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This state-of-the-art account gives readers the tools to understand why antisemitism is such a
controversial subject. It acquaints readers with the ambiguities inherent in the historical
relationship between Jews and Christians and shows these ambiguities in play in the unfolding
relationship between Jews and Canadians of other religions and ethnicities. It examines present
relationships in light of history and considers particularly the influence of antisemitism on the
social, religious, and political history of the Canadian Jewish community. A History of
Antisemitism in Canada builds on the foundation of numerous studies on antisemitism in general
and on antisemitism in Canada in particular, as well as on the growing body of scholarship in
Canadian Jewish studies. It attempts to understand the impact of antisemitism on Canada as a
whole and is the first comprehensive account of antisemitism and its effect on the Jewish
community of Canada. The book will be valuable to students and scholars not only of Canadian
Jewish studies and Canadian ethnic studies but of Canadian history.

A state-of-the-art account of antisemitism in Canada. Attempts to understand the many ways in
which antisemitism has impacted Canada as a whole, and examines most especially its
influence on the development of Canada’s Jewish community. "...timely and intriguing," ―
Blacklocks ReporterThough it is not the first study of antisemitism in Canada, it is the most
sweeping book on the topic. While he uses few archival materials, Robinson seems to have
consulted every published source of any relevance. The result is a masterful, easily readable,
lucid analysis of the phenomenon.This is a book not only to be read but to be savoured.-- Irving
Abella ― AJS Review“People interested in learning about the history of antisemitism in Canada
will find Robinson’s study quite enlightening. The book is well written, massively detailed, and
deeply researched in mostly secondary sources."-- Leonard Dinnerstein ― American Jewish
History --This text refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorIra Robinson is chair in
Canadian Jewish Studies and director of the Institute for Canadian Jewish Studies at Concordia
University, Montreal. He received his Ph.D. at Harvard University. He has taught at Concordia
since 1979 and was chair of its Department of Religion. He is president of the Canadian Society
for Jewish Studies and past president of the Association for Canadian Jewish Studies. --This
text refers to the paperback edition.
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CanadaNotesBibliographyIndexPrefaceHow odd of God / To choose the Jews.—Attributed to
William Norman Ewer1In 1932, A.M. Klein had this to say about the phenomenon of
antisemitism in Canada: “Anti-Semitism in this country is a mild affair compared with the
persistent and malignant forms which it assumes in some countries.”2 Over eighty years later,
the situation of antisemitism in Canada could well be summarized in a similar way. Thus the
index of Robert Wistrich’s exhaustive 2010 publication A Lethal Obsession: Anti-Semitism from
Antiquity to the Global Jihad indicates a mere thirteen pages referring to “Canada” as opposed
to well over one hundred for a country like France, not including an entirely separate series of



references to “French anti-Semitism.”3 Why, then, devote an entire volume to the subject of
antisemitism in Canada, especially given the fact that Jews were never the sole targets of
national, racial, and religious vilification in Canada? For the moment, let us begin by saying that
antisemitism has become and remains an important component of the historical memory and
contemporary consciousness of Canadian Jews as well as of the cultural and political discourse
of Canada. Despite that reality there is, as yet, no comprehensive study of the phenomenon of
antisemitism in Canada.4What This Book Hopes to DoThis book on antisemitism in Canada
seeks to present a comprehensive, up-to-date account of the phenomenon. It builds on the
foundation of numerous previous studies on antisemitism in general, and on antisemitism in
Canada in particular. It is especially beholden to the pioneering collaborative work Antisemitism
in Canada: History and Interpretation, edited by Alan Davies, and published some twenty years
ago by Wilfrid Laurier University Press.5 It builds as well on the large and growing body of
interdisciplinary scholarship on the Jewish community of Canada.6 While this book uses some
archival sources, for the most part it relies on published sources, including journalistic and
Internet, as well as published scholarly analysis. In this connection, I draw inspiration from the
words of German historian Jürgen Osterhamel:To know all there is to know is not the key
qualification … No one has sufficient knowledge to verify the correctness of each detail … or to
draw fully adequate conclusions from the existing body of research in countless different areas.
Two other qualities are the really important ones: first, to have a feel for proportions,
contradictions, and connections, as well as a sense of what may be typical and representative,
and second, to maintain a humble attitude of deference toward professional research.7This
book will attempt to understand the many ways in which antisemitism has impacted Canada as a
whole, and will examine most especially its influence on the development of Canada’s Jewish
community. It will give readers interested in the phenomenon of antisemitism in Canada the tools
to understand why antisemitism in general is such a controversial subject. It will acquaint them
with the deep ambiguities inherent in the historical relationship between Jews and Christians
and will then show them these ambiguities at play in the unfolding historical relationship
between Jews and their fellow Canadians of other religions and ethnicities. It will examine
present relationships in light of history and, most particularly, will consider the influence of
antisemitism on the social, religious, and political history of the Canadian Jewish
community.This book presents the reader with the first full-length study of the phenomenon of
antisemitism in Canada. While there are numerous books and articles devoted to various
aspects of the subject, this is the first one that seeks to present a comprehensive account of
antisemitism and its effect on the Jewish community of Canada. This will make it valuable to
students and scholars of Canadian history, Canadian Jewish studies, Canadian ethnic studies,
and antisemitism.The Book’s OrganizationThe book is divided into four sections. The first is an
introduction designed to accomplish several things. The first chapter discusses the complexities
involved in any careful and nuanced definition of the term “antisemitism.” It then looks at the
broad historical sweep of relations between Jews and non-Jews in premodern times. The



second chapter examines more specifically the presence of Jews in the cultures, stories, and
imaginations of the French and the English in the medieval and early modern periods. These
ideas about Jews were what the first European settlers in what would become Canada brought
with them from their homelands. It is these ideas that informed early reactions to the presence of
Jews and Judaism in British North America.The second section examines the interaction
between Jews and other Canadians from the mid-eighteenth century to the First World War.
Chapter 3 thus details the ways in which Jews and non-Jews interacted in the territories that
would become the Dominion of Canada in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The chapter
brings the account of antisemitism up to the beginnings of the mass eastern European Jewish
immigration at the turn of the twentieth century. The fourth chapter speaks of the fundamental
changes that occurred in Canadian society with the simultaneous arrival in Canada of a major
Jewish immigrant population and a societal discourse, imported from Europe, which brought the
“Jewish problem” in Canada to wide public notice.Section three speaks of antisemitism in the
period between the onset of the First World War and the end of the Second World War, in which
Canada greatly developed its sense of itself as a culture and polity. Chapter 5 discusses the
Canadian social and institutional policies that affected relationships between Jews and non-
Jews in this period. Chapter 6 examines the two major twentieth-century ideologies, communism
and fascism, that greatly influenced the ways in which Canadian Jews and non-Jews related to
each other in that era.The fourth section deals with post–Second World War Canada. The
discerning reader will notice a difference in the presentation because, in this relatively
contemporary period, there really is much less scholarly work to go on; much of the more
contemporary material is necessarily journalistic in nature. Chapter 7 discusses the postwar
development of Canadian society with specific reference to changing attitudes toward Jews and
alternate models for understanding who is a Canadian. These alternative models tended to be
more inclusive of Jews and others. It further examines the ways in which the Canadian Jewish
community was affected by these trends as well as how these trends influenced the Canadian
discourse on antisemitism. Chapter 8 looks at the implications of the Holocaust for Canadian
Jews, and the influence of both ongoing antisemitic manifestations and Holocaust denial on
relations between Jews and non-Jews in Canada. Chapter 9 discusses the implications of the
State of Israel and the Israel–Arab conflict for the phenomenon of antisemitism in Canada.
Finally, chapter 10 attempts to evaluate the phenomenon of antisemitism in twenty-first-century
Canada.Entering into this subject is asking for trouble. For, as C.P. Snow stated, “If you want to
keep out of trouble, there are about five subjects you should never mention in a speech or in
print, either in praise or dispraise or even natural curiosity.” One of them is anything having to do
with Jewish culture or Jewish people.8 With respect to antisemitism in Canada as a whole, what
Phyllis Senese wrote in the 1980s about Quebec remains largely correct: “the history of
antisemitism in Quebec remains to be written” and, further, “a great deal of superficial and
shallow writing on antisemitism in Quebec is in print.”9 I also agree with André Elbaz when he
states that antisemitism in Quebec, while similar to manifestations in Europe and the United



States, “reveals here specific lines of the historical and ideological evolution of Quebec.”10 I
therefore fully expect that my interpretations in this book can and will be challenged.
Nonetheless it is my responsibility to present my interpretation of antisemitism in Canada as
best I can and to let those who think they have a better idea bring that idea to the attention of the
public. It is with this clash of ideas that our understanding will increase.Portions of this book
were previously published by me in the following articles: “The Bouchard-Taylor Commission
and the Jewish Community of Québec In Historical Perspective,” in Howard Adelman and Pierre
Anctil, eds., Religion, Culture and the State: Reflections on the Bouchard-Taylor Report (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2011), 58–68, 125–29; “David Ahenakew and His Antisemitism” in
Zionism, An Indigenous Struggle: Aboriginal Americans and the Jewish State, Israzine 48, no. 4
(November 21, 2014), ; “Reflections on Antisemitism in French Canada,” Canadian Jewish
Studies 21 (2013): 90–122.I am pleased to acknowledge the financial assistance of Concordia
University’s Institute for Canadian Jewish Studies in the publication of this book. I would also like
to express my appreciation for the efforts and encouragement of Ryan Chynces, former
acquisitions editor of Wilfrid Laurier University Press, and Blaire Comacchio, the developmental
editor of Wilfrid Laurier University Press, without whom this volume would not have seen the light
in this particular form. My colleague and friend Pierre Anctil shared with me both his great
knowledge and some of his significant archival discoveries. I am pleased to have this opportunity
to thank Dr. Maxine Jacobson, who has done extensive research work for this volume. I save the
best for last: my wife, Sandra Moskovitz Robinson has provided me with the help and
encouragement that allowed me to undertake and complete this book. She read and
commented on the manuscript of this book and has materially contributed to the final product
you see before you.Montreal, December 29, 2014PART ONEINTRODUCTIONCHAPTER
ONEDefining Antisemitism: Jews and Non-Jews in Historical PerspectiveSi Christianum est
odisse Iudeos, hic abunde Christiani sumus omnes. [If it is Christian to hate the Jews, here we
are all abundantly Christian.]—Desiderius Erasmus1Defining AntisemitismAs Anthony Julius
puts it, antisemitism “is the background noise against which we [Jews] make our lives.”2 It has
been that way for far longer than the word “antisemitism” has been in existence. Indeed Jews in
ancient and medieval times often expressed their sense that gentile hatred, gratuitous from their
perspective, was their lot. This feeling was expressed pithily in an aggadic (non-legal) opinion
found in the Babylonian Talmud in the names of Rav Hisda and Rabba son of Rav Huna: “What
is the meaning of “Sinai” [the mountain upon which Israel received the Torah]? It is the mountain
upon which hatred [sin’a] came to the gentiles.”3 The eleventh-century commentator on the
Talmud, Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac (Rashi), concurred, commenting on that Talmudic statement
that hatred ensued “because they [the gentiles] didn’t receive Torah on it.”The word
“antisemitism” itself was coined in the latter part of the nineteenth century in Germany, under
conditions that will be described later in this book. Once it entered the vocabularies of Jews and
non-Jews alike, however, it was found to be useful in describing much more than the specific
nineteenth-century political movement it was named for. A short period after the term was



launched, American Jewish historian Gotthard Deutsch, writing in the entry “anti-Semitism” in
The Jewish Encyclopedia (1901), thus stated: “While the term ‘anti-Semitism’ should be
restricted in its use to the modern movements against the Jews, in its wider sense it may be said
to include the persecution of the Jews at all times and among all nations as professors of a
separate religion or as a people having a distinct nationality.”4 As Julius has further observed:
“This ‘wider sense’ [depicted by Deutsch] has indeed been adopted, with the consequence that
hatred of Jews tends to be viewed as a continually present, integral aspect of a single “mentality”
summarily identified as “Western civilization.” Julius concludes:This has been very unfortunate,
not least because it is false … I regard anti-Semitism as a discontinuous, contingent aspect of a
number of different mentalités and milieus, none of which has so dominated the West as to
make dissenting perspectives impossible. It is a heterogeneous phenomenon, the site of
collective hatreds, and of cultural anxieties and resentments. The search for a single, unified
theory of anti-Semitism is an idle one. There is no essence of anti-Semitism. It is instead in the
irreducible plurality of its forms of existence that anti-Semitism is to be understood and
studied.5Julius here partially echoes Hannah Arendt’s well-known warning against
understanding modern antisemitism as “yet another manifestation of ‘eternal hatred’ prevalent in
the Christian world against Jews from time immemorial.”6 Another important caveat to bear in
mind at the commencement of a book on the subject of antisemitism was well expressed by
German historian of antisemitism Reinhard Rürup and deserves to be cited at length:Studies
into antisemitism are always in danger of isolating its object of study. As a rule, whoever is on the
lookout for antisemitism and antisemites will make a find, but at the same time may easily lose
any sense of proportion. This already begins with the sources: because they disturb public order,
antisemitic actions have a far greater chance of being recorded and passed on than the
peaceful cooperation or even coexistence between Jews and Christians. Whoever goes out on
the street and screams or breaks laws attracts attention; whoever goes about their business
without creating such a spectacle remains unnoticed. A rumor of ritual murder with all its turmoil
and fears, the gathering of a riotous mob and outbreak of excesses, will produce, even when
things calm down after a few days, far more official documents than thirty years of conflict-free
coexistence … It is therefore with good reason that calls for more contextualization are
becoming louder within antisemitism research in recent times. It is still the case that too little is
known about the “silent majority.” … Moreover, too seldom distinctions are drawn between anti-
Jewish prejudices and antisemitic attitudes. Negative “images of Jews,” religious and social
prejudices towards Jews, were widespread in Europe, including the camps of the bourgeois
liberals and the socialist labor movement. The situation could not be expected to be any different
given the centuries-old anti-Jewish traditions deeply rooted in folk culture. Such prejudices are
not without consequences in a modern or a modernizing society, but they are not the same as
modern antisemitism, which is programmatic and focused on taking action, not only cultivating a
social distance to Jews but committed to changing the world by combating the Jews. There are
many examples of liberals and democrats who actively supported the emancipation of Jews and



campaigned against antisemitism, but also confessed that they themselves were not free of
prejudice against Jews. The situation was similar for many socialists who not only fought
resolutely against antisemitism in theory but also in practice, while in a surprising and often
appalling manner they took advantage of private correspondence or “off-the-record” statements
to use anti-Jewish clichés.7As well, it is worth noting that, as Dutch journalist Fritz Bernstein
pointed out in the 1920s,there has not been a single antisemitic occurrence whose antisemitic
character has not been simultaneously denied with absolute conviction. And such denial does
not always come from the antisemites, who often regard the term as an accusation against
them, and thus reject it. Jews, too, and often Jews who are injured [by the incident], often
stubbornly and vehemently reject its antisemitic character although every bystander regards it
as a clearly antisemitic episode.8It will be readily seen, therefore, that the very term that denotes
antisemitism is both equivocal and controversial. Even the spelling of the word has evoked
debate. Thus Emil Fackenheim, the twentieth-century Canadian Jewish philosopher, insisted on
spelling it “antisemitism” instead of “anti-Semitism,” explaining: “the spelling ought to be
antisemitism without the hyphen, dispelling the notion that there is an entity ‘Semitism’ which
‘anti-Semitism’ opposes.”9To further complicate our understanding of the problems inherent in
understanding antisemitism historically, as this book attempts to do, we would do well to
consider medieval historian Gavin Langmuir’s conundrum: “We cannot discuss antisemitism
without referring to … ‘Jews’ and ‘Christians’ who practiced ‘religions’ that proclaimed the
existence of ‘God.’ But Jews cannot agree as to who is a Jew; Christians cannot agree as to
what is true Christianity; historians or social scientists when acting professionally can say
nothing about the existence of God; and social scientists cannot even agree on a definition of
‘religion.’”10 We will nonetheless persevere in this investigation, understanding its difficulties,
accepting its ambiguities, and attempting to overcome the numerous hurdles inherent in any
approach to the subject. This perseverance is necessary because, as David Nirenberg, in
explaining the prevalence of antisemitism over the centuries, states, anti-Judaism was a central
defining feature of Western civilization. As Nirenberg has amply demonstrated, there are many
“important ways in which ‘Jewish questions’ have shaped the history of thought” in the Western
tradition.11One of the most acute of the difficulties we face is the question whether all historical
manifestations of hostility to Jews and Judaism in premodern times should be termed
“antisemitism.” This issue has been much debated in the scholarly literature.12 In this book, for
the most part, I will try to follow Langmuir’s practical conclusion: “Certainly, many pagans in the
Roman Empire were strongly, even violently anti-Judaic … But … I do not think their attitudes
significantly influenced the formation of antisemitism in Western Europe, whereas a connection
between Christianity and antisemitism is undeniable.”13Christianity and JudaismThe remainder
of this introductory chapter will, therefore, concentrate on illuminating the ways in which
Christians and Jews interacted with one another from late antiquity through the Middle Ages.
The next chapter will take the story further, examining the place of Jews in the religions and
literatures of the French and the English, the two peoples who together would form the primary



European population of the territory that would become known as Canada.The story of
Christianity and its relationship with Jews and Judaism necessarily begins with the fact that its
central focus, Jesus of Nazareth, was born a Jew, extensively interacted with Jews during his
lifetime, and had Jews as his first followers. Possibly before, but certainly after Jesus’s death by
crucifixion at the hand of the Romans, his disciples proclaimed that he was the messianic
saviour promised by the prophets of the Hebrew Bible. These first Jesus believers made this
proclamation, at least initially, as Jews. They also engaged in extensive debates as to whether
those who believed in Jesus’s salvific mission were required as well to observe the
commandments of the Torah, like circumcision for males, or not. They also debated whether and
how belief in Jesus could be preached to gentiles as well as Jews. While, ultimately, the position
expressed in the Epistles of Paul of Tarsus that belief in Jesus as the Christ superseded the
observance of the commandments of the Torah prevailed among Christians, many if not most of
the first generation of the followers of Jesus felt themselves to be faithful Jews in every way.
14Ultimately, however, the movement of believers in Jesus became Christianity, and Christianity
very rapidly became an almost entirely gentile movement. Under these conditions, Christianity
and the Judaism characterized by the observance of the commandments of the Torah began to
separate, and it became increasingly possible to distinguish between communities of Jews and
Christians. These communities, in the throes of divorce, often expressed hostility to one another
because each group—Jewish and Christian—claimed to be the sole legitimate heir to the
Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament for Christians) and its promises. As historian of early
Christianity, John Gager states: “The point has been made repeatedly … that the origins of
Christianity within first century Judaism and its painful separation from Judaism meant that its
sense of identity and legitimacy took shape within the framework of opposition to Judaism. Or,
as Rosemary Ruether has put it, ‘for Christianity, anti-Judaism was not merely a defense against
attack, but an intrinsic need of self-affirmation.’”15 Under these conditions, and in order to assert
the distinctiveness and superiority of their own identity, Christians began to think of Jews as their
opponents and to express in the New Testament gospels “a self-conscious Christian tradition
that deliberately distanced itself from the historical Jewish context in which Jesus had lived and
died.”16 Thus Christians asserted among themselves and in their discussions with Jews that
Christians and their beliefs were in the right and that the Jews were plainly wrong in their beliefs
and expectations. A clear example of this tendency is to be found in the words of the fourth-
century Church Father John Chrysostom, who stated of his own faith and that of the Jews: “If our
way is true, as it is, theirs is fraudulent.”17 Thus, as Gavin Langmuir argues, “for Christians, the
ability of Jews to maintain their own identity was not only hateful in the way ethnic differences so
often are; it was an intimate and enduring threat to their sense of identity, a challenge built into
their own religion.”18The historical attitude of Christians to what they came to call “Judaism” was
thus necessarily deeply ambivalent, to say the least. Judaism was understood by many
Christians over the centuries as “a sort of dark mirror image of Christianity.”19 On the one hand,
“the Jews,” who were so often condemned in the collection of early Christian documents known



as the New Testament, were understood to be not merely those Jews alive at the time of the
crucifixion, but all their descendants, forever.20 All Jews therefore were considered “guilty” of
having “killed Christ.” It has indeed been cogently argued by Elaine Pagels that the portrayal of
Jews in the Gospels “involved a demonization of those opponents, a projection of Jewish …
opposition onto a cosmic canvas … assuring for future Christian readers a sense of Jewish
hostility that knew no bounds of time and place.”21 For that cosmic hostility, Jews appeared to
Christians to deserve the worst possible punishment. And indeed, as John Connelly states,
“From the third century at the latest, church authorities taught that the Jews’ destiny was to
wander the earth suffering retribution from God for rejecting Christ, serving in their destitution as
the most direct evidence that the church’s claims to God’s favor were correct.”22There was,
however, another aspect of Christian attitudes toward Jews, one which held that “the Jews” were
not to be destroyed or eliminated, as they might otherwise have deserved, but rather preserved.
The first reason why “the Jews” needed to be preserved is that they were understood to be the
people who bear witness to the truth, validity, and antiquity of the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament),
the veritable basis of the Christian message.23 Especially because they were hostile witnesses,
who did not share the Christian belief that the prophecies of the Hebrew Bible foretold the birth,
death, and resurrection of Christ, Jews guaranteed the antiquity of Christian belief in a world in
which that which was “ancient” was deemed true and valid and that which was “modern” was
suspect. The second reason for preserving “the Jews” was the Christian hope that they would
ultimately convert and be reconciled to the church before the Second Coming of Christ. This was
a widespread Christian interpretation of Paul’s words in Romans (11:25–27): “For I would not,
brethren, that ye should be ignorant of this mystery, lest ye should be wise in your own conceits;
that blindness in part is happened to Israel, until the fullness of the Gentiles be come in. And so
all Israel shall be saved: as it is written, There shall come out of Sion the Deliverer, and shall turn
away ungodliness from Jacob: For this is my covenant unto them, when I shall take away their
sins.” Thus the Jews, however blameworthy they might be for their disbelief in the Christian
message, had to be spared destruction and persuaded of their own free will, and not through
coercion, to convert to Christianity.In the Middle Ages, during which Jews lived as practically the
only non-Christian religious minority tolerated within Christendom, the ambivalence with which
Jews were treated by Christians continued. The Church and its hierarchy were committed to
protect Jews’ lives and their right to live as Jews within Christian society.24 On the other hand,
especially in the later Middle Ages, Jews found themselves targets of accusations on the part of
Christians that they required Christian blood (preferably the blood of innocent Christian children)
for their own ritual purposes.25 The Jews’ post-biblical literature, particularly the Talmud, was
deemed blasphemous to Christianity and repeatedly condemned, destroyed, and censored by
Church authorities.26 Their practice of lending money at interest, condemned by the Church as
“usury,” became nonetheless their characteristic occupation in high- and late-medieval
Christendom.27All of these accusations against the Jews, but most particularly the blood libel,
meant that Jews came to be commonly understood as existentially hating Christians and their



religion, and seeking to express this hatred and harm Christians in both symbolic and concrete
ways. Above all, as Jewish historian Elisheva Carlebach has written, “the perception that Jews
were inherently deceitful was an all encompassing component of the medieval perception of
Jews and the Jewish religion.”28 This perception created an atmosphere in which both
individual Jews and entire Jewish communities were imprisoned, brought to trial, tortured, and
condemned to death.Another anti-Jewish accusation that was particularly widespread held that
Jews sought to desecrate the host, that element of the Christian mass that represented for
believing Christians the body of Christ. Such accusations had a particularly significant subtext:
that the Jews, in their perversity, actually knew the truth that the host was Christ’s body and
therefore wished to avenge themselves on it. Indeed, as Langmuir points out: “[Christians] did
not accuse and punish Jews for not believing in Christ and the Eucharist. Just the reverse. In a
contorted way, their fantasies made Jews believers in Christ! The fantasy that Jews were still
trying to harm and torture Christ made it seem that even Jews believed, however
antagonistically, in Christ’s continuing supernatural existence and presence in the
Eucharist.”29That these anti-Jewish accusations did not necessarily diminish with the coming of
the Protestant Reformation can be seen in the works of Martin Luther, whose theology, David
Nirenberg argues, “was achieved by thinking with, about, and against Jews and Judaism.”30 As
historian Jonathan Israel states, Luther “treated the Jews to the full blast of his invective,
assailing them as ‘disgusting vermin,’ and their synagogues as ‘devils’ nests of insolence and
lies.’”31 On the contrary, it has been asserted by Carey Newman that “many of Christianity’s anti-
Jewish assumptions originated in a line of interpretation stemming from the Christian
Reformation.”32It is fair to say, therefore, that European Christian society, by the end of the
medieval period, was suffused with ideas about “the Jews,” who they were and what they stood
for. While these ideas were never completely negative, they nonetheless materially contributed
to a general perception of Jews as a group that was actively inimical to Christians and
Christianity. This in turn also tended to foster the idea that “the Jews” constituted a threat to the
well-being of Christian society, and that Christians therefore needed to be protected from
them.33 The late medieval period as well as the early modern period thus witnessed numerous
attempts in many European countries to severely limit where Jews could live by the institution of
formally decreed areas (often called “ghettos” after the most famous of them, established in
Venice in 1517) where Jews were required to live separately from non-Jews. Other countries,
among which France, England, Spain, and Portugal were to be counted, took the more radical
step of expelling all Jews living in their domains.34 The absence of professing Jews in these
countries, however, did not affect the menace “the Jews” represented. Indeed, as David
Nirenberg points out, the invisibility of “Judaism” only made it more of a threat.35Thus by the
beginning of the seventeenth century, when both the French and the English competitively
began to explore and colonize the North American continent, there were, practically speaking,
no openly professing Jews legally residing in the kingdoms of France and England. Both
countries nonetheless shared in full the heritage of a millennium and a half of largely negative



Christian perceptions of Jews and Judaism. Both countries would, as Nirenberg states, harbour
anti-Jewish attitudes that did not “draw their strength from the interaction of individuals and
groups within a society, but from collective beliefs … formed in the Middle Ages and transmitted
to the present day.”36 Both countries would, in the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, acquire new Jewish communities and have to deal with these communities both at
home and in their colonial outposts. The encounter of Jews with Canada, therefore, must be
understood in the context of Jews in the societies and the cultures of early modern France and
England. That is the subject of the next chapter.CHAPTER TWOJews in Medieval and Early
Modern France and EnglandLet me say “amen” betimes, lest the devil cross my prayer, for here
he comes in the likeness of a Jew1—William ShakespeareAs the previous chapter indicates, it is
impossible to understand the ways in which Jews have been perceived in Canadian society
without properly comprehending the ambivalence with which Christianity in its historical and
intellectual development had dealt with them. In the same way, it is impossible to complete the
contextualization of the picture of “the Jews” in the minds of early non-Jewish Canadians without
first examining the ways in which Jews figured in the cultures, folklores, and politics of the two
European peoples, the French and the English, who set their mark upon the territories that
would become Canada.Mythologies of “the Jews”By the beginning of the seventeenth century,
when the process of colonization of these territories had begun in earnest, the French and their
English rivals shared in common the heritage of ancient and medieval Christian mythologies
concerning Jews. As will be seen, however, their respective histories with respect to actual
professing Jews differed, and their cultures generated somewhat different emphases when it
came to the “imaginary” Jews they constructed in literature and legend.In the Middle Ages, both
France2 and England3 possessed vibrant Jewish communities, and both countries ultimately
resorted to the radical expedient of expelling from their lands all Jews who would not agree to
become Christians. England was the first to do so, in 1290. Royal France followed in 1306,
readmitted Jews for a brief time in the course of the fourteenth century, and finally decreed their
permanent expulsion in 1394. Both countries, therefore, existed with but minor exceptions for
several centuries without a legally recognized Jewish population.4That did not mean, however,
that Jews were absent from either the consciousness or the imaginations of the English and the
French peoples. On the contrary, “the Jews” remained important elements in both French and
English folklore in the medieval and early modern periods.5 As well, the fact that the Jews
figured so prominently in the teachings of Christianity, whether in its elite or popular form, meant
that, while actual professing Jews may have been physically absent, “the Jews” as a concept
was nevertheless constantly in front of them because of the pervasive nature of the religious
message of the Church to its faithful. Thus denunciations of the Jews who had long since been
expelled continued to appear. In the seventeenth century, the French theologian Jacques
Bossuet characterized the Jews as “a monstrous people, animated by Satan, who are
universally mocked and hated.”6 In this period as well, traditional charges of Jewish host
desecration and ritual murder remained credible in the kingdom of France.7 Similarly, the story



of Ahasuerus, the Jew condemned to endlessly wander the world, was well established among
the French and became symbolic of the fate that befell the Jewish people because of their
rejection of Christ.8 As well, at least with respect to the English, it could be said that “the Jews”
remained as a noticeable theme not merely for theology and folk tales, but also for literature. As
Julius has noted: “Absent from England itself, the Jews soon became a constant in the English
cultural imagination. They figured, and to a diminished extent still figure in England’s oral
literature of ballad and song, in its quotidian drama and fiction and poetry, and, last, in some
major works in its literary canon—works that adversely characterize Jews, Jewish history, and
Judaism.”9 Geoffrey Chaucer, the fourteenth-century English poet, whose “Prioress’ Tale”
features Jews murdering a young Christian boy, is but the most prominent of many English
literary works in the later Middle Ages to use Jews for various purposes.10 William
Shakespeare’s prominent Jewish character Shylock in his play The Merchant of Venice has
likewise captured the literary imagination of readers and literary critics from the late sixteenth
century to the present.11Renewal of Jewish Communities in Early Modern France and
EnglandWhile both France and England in 1600 were, with rare exceptions, bereft of professing
Jews, they acquired new communities of Jews in the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, even though neither country formally rescinded its edict of expulsion. This happened
partly as a result of French conquests of Germanic territories to its east, when France
incorporated the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine, which contained a significant Jewish
population. More importantly, for both France and England, resettlement of Jews came about as
a result of a major demographic movement of Jews in the early modern period. This significant
demographic shift originated with the expulsion of the Jews from the Iberian Peninsula at the
end of the fifteenth century. In 1492, the newly united Spanish Christian kingdoms of Castile and
Aragon conquered the last Muslim bastion in the Iberian Peninsula, Granada. Shortly thereafter,
the Spanish monarchy moved to expel the Jews from Spain. The Spanish expulsion of 1492,
and the action of the Portuguese crown in 1497 to forcibly convert en masse all Jews residing in
its territory, brought to an abrupt end the public presence of what was arguably one of the largest
and most culturally creative Jewish communities in medieval times, Sephardic Jewry. During the
1490s, therefore, tens of thousands of Iberian Jews went into exile, while as many or more
converted to Christianity under duress, joining other Jewish converts to Christianity in Spain
from earlier anti-Jewish violence and concerted attempts to convert Jews.12The major initial
result of the Expulsion of 1492 was the creation of communities of Spanish Jewish exiles in
North Africa, Italy, and the Ottoman Empire. A further result of the forced conversion of those
Jews who remained in Spain and Portugal was the creation of a class of former Jews within
Iberian society whose adherence to Christianity was openly questioned, and whose basic
security of life and property was threatened by the Inquisition. The Inquisition had been
established in order to extirpate “heresy” and had the power to imprison those suspected of
opposing the teachings of the Church, confiscate their property, and even to condemn them to
death. These people of Jewish origins, called variously New Christians, Conversos, and



Marranos,13 constituted one of the Inquisition’s major targets. It is no wonder, therefore, that
they began leaving the Iberian Peninsula in significant numbers when it was possible, starting in
the late sixteenth century.Some of these Spanish and Portuguese New Christians fled to places
like the Ottoman Empire to join the established Jewish communities there. Others, however,
emigrated to countries like France, England, and the Low Countries, where professing Jews
were not officially allowed to live. They were able to settle in these countries, however, because
whatever their actual state of personal identification as Jews,14 they were validly baptized
Roman Catholics, and thus were able to officially enter these places as Christians. Thus, for
example, the French King Henri II issued in 1550 lettres patentes allowing New Christians from
the Iberian Peninsula to settle in France.15 Many of those New Christians who settled in
countries where the open practice of Judaism was not allowed were evidently content to live as
New Christians without any public Judaic practice, happy simply to be free of the threat of the
Inquisition to their lives and property. In the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
however, many others manifested an increasingly public expression of their Jewish faith. As a
result, open and more or less formally recognized Jewish communities began to emerge in
places like Amsterdam,16 Bordeaux,17 and London.18 The new Western European Jewish
communities founded by Spanish and Portuguese New Christians that emerged in the early
modern period shared in the prosperity of the Atlantic world in an era of burgeoning and
increasingly globalized commerce and colonization. These communities also intensively
networked with each other and with other Jewish communities worldwide to form a global
Sephardic diaspora that created extraordinary prosperity for its leading merchants.Did the
immigration of the “New Christian” merchants who gradually emerged as openly professing
Jews in France and England in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries affect the ways in
which “Jews” were thought of in England and France? On the level of popular perceptions, there
was probably not all that much effect. The medieval images of Jews as enemies of Christ and
the Church were deeply engrained and persistent. Thus Jewish historian Todd Endelman finds
that, in eighteenth-century England, “it was believed by many persons that the Jews continually
blasphemed Jesus in their prayers and writings; that they considered it meritorious to plunder
Christians; that they murdered Christian children in order to obtain their blood.”19 The anti-
Jewish stereotypes of the medieval period had quite obviously not been put to rest by the
presence of actual Jews on British soil. Milder attitudes of contempt toward Jews as individuals,
similar to the contempt meted out to the Irish and other “foreigners,” are to be found in
abundance in English literature of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.20Tolerance,
Enlightenment, and JewsOn the other hand, across Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries new ideas that had arisen from the destructive religious strife of the sixteenth century
were maturing. During that bloody century, large numbers of both Catholics and Protestants had
been victimized and killed because of sincerely held religious beliefs that were not to the liking of
the dominant Christian church in their country. In reaction to this massive slaughter of religious
opponents in the religious wars of the sixteenth century, many European intellectuals began



asking whether there was not a better way to live, one in which people’s differing religious beliefs
could be tolerated, provided that these individuals obeyed the law and contributed to the
prosperity of the nation. The intellectuals’ response to this issue coalesced as a concept called
“toleration,” in which religious “error” would be enforced and punished by God alone, and not by
human hands. Thinkers like Jean Bodin thus wrote in favour of the rule of law and against
religious coercion. Toleration was at first a concept designed to include only Christians of
different beliefs and practices, i.e., Catholics and Protestants. Many advocates of toleration were
loath to have it extended to Jews, Muslims, and others.21 Ultimately, however, western
European intellectuals in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries created a climate of thought,
often called the “Enlightenment,” in which it was conceivable that toleration, at least theoretically,
could and should be extended to Jews as well.Thus, starting in the late seventeenth century, the
rights of the Jews to toleration and their potential as citizens of the state became a subject of
animated discussion among European intellectuals and political leaders alike. Should the Jews
be tolerated in Christian countries like England, France, Holland, Prussia, and Austria, and
under what conditions? For some of these intellectuals, like the eighteenth-century Englishman
John Toland, it was apparent that “Tis manifest almost at first sight that the common reasons for
a GENERAL NATURALIZATION are as strong in behalf of the Jews as of any other people
whatsoever. They encrease [sic] the number of hands for labor and defence, of bellies and
backs for consumption of food and raiment, and of brains for invention and contrivance no less
than any other nation.”22 The issue was not as apparent to other contemporary observers,
however. For them, the Jews remained essentially what they had been, a present danger to
Christians and to Christian society. To allow Jews access to the rights and privileges associated
with membership in Christian polities on anything approaching a basis of equality seemed to
them to be the height of folly.Many of these critics of the Jews approached the subject on the
basis of a strong and unwavering adherence to the historical teachings of Christianity on the
Jews. Some, like the German Johann Andreas Eisenmenger, purported to have discovered the
nefarious intentions of the Jews from their own writings. As Julius wrote: “[Eisenmenger’s]
Judaism Exposed (1711) was an immense work of misrepresentation, mistranslation and (on
occasion) fabrication … Its essential argument was that the Jews are permitted by their religion
to commit any excess against non-Jews, whom they are taught to hate.”23Others, however,
came to their opposition to extending the principle of tolerance to the Jews on the precise basis
of their opposition to the Church and its teachings. These European intellectuals, of whom
Voltaire is a good example, proclaimed their liberation from what they considered the antiquated
and false basis of Christianity. However, while generally rejecting the teachings of the Church,
they did not seem to dispute historical Christianity’s verdict on the inferiority of the Jews and
their beliefs. As early modern historian Jonathan Israel wrote: “It is not simply that one or two
leading philosophes, notably Voltaire, were themselves anti-Semitic and identified Jewish
‘superstition’ as being of the root and essence of the priestly obscurantism they so passionately
wanted to sweep away. With very few exceptions, the dismissing of Jewish erudition and



observance as archaic, obscurantist, and barbaric was part and parcel of the Enlightenment
itself.”24 Ronald Schechter basically concurs, writing that “Voltaire’s obsession with the Jews
was frequently inseparable from his obsession with l’infâme, the fanaticism that the philosophe
saw above all in the Catholic Church. As victims of that fanaticism, the Jews were living (or
dead) indictments of the church … He was equally capable of portraying the Jews as fanatics
themselves.”25 Voltaire denounced Jews as the embodiment of an array of vices of which he
himself was frequently accused—a classic case of projection.26 While it is true that Voltaire was
also occasionally capable of more nuanced presentations of Jews and Judaism, it remains
nonetheless valid as a generalization that, as Israel has written, “the European Enlightenment
and its later offshoot, the ideology of the French Revolution, proclaimed that Jewish tradition and
Jewish separateness were obstacles to human progress having neither dignity nor
value.”27Though Jews in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries found themselves subject to
a debate on their theoretical relationship to European Christian society, the new Jewish
communities that arose in England, France, and Holland in this period enjoyed substantially
more rights than Jewish communities that had had an uninterrupted existence elsewhere in
Europe. Most of these older Jewish communities lived with significant restrictions on the number
of Jews allowed to live in a given location, where Jews were allowed to reside, and how they
were allowed to make a living. However, because Jewish communities in Amsterdam, London,
and Bordeaux arose out of settlements of Portuguese New Christians who had never been
formally “admitted” as “Jews” by their governments, they were practically unrestricted by statute
with respect to their residence and economic rights.This development is most remarkable
because of both the persistence of anti-Jewish sentiment among ordinary Christians and the
reification of these ideas on the part of many contemporary intellectuals. Indeed, whenever the
issue of granting Jews specific rights was publicly debated, there was evidence of strong public
sentiment against the granting of such rights. In the mid-seventeenth century, for instance,
Menasseh ben Israel came to London from Amsterdam in order to petition the English
government to formally admit Jews to England and thereby rescind the expulsion edict of 1290.
While Oliver Cromwell was himself favourably disposed toward this petition, the Whitehall
conference at which this issue was debated aroused such extensive debate and criticism that
the petition was not acted upon, though this ultimately did little or nothing to discourage Jews
from settling in London and elsewhere in England. 28By the eighteenth century, Jews born in
England were considered to be British subjects by birth. As Gertrude Himmelfarb states,
“Whatever disabilities they had were those of all non-Anglicans who could not take the required
religious oath to hold municipal office, vote, sit in Parliament, or get a university degree.”29 Until
the mid-nineteenth century, however, there remained some legal restrictions concerning the
public promotion of Judaism.30In 1753, the British parliament passed a piece of legislation
popularly called the “Jew Bill.” This legislation applied not to Jews in general, whose basic
equality of economic and residential rights was never in question, but only to Jewish immigrants
to England. The bill made provision for the possibility that “persons professing the Jewish



religion may, upon application for that purpose, be naturalized by Parliament without receiving
the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.” Though the legislation itself seems to have passed the
houses of Parliament without significant dissent, the public furor that followed its passage was
such that the “Jew Bill” was speedily revoked. Opponents of the bill argued that “the particular
rites of the Jews were formidable obstacles to their incorporation within other nations; and that if
they were admitted to rank of citizens, they would engross the whole kingdom, gain possession
of the landed estates, and dispossess the Christian owners.”31 The revocation of the “Jew Bill,”
however, was done without putting the rights already held by British Jews into jeopardy.32
Indeed, agitation to also revoke the Plantation Act of 1740, which gave Jews the right to be
naturalized in British colonies, was attempted, but this initiative was soundly defeated in the
House of Commons.33In France, the emergence of open communities of professing Jews
occurred much more gradually than in England. Indeed, it is not until the early eighteenth
century that the Jewish community of Bordeaux entirely abandoned its “New Christian” guise
and emerged fully and openly as a Jewish community, though one whose presence had been
for some decades an increasingly open secret.For both France and England, then, Jewish
communities emerged at the point at which both countries looked to the New World for
economic expansion as well as national prestige and fulfillment. The two countries’ national and
colonial ambitions clashed all over the world in the eighteenth century and came to blows in
North America, as a result of which the French crown ceded its North American territories, with
the exception of a couple of small islands off Newfoundland, Saint-Pierre and Miquelon, to the
British. These territories, which evolved into the Canada of today, were marked indelibly by the
religious ideas, cultures, and politics of both the French and the British. When it comes time to
speak of Jews and Judaism in the early history of Canada, therefore, attitudes that had
developed in the mother countries in the early modern period certainly set the stage for what
was to come.PART TWOCANADA AND THE JEWS: EARLY ENCOUNTERS (1759–
1914)CHAPTER THREEJews in the Consciousness of Canadians in the Eighteenth and
Nineteenth CenturiesYou will be opposed as a Jew. You may go to law, but be assured; you will
never find a jury to favour you or a party in the House to stand up for you.—Aaron Hart1The
beginning of Jewish settlement in the territories that would become the Dominion of Canada in
1867 occurred in the mid-eighteenth century under British rule. However, prior to the settlement
of openly professing Jews in these territories, there had been no tabula rasa with respect to “the
Jews.” Stories about them and attitudes toward them had come to Canada with the first
European settlers and were propagated along with the teachings of Christianity and the folkways
of both the French and the English.French Colonial Policy and JewsThere was, however, a basic
difference between French and English colonization with respect to Jews, for the French
specifically forbade all non-Catholics (including Protestants and Jews) from coming to settle in
New France, whereas their settlement in British North American colonies was openly allowed.
The exclusionary policy adopted by France in 1627 had the consequence that Jews in France,
even if they wished to settle in the remote and struggling French North American colonies, would



not have been allowed to stay.2 While it is entirely possible that some people conscious of their
Jewish ancestry were among the settlers in French Canada, there was no question of overt
Judaic practice in the colony. As historian Pierre Anctil points out, “With very few exceptions,
ignorance and indifference were the local responses to the official absence of Jews in New
France.”3British Colonial Policy and Jews in QuebecWith the British takeover, the situation
became completely different. Jews had not been excluded from the British overseas colonies.
On the contrary, significant Jewish communities had been established in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries in British Caribbean colonies such as Jamaica and Barbados, and in the
British North American colonies of New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, South Carolina, and
Georgia. It is little wonder, therefore, that among the original British civilians coming to the newly
won British North American territory of Quebec were a small number of Jews. Like their Christian
counterparts, these Jews were for the most part both merchants and British subjects. This was
an important consideration because, as Lord Brougham, the British Lord Chancellor, stated in
the early nineteenth century, “His Majesty’s subjects professing the Jewish religion were born to
all the rights, immunities and privileges of His Majesty’s other subjects, excepting so far as
positive enactments of the law deprived them of those rights, immunities and privileges.”4 What
this meant in essence was that there was no legal basis for discriminating against these
merchants as Jews with respect to their pursuit of a livelihood. It meant as well that the Jewish
immigrants were English speaking and relatively accustomed to British ways. They were
therefore a generally good “fit” insofar as the new British rulers of Quebec were concerned.
Furthermore, Jews constituted a significant proportion of Quebec’s small English mercantile
community in the eighteenth century, perhaps 10 percent,5 and therefore were accepted
reasonably well within that community simply because they were needed. Even if the Jewish
merchants were resented by others, it is most likely that they were not primarily resented as
Jews but as part of a British mercantile class that had aggressively displaced French Canadian
merchants in the late eighteenth century through their superior political and trade connections.6
They would thus have been largely assimilated by French Canadians into their resentment of the
British “other.”7 It is not unlikely that the ambivalent Christian attitude toward Jews that was the
heritage of both British Protestants and French Catholics in Quebec may have occasionally
come to the surface, but historian Gerald Tulchinsky, in his history of the Jews in Canada, finds
“little evidence” of this.8 Denis Vaugeois goes further than this. In his recent work on the Hart
family of Trois-Rivières, Vaugeois takes issue with a statement of Jacob Rader Marcus that
Aaron Hart had encountered “a great deal of anti-Jewish sentiment.” “Where did he find this ‘anti-
Jewish sentiment’?” Vaugeois writes, “I searched long and hard for it, in vain. And that, in fact,
was the reality of ‘Canadian’ Jews: there was not an ounce of anti-Jewish sentiment around
them … Rather than ‘anti-Jewish sentiment,’ all doors were open to Jews.”9The Issue of Jewish
Political Rights in QuebecThere was, however, one area of life where Jews in Quebec were
subject to prejudice. This was in the arena of political life. For centuries, western European
nations like France and England had self-consciously referred to themselves as “Christian,” in



opposition to “heathen” or “Muslim” countries. Thus British law, as classically presented by
William Blackstone, clearly stated: “Blasphemy against the Almighty … or uttering contumelious
reproaches on our Saviour Christ … is punished at common law by fine and imprisonment, for
Christianity is part of the laws of the land.”10 In Pennsylvania in 1824, a state court judgment
similarly stated that “Christianity is and always has been part of the common law of
Pennsylvania.”11In early modern times, some of these Christian countries tolerated Jews and
gave them a greater or lesser degree of social, religious, and economic freedom. In none of
them, however, was it understood that this toleration gave Jews any rights at all in the political
arena. On the contrary, it was assumed as a given by Jews and Christians alike that Jews
constituted a different and separate “nation” that had no inherent political rights in the country in
which they actually lived. Jews living in France, for instance, were thus considered to be Jews,
not French.One of the most radical and revolutionary changes in the position of the Jews in the
late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries would be the attainment by Jews of political rights on a
basis of equality with Christians. This issue arose most prominently in the course of the French
Revolution, in the aftermath of the Déclaration des droits de l’homme (1789), which stated in its
tenth article: “No one shall be disquieted on account of his opinions, including his religious
views, provided their manifestation does not disturb the public order established by law.”
Originally, the provisions of the Déclaration were to be applied in full only to “active citizens.” In
the course of giving legal meaning to the concept of “active” citizenship in France, a debate
ensued in the French National Assembly on whether Jews should be given active citizenship
rights. The debate lasted sporadically from 1789 until 1791, at which time French Jews were
granted active citizenship, and, as a quid pro quo, Jewish communal autonomy in France was
abolished. In this significant debate, opponents of giving Jews equality of political rights utilized
many of the widely held Christian anti-Jewish theological and folkloric arguments and held that
Jews were loyal only to themselves and that they were bound by their religion and character to
be hostile and inimical to Christians and Christianity. We will see these arguments echoed later
on in our story.In England, as was already said, native-born Jews were British subjects
possessing all the rights and privileges of any native-born English person “excepting so far as
positive enactments of the law deprived them of those rights, immunities and privileges.” These
“positive enactments of the law” in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries included nearly
all of what we would consider to be the “political arena,” which was reserved for members of the
Church of England. Dissenting Protestants, Catholics, and Jews were therefore included in the
economic and social life of England and excluded from its political life.In many of the British
North American and Caribbean colonies in this era, these rules excluding non-Anglican
Christians and Jews from political participation were more or less upheld. In others, however,
changes were instituted reflecting the makeup of the white population. The colony of Maryland,
for instance, was founded by Lord Baltimore as a refuge for Catholics and hence did not
disenfranchise Catholics.12 In the case of Jews, however, only the colony of New York
consistently allowed them the right to vote, though even there not without challenge.13What was



the case with the newly British colony of Quebec? It was governed by the Quebec Act of 1774,
legislation passed by the British Parliament which gave Catholics along with Protestants equality
of political rights but was essentially silent with respect to Jews. Despite this silence, it is
noteworthy that a number of the colony’s Jews were signatories of petitions to the Crown asking
for a legislative assembly and other reforms.14 These Jews were in effect acting as though they
had the same political rights as their Christian counterparts. Their assumption was to be the
subject of a significant challenge in the early nineteenth century.The Hart AffairThis key moment
in the history of Jewish political rights in Canada came when Ezekiel Hart, a Jewish resident of
Trois-Rivières, submitted his name as a candidate for election to the Legislative Assembly of
Lower Canada in 1807. His brother, Moses, who likewise seems to have had political ambitions,
had previously been warned by his father, Aaron Hart, that “I should be glad if you were elected
a Member of the House … But what I do not like is that you will be opposed as a Jew. You may
go to law, but be assured; you will never find a jury to favour you or a party in the House to stand
up for you.”15 In the 1807 election, the electoral officer, who favoured one of Hart’s two rivals,
Thomas Coffin, reportedly “adverted to the religion of Mr. Hart” such that “no Spanish monk, in
the height of ascetic zeal, could have poured on this subject more bitter invective or intolerant
warmth.”16 Despite these anti-Jewish opinions injected into the electoral process, Hart was duly
elected. When, in 1808, Hart came to take his seat in the Assembly, his Jewishness was taken
to be an important public issue, that of the legality and propriety of the election of a Jew to the
Assembly. The contemporary political debate in the colony on this issue, which was of a
distinctly virulent and partisan nature, included the following comment relative to Hart’s ability, as
a Jew, to represent his constituency: “The Jews are everywhere a people apart from the body of
the nation in which they live … a Jew never joins any other nation. He makes it a religious duty, a
consistent rule of conduct, to keep separate from other people … By what right can a Jew be
entrusted with the care of the interests of an entire people when he thinks only of himself and of
his sect?”17This and other anti-Jewish statements expressed during the Hart affair mostly seem
to be echoes of contemporary European discussions of the appropriateness of Jewish
participation in the political life of Christian nations. They also doubtlessly expressed ambient
anti-Jewish stereotypes prevalent among both French and English Canadians. The result of the
Hart affair was that he was definitively judged, as a professing Jew, to be barred from the
legislative seat to which he had been elected. This precedent meant, as Tulchinsky states, that
in Lower Canada, in principle, “Jews were now second class citizens. They were ineligible for
membership in the Assembly and legally unfit to hold other office, civil, judicial, or military.” On
the other hand, as Tulchinsky also points out, “except for the Assembly, the ban does not seem
to have been enforced.”18 Meanwhile, in Cornwall, John Elmsley, the chief justice of Upper
Canada, reported to the governor an opinion that “Jews cannot hold land in this province,” a
ruling that was not overturned until 1803.19 Benjamin Hart, applying in 1812 for a militia
commission, was told that “Christian soldiers would not tolerate a Jew in their midst,” though
other Jews did obtain such commissions.20The 1832 Law Concerning Jewish Political



RightsThe legal assumption that Jews were to be barred from holding public office was changed
in 1832 through the adoption by the Legislative Assembly of Lower Canada of “An Act to declare
persons professing the Jewish religion entitled to all the rights and privileges of the other
subjects of His Majesty in this Province.” This bill ultimately stemmed from an 1830 attempt to
appoint Samuel Becancour Hart, a son of Ezekiel, as magistrate. The attorney general’s legal
opinion that Hart as a Jew could not take the requisite oath led to a petition to the government
that resulted in the Act of 1832.21 Significantly, this act was adopted with apparently little of the
virulence of the 1807–9 debate.22 A similar question that arose over the election of Selim
Franklin as a member of the British Columbia Assembly on the grounds of his Jewishness was
relatively quickly settled by the passage of legislation with almost no publicly broadcast anti-
Jewish opinion.23Anti-Jewish Opinion in the Mid-Nineteenth CenturyAnti-Jewish opinion had
not completely disappeared from Canada, however. In the aftermath of the failure of the failed
rebellions of 1837, a manifesto of the “Hunters’ Lodges” (Frères Chasseurs) called for “the
strangling of all Jews and the confiscation of their property.”24 Dr. Aaron Hart David confided to
his diary that his move in 1840 from Montreal to Trois-Rivières was occasioned by the “aversion
to our religion” in Montreal, which made it impossible for him to establish a medical practice.25
Nevertheless, while Jews and Judaism may have been an issue in the minds of some, it failed to
become an overt political issue in an ongoing way in early and mid-nineteenth-century
Canada.This situation may be explained at least partially by the Jews’ small numbers. In 1831
the first official Canadian census found a mere 107 Jews to be resident of Upper and Lower
Canada (Ontario and Quebec). This number rises only moderately to 154 in 1841, 451 in 1851,
and 1186 in 1861.26 As a rule, the relatively few Jews who did live in British North America in
these decades were well acculturated into the Anglo-Canadian community and did not
particularly predominate in any neighbourhoods or fields of endeavour.This does not mean,
however, that anti-Jewish prejudice was absent from the Canadas. Stories about Jews and
vague references to them were present in early French Canadian literature.27 Historian Richard
Menkis has further observed that many Roman Catholic publications distributed in Canada in
this era contained fairly standard anti-Jewish remarks consistent with the historical development
of Catholic thought on the Jews, and that Protestant merchants, in letters preserved in the
papers of the R.G. Dun credit-rating company sometimes privately expressed their belief that
Jewish businessmen “are secretive and deceptive, practicing a dubious morality in their dealings
with non-Jews.”28 Nonetheless, as Gerald Tulchinsky remarks, “non-Jews did business with
Jews despite the existence—possibly even the prevalence—of attitudes that held Jews in
contempt, fear, and mistrust.29To the extent that Jews were prominently involved in the political
life of their community, they opened themselves up to their political opponents’ using the term
“Jew” in denigrating them. Thus George Benjamin, editor of the Belleville, Ontario, Intelligencer
was lampooned by Dr. John Edward Barker, editor of the rival Kingston British Whig, in February
1834 as “the Belleville Jew” who was killed by eating pork.30 That same newspaper, four years
later, objected to Benjamin’s militia captaincy on the same grounds.31 Clearly, however, this did



not impede Benjamin’s election to the Legislative Assembly of Upper Canada in 1857.32The
first prime minister of Canada, John A. Macdonald, on being told of the possibility of Russian
Jews coming to Canada, responded with these words: “The Old Clo move is a good one. A
sprinkling of Jews in the North-West would be good. They would at once go in for peddling and
politicking, and be of as much use in the new country as cheap jacks and chapmen
[peddlers].”33 This is stereotypical language, but no worse, and demonstrates as well a certain
readiness to accept these “old clo” people for the sake of the development of Canada’s
Northwest Territories as well as for the sake of possibly ingratiating the Canadian government
with Jewish financiers in London who might then invest in the Canadian Pacific Railway.34 The
reality of Jews as peddlers in the Canadian west that would bring out much more vituperative
attacks on the honesty and morality of the Jews will be dealt with in the following chapter.35In
sum, by the middle of the nineteenth century the small Canadian Jewish community was
situated in a fairly enviable position, most certainly in comparison with many other groups.36 It
had achieved legal and civil rights on the basis of equality with those of Christian Canadians. It
had done so, however, not without effort, and even experienced temporary setbacks.
Nonetheless, in comparison with contemporary efforts to achieve political equality for Jews in
certain states of the United States, such as Maryland,37 the Jewish issue in the Canadas
seemed not to have caused any sustained, vociferous, and divisive public debate. Public
pronouncements against “the Jews” in Canada were few and far between, even if privately held
anti-Jewish prejudices were still apparently widely held.In retrospect, historians of the Jewish
community in Canada have tended to agree with historian Irving Abella that “if there was a
golden age of Canadian Jewry, one could make a strong case for the period before
Confederation, particularly the 1830s and 1840s.”38 Even so, there were harbingers of trouble to
come. When, in 1858, an Italian Jewish child, Edgar Mortara, was taken from his parents on the
grounds of his alleged baptism by his Catholic nanny, there was great protest in many Jewish
communities worldwide. Significantly, a leader of the Jewish community in Montreal was
reported as having stated publicly at a protest in New York that Montreal Jews hesitated at
speaking out in their hometown because “those with whom we are in daily intercourse … are
subject to the Church of Rome.”39It would take two major historical trends in the later nineteenth
century to alter this fairly enviable situation: the phenomenon of mass immigration to Canada
and the emergence of racist antisemitism in Europe. These phenomena and the momentous
changes they wrought in the relationship of Jews and non-Jews in Canada will be discussed in
the next chapter.CHAPTER FOURThe Jewish Problem Comes to CanadaI know the Jewish
Question is the axis around which the wheel of world history revolves.—Wilhelm Marr1When the
Dominion of Canada came into existence in 1867, it had a number of serious issues to confront,
including most prominently the position of French Canadians within Confederation and the
development of the Canadian west.2 It did not, however, possess a “Jewish problem”—yet. That
by the end of the nineteenth century it would have one was the result of two powerful forces that
decisively impacted Canada in the last years of the nineteenth century: mass immigration to



Canada by people of non-British origins, and the emergence of racist antisemitism in Europe. As
historian Irving Abella stated, “As the numbers of Jews in the country increased, so did the
opposition to their presence.”3Canadian Immigration PolicyIt was clear to the Fathers of
Confederation that the Dominion of Canada, and particularly the Canadian west, was
underpopulated and needed settlers. Hitherto, the population of Canada had been made up
overwhelmingly of people of either British or French Canadian origins. Indeed, up to the very end
of the nineteenth century, fully 90 percent of immigrants to Canada came from the British Isles.4
The Canadian political leadership certainly would have liked that to remain the case and they
vigorously recruited immigrants from the British Isles as well as the United States.5 Canada in
the late nineteenth century, nevertheless, was becoming open to the immigration of large
numbers of people from other areas of Europe, and experiencing as well some pressure for
immigration from Asia, particularly China and Japan. The government of Canada did not want to
accept just anyone, however. The Canadian political leaders of that era had a distinct vision of
the type of immigration they desired. First of all, they wanted Europeans and not Asians.
Secondly, they wholeheartedly embraced an immigration of farmers and agricultural workers
and decidedly distanced themselves from welcoming immigrants who wished to settle in cities.6
Their preference for farmers as immigrants was demonstrated practically by the fact that, at the
beginning of Confederation, the responsibility for immigration to Canada was placed in the
Ministry of Agriculture before being transferred to the Ministry of Interior in 1892. This preference
was most clearly stated by Clifford Sifton, who is widely credited for establishing the broad
outlines of Canada’s immigration policy in the late nineteenth century. He stated on one
occasion: “I think a stalwart peasant in a sheep-skin coat, born on the soil, whose forefathers
had been farmers for ten generations, with a stout wife and six children, is good quality. A Trades
Union artisan, who will not work more than eight hours a day and will not work that long if he can
help it, will not work on a farm at all and has to be fed by the public when his work is slack is, in
my judgment, quantity and very bad quality.”7 This vision would have important implications for
Jewish immigrants to Canada, who did not really fit into this vision with respect to two important
factors. They were, first of all, overwhelmingly not farmers.8 Moreover, when they immigrated to
Canada, Jews tended to settle in large urban communities and formed a proletariat that strongly
supported trade unionism, among other causes.Jewish Immigration to CanadaIn the first census
of the Dominion of Canada, in 1871, people declaring their religion to be Jewish numbered but
1,333, or 0.03 percent of the total population. This number increased to 2,443 in the census of
1881, 6,501 in 1891, and 16,401 in 1901 (0.31 percent of the total population).9 In other words,
Canada’s Jewish population increased fifteen-fold in a mere thirty years, and ten-fold as a
percentage of total population.Where did this increase come from? Where did the new Jewish
immigrants to Canada settle at the end of the nineteenth century? In answering these questions,
we will uncover some of the important factors that went into the increasingly negative profile of
Jews in Canada.In the first place, the major source of the great increase in the Jewish
population of Canada was immigration. Moreover, most of the Jewish immigrants entering



Canada in the first decades after Confederation were not English speaking, nor did they
originate in the British Isles. These facts are of great importance, because Canada in the late
nineteenth century was predominantly populated by people who traced their European origins to
the British Isles or to France, and the small Jewish community that had been established in
Canada was likewise made up of people who were of British and/or American origin and were
therefore thoroughly acculturated to the English language and civilization. Overwhelmingly,
however, the new Jewish immigrants at the turn of the twentieth century tended to be Yiddish
speaking and came from the various countries of eastern Europe. Their aim, like nearly all of the
tens of millions of immigrants coming from southern and eastern Europe to North America at the
turn of the twentieth century, was to leave their homes, where they could most often see no
viable way of improving their economic situation, and to go to a place where they hoped they
would be able to create better lives for themselves and their families. For numerous historical
reasons, Jews in Europe had generally not been allowed to own land and engage in agriculture.
This meant that, practically speaking, the Jewish immigrants to Canada were overwhelmingly
neither farmers nor trained as farm workers. Their vocational experience, such as it was, tended
to be mostly as artisans or shopkeepers. Despite notable attempts by various Jewish
organizations to settle Jews on farms in Canada, the great majority of Jewish immigrants
naturally headed to large cities, where the most appropriate social, economic, and religious
opportunities beckoned to them. In these urban centres, they rapidly formed an urban proletariat
and began to fill crowded, poverty-stricken inner-city neighborhoods in Montreal, Toronto, and
Winnipeg that quickly became identified as “Jewish,” often to the acute dismay of the
acculturated, middle-class Jewish communities that had been established in Montreal and
Toronto. The well-established Jews in those communities understood that, justly or unjustly, they
too would be judged by the conduct and mores of these new immigrants.All of these factors
taken into consideration, the new Jewish migration at the end of the nineteenth and the
beginning of the twentieth centuries would have been looked upon as less than desirable when
compared to the Canadian elite’s overall vision of the ideal immigrant. There were three strikes
against them. They did not come from the British Isles; they were not English speaking; they
were not farmers. The ambivalence of the situation is well captured in a 1935 Canadian
Encyclopedia article on the Jewish immigrants in Canada: “Possessing keen business instincts,
the Jews have displayed a marvelous power of acquiring wealth since their arrival in the country:
many have come, wretchedly poor, and yet have, in some way, managed to exist and make
money. The majority are disinclined to hard manual labour: yet they are most industrious and
make a living where others would starve. Despite several prosperous farm colonies in
Saskatchewan, the Jews are, in general, economically, non-producers.”10Jews in the Eyes of
Other CanadiansFor many Canadian observers at the turn of the twentieth century, therefore,
Jews constituted one among several less-than-desirable groups of immigrants, including “the
Oriental and Negro races … and the Slavs [which] not only failed to assimilate but [were]
relatively inassimilable.”11 It was apparent to observers in western Canada that anti-Jewish



prejudice was “widespread and deep-rooted.”12 Even those Jews who tried to settle on the land
as farmers confronted these stereotypes. Thus in 1887, a meeting in the Wapella region of
Saskatchewan objected to the settlement of Jews in their district because “Not only are Jews a
most undesirable class of settlers but they are keeping a number of desirable settlers
out.”13Jews who came to Canada in this era, moreover, had more than their origins, language,
and occupation going against them. They also faced the rapidly rising tide of an ideological
movement that had begun in Europe in the late nineteenth century and quickly spread to the
New World—antisemitism. Antisemitism was an ideology that successfully assimilated the
powerful anti-Jewish legends and stereotypes of previous centuries, and added to them the
powerful modern ideology of scientific racism.“Scientific” Racism and AntisemitismIt is of great
significance to our story that antisemitism claimed to be “scientific.” That is because the
modernity celebrated by the nineteenth century was characterized by significant advances in
science and technology in practically every field. Transportation had been revolutionized by
railways and steamships; communications had been revolutionized by the telegraph and the
telephone; medicine had seen great advances such as anaesthesia, germ theory, and
vaccination; biology had witnessed the impact of Darwin’s revolutionary theory of evolution. In
this milieu, other areas of study, like history and linguistics, also strove for a “scientific”
perspective, and many people in the nineteenth century confidently expected that the scientific
perspective in all fields of knowledge would ultimately yield a truer understanding of nature and
humanity, many useful inventions, and an ever greater improvement of life in general.One of the
most important intellectual phenomena in the increasingly globalized world of the late nineteenth
century was racism. Racism presented itself as a “science” and laid claim to “objectivity” in its
assertion of the superiority of one group of human beings over others. Its ultimate “scientifically
objective” message was that the domination of the white European race over great expanses of
the globe was no accident; it was essentially the result of that race’s natural superiority over
others. This “scientific” racism was, among other factors, one of the major arguments of slave
owners in the pre–Civil War United States and of segregationists in both the post–Civil War
United States and South Africa. As historian of science Elazar Barkan states, “During the
nineteenth century, scientists reified the concept of race and endowed it with explanatory
powers beyond its initial taxonomic purpose.”14One of the most significant offshoots of
nineteenth-century “scientific” racism was antisemitism.15 Its very name showcases its scientific
pretensions. It claimed to build upon differences perceived by linguists between “Aryan” [Indo-
European] languages and “Semitic” languages, of which Hebrew and Arabic are prime
examples. Differences in linguistic structure between these two linguistic groups, discovered and
analyzed by renowned nineteenth-century scholars like Max Müller and Ernest Renan, were
deemed by them to serve as indications of basic mental and moral qualities inhering in
members of the “Semitic” and “Aryan” races.16 As Jewish historian Susannah Heschel states:
“Müller invoked a distinction between Semites as rootless wanderers and Aryans as rooted
cultivators of nature that subsequently served to reinforce anti-Jewish stereotypes in insidious



ways.”17In nineteenth-century Europe and North America, speakers of Arabic, that other major
modern language belonging to the Semitic linguistic family, were negligible in number. Even
were they present, as “orientals” they would have been widely considered to be politically and
culturally insignificant.18 Thus, when antisemitism was promulgated in the nineteenth century
Western world, Jews were in effect the sole actual “representatives” of the “Semitic race” in
Europe and the Americas and hence became the sole centre of attention of the antisemitic
movement, while, as historian Shulamit Volkov points out, “scientific knowledge of Semitic
qualities was meager enough to allow the term a full measure of ambiguity.”19Antisemitism as a
political movement was born out of a conviction that, as Anthony Julius stated, “the Jews were
somehow in charge of modern affairs. Secretly, sinisterly, beyond the reach of the law and even
of governments, they were plotting, or already enjoying global power. This anti-Semitism was
thus no longer confined to descriptions of the Jews’ unregenerate condition; it also offered an
account of the allegedly determinative part they played in the modern world.”20The term
“antisemitism” was coined by a German, Wilhelm Marr, who expressed his opposition to Jews in
the following way: “We have among us a flexible, tenacious, intelligent, foreign tribe that knows
how to bring abstract reality into play in many ways. Not individual Jews, but the Jewish spirit
and Jewish consciousness have overpowered the world.”21 The ideas expressed by Marr
resonated deeply among many Europeans, who saw in the Jews a symbol of all that they felt
was wrong with the morality and values of the modern Western world. The following are the sort
of pointed questions antisemites asked as they assessed the “Jewish problem” that confronted
them. Prior to the French Revolution, they reasoned, had it not been the case that Jews were
almost universally the objects of Christian hatred and fear, such that they were ghettoized and
expelled in order to protect Christian society from them and their influence? Had the godless
French Revolution not emancipated them, giving them an equality of rights and privileges while
at the same time removing the time-honoured privileges of the Church? Had the emancipation of
the Jews not demanded of the Jews, as a quid pro quo, the renunciation of their separate
nationality? And did the Jews not now seem to have retained their entire national solidarity, that
they were supposed to have renounced, expressing it in the creation of Jewish organizations of
an international scope such as l’Alliance Israëlite Universelle? Were the Jews not, therefore, in a
much better position to threaten Christian society and civilization than they had been a century
before? Should the world not be informed about the new Jewish threat to Christian civilization?
Should the world, once informed, not organize to eliminate the Jewish menace?Antisemitism in
CanadaThe term “antisemitism,” once coined, spread rapidly from Germany to England22 and
France, and soon enough found its way into all Western countries, including Canada. All over the
world, it rapidly became a common term for expressing negative feelings toward Jews that
ranged from ambivalence about accepting Jews as societal equals to absolute fear and loathing.
As early as 1884, Yosef Bernstein, an eastern European Jewish immigrant living in Montreal,
wrote an article on the Jews of Canada for a Russian Hebrew-language newspaper, ha-Melitz. In
this article, Bernstein reported to his readers that Canada was certainly not immune from



antisemitism. Bernstein’s conclusions bear citation at length:Here, also, we are considered to be
strangers and foreigners [in] a land that is not our own. Here also we will meet Haman-like23
people such as Stöcker24 and Istóczy25 and others who impatiently await the day when they
can demonstrate their anger against the children of Shem, for their anger against the Jews is
great. Has not Dr. Goldwin26 Smith, the greatest of the antisemites, come out in the journal, The
Nineteenth Century, to criticize and mock the hosts of the children of Israel in this country, to
discredit us in people’s eyes, and to turn backward the hearts of the inhabitants of the land [so
that they] hate the Jews who live in their midst?27 Praise be to the Most High God, this enemy
quickly realized that his words did not penetrate the hearts of the inhabitants of [this] country
and he had none who heeded him because the number of Jews in this land is quite small, and
they can find no excuse to attack them as [occurs] in other lands. Because of this, the hope of
this antisemite was dashed, and just as it came, so it went away. Who among us, however, can
guarantee that [the antisemite’s] dashed hope will remain so even after the number of Jews in
the land multiplies? We, the inhabitants of the lands of America cannot lie to ourselves and
assert that we have established a covenant with the gentiles; that the rod of punishment will not
reach us when it passes. For who would have believed ten years ago that in Russia and
Germany the demon of antisemitism would rise from the earth to renew the Crusade in the lands
of Europe, and to revive the Inquisition in the nineteenth century, a time when civilization has
achieved great heights? Who could have told us that the infectious leprosy28 of antisemitism,
which had [apparently] already passed from the earth, should once again move the hearts of the
nations to attack us? What is its strength now in this country as we begin [to settle]? Is the New
World not similar to Russia? Is not the rest of the world like Germany? Both here and there we
dwell among scorpions. Both here and there [we find] religious bigotry, hatred of the [Jewish]
nation, and ancient ideas which oppose us to our destruction.29Goldwin SmithIn his comments,
Bernstein makes special reference to Goldwin Smith, and rightly so. Smith was one of the most
outspoken and influential purveyors of hatred of Jews in English Canada in the late nineteenth
century. Smith was a well-connected and prominent public intellectual who had enjoyed a
successful academic career in England, the United States, and Canada. His writings against the
Jews centred on his opposition to what he considered the essential Jewish characteristic of
“tribalism,” the Jews’ supposed inability to care about anyone other than a fellow Jew. For Smith,
Jews were thus enemies of the “Gospel of Humanity.”30 For him, it was the Jews’ “tribalism” that
made it impossible for any modern society to accept Jews on a basis of equality with its other
citizens. As Smith stated:Judaism is not, like Unitarianism or Methodism, merely a religious
belief in no way affecting the secular relations of the citizen; it is a distinction of race, the religion
being identified with the race, as is the case in the whole group of primaeval and tribal religions,
of which Judaism is a survival. A Jew is not an Englishman or Frenchman holding particular
tenets: He is a Jew with a special deity for his own race. The rest of mankind are to him not
merely people holding a different creed, but aliens in blood.31

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/RJEzy/A-History-of-Antisemitism-in-Canada-Ira-Robinson


The book by Moustafa Gadalla has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 36 people have provided feedback.

Title Page Copyright Page Dedication Contents Preface Part I: Introduction Part II: Canada and
the Jews: Early Encounters (1759–1914) Part III: Jews and Canadian Society (1914–1945) Part
IV: Postwar Canada (1945–Present) Notes Bibliography Index



Language: English
File size: 888 KB
Text-to-Speech: Enabled
Screen Reader: Supported
Enhanced typesetting: Enabled
X-Ray: Not Enabled
Word Wise: Enabled
Print length: 302 pages
Lending: Not Enabled
Simultaneous device usage: Unlimited

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/d

