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Introduction: Overview of the History and Significance of the Black-Jewish Relationship
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The Black-Jewish relationship is a complex and multifaceted story that spans centuries, intertwining through shared experiences of oppression, resistance, and solidarity. At its core, the history of Blacks and Jews has been shaped by both their parallel struggles and their remarkable acts of cooperation. Understanding this relationship requires a deep dive into various historical moments that define the bond between these two peoples.

From ancient times, the interactions between Jews and Africans, particularly in the Mediterranean and North African regions, were prominent. The Jewish diaspora, which spread across the world after the destruction of the Second Temple in Jerusalem, found itself interacting with African civilizations, including Egypt, Ethiopia, and Carthage. This connection is deeply rooted in the exchange of cultural, intellectual, and spiritual knowledge.

Fast forward to the transatlantic slave trade, where Jews, like many others, were involved in the commerce of human lives. However, Jewish involvement in the trade was just one aspect of a broader, shared history. For example, African slaves often found Jewish communities as allies in their journey to freedom. Many Jews stood alongside African Americans in the struggle for civil rights in the 20th century, with Jewish civil rights activists playing pivotal roles in the American South during the 1960s.

The connection between Black Americans and Jews, while complex and sometimes strained, is significant because it highlights a shared history of suffering under systems of oppression, as well as a unique ability to forge alliances when fighting for freedom and equality. The African American civil rights movement, for instance, saw the close collaboration between Jewish leaders like Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel and African American leaders like Martin Luther King Jr.
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Why the Relationship Remains Hidden in Plain Sight

[image: ]


Despite the deep and meaningful history between Blacks and Jews, much of their shared past remains hidden in plain sight. Several reasons account for this, stemming from historical, social, and political factors that have shaped both communities' perceptions of one another over time.

	Historical Tensions and Misunderstandings:
The relationship between Black Americans and Jews has been fraught with misunderstandings, cultural divides, and political differences. Over the years, Jewish involvement in issues like civil rights and social justice has sometimes been overshadowed by more contentious political discussions. The rise of Black nationalism in the 1960s and 1970s, for example, saw the emergence of critical voices that questioned the motivations of Jews, particularly in relation to their role in economic and political systems. These tensions have clouded the rich history of cooperation and solidarity that existed.

	Sociopolitical Factors and Shifting Priorities:
In the 21st century, political and social shifts have caused new strains. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict, for instance, has complicated the dialogue between Jewish and Black communities, with some African Americans voicing their discomfort with Israel’s policies toward Palestinians, while others maintain strong support for the Jewish state. These differences often distract from the history of Black-Jewish unity during the civil rights era and other critical periods of shared struggle.

	Selective Memory and Historical Amnesia:
Many historical accounts and narratives, particularly those within mainstream media and academic discourse, have minimized or ignored the Black-Jewish relationship. This omission is partly due to a historical tendency to focus on the narrative of oppression without acknowledging the significant alliances and collaborative efforts between these groups. Such erasures of shared history have contributed to the invisibility of the Black-Jewish connection in modern society.

	Internal Divisions Within Each Community:
Both Black and Jewish communities have internal complexities that shape their external relations. Within the Jewish community, there are differing opinions on how to approach relationships with other ethnic and religious groups, particularly concerning African Americans. Similarly, the African American community is not monolithic in its views on Jews or their role in American society. These internal divisions make it difficult to present a unified historical narrative of collaboration.
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Purpose and Scope of This Book
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This book seeks to uncover and illuminate the hidden history between Blacks and Jews by exploring their shared struggles, triumphs, and deep-rooted connections. By reexamining pivotal historical moments, this work will not only highlight the solidarity that has existed between these two communities but also shed light on the complexities that have shaped their relationship.

The purpose of this book is threefold:

	To Document and Preserve the History:
The history of the Black-Jewish relationship has largely been neglected or misunderstood in popular discourse. This book aims to document the various ways in which both communities have interacted, from ancient times to modern struggles for civil rights, social justice, and equality. By focusing on key historical events, figures, and movements, this work provides a comprehensive narrative that seeks to preserve a vital part of history that is often overlooked.

	To Promote Understanding and Reconciliation:
The tensions between Black and Jewish communities in the modern era often obscure the deeper, more constructive history they share. This book will strive to promote understanding by highlighting the moments of unity and common cause, such as Jewish support during the civil rights movement, while also addressing the sources of tension. By confronting both the positive and difficult aspects of their shared history, this work seeks to lay the groundwork for greater dialogue and reconciliation between these communities in contemporary times.

	To Inspire Future Cooperation and Solidarity:
In a time where racial and ethnic divisions seem to be intensifying globally, understanding the history of Black-Jewish solidarity can provide a roadmap for building alliances in the future. This book will demonstrate how these communities have faced similar challenges and fought for justice, offering valuable lessons for contemporary activists and leaders. By focusing on the shared values of resistance, resilience, and liberation, this book hopes to inspire future generations to continue the work of unity and cooperation.
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Chapter 1: The Origins of the Black-Jewish Connection
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The story of the Black-Jewish connection is rooted in millennia of historical interactions between African and Jewish civilizations. From ancient times, the two peoples have shared experiences of migration, struggle, and resilience. This chapter delves into the deep origins of the relationship between Jews and Africans, exploring the ancient interactions that laid the foundation for the more visible alliance during the 20th century.
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Ancient Interactions Between Africans and Jews
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The origins of the Black-Jewish connection trace back to the ancient world, when the African continent and the land of Israel were not only geographically close but also politically and culturally intertwined. One of the earliest recorded interactions between African civilizations and the Jewish people occurred in Egypt. Ancient Egypt, one of the most powerful and influential civilizations of the ancient world, played a pivotal role in shaping Jewish history, particularly during the period of the Israelites' enslavement in Egypt, as described in the Hebrew Bible.

The story of the Exodus, which tells of the Israelites' liberation from Egyptian bondage, is one of the most significant events in Jewish history. However, the relationship between Egypt and the Israelites goes beyond mere captivity. Egypt had a deep influence on the development of Jewish religious practices, culture, and identity. The Israelites were not isolated during their time in Egypt; they were part of a much broader network of cultures, including Nubia (Kush), the Sinai, and other African regions. Many historians suggest that Jewish religious practices, particularly those surrounding the concept of monotheism, were influenced by the Egyptian and Nubian cultures.

The ancient kingdom of Kush, located to the south of Egypt, also played an important role in early Jewish history. The Kingdom of Kush, known for its powerful kings and queens, frequently interacted with Israel. The biblical figure of the Queen of Sheba, who visited King Solomon in Jerusalem, is one of the most well-known instances of African-Jewish interaction. Sheba, often identified with the Kingdom of Kush (modern-day Ethiopia), was a significant power in the region. Her visit to Solomon’s court is symbolic of the longstanding ties between Africa and the Jewish world.

Furthermore, evidence from archaeological studies suggests that Jews and Africans were trading partners in ancient times. Jewish traders, particularly during the period of the First Temple in Jerusalem, had commercial and cultural ties with African kingdoms, including Egypt, Cush, and Punt. The trade routes connecting these regions allowed for the exchange of goods, knowledge, and ideas. Africa’s role as a hub for trade and cultural exchange profoundly impacted the development of ancient Israelite society, particularly in terms of material culture and religious thought.

The Exodus story, however, is not the only example of Jewish-African interaction. Over centuries, Jewish people moved eastward and southward through Africa, establishing settlements and influencing African societies. For example, during the time of the Babylonian exile, Jews sought refuge in regions of North Africa, including Egypt. Jews continued to live in various parts of North Africa and the Horn of Africa, where they forged lasting cultural and religious connections with African peoples.
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