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Haym Salomon and Jewish Exclusion

from the Historiography of the American
Revolution

By: NICK]. SCIULLO

Haym Salomon was an important backer of the American Revolution and
played a significant role in financing George Washington’s victory at
Yorktown. Yet, he is rarely discussed in the history of the American Rev-
olution.! This article seeks to present Salomon’s contribution to the
American Revolution in the context of the general perceptions of the Jew-
ish community and the complex treatment of Jews during the Revolution-
ary Era. We argue that rather than contemporaneous anti-Semitic senti-
ment, it is more the modern anti-Semitism that has kept him out of much
of the American Revolution’s written history.?2 To be sure, the Revolu-
tionary Era was no era of total religious freedom and open multicultural-
ism. Yet, despite anti-Semitic sentiments during that era, many Jewish
people seem to have experienced less discrimination in North America
than in other parts of the British Empire.3

This article seeks to recover Haym Salomon’s importance to the
American Revolution and it examines how contemporary anti-Semitism
has hindered the discussion about Salomon’s contribution to American
history.
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Haym Salomon’s Financial Contribution to the American
Revolution

Haym Salomon risked his personal finances to support the American Rev-
olution with no guarantee he would get those funds back.* His sizeable
contribution helped American forces advance toward the British which
ultimately caused the British Army’s surrender. Yet, he receives little at-
tention in history books and relatively little discussion in peer-reviewed
history literature. This absence is odd. Indeed, as Nathan M. Kaganoff
writes, “Without doubt, the most prominent Jewish figure in American
history of the eighteenth century and especially for the Revolutionary War
period is Haym Salomon.”> As such, his exclusion from much of the Rev-
olutionary War discussion is odd at best, and at worst part of a larger
systematic exclusion of Jews from historical study.

Salomon was subject to contemporaneous discrimination because he
was a Jew. This would color how later generations would view him. This,
combined with anti-Semitic forces in American historiography, including
overt hatred of Jewry, further complicates the matter.5 That Salomon was
a Polish immigrant was well known and factors into his exclusion from
the history of the American Revolution, as nativist sentiments have been
common throughout United States history.” Although there are relatively
few primary sources to work from, there are a wealth of commemorative
texts, biographical notes, and present-day discussions about Salomon’s
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importance to the Revolution.? Even in his public commemoration, how-
ever, his Jewishness is “deemphasized.”

Salomon traveled throughout the major cities of his day including
New York and Philadelphia, suggesting that he was interacting with sig-
nificant people, and was involved with the relevant commercial and polit-
ical centers of North America. He was not from a sparsely populated set-
tlement where he would have had little opportunity to engage with im-
portant people, nor was he isolated within a Jewish neighborhood in a
large city. He conducted business in two of the then most prominent fi-
nancial centers. His exclusion from the history of the era suggests some-
thing else must be at play—perhaps in the way scholars write history and
regard Jewish participation in that history.

Haym Salomon and the Jewish Enlightenment

The Jewish Enlightenment, or Haskalah, was part of the general Enlight-
enment taking place throughout much of Europe, from as early as the
mid-seventeenth century through the early-nineteenth century. The Jew-
ish Enlightenment sought to include Jews in the European Enlightenment
with its focus on cultural, economic, and political improvement. Notions
of freedom were part of the Jewish Enlightenment and Salomon’s partic-
ipation in the American Revolution was an expression of his interest in
both freedom and inclusion. Another key facet of the Jewish Enlighten-
ment was economic empowerment in an increasingly connected and di-
verse European economy.!® That Salomon was economically empowered
and that he used it to help the American Revolution is part-and-parcel of
the Jewish Enlightenment ethos. His financial empowerment was evident
in a range of business activities throughout the American East Coast.!!
The Jewish Enlightenment also brought about increased solidarity
among Jews, bringing together strands of Judaism that were in conflict. It
emphasized education beyond the Talmud, and it encouraged Jews to
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move beyond their European ghettos.!? Salomon’s life, in many ways, re-
flects the principles and practices of those involved in the Jewish Enlight-
enment, which helps to explain his travel to and around the United States
as well as his multiple business ventures and wide-ranging social circle.
This may also have been the impetus for his financing of the American
Revolution, which would give him solidarity with the people of his new
country.

Haym Salomon’s story is one of conflicting opportunities—empow-
erment and inclusion during his life, in stark contrast with the disempow-
erment and exclusion after his death. The contrast between extensive
commemoration and commentary and elision from the historical record
suggests a complicated relationship between the American Revolution,
historiography, and Jews. The Jewish Enlightenment surely influenced
some of Haym Salomon’s actions and indeed his successes justify his hard
work for his own interests and for what would become the United States.
The Revolutionary Era was not just the revolutions of several countries,
but also a revolution in the development, integration, and advancement
of Judaism. Thus, Haym Salomon provides an important case study for
understanding this relationship, as well as the legacy of the American Revolution.

Jewish Exclusion from American Historiography

Haym Salomon was certainly active in financing the American Revolution.
Yet, despite the Jewish Enlightenment, which emboldened his commit-
ment to freedom and economic empowerment, Salomon has largely been
absent from mainstream historical study. This does not seem to be based
on any specific animus against Salomon, but rather due to broader anti-
Semitic sentiments in the study of history. Anti-Semitism has a long his-
tory in the United States and spans a variety of historical and educational
areas, including admissions to Ivy League universities and a range of ex-
tracurricular and co-curricular activities across universities and colleges.!3
Non-Jewish scholars, and their respective colleges and universities, have
often discriminated against Jewish scholars, forcing them into the social
sciences and out of the potentially revolutionizing humanities, although
this would change rapidly after World War I1.14 Jewish history was at a
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disadvantage because it could not readily find a home in the history de-
partments associated with the humanities. As such, prior to World War
11, there were few Jewish historians at prominent universities teaching his-
tory. One need not be Jewish to teach Jewish history, but the exclusion of
many Jewish scholars from history reduced the chance of Jewish history
being taught at the university level. This is compounded by competing
notions of who was Jewish or “Jewish-enough.” As the historian David
Hollinger notes, we ought to do away with “purity tests” for Jewish his-
torical figures as it complicates the study of the Jewish people.!5

Anti-Semitism is remarkably resilient across the United States and Eu-
rope.' Indeed, Gervase Phillips has written, “Antisemitism has been
called history’s oldest hatred and it has shown itself to be remarkably
adaptable.”!” As such, both in Salomon’s time and in later historical writ-
ing, one should not be surprised by anti-Semitic discrimination nor by the
exclusion of Jews from historical writing.

While Jewish Studies is increasingly popular in universities with large
Jewish student populations, many universities do not offer classes in Jew-
ish history or culture.!8 This, no doubt, accounts for the relative underde-
velopment of Jewish history. It also leaves open the possibility that Jewish
history is not being taught because scholars and professional teachers do
not believe that Jewish history and culture are worth teaching. Daniel
Goffman has also argued that many students maintain prejudices against
Jewry that many scholars had hoped were long abandoned. Jewish his-
tory scholars, “outsiders and newcomers to the academy,” have struggled
against anti-Semitism from their institutions and their students. This has
affected their careers and research agendas.?0 That is, the university has
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been a difficult place for Jewish students and Jewish studies and has neg-
atively affected the study of Jewish history in the United States.

One indicator of anti-Semitism in American historiography is that
much of the writing about Jewish history is aspirational—it is about what
should happen or what would be best.?! Scholars write as if Jewish history
is not what it could or should be. As a result, scholars of Jewish history
must work harder, advocate for more resources, justify their pedagogical
and scholarly choices and make the case for Jewish history’s importance.
Rarely is there a need to justify the importance of teaching about the
American Revolution, the Gilded Age, or World War II. Yet scholars
must consistently defend teaching Jewish history and the Jews who
shaped the United States. American historians still struggle with justifying
why Jewish history matters in curricula.

Furthermore, traditional discriminatory beliefs about wealth and
Jewry may have caused a situation where the interests of anti-Semitism
and resisting discrimination converge. Edward S. Shapiro argues that Jew-
ish business leaders have not been studied because of both these tradi-
tions.2?2 Haym Solomon’s place in American history seems to have suf-
fered as a result of both anti-Semitism and what Shapiro describes as “de-
fensiveness” about Jewish economic success.?3 Accordingly, it is difficult
to hold Salomon up as a successful businessperson and financier of the
American Revolution. To do so would embrace Jewish economic success,
which reinforces stereotypes about Jewish financial acumen. This creates
a difficult situation for historians writing about Jews in America; promot-
ing Jewish economic success may fuel myths of Jews being in economic
control of the United States.

Shapiro goes so far as to provide a counterfactual assessment of suc-
cessful American Jewish business leaders. He writes, “American history is
replete with colorful and successful Jewish businessmen who, had they
been Gentiles, would have been the subjects of novels and plays.”24
Shapiro’s point suggests that anti-Semitism has hampered writing about
American Jewish business leaders in a variety of contexts. Haym Salomon
falls into Shapiro’s grouping of business leaders who have been largely
left out of cultural productions. One may wonder: If Salomon had been
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Gentile, would he have had a more robust place in the history of the
American Revolution?

This does not discount the difficulties of teaching Jewish history.?> A
people with a history of displacement, discrimination, and conflicting val-
ues and political objectives is difficult to encapsulate in historical writing.
How does one account for the diaspora? What does one do with religious
schisms? Can one be patriotic without being parochial??¢ Should one be
parochial? These questions and others shape Jewish history, and there are
no agreed-upon answers. At the same time, Jewish people are caught in a
confluence of new historical, ethical, scientific, and religious understand-
ings that make Jewish history complicated at best, and fractious and con-
tentious at worst.?” Where Haym Salomon fits into Jewish history is al-
most a secondary question to the broader “What is Jewish history?”” which
still puzzles historians and scholars of Judaism. To be sure, the university
setting has often limited the advancement of Jewish Studies, but so too
have historians struggled with what Jewish history is and how historians
should engage with it.

Recovering Haym Salomon in American Historiography

Haym Salomon had a significant impact on the American Revolution.
Clearly, financiers are much discussed in American history from Alexan-
der Hamilton to John Pierpont Morgan and beyond. Salomon’s exclusion
from history can be explained by his Jewish immigrant status, and by ram-
pant anti-Semitic sentiment in American historiography and in American
universities. While there is evidence that some Jewish people were treated
well in Revolutionary America, Salomon was subject to discrimination, as
were many other Jewish people.?8 Furthermore, historiography has not
always treated Jewish scholars nor Jewish history respectfully. To rectify
Haym Salomon’s absence from much of the history of Revolutionary
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America, scholars ought to examine the anti-Semitism that has marred the
discipline. Such an act of recovery can be as simple as adding those peo-
ple, events, and texts left out of history journals, books, and classrooms.
Recovery work is often political in that it tends to address marginalized
people who were left out of history—which has been especially true of
women and people of color.?? Writing in the context of the study of
women’s rhetoric, Kathleen J. Ryan writes, “Recovery... specifically re-
fers to recovering historical women rhetoric, recuperating contemporary
and historical women’s writing and speaking not traditionally viewed as
rhetoric, and analyzing recovered women’s texts.”3? Recovery, in a
broader sense, involves finding people, events, and texts left out of his-
tory, understanding these people, events, and texts as historical and wor-
thy of analysis, and engaging in the analysis of these historical subjects.
Ryan’s description of recovery supports this article’s attempt to properly
document Haym Salomon’s role in the American Revolution.

By recovering his contributions to the American Revolution, this ar-
ticle seeks to correct—in a small way—the exclusion of Jews from Amer-
ican history. Only when scholars ask questions about historiography and
how the stories of Jews are taught in American history, can they hope to
understand the history they teach. This is consistent with the political un-
derstanding of Jewish history that posits that scholars of Jewish history
must continue to assert and argue for the broad importance of Jews in a
range of places and times periods in history, culture, economics, arts, and
politics.3!

Scholars can do more to understand the American Revolution by re-
covering the stories and circumstances of prominent and common Jewish
people throughout the Revolutionary period. While simple inclusion in
history textbooks and in the discipline’s journals are insufficient for this
purpose—as Ryan’s description of recovery indicates—scholars should
ask important questions about who is missing from history and why, and
utilize analysis and critique to better position Jewry in American history.
This can take many paths and can be motivated by many theories, but
until scholars recover the important contribution of Jewry to the Ameri-
can Revolution, the story of the American Revolution will be incomplete.
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