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‘Beyond Swastika and Jim Crow’ 

The exhibit begins with a description of the 1933 Nazi law that permitted only 

members of the Aryan race to work as civil servants, a classification that included 

academics. As a result of this policy, a number of Jewish professors from Germany 

and Austria emigrated in the hopes of being able to pursue their profession 

elsewhere. The best-known scholars were able to secure positions at elite American 

universities. However, other academics struggled, with over 50 of them ultimately 

finding work at black colleges in the South.  

Although white Jewish professors with German accents may have seemed like 

anomalies in the South at that time, these professors actually had more in common 

with their African-American students than appearances would suggest.  As explained 

by Professor John Hope Franklin of Duke University in one of the video clips in the 

exhibit, “Having been cast out themselves from Europe, they could appreciate, as few 

others could, what it meant to be a pariah.”   

According to Dr. Steinlauf, the comparison between racial segregation in America and 

Nazism in Germany at that time was striking. In the 1930’s, the Nazis had not yet 

embarked on the systematic annihilation of the Jews, but rather, were engaged in the 

creation of a segregated society. As Dr. Steinlauf explains, “The Nazis’ segregation of 

the Jews in the 1930’s through the Nuremberg Laws was totally comparable to the 

Jim Crow South.” 

As a result, upon touring the exhibit, Dr. Steinlauf was particularly struck by the irony 

of the refugee scholars’ situation: they had escaped anti-Semitism in Europe only to 

end up on the other side of institutional racism in the segregated South. Ernst 

Manasse, a Jewish professor of German, Latin and philosophy, who taught at North 

Carolina Central University for 34 years, expressed his discomfort at this paradox: “I 

came from a situation of forced segregation [in Germany] where we were victims and 



now . . . I belonged not to the oppressed, but to the oppressor. And that was very, 

very uncomfortable for me.” Unsurprisingly, given their own history as victims of 

discrimination, many Jewish refugee professors supported their students in the fight 

for civil rights in the 1950’s and 1960’s. 

In addition to highlighting a shared history of discrimination, the exhibit effectively 

illustrates the impact that the professors and students had on one another. The 

professors were demanding educators who encouraged their students to recognize 

their potential, to work hard, to think critically and to strive for success. 

As Dr. Donald Cunnigen, a former student of Professor Ernst Borinski at Tougaloo 

College in Mississippi, poignantly explained, “One of the things I got from Borinski was 

that I could do anything that I wanted to do, that I was a student comparable to any 

other student anywhere.” Cunnigen proved to be more than “comparable” by 

ultimately becoming an esteemed scholar himself and a professor of sociology at the 

University of Rhode Island. Like Dr. Cunnigen, many of the students of the Jewish 

refugee professors went on to achieve great professional success.  

And the benefits flowed both ways. Forbidden from teaching in their home countries, 

the Jewish professors now had the opportunity to practice their profession. Some of 

these educators became so committed to the black colleges where they worked that 

they continued teaching there throughout their careers. Professor Borinski, who 

taught at Tougaloo College for 36 years and is buried on the campus, summarized his 

experience as follows: “I shared my life, my insights, and my knowledge with students 

and guided them toward independence. It made my life joyful and meaningful.”  

In Philadelphia through June 2nd, “Beyond Swastika and Jim Crow: Jewish Refugee 

Scholars at Black Colleges” is a self-contained, well-organized and worthwhile exhibit 

that tells a little-known but fascinating story through photos, videos, letters, news 

clippings and other sources. It is a traveling exhibit that was developed by New York’s 

Museum of Jewish Heritage – A Living Memorial to the Holocaust. The exhibit is based 

on a 1993 book by Gabrielle Simon Edgcomb (From Swastika and Jim Crow: Jewish 

Refugee Scholars at Black Colleges), as well as a PBS documentary by Joel Sucher and 

Steven Fischler. 

 


