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Rabbi Jeremy Master 

Yom Kippur 5782 

Eugenics in America 

 One hundred years ago in 1921, the United States government passed an emergency 

immigration quota for the first time limiting immigration of Europeans, particularly Europeans 

from Eastern and Southern Europe, to the United States. This law was based on the false 

science of eugenics which had become very popular in the United States in the decades prior.  

The false science of eugenics arose out of a distortion of Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution 

and the emerging science of genetics to posit that certain races were genetically superior.    

Jews were considered to be alien to Europe and were believed to be more inferior then other 

Europeans.  As immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe streamed into America starting 

at the end of the 19th Century, the eugenicists were concerned that these inferior races would 

mix with the superior race and would degrade the genetic stock of the United States leading to 

this country’s decline so they fought to strictly limit immigration based on race.  One sad fact of 

the Holocaust that many people aren’t aware of is that the American eugenicists worked with 

and inspired the work of the Nazis.  Adolph Hitler wrote to Madison Grant, author of one of the 

leading best-selling eugenics books, to thank him for his work calling it “his Bible”.  While the 

Nazis used eugenics as their reason for committing genocide, these false eugenics theories also 

led to the doors of every country being closed to Jews in the build up to World War II, including 

the United States.  It is possible to make the argument that if the United States had not 

succumbed to this false, racist belief in its immigration policy in the 1920s, thousands of Jewish 
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lives could have been saved in the build up to the Holocaust.  Unfortunately, using race as a 

basis for immigration quotas did not end in the United States until 1965. 

 Today is our Day of Atonement, a time to engage in teshuvah, heartfelt repentance.  The 

reason this day is the holiest and most solemn day of the year is because the process of 

teshuvah is extremely challenging.  In Judaism we are given an ideal that we are to uphold in 

our lives, that we should be a holy nation following the pathway of God’s commandments.  

Within Jewish law there is a recognition that we are human, and while we may strive for the 

ideal, there are times when our nature leads us to miss the mark.  The word teshuvah literally 

means return because built within this ideal system of holiness is the process of teshuvah, the 

ability to return to the proper path. 

The Jewish philosopher Joseph Albo makes clear that teshuvah is difficult for it requires 

a careful process of “correcting thought, speech, and behavior.”  By correcting thought, he 

means that a person should feel regret for the wrongs he has done to others.  By correcting 

speech he means that a person should confess his wrongs.  By correcting behavior he means 

that a person should pledge never to repeat the wrong again and takes on deeds meant to 

rectify any damages done, intentionally or unintentionally.  Seen in this manner, repentance is 

more than saying sorry, it means changing who you are for the better.  This is extremely hard 

for it requires honest self-assessment and the transformation of ingrained behaviors.  

 An interesting aspect of our teshuvah on Yom Kippur is that we are not just standing 

engaging in repentance by ourselves.  All of our prayers of repentance are in the first person 

plural.  We confess in the plural to remind us that we are partly responsible for the 
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transgressions of everyone with whom we share community.  We are praying ashamnu, “we 

have sinned” and al cheit shechatanu l’fanecha, “for the sin we committed before you.”  

Sometimes sins are not only between individuals; an entire community can be complicit in a sin.  

The entire community suffers when we do not have the moral courage to reprove ourselves for 

times when the community did not meet the ideal that it is to strive for.  The hard work of 

teshuvah is not just for us as individuals, but we must turn the honest lens of self-reflection on 

the entire community and engage in a communal process of teshuvah with the goal of helping 

the entire community strive to live the ideals that it sets for itself. 

 In Judaism our ideal is to be a holy nation whereas in America the ideal is expressed 

clearly by Thomas Jefferson in the Declaration of Independence: “We hold these truths to be 

self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with 

certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”  In 

using the false science of eugenics to pass racist immigration laws designed to keep Jews and 

other non-Nordic Europeans out of this country a sin was committed against our sacred 

American ideals.  The people who were denied entry into this country because of their race 

were not treated as if they were created equal.  By 1965, this country had engaged in teshuvah, 

recognized that race based immigration quotas do not represent our ideals and immigration 

laws were changed.  America engaged in teshuvah towards the Jewish people and institutional, 

eugenics inspired anti-Semitism was eliminated.  With eugenics, America sinned against its 

ideal, but then America engaged in teshuvah and changed its ways. 

 We know that there have been many other times in our nation’s history when we have 

not lived up to the ideals that we set for ourselves and there have been times when we have 
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engaged in repentance for this wrong doing.  During World War II Japanese Americans were 

placed in internment camps which our national leaders later apologized for and paid 

reparations for.  Through so much of our history people of African descent were not treated as 

equal.  Thomas Jefferson set up for us this high ideal in the Declaration when at the same time 

he owned black slaves.  The Civil Rights era began a process of teshuvah for these wrongs.  

Looking at the past with critical, honest self-assessment does not mean that we see ourselves 

as being evil.  We are human; we are going to miss the mark and not reach the ideal.  But when 

we fall short we need to engage in teshuvah and return to the path of our ideals.  As we know 

from our repentance on Yom Kippur, looking at the past is a means to a changed, better future.  

We cannot reach our highest ideals unless we engage in the hard work of honest self-reflection 

that leads to transformation.  This is the ideal for the individual and the ideal for the 

community.   

Right now our nation is facing a different refugee crisis than 100 years ago and that we 

should accept responsibility for.  For twenty years our nation was in control of Afghanistan and 

thousands of Afghans supported our troops and the government we put into place.  With the 

Taliban taking control, all of these people’s lives are at risk.  Thankfully tens of thousands were 

evacuated with many coming to the United States.  Just as the Jewish refugees who came to 

this country before us were helped by organizations like the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, so 

too do we now have the opportunity to help Afghan refugees who are fleeing for their lives. We 

have the opportunity as a nation to learn from the mistakes of the past and seek to welcome 

these refugees with open arms.  So please join us in the New Year as we work to support our 

new Afghan neighbors and seek to live out our highest ideals. 


