
Antisemitism and the Jewish Response 
Reflections on Purim 

by Nathan Bulman 

PURIM IS A HOLIDAY with a mask. 
Behind the mask, however, there lurks adult 

thoughtfulness and penetrating insight. And there are 
three things of importance to be learned from Purim; 
the causes of anti-semitism, the proper methods of 
defense against it, and how we ought to celebrate de
liverance from its effects. Let us go step by step. · 

The Causes of A11,tisemitism 

"And Haman said to King Achashverosh: 
a. "There is a certain people scattered and (yet) 

separated among the peoples in all the prov
inces of thy kingdom; 

b. and their religious laws differ from those of all 
the other peoples; 

c. neither do they keep the religious laws of the 
king; 

d. nor would it profit the king to let them remain!" 
a. "scattered and (yet) separated" 

These words are a concise and pungent statement of 
the dilemma which is at the heart of antisemitic senti
ment. The antisemite sees Jews everywhere "scattered," 
i.e., nowhere seeming to strive too hard to retain a 
cohesive and differentiated pattern of Jewish identity. 
He sees at the same time, that as a group, Jews are 
characterized by a quality of "stubborn indissolubility." 

He may be mistaken in attributing the paradox to 
insufficiently strong desire, on the part of the Jew, for 
complete self-effacement and assimilation. He may 
mistakenly attribute the paradox to a dark and ignoble 
hypocrisy on the part of the Jew. He may never begin 
to fathom the matter as testimony, that collectively, the 
Jews cannot escape their historic destiny. He may never 
begin to sense that the seemingly interminable capacity 
of the Jewish people to renew its life from ashes of 
destruction, with creative powers unimpaired, is perhaps 
the most eloquent testimony that there is Divine mean
ing in the historic process. 

He certainly fails to see himself as a "rod of Divine 
anger," whose purpose it sometimes is to prevent the 
people of G-d from breaking down the Divinely estab
lished boundary "between Israel and the nations," to 
recall the Jew to an awareness of his Divinely ordained 
character and task, of his specific dependence for life 
and well being on Divine Providence, of his utter in
ability to find security through reliance on the good 
will of the nations. 

All the same, he senses powerfully, often more so 
than individually "unconscious" Jews, the grip of the 
riddle of Jewish survival on the psyche of himself and 

his world. And without understanding, he rages fren
ziedly at the Jew because of the existence of the riddle. 

b. "their religious laws differ from those of All other 
peoples" 

Here again, the eyes of hate sometimes penetrate, 
despite their distorted line of vision, to a depth of in
sight which cold and objective analysis does not reach. 
Haman perceived rightly, together wtih antisemites 
of every age, that Judaism is different, not alone from 
any other religion, but also, from all other religions. 
He noted correctly that in human society religious de
nominational differences are usually harmonized under 
a broader common denominator of fundamental sub
strata of beliefs and values which give those societies 
inner character and impulse~ that usual1y those "root" 
values motivate the economic, politicaJ, socialJ and 
recreational phases of 1ife, and even the inner state 
of the religious phase, rather than the doctrinal par
ticularities debated in the official religious institutions. 

But, he noted also, with sharp perceptiveness that 
there are elements in Judaism which make impossible 
for its adherents, genuine absorption in the total con
figuration of life's activities, with the peoples among 
whom they live. 

An elusive and indefinable otherness remains. Some 
Jews seek to talk it out of existence by refusing to 
recognize the chosenness of Israel as a historic fact 
and referring to it as a "mere dogma"-which they 
can then contemptuously dismiss, as a vestige of "chau
vinistic tribal thinking," and which therefore can hard
ly have meaning for people who live in the 20th cen
tury, and have made the spirit of its culture and science 
their own. 

But it is not a "mere dogma." It is a fundamental 
principle of Judaism to whose truth all history bears 
witness. Jews may sometimes not find that fact a per
sonally pleasant one to perceive, but antisemites oft
times do pzrceive it, as did Haman, without acknowl
edging it as creditable to us, when he railed at our being 
inseparably bound to a religion generically different 
from all other religions. 

c, "neither do they keep the king's religious laws" 
There have been times when the pressure exerted 

upon the Jew to conform to the dominant religious pat
tern, at least in addition to his own, has been direct 
and open. But even in democratic countries, where 
freedom of religion is legally guaranteed to the Jew, 
the same pressure, though concealed, still remains. 

The social exclusions, the occasional political and 
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economic disabilities, the discriminatory practices even 
in education, from which the Jew suffers, act upon his 
consciousness as a very real pressure to melt and 
reduce his own spiritual stature towards conformity 
with that of his surroundings. 

Religious persecution may be replaced in such a set
ting, by Jewish self-effacement as a means of finding 
favor in the eyes of the Gentile world (upon Gentile 
goodwill, the Jew finds himself dependent even in 
democratic countries). The net result is the same. 
There, destruction inflicted by outside hate; here, spir
itual suicide, indirectly stimulated from without. (Let it 
be noted that these indirect pressures need not be de
cisive. In democratic societies they are not imposed 
upon as through the total assent of the general com
munity. In our own beloved America, for instance, there 
are powerful currents which strive for the final removal 
of all inequity from American life; and for untrammeled 
liberty of body and soul for all Americans. The point 
made here, is that uncritical surrender on our part to 
pressures for conformity to the mores and standards 
of our environment is by no means an indication of 
loyalty to America. Such surrender destroys the Amer
ican dream. Our insistence on the right to be what 
we are through Jewish history, experience and destiny, 
is precisely in line with the aspiration of the best of 
America. What is criticized here is the widely held fal
lacious notion, that in order to be good Americans, we 
must make common cause with those elements in Amer
ican society who strive to mold America in a mono
lithic cast in every area of life other than the political.) 

d. "therefore it profiteth not the king to let them 
remain" 

This is the final hammer blow. 
Substitute the idiom of the 20th century for these 

words, and you will hear in them a most familiar note. 
"Do you perchance, little Jew, live under the illusion 

that your genius and your efforts have contributed 
something of abiding value to our country? Are you 
fool enough to imagine yourself indispensable to us, on 
the basis of your record of achievement? How pitifully 
mistaken you are. We do not at all consider our future 
welfare as dependent on whether you stay or go. Your 
Einsteins, and Felix Frankfurters, we hate. Your Ricko
vers we know how to snub. You are in some places, 
dirty communists, and in others, dirty capitalists. Some 
of you are too grasping in business. Others among you 
przach too loudly and too passinoately against social 
in;ustice. Your children fill our academies of higher 
learning out of all due proportion to your numbers, 
and many of them are much too brilliant. Too many of 
you are physicians and attorneys. You are almost a 
controlling force in our entertainment industry. And 
of late you have even invaded engineering in force." 

As of today, these sentiments are shared consciously 
by what is probably a small minority of the American 
people. Let us hope and pray that the numbers of that 
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minority may change only by diminution. On too many 
occasions, however, in our past history, have such mi
norities turned into majorities. It would therefore hard
ly be the best part of wisdom for us to seek security in 
the knowledge of our great contributions to the well 
being of our land. Too often have we learned that the 
antisemitic cry "it profiteth not the king to let them 
remain," is not stilled by reference to charts of Jewish 
achievement. 

A Proper Jewish Response Pattern to the 
Threat of Antisemitism 

Let us re-read the elements of the response pattern 
of the Persian Jewish community to the menace of 
Hamanism. Those elements were: 

a. the ingathering of the Jewish community for 
common effort; 

b. fasting and repentance; 
c. Esther's intercession with the king. 
a. "ingathering of the Jewish community" 

The first step in planning a Jewish defense effort 
against antisemitism is necessarily the cultivation of a 
sense of common Jewish destiny. It may often be true 
that "where there are nine Jews there are ten opinions,'.' 
and that, in the formulation of our own views and opin
ions on Judaism and the problems of Jewish life, we 
have often been a very fragmented people. It is how
ever, equally true that the threat of physical injury or 
annihilation directed from without has always served 
us as a unifying agent of uncommon effectiveness. We 
may often ardently and zealously differ in defining the 
character of Judaism. We have always, however, known, 
with the spontaneity of instinct, that antisemitic blows 
aimed at the body of any single Jew, are equally aimed 
at the collective body of all Jews-whether of low or 
high station, whether materially poor or wealthy, whe
ther religiously devout or not. An alarm of physical 
danger has always, therefore, instantly transformed 
our inner divisiveness and our jealous insistence on 
unrcgimented individualism, into absolute unity of 
purpose and self-regimented collective discipline. 

If in our time and place the cry of Jews, let us 
say, behind the iron curtain, faced by a threat to their 
very existence, fails to elicit from us a sense of spon
taneous solidarity with their cause, we ought to know 
that we have lost an irreplaceable element of Jewish 
strength for life. 

b. "fasting and repentance" 

A sense of Jewish solidarity alone, however, for all 
its importance, will not suffice. There is vitally neces
sary also, a collective effort to retrieve the lost sense 
of Jewish spiritual unity, and to bring about a reunion 
between the people of Israel and its G-d and Torah. 
A central pillar in the structure of Jewish resistance 
against antisemitism, has always been the unclouded 

(page 24, please) 



• 

Antisemitism and the Jewish Response 
(continued from page 8) 

awareness, that our own mental and emotional aliena
tion from Torah is one of the most potent unseen allies 
of our enemies. Such alienation, through weakening our 
Jewish pride, makes us receptive to the unspeakable 
suspicion that perhaps our enemies are at least a little 
right. It sometimes even reduces us to the degradation 
of "embracing the soul of our enemies," (through blind 
aping of their way of life) at the very moment that they 
are physically seeking to destroy us. 

On the other hand, rootedness in the knowledge and 
love of Torah, gives us an inner strength and dignity 
which physical persecution can never take from us. It 
spares us the humiliation which is the cruelest tor~ure 
our enemies can inflict upon us. It safeguards us against 
the emotional collapse which is inevitably the lot of 
victims of physical persecution who are, in addition, 
made to feel the sense1essness of their own existence. 
In one of the Jewish schools of Nazi-occpied Vilna, a 
Jewish child was asked: "If you could go to a non
J ewish school outside the ghetto, in which you could 
enjoy the warmth of sunshine and the pleasures of 
going to parks and playing with toys, wouldn't yo~ 
rather go there, even if you had to become a Nazi 
to do so?" The child answered: "No, I would not. I 
would rather stay here." The choice of that child is 
the secret of Jewish eternity. In a lightning flash, an
guished as we are by the hastoras panim (hiding of the 
Divine countenance) which attends Jewish suffering at 
antisemitic hands, we all the same learn once again, 
that unless the soul takes precedence over the body, 
humanity must return to the jungle. We also learn, 
from that child's answer, that the only hopo for a 
humanized humanity lies in the assertion of that 
supremacy. 
c. "Esther's intercession with the king" 

The utilization of the services of brethren of ours 
in high station, who have free access to persons or 
agencies of high governmental authority, would perhaps 
in our day, be one of the most popular aspects of 
Jewish defense activities. Indeed, the method could be 
a proper one, given certain conditions, and . has often 
been of great value in the alleviation of Jewish suffer
ing. 

Its limitations, however, ought a1so to be known, 
and they are the following: 

J. The Achashveroshs of history are often erratic, 
vain, and stupid individuals. They cannot always be 
relied upon. If their momentary moods and thetr cap
rices, happen to be fortunate ones for us, then "the evil 
decree" will be averted. Should our "Achashverosh" 
happen not to take favorable notice of our "Esther," 
th;;n woz to us and woe to her. Sustained and exclusive 
reliance on the Achashveroshs of history has availed 
us little in time of need. 

2. In approaching our "Esthers" and pleading with 
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them to come to the assistance of their people, we 
would do well not to be fawning and excessively flatter
ing. There are well springs of Jewish loyalty in the 
hearts of Jews "who live in palaces" too, but the wisest 
way to awaken that loyalty is to speak to them in the 
accents of Mordecai's admonition, "~fhink not to your
self that you will escape in the king's house, more than 
all the Jews. For if you altogether hold your peace at 
this time, then will relief and deliverance arise to the 
Jews from another place, but you and your father's 
house will perish." 

To set up our "Esthers" as arbiters of Jewish destiny 
by making them authoritative Jewish communal figures, 
in payment for their assistance towards the alleviation 
of Jewish suffering, is to commit a grievous error. It 
will not inspire them with greater dedication in the 
discharge of their task, then ean, the claim of unavoid
able Jewish obligation. But it may, and often does infect 
us with their alienation from Judaism, when we allow 
our "Esthers" to arbite for us in our religious and edu
cational affairs, on the basis of their "defense" activi
ties. 

The Adopted form of Purim Observance 

In the traditional observance of Purim, the following 
aspects are included: (a) historic recollection; (b) elev-
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er pedagogy; (c) Jewish brotherhood; (d) concern for 
the poor and needy; and, ( e) merriment that is not 
escapist. 

a. sober historic recollection 

There is a striking introduction to the "carnival" 
spirit of Purim. Each year, on the day before Purim, the 
Fast of Esther and the Jews of Shush an is observed. 
A spirit of gaiety is soon to be felt, but not one of 
senseless abandonment, for we may not forget the tra
vail and the terrible fear of impending doom which 
precede the joy of deliverance, and the experience of 
Divine Providence accompanying that deliverance. Both 
must be reexperienced, else, the true meaning of joy, 
would soon be forgotten. The festival would soon cease 
to be a source of strength and Jewish renewal for us, 
and would therefore cease to be a Jewish festival. When 
night falls we read the Megilla containing the story of 
Purim. And the Halachic obligation to listen attentively 
to every word of the M egilla underscores the primary 
importance of "sober" historic recollection in the whole 
pattern of Purim gaiety. 

b. clever pedagogy 

Modern Jews are often much concerned with the 
problem of how to steel their children against the effects 
of some crue] antisemitic remark or incident. In other 
times and places the wider prevalence of antisemitism 
may have been ground for much greater preoccupation 
on the part of J cwish parents with this matter. But even 
in our time and place, all of us are occasionally made 
aware that unless our children are mentally and emo
tionally strengthened against the after effects of expo
sure to antisemitism, then resultant feelings of insecurity, 
inferiority and fear can greatly damage their proper 
Jewish and human development. What rare pedagogical 
cleverness there is therefore, in giving to our children 
a weapon of such devastating ridicule as the repeated 
sounding of the greggar upon mention of Haman's 
name. 

And as the same sounding of the greggar gives 
voice, with triumphant derision, to our deep seated 
conviction that the end of the enemies of the Jew 
can never be different than Haman's was. do we not 
find ourselves in possession of a subtle pedagogic 
device of rarest effectiveness, for imparting to our 
children an abiding faith in the eternity of Israel; a 
faith whose strength will make them immune to the 
psychological hurt of antisemitism? (Let it be noted at 
this point that the greggar element of Purim when ex
aggerated, as we often allow it to be exaggerated, will 
lose its effectiveness. Here as in all things, a sense of 
proper balance is vital.) 

c. Jewish Brotherhood 
In our contemporary frame of Jewish reference, the 

emphasis on the importance of brotherhood activities 
is often "restricted" to inter-religious or inter-denomi
national brotherhood. W c somehow forget that the 
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cultivation of human love in a universal sense, needs 
for its native soil a sense of love for one's own. Where 
love of one's own is absent, the seeds of universal love 
can find no place in which to take root and grow. For 
the area in which the soul of a person is formed and 
molded, is first and foremost the limited orbit of child
hood relations. A person must first learn the meaning 
of love within his family before he can learn to love his 
community. Likewise, chronologically, love of people is 
preceded by love of community. Neither can one ever 
learn to love the whole wide world without first having 
learned to love one's people. What a terribly twisted 
logic it is, which seeks to invert the chronological order 
of these various radii in the cultivation of the capacity 
of the individual Jewish human soul for love of others 
than itself. Oftimes in fact. the impression is inescapable 
that some of our brotherhood programs are a "cover
up" for the lack of these same qualities among our 
own. 

How much more is this true in times such as our own, 
when the non-Jewish world has not only not been 
affected in the least by our "protestations of brother
hood," but has evinced for us only hate or, at best, 
cold disregard for our suffering? And it is as if 
the beautiful Purim minhag of mish/oach monos were 
to say to us: HWhcn the hatred of H amanism surrounds 
you, doubly reinforce amongst yourselves, love and 
concern of one Jew for another." 

d. Concern for the Poor and Needy 

As is the case with all Jewish holidays, we are en
joined hy our tradition on Purim also, and with even 
greater emphasis, to make certain that no Jew or Jewess 
be deprived of the joy of the festival because of material 
poverty. And this we are bidden to do personally. not 
organizationally. Our own Purim Seudah, would be 
incomplete were we not to enable other, needy Jews to 
have a Purim Seudah as well. And this direct personal 
mode in Jewish charity is the one most distinguishing 
and necessary features of Jewish giving for the allevia
tion of need. Where Jewish charity ceases to be per
sonal, it ceases after a while to be Jewish. 

e. Restrained Gaiety 

The things that usually accompany a carnival-mas
querading, drinking intoxicating beverages, etc., are 
foreign to the Jewish mood of life on all other days 
of the year. Purim, however, is an exception. Normally, 
it would be considered a strange thing for the Rabbis 
to approve or condone, not to speak of fostering, forms 
of enjoyment and relaxation which seek to give pleasure 
through stimulation of the senses and the imagination, 
strong enough to temporarily "block" out of conscious
ness, the sense of reality and of rational and moral 
experience which roots in reason and conscience. Of 
Purim, by contrast, the Rabbis say: "A person is en
joined to drink on Purim till he no longer knows the dif
ference between the words 'cursed be Haman' and 
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'blessed be Mordecai'." Masquerading has also been 
proverbially popular on Purim. Frivolous impersonation 
of even the most respected leaders and members of the 
community, rabbinic as well as lay, has always been 
encouraged on Purim. 

Despite all this, however, even at this point, there is a 
distinctively Jewish note to be discerned. For one thing, 
devout and pious Jews to whom the fulfillment of any 
Mitzvah, whatever the cost, and whatever the incon
venience, is a felt necessity, somehow never manage to 
fulfill "the Mitzvah" of inebriation on Purim quite com
pletely. They become a little high perhaps but never do 
they lose sufficient clarity of consciousness and con
science to be properly classified as drunkards. In fact, 
it is precisely at this point, when the elements of sub
conscious motivation often break the bonds of our 
normally clever ability to conceal them, that the true 
nobility of the Torah-formed personality shines through. 
For in those moments, there becomes apparent how 
deeply the study and life of Torah affects the sub
structure of personality. 

There is still another "inversion" of a deeply rooted 
Jewish attitude, which reflects rich symbolism-the 
recitation of grammen (rhymes). B'nei Torah fortify 
themselves sufficiently but not excessively with spirits, 
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cast away their deeply ingrained reverzncc for each 
w"""'-4 phrase of the Torah and the writings of the 
Rabbis, and utilize Torah and Rabbinic texts torn out 
of contexts, for rhymed perorations which frivolously 
satirize the failings of the community and even of its 
outstanding personalities. Aside from serving as a valve 
for the release of popular grievances, and imposing 
upon the community's leadership the awareness that 
their behavior is periodically subject to public critical 
review, the recitation of "grammen" is perhaps an in
direct expression of an abiding Jewish conviction; the 
understanding that the hand of Providence allows anti
Semitism to do us harm only after we become J ewishly 
weakened by our own failings and shortcomings. And 
it is as if we were saying through the mask of merri
ment: "We have not forgotten that our own striving for 
Jewish self-improvement, is the strongest and truest 
safeguard against the menace of anti-Semitism-for, 
has not King David taught us, that 'the heart of kings 
and princes is in the hands of Hashem'? And, therefore, 
can any enemy prevail against us unless our own short
comings have made us vulnerable in taking from us 
the shield of Divine Protection? 

ETHICS FROM SINAI 

(continued from page 23) 

to his own principle, but if they had each held the 
opposite viewpoint they would each have acted in the 
opposite manner." This is not merely a matter of his
torical interest, but of very practical concern; if lenient 
or severe decisions of law are the result of rational 
deliberation-as they in truth are-they possess a uni
versal validity that would not be theirs if they were the 
outcome of personal circumstances or imperfections. 

It is therefore to be hoped that the biographical 
sketches in the second volume of this work will be 
formulated with particular attention to this point, and 
that a second edition of the present volume will bring a 
revision of several of the vignettes . 
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