Correspondence

What is a Jew?
To THE EDITOR:

In Mr. Stubbs’ article on Sir George Jessel, published in the February 1951
issue of your journal, I read with astonishment that Farrer Herschell became
the first Jew to hold the Great Seal as Lord Chancellor in Gladstone’s admin-
istration of 1886 (pp. 160-161). While extending my warmest approbation to
the spirit of liberalism and fairness which animated the writer’s narrative, I
cannot refrain from drawing attention to the generally conceived opinion
that Jews and Roman Catholics are, in constitutional law, ineligible for the
position of the keeper of the King’s conscience. Jessel’s career, of course,
illustrates that the office of Master of the Rolls has not equally withstood
the demands of religious toleration. The point is adequately illustrated by
events in 1898-1894 when Mr. Gladstone vainly attempted to alter the law
so as to permit Sir Charles Russell, who was a devout Roman Catholic, to
assume the highest judicial position in the land. Instead, Russell had to be
content to succeed, initially, Lord Bowen as Lord of Appeal and, shortly
afterwards, Lord Coleridge as Lord Chief Justice of England. It is incon-
ceivable that the same Prime Minister who found himself unable to break
the constitutional obstacle on behalf of Russell should some six years earlier
have encountered no difficulty in this respect as regards Herschell.

The explanation of course is, as a glance at the Dictionary of National
Biography (vol. 22, pp. 838-9) will readily reveal, that Farrer Herschell was
“bred in a form of strict dissent” and in later life embraced the faith of the
Church of England. His mother was a Scotswoman of no Jewish connection
and his father, the Rev. Ridley Haim Herschell, born of Jewish parents in
Prussian Poland, had become baptized after his migration to England, where
he distinguished himself by missionary work for the conversion of Jews to
Christianity. I do not believe that in these circumstances Baron Herschell
can, with any claim to aceuracy, be designated as a Jew.

JorN G. FLEMING*

To THE EDITOR:

Dr. J. G. Fleming joins issue with me on a point which can only be resolved
by settling upon an answer to the question: What is a Jew? Is a Jew one
who adheres to the Jewish faith? If so, then Dr. Fleming is right, and Lord
Herschell cannot, with any claim to accuracy, be designated as a Jew. If,
on the other hand, a Jew is a person of Hebrew race, as the word is defined
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by the Conecise Oxford Dictionary (third edition), then I am right in ‘claiming
him for the Jews.

Lord Herschell was sprung from the seed of Abraham. In his veins flowed
the blood of the Hebrew race, though he did not accept the faith of his
Fathers. Had he been.an orthodox Jew, he would not have been Lord Chan-
cellor, but that is not our problem. As to religion, he was a Christian, and
yet, as to race, a Jew. The persecutors of the Jews in all ages (and in par-
ticular in the dark age just past) have not accepted any narrow definition of
the word. If the Jews are defamed and persecuted on the wide basis of race,
let us then give them credit on the same basis.

Something of the struggle of the Jews for their place in the sun is sug-
gested by these words of Albert Einstein: “If my theory of relativity is proven
successful, Germany will claim me as a German and France will declare that
I am a citizen of the world. Should my theory prove untrue, France will say
that I am a German and Germany will declare that I am a Jew.”

In more serious vein, Dr. Einstein, in his book, Quf of my Later Years,
attempts an answer to the vexed question: Just what is a Jew? “What are
the characteristics of the Jewish group?” he asks. ““What, in the first place, isa
Jew? There are no quick answers to this question. The most obvious answer
would be the following: A Jew is a person professing the Jewish faith. The
superficial character of this answer is easily recognizéd by means of asimple
parallel. Let us ask the question: What is a snail? An answer similar in kind to
the one given above might be: A snail is an animal inhabiting a snail shell.
This answer is not altogether incorrect, nor to be sure, is it exhaustive; for
the snail shell happens to be but one of the material products of the snail.
Similarly, the Jewish faith is but one of the characteristic products of the
Jewish community. It is, furthermore, known that a snail can shed its shell
without thereby ceasing to be a snail. The Jew who abandons his faith (in
the formal sense of the word) is in a similar position. He remains a Jew.”

I rest my right to refer to Lord Herschell as a Jew on this statement of
Dr. Eionstein’s. Disraeli, who was baptized as a Christian at the age of thir-
teen; Spinoza, who was excommunicated from the Amsterdam synagogue for
his too relentless pursuit of truth; Xarl Marx, who declared that religion is
the opium of the people — these men are claimed for the Jews, on the basis
of their race, not of their religion, or lack of it. Why then not Lord Herschell?

Roy ST. GEORGE STUBBS
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