawyers
fighting  civil  rights
cases  in  the  South

were  Jewish.  These
attorneys, often facing
threats  and  violence
themselves,  worked
tirelessly  to  dismantle
segregation laws.
Prominent  Jew ish
philanthropists  like
Julius Rosenwald, part-
o w n e r  o f  S e a r s ,
R o e b u c k ,  a n d
Company,  made  a
massive  impact  on
Black  education.  The
R o s e n w a l d  F u n d
he lped  bu i ld  over
5,000 schools for Black
children  in  the  rural
South  during  the  Jim
Crow  era.  This  single
initiative  educated  a
generation  of  Black
leaders,  including  the
writer  Maya  Angelou
and  the  civil  rights
activist  John  Lewis.
This was not a hidden
agenda; it was a public
investment in equality.
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Ground-
Level
Activism
and

Sacrifice
The  partnership  was
not  limited  to  financial
backing.  Many  Jewish
individuals  put  their
bodies  on  the  l ine.
Andrew Goodman and
Michael  Schwerner,
along with  their  Black
c o l l e a g u e  J a m e s
C h a n e y ,  w e r e
murdered  by  the  Ku
Klux Klan in Mississippi
in  1964  during  the
Freedom  Summer
voter  registrat ion
drive.  Their  deaths
highlighted the shared
risk  and  commitment
of  the  alliance.  Rabbi
A b r a h a m  J o s h u a

Heschel,  a  prominent
Jewish  theologian,
marched  arm-in-arm
with Dr.  Martin Luther
K ing  J r .  i n  Se lma,
Alabama,  famously
stating  that  he  was
"praying with his feet."
Dr.  King  himself  was
vocal about this bond.
H e  f r e q u e n t l y
acknowledged the debt
owed  to  the  Jewish
community,  stating
that the "Negro cannot
afford  to  become  anti-
Semitic." For King, the
struggle was not about
Black  rights  alone;  it
was  about  human
rights, and he saw Jews
as  i nd i spensab le
p a r t n e r s  i n  t h a t
broader  fight.

POINTS OF
FRACTURE:
TENSION AND
DIVERGENCE

T o  p o r t r a y  t h e
relationship  as  one  of
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perfect harmony would
be  a  d isserv ice  to
history.  Just  as  there
were  times  of  deep
unity,  there were also
moments  of  significant
strain.  These  tensions
are  o f ten  c i ted  in
d i s c u s s i o n s  o f  a
"secret" animosity, but
t h e y  a r e  b e t t e r
understood  as  the
natural  difficulties  of  a
coalition  facing  new
a n d  c o m p l e x
challenges.

The
Economic
Gap and
Urban
Tensions
As  Black  Americans
migrated  northward,
t h e y  o f t e n  f o u n d
t h e m s e l v e s  i n

economic  competition
with Jewish immigrants
w h o  h a d  a r r i v e d
earlier.  While  some
Jewish  landlords  and
shopkeepers  were
supportive,  others
became  symbols  of
economic  exploitation
i n  B l a c k
neighborhoods.  This
d y n a m i c ,  o f t e n
referred  to  as  the
"middleman  minority"
phenomenon,  created
resentment.  A  Black
tenant paying rent to a
Jewish  landlord  or
buy ing  goods  at  a
Jewish-owned  store
could  feel  a  sense  of
economic  dependency
that  bred  friction.
This  tension  was  not
rooted  in  a  secret
conspiracy  but  in  the
v i s i b l e  r ea l i t y  o f
economic  inequality
w i t h i n  t h e  s a m e
communities.  Jewish
fam i l i e s  who  had
ach ieved  upward
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mobility  often  moved
to the suburbs, leaving
behind  a  vacuum  in
urban centers that was
filled  by  newer  Black
m i g r a n t s .  T h e
departure was seen by
some as abandonment,
further  complicating
the  relationship.

The
Israel-
Palestine
Question
The  Six-Day  War  in
1 9 6 7  a n d  t h e
subsequent  Israeli
o c c u p a t i o n  o f
Palestinian  territories
created  a  significant
ideological  divide.
Many  Black  activists
and  inte l lectuals ,
part icular ly  those
aligned with the Black
Power  movement ,

began to view Israel as
a colonial power rather
than  a  refuge  for  the
persecuted.  Leaders
l ike  Malcolm  X  had
previously  expressed
s u p p o r t  f o r  t h e
Palestinian cause,  and
t h i s  v i e w  g a i n e d
traction  in  the  later
civil  rights  era.
F o r  t h e  J e w i s h
community, which saw
Israel  as  a  necessary
homeland  after  the
H o l o c a u s t ,  t h i s
criticism  felt  l ike  a
betrayal.  The  rise  of
the Nation of Islam and
figures  like  Louis
Farrakhan,  who  made
statements  widely
condemned  as  anti-
S e m i t i c ,  f u r t h e r
widened the gap.  The
debate  over  Israel
became  a  lightning
rod ,  mak ing  open
dialogue  between  the
two  commun i t i e s
increasingly difficult.
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CULTURAL AND
INTELLECTUAL
CROSS-
POLLINATION

Beyond  politics,  the
relationship  between
Blacks  and  Jews  has
b e e n  p r o f o u n d l y
creative.  American
c u l t u r e  w o u l d  b e
unrecognizable without
the fusion of these two
traditions. In music, the
collaboration  between
Black and Jewish artists
was  essential  to  the
birth of jazz, blues, and
later  rock  and  roll .
Benny  Goodman,  the
"King of Swing," broke
rac ia l  bar r ie rs  by
integrating  his  band
with  Black  musicians
like Teddy Wilson and
Lionel Hampton in the
1930s.
In the world of comedy
and  literature,  this
cross-pollination  was
equally  significant.
Jewish  writers  and

comedians often found
common  ground  with
Black  performers  in
their  shared status  as
outsiders.  The  humor
of Lenny Bruce or the
novels  o f  Bernard
Malamud  frequently
explored  themes  of
marginalization  that
resonated  with  Black
readers.  This  cultural
synergy  was  not  a
secret; it was a vibrant,
visible  exchange  that
enriched  the  entire
nation.

MODERN
DYNAMICS: A
RELATIONSHIP IN
FLUX

Today, the relationship
between  Blacks  and
Jews is neither the tight
alliance  of  the  1960s
n o r  t h e  h o s t i l e
oppos i t i on  o f  the
1990s. It is, instead, a
relationship of cautious
re-engagement.  Both
communities face new



Secret Relationship Between Blacks And
Jews 9

9

challenges that require
a  reexamination  of
their  shared  history.

Renewed
Dialogue
on
Shared
Threats
T h e  r i s e  o f  w h i t e
nationalism  and  hate
crimes in recent years
h a s  f o r c e d  a
reevaluation.  Attacks
on Black churches and
Jewish  synagogues  by
the  same  extremist
i d e o l o g i e s  h a v e
r e m i n d e d  b o t h
communities  of  their
common enemies. The
Pittsburgh Tree of Life
shooting  in  2018  and
the  Charleston  AME
church  shooting  in
2015 were both acts of

white  supremacist
terror.  In  response,
new  coalitions  have
formed,  such  as  the
"Black-Jewish  Unity"
events  and  initiatives
led  by  organizations
like the NAACP and the
Jewish  Counci l  for
Public  Affairs.
T h e s e  m o d e r n
all iances  are  more
intentional  and  less
assumed  than  in  the
past. They are built on
a  c l e a r - e y e d
unders tand ing  o f
differences  rather  than
on  a  romant ic ized
vision of unity. This is a
m o r e  m a t u r e
relationship,  one  that
acknowledges  the
complex  historical
d y n a m i c s  w h i l e
focusing  on  current
common  interests.
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The Role
of
Interfaith
and
Grassroot
s
Organizat

ions
At the grassroots level,
many  local  initiatives
are working to rebuild
trust.  Programs  that
bring Black and Jewish
teenagers together for
d i a l o g u e ,  j o i n t
volunteer projects, and
educational  trips  are
b e c o m i n g  m o r e
common.  The  "Race
and Religion" programs
in  major  cities  aim to

bridge  the  knowledge
gap,  teaching  young
people about both the
Holocaust  and  the
history  of  American
slavery. This education
is crucial for dispelling
myths and stereotypes
that have accumulated
o v e r  d e c a d e s  o f
separation.

SEPARATING FACT
FROM FICTION:
THE TRUTH ABOUT
THE "SECRET"

Conspiracy  theories
o f ten  por t ray  the
B l a c k - J e w i s h
relationship as a secret
cabal  des igned  to
control society. This is
a dangerous and false
narrative. The reality is
far  more  human  and
far  less  sinister.  The
genuine bond between
these two communities
was  built  on  shared
v a l u e s ,  m u t u a l
necessity,  and  actual
friendship. It was not a
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secret; it was a visible,
active partnership that
helped  to  transform
the  United  States.
The  idea  of  a  "secret
relationship"  often
s t e m s  f r o m  a n t i -
Semitic  tropes  about
Jewish control  or  from
anti-Black  racism  that
seeks  to  delegitimize
t h e  c i v i l  r i g h t s
movement. By framing
the  relationship  as  a
secret  p lot ,  these
conspiracy  theories
ignore  the  thousands
of  individuals—both
Black and Jewish—who
worked  openly,  risked
t h e i r  l i v e s ,  a n d
changed the world. The
most important story is
not one of secrecy but
of solidarity.
It  is also worth noting
that  the  relationship
h a s  a l w a y s  b e e n
heterogeneous. Not all
Jews were liberals, and
not  all  Black  people
were  a l l i es  to  the

Jewish  cause.  There
were conservative Jews
w h o  o p p o s e d
affirmative  action  and
Black  nationalists  who
were  deep ly  ant i -
Zionist.  This  diversity
of  opinion within  both
communities  is  a  sign
of health,  not a cover
for conspiracy.

CONCLUSION: A
LEGACY WORTH
PRESERVING

T h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p
b e t w e e n  B l a c k
Americans  and  Jewish
Americans is one of the
most  significant
intergroup  alliances  in
modern history. It is a
story  of  two  peoples
who,  despite  their
differences,  found
common ground in the
pursuit of justice. While
the  bond  has  been
tested  by  economic
tensions,  pol it ical
disagreements  over
Israel,  and the natural
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evolution  of  identity
p o l i t i c s ,  t h e
f o u n d a t i o n a l
connection remains.
T o d a y ,  a s  b o t h
communities  navigate
a world  of  rising hate
and social change, the
lessons of the past are
more  relevant  than
ever.  The Black-Jewish
alliance is not a relic to
be  p reserved  in  a
museum. It is a living,
breathing  relationship
that  requires  constant
nurtur ing,  honest
conversation,  and  a
wi l l ingness  to  see
b e y o n d  t h e
stereotypes.

The  true  "secret"  of
this relationship is not
a  hidden  agenda  but
the  simple,  powerful
truth  that  solidarity
across  difference  is
possible.  It  requires
work. It requires trust.
A n d  i t  r e q u i r e s  a
commitment  to  the
idea  that  justice  for
o n e  g r o u p  i s
inextricably  linked  to
justice for all. The story
of  Blacks  and Jews  in
America is a testament
to  that  idea,  and  it
remains  one  of  the
m o s t  i m p o r t a n t
chapters  in  the  long
march  toward  a  more
perfect union.


