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Hoover's Judeo-Christians 

Jews, Religion, and Communism 
in the Cold War 

SARAH JMHOf-F 

In 1960, a Milwaukee dentist told his longtime patient that "the Zionist 

party in this country makes up more than 90% of the communist 

party." The dentist claimed to have come by this "information" while 
serving in the "Intelligence department of the Navy" during the war. 

His patient, a housewife who identified herself as "a second generation 

Arnerican citizen [ of) the Jewish faith,,, was so concerned by what he 
told her that she wrote to FBI director J. Edgar Hoover to ask if this 

could possibly be true. 1 

She was not alone in her concern. When the Cold War began in 1947, 

the murder of Jews under Nazi rule had ceased, and the Nazis' antise

mitic ideology had been discredited. Yet some American Jews found 

themselves targets of a subtler form of prejudice. Hoovci:-'s FBI and other 

government agencies called on Americans to help them find and root out 

the communists in their midst. Not all were as openly anti-Jewish as the 

Milwaukee dentist, but many harbored a suspicion that Jews in the 

United States were communists. 

The FBI's approach to Jews and Judaism during the Hoover era was 

shaped not only by a suspicion of Jews as potential communists bur also 

by the image of America as a land of equality and religious tolerance. In 
the years after World War II, the link between Jews, Judaism, and com

munism was fraught. On the one hand, being Jewish was prima facie 

evidence that one may be communist; on the other hand, Judaism 

played an essential role in the concept of a religious America. In this 
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period, as Dianne Kirby shows in chapter 4, Americans used religion as a 
way to differentiate themselves from the communist USSR. "Comnwnists 
have been, still are, and always will be a menace to freedom, to democratic 
ideals, ro the worship of God and to the American war of life," Hoover told 
the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) in 1947.2 Unljke 
the "godless communists" in rhe USSR, Hoover argued, Americans lived in 
a religious nation. President Eisenhower 

famously asserted: "Our form of government has no sense unless it is

founded in a deeply fcJr religious faith, and I don't care what it is. \Xlith us 
of course it is the Judeo-Christian concept bur it must be a religion that 
all men arc created equal. " 3 Eisenhower, like Hoover, assumed rhar the 
category of religion in general-as well as the religiosity of the United 
Stares-included Judaism. Eisenhower's identification of American 
governmental ideals as "Judeo-Chrisrian" points ro a role that 
Judaism would play in the Cold War: the inclusion of Judaism allowed 
Americans to cbim that the United Stares was both generically religious 
and accepting of religious diversity. 

For anticommunist crusaders in general, and for Hoover and the FBI 
in particular, these two dimensions-the association of Jews with com
munism and the embrace of Judaism as a defining component of Amer
ican religiosity-posed a conundrum: how could Jews be un-American 
while Judaism formed a foundational part of American values? On the 
one hand, midcentury antisemitism and Cold War ideologies combined to 
create suspicion of Jewish leftists, as the antagonistic relationship 
between the FBI and Hollywood demonstrated. On the ocher hand, 
"Judeo-Chrisrian" rhetoric and the embrace of a "J udeo-Christian" 
mythology became an essential part of what differentiated America 
from the "godless" USSR, with its Marxism and persecution of reli
gious groups. 

This chapter charts the FBI's engagement with these two approaches to 
Jews and Judaism. The first part begins with a brief history of Jews and 
the FBI, focusing on the years from r947 to the early r96os, and explores 
the cultural assumptions about Jews as communists. While the first part is 
about Jews, the second part is about Judaism (or the ''Jewish faith," as the 
Milwaukee housewife put it) and its role in the FBI's representation of a 
refjgious America's struggles against communism. Building on this 
foundation, the third section turns to the question that drives this chapter: 
how could Hoover and the FBJ's embrace of Judaism as essential to 
American culture coexist with their proclivity to see Jews as communises? 
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JEWS AND COMMUNISM 

Well before the end of World War II, many Jews associated with the 
political left. Some who emigrated from Eastern Europe before r924 
participated in the Ilolshevik Revolution. Among those investigated by 
the Bureau of Investigation, for example, was the famous Jewish ,inar
chist Emma Goldman. After Goldman served a two-year sentence for 
conspiring against the draft, Hoover re-arrested her and persuaded the 
courts to deport her as a foreign-born rndical. Few American Jews were 

as politically radical as Goldman, but many others were committed left
ists. Some had, before they left Eastern Europe, been members of the 
Bund, the secular Jewish labor parry. In the United States, many contin
ued or joined that tradition and joined labor unions. Leftist politics 
were even evident in the first decades of the twentieth century in the 
three major New York Jewish newspapers: the socialist Forverts, the 
anarchist Freie Arbeiter, and the communist Morgen Freiheit. 

l3ut by the postwar period, the close association between Jews and 
the Communist Party had waned. The Hitler-Stalin Pact of 1939 de.tit 
the party a heavy blow . .Nlost Jews were still politically left, but there 
were far more socialists than communists. And though Jews were demo
graphically overrepresented in Communist Party membership, the party 
was neither exclusively nor even overwhelmingly Jewish. In the r9 50s, 
the American Jewish population exceeded four million, and the Com
munist Party peaked at around fifty thousand members.4 Just as only a 
small percentage of American Communists were Jews, only a small per
centage of American Jews were communists. Indeed, a number of Jew
ish organizations actively combatted communism: the American Jewish 
League Against Communism was founded in r948, and larger organi
zations, such as the Jewish Federation, the American Jewish Commit

tee, and the Anti-Defamation League, created their own anticommunist 
committees. 5 These national Jewish organizations aided the FBI and 

even conducted their own purges of known communists from their 
ranks.6 

While most Jews were not communisLs, many did identify with the 
political left, and some began to fear that they would be targeted as com
munists, whether they were or not. This fear was not unfounded. A sig
nificant number of Americans continued to associate Jews and commu
nism, and formed judgments as to who was a good American based on 
race or national origin. A r 9 5 r New York Times article illustrates such 
judgments: it reported that government officials declared that an East 
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Tennessee atomic plant was nor a likely rnrget for saboteurs because of 
the "lack of Communists" there. The officials justified this conclusion by 

citing "the prominence of pure Anglo-Saxon stock" in rhc nearby 
poptilation.7 (Ironically, in 2012, three White Christian pacifists, including 
rn1 eighty-two-year-old nun, broke inro the facility to protest nuclear 

weapons. 8) Jews and African Americans bore the brunt of such 
assumptions about communism. A I948 survey hy the /\mericnn Jewish 
Committe� found that 2r percent of Americans believed that "most Jews 
arc Communists. "9 Another survey found that I9 percent of people 
answered "Jews" when asked which "nationalities, religious, or racial 
groups'' were commun.istic. 10 

Throughout the Cold War, the FBl suspected and pursued many indi
vidual Jews, as well as Jewish and Zionist groups suspected of colluding 
with communists, though the FBI rarely claimed that it had pursued 
someone because the person was Jewish. Of the late r940s 
investigations into Post Office employees for "disloyalty," 90 percent 
of the cases were against African Americans or Jews. 11 An American 
Jewish Committee document from the late r94os reported that the FBI 
estimated that 50 to 60 percent of communists were Jews. 12 The FBI 
kepr tabs on dozens of Jewish organizations, from the Zionist 
Organization of America to the politically progressive Emma Lazarus 
Federation of Jewish Women's Clubs. u It even tried to police 
representations of Jews and antisemitism on the radio, on television, and 
in movies. 
A r949 American Council for Education (ACE) publication found that 

rhetorical combinations such as "Jews and atheists" and "Jews and 
communists" appeared frequently in a variety of publications, 

especially student textbooks.1-1 The tendency to conflate communism 
and Jewishness is also detectable in FBI files. For instance, Charlie Chaplin'::; 

file includes information from an informant "who claims to have a 
number of confidential sources concerning Communist and Jewish 
activities operating in Los Angeles. " 15 Beyond the walls of the FBI, this 

slippage between Jewish arid communist did not go unchallenged. The 
ACE study, which had been funded by a grant from the National Council 

of Christians and Jews, denounced assumptions that all Jews were 
communists and declared that "equally disturbing is the combining of 
Jewish with other groups which lack prestige with many Americans." 

That the ACE deemed such a study necessary, however, suggests that the 
tendency to identify Jews as communists was recognized at the rime. 

Because of such associations, as well as social and professional prejudice, 
the bureau itself was an institution from which Jews were largely 
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