
Many will recall the best seller “All I Really 
Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten.” Taking 
the title literally, I can’t say that fits my life 
experience, but there is one issue where it 
closely applies.

From my kindergarten days, I would often hear 
my parents discussing anti-Semitism, here at 
home and in Europe. My mother and father were 
both child immigrants to America, brought here 
by parents looking for a better life.

My mother loved this country. I’ve described 
her earliest recollection of arriving, not long 
off the boat that brought her, her mother and 
brother to New York, and then traveling to her 
new home in Bangor, Maine on the Fourth of 
July, with its fireworks display. She was an avid 
reader of Horatio Alger. She loved to read about 
the children of American presidents and often 
talked about her admiration for Mary Antin, the 
immigrant rights campaigner who wrote “The 
Promised Land.”

My father arrived in America at age 13, attended 
high school at night in Brooklyn, and worked 
during the day. He frequently talked about 
his being asked in public school to recite the 
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Gettysburg Address by heart and how, though 
his accent was somewhat heavy, managed 
to get through the assignment with nary a 
glitch. He spent a good part of his life working 
in the leather goods business, designing and 
manufacturing wallets, belts and cowboy 
holster sets for children. He was a fan of Zane 
Grey’s novels about the American West, which, 
unfortunately, he never saw with his own eyes.
Both were ardent Zionists. My mother was 
an admirer of Henrietta Szold, who founded 
Hadassah. We have a speech she gave as a 
12-year-old member of the “Young Maccabeans,” 
in which she proudly proclaimed her love for both 
the “Hebrew flag” and the Stars and Stripes.

My father was well read in biblical history, and 
it was from him that I first learned about the 
Bar Kochba revolt. An early tip-off to his Zionist 
worldview is his story about the night before his 
family left Russia in 1913 for the United States: 
He and his best friend pledged to meet again in 
Palestine.

With all that, neither was naive about anti-
Semitism. At the dinner table, my “school after 
school,” the discussions would often bring up 
such topics as the Chmielnicki Pogroms, or how 
Jews were restricted to living in Russia’s Pale 
of Settlement. I heard about the radio anti-
Semitism of Father Charles Coughlin, and about 
the German American Bund. I learned that Jews 
couldn’t buy property in certain neighborhoods. 
When my sisters were applying to colleges, there 
was talk about university quotas.

There were many discussions about the 
Holocaust, and particularly about the large 
number of our relatives who were killed in 
Lithuania.

As a result, like many Jews, I grew antennae that 
could sense when anti-Semitism was in the room, 
or on TV, or in the air.

Don’t get me wrong: we were not fixated on all 
of this, just especially aware.

Over the decades, things began to improve. 
There was greater acceptance of Jews in places 
that only a few years before had been off-limits: 
The fields of banking, insurance and advertising 
come to mind. Quotas at prestigious universities 
ended. Jews were elected in increasing numbers 
to Congress, including a number from states and 
districts with relatively small Jewish populations.

Jewish actors began to use their own names 
instead of stage names. Formerly restricted 
neighborhoods opened up to Jewish homeowners. 
There were movies and TV programs about all 
manner of Jewish themes, from “Exodus” to 
“Schindler’s List.”

The Six-Day War resulted in widespread 
admiration for Israel’s prowess on the battlefield, 
knocking down stereotypes about weak and 
defenseless Jews. Recently, it was Israel, the 
“startup nation” that had much of the world 
looking to the Jewish state for the latest in high-
tech innovation. Television dramas produced 
in Israel became worldwide hits via streaming 
platforms. Israeli chefs opened restaurants in 
American cities.

It was the best of times.

Oct. 7 and its aftermath were just the 
culmination of a decade or more of demonizing 
and delegitimizing Israel on an international 
scale. Here at home, it was the BDS (Boycott, 
Divestment and Sanctions) movement, especially 
on college campuses. A perverse bias against 
Israel throughout the United Nations system 
had existed since the adoption of the infamous 
Zionism=Racism resolution of 1975, pushed along 
by the Palestinians and their fellow travelers.

Efforts to confront this rising tide of hate have 
had their moments, such as the adoption of 
a standard definition of anti-Semitism by the 
International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance 
(IHRA), a consortium of countries that have 
pledged to promote commemoration of the Shoah 
through education and research. More and more 
special envoys on Holocaust issues are appointed 
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by governments abroad, especially in Europe. At 
the U.N., B’nai B’rith has played a central role 
in the Jewish community’s pushback against the 
calumnies leveled at Israel and more broadly 
Jews in general, in agencies of the world body—
especially, but not limited to, the United Nations 
Human Rights Council in Geneva.

But then came Oct.7 and its aftermath, which 
has produced a tsunami of Jew-hate not seen on 
such an international scale since 1945. The scope 
spans the community of democracies (with some 
few exceptions) to autocracies worldwide. It 
manifests itself even in what we would consider 
to be respectable media outlets. It is burgeoning 
on university campuses. Jewish actors are 
being cancelled for being outspoken supporters 
of Israel. Two of New York’s highly recognized 
hospitals have drawn protestors because some of 
their contributors are Jewish.

The venom spewed at Israel seemingly knows no 
bounds. The list of indignities—and worse—thrown 
at Israel and its supporters is a long one, and it is 
growing.

How did what took so many years to build 
up—good will and acceptance for the Jewish 
community and Israel—seemingly dissolve in such 
a short time? Many point to social media, but 
certainly Israel’s enemies have long been at work 
laying the groundwork for these verbal, and many 
times physical, assaults.

Follow the money, as they say—but it’s more than 
that. We need to know more about the organizers 
of these demonstrations, who pinpoint targets 
large and small, from university campuses to 
small towns around the country, to midtown 
Manhattan. The network of pro-Palestinian 
organizations that plan and participate in these 
protests, marches and disruptive tactics clearly 
have as their main objective to break the bond 
between the American people, and more broadly, 
our country, from Israel and its supporters in the 
American Jewish community.

I’m not a psychologist, but I think there is 
another element, especially in Europe (which 
has had its own explosion of anti-Semitism), that 
is at play: a subliminal, seething resentment 
at being reminded, as we justifiably do, that 
Europeans actively participated and collaborated 
in, or were apathetic to, the destruction of 
Europe’s Jews. The Israeli-Palestinian issue has 
given a convenient opening for Europeans to say: 
“Well, you (Jews) were victims, but now you are 
victimizers.” It’s an easy way for the guilt that 
rightfully hovers over Europe to be assuaged.

My parents would be disturbed by what has 
transpired, especially since Oct. 7, but I don’t 
think they would be surprised. They knew that 
this ages-old phenomenon was hard to erase. 
They believed the best way to push it back 
was to stand up and be counted. My mother 
wrote innumerable letters to the editor when 
she’d read an anti-Israel article or editorial. If 
a customer came to our store complaining that 
a Jewish merchant had “Jewed her down,” she 
gave a quick riposte. My father taught me to be 
proud of our history, its moments of glory and 
centuries of anguish. When the Six Day War broke 
out, he walked up and down our town’s main 

B’nai B’rith CEO Daniel S. Mariaschin on the National 
Mall in Washington, D.C. during the “March for Israel.” 
Organized in the aftermath of the Oct. 7 Hamas attacks 
on Israel, the solidarity event took place on Nov. 14, 2023.
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street with a petition soliciting signatures from 
mostly non-Jewish merchants in support of Israel.

Winning this battle begins with person-to-
person encounters. But beyond that, we need 
to advocate for more states and local school 
districts to introduce Holocaust education. 
Textbooks need to contain more than just lip 
service to Jews as part of a list of immigrant 
groups in America. They need to tell the story of 
the immense Jewish contributions to American 
civilization in so many fields, from medicine to 
technology, to culture and the arts.

We need to press the media to hew to fairness in 
reporting about Israel, and not follow the current 
fashion to bash it for every action it makes in 
self-defense. Political figures need to be held 
accountable for reckless comments about Israel. 
(And we need to commend those who have stood 
up for a strong U.S.-Israel relationship, and those 
who are speaking out against anti-Semitism). 
We need to press university presidents and 
administrators to guarantee a welcoming attitude 
toward Jewish students, to keep them safe and 
secure.

And we also need to remember that we have 
many good friends out there: They are neighbors, 
colleagues, clergy, elected officials and so 
many others who not only understand our close 
connection to Israel but are appalled by anti-
Semitism wherever it exists. My guess is that 
most Americans reside in this category of our 
population.

In modern history, we’ve not seen the likes of 
the challenges we face today. But we mustn’t be 
daunted by it all. I’m especially proud of B’nai 
B’rith’s record of advocating for a strong and 
secure Israel and for being among the leaders in 
the fight against anti-Semitism. Armed with our 
millennia long history and continuity, and blessed 
with a modern State of Israel, and with the 
support of friends and allies, we can prevail.

My parents would be eager to join the fight.


