
Preface 

A study of the Jewish Question in Brazil bridges two scholarly disci-
plines that have been traditionally seen as mutually exclusive but in fact 
are closely related. To be sure, no one has ever claimed that Jews never 
lived in Latin America. Even so, Latin American historians have tended, 
at least until recently, to see the study of Jews as really a part of Jewish 
history, implicitly relegating Jews to a space in which they were not real 
Latin Americans. At the same time, Jewish historians have tended to 
lump all but the largest numerical communities into the category of 
"exotica," and thus not worthy of careful study. Yet again Brazil's 
Jews, and their interactions with each other and non-Jews, were seen as 
not "real." These tendencies have left studies of Brazil's Jewish Ques-
tion out of both the Latin American and Jewish historiography. This 
situation has been reinforced by the fact that documents are unorga-
nized and scattered throughout the world, and that the number of lan-
guages needed to conduct research is daunting. Even so, this study 
shows, if nothing else, that the assumption that Latin American history 
and Jewish history are two separate disciplines is, at least in some cases, 
misleading. Indeed, I hope my research serves to demonstrate that the 
Jewish Question is as critical to understanding race and ethnicity in 
modern Brazil as Brazilian notions of race and ethnicity are to under-
standing the vision of Jews, by Jews and others. 

A number of foundations were extraordinarily generous in providing 
the money I needed to travel and write over the past few years. To 
those organizations committed to encouraging scholarly research go my 
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thanks: the American Council of Learned Societies, the American Jew-
ish Archives, the Dorot Foundation at Brown University, the Jewish 
Communal Fund of New York, the Lucius N. Littauer Foundation, the 
Memorial Foundation for Jewish Culture, the National Foundation for 
Jewish Culture, the New York University Humanities Council, the 
Dean of the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences and the History De-
partment of New York University, the Social Science Research Council, 
and the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. Connecticut College aided 
the completion of this project by allowing me to take a leave of absence 
in order to accept a grant from the American Council of Learned Socie-
ties and has consistently funded my research through the R. Francis 
Johnson Faculty Development Fund. 

The wide scope of my research put me at the mercy of archivists, 
librarians, bureaucrats, and colonels who control access to documenta-
tion. These people, however, were uniformly helpful and kind, not only 
showing me their collections but often helping me dig through unorga-
nized materials in search of that single crucial item of interest. My 
thanks go to Dona Betty and Sr. Eliseu of the Arquivo Nacional in Rio 
de Janeiro; Dona Lucia Monte Alto Silva, the director of the Itamaraty 
Archives; the staff of the Centro de Pesquisa e Documentado de His-
toria Contemporánea at Rio de Janeiro's Funda^áo Getúlio Vargas; and 
the staff of the Arquivo Histórico Judaico Brasileiro in Sao Paulo. Sub-
scribers to the international computer network BrasNet were kind and 
quick in responding to linguistic and bibliographic queries. Vera Roubi-
cek, the librarian of the Alfred Hirschberg Library of the Congregado 
Israelita Paulista, was always generous and good spirited, and Julian 
Kay and Michael L. Richman of the Jewish Colonization Association 
gave me free rein with the archives they preside over. At Connecticut 
College, reference librarians James McDonald, Lorrie Knight, and Ash-
ley Powell Hanson spent hours helping me scour through computer 
data bases. The rest of the Charles Shain Library staff was always gra-
cious and friendly in putting up with what must have seemed like a 
never-ending list of strange requests. Individuals opened their homes, 
and their private papers, to me. Too many other people, in too many 
other places, were extremely helpful and kind, and this brief note of 
thanks cannot show my gratitude to them. 

The completion of this book has been encouraged by a number of 
friends and colleagues. Warren Dean, who advised my doctoral disser-
tation, has had a huge influence on my career, both as a scholar and as 
a teacher. If anything good comes from my research, and the presenta-
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tion of it, it is because of his insistence on the highest academic and 
moral standards. Many in Brazil, the United States, Europe, and Israel 
have supported me, including Rabbi Henry I. Sobel and the directorate 
of the Congregado Israelita Paulista, Roney Cytrynowicz, Anani Dzid-
zienyo, Judith L. Elkin, Abraham Faermann and the staff and director-
ate of the Instituto Cultural Judaico Marc Chagall (Porto Alegre), Luiza 
H. Schmitz Kleimann, Marlene Kulkes, Rabbi Michael Leipziger, José 
Carlos Sebe Bom Meihy, Abraham J . Peck, Kevin Proffitt and the staff 
of the American Jewish Archives, Frieda Wolff and her late husband, 
Egon, and Susanne Worcman. 

The American Jewish Archives, the Columbia University Seminar on 
Brazil, the Instituto Cultural Judaico Marc Chagall, the Latin American 
Studies Association, the Núcleo de Estudos de Popula^ao of Campinas 
University, the Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul, the Ponti-
ficia Universidade Católica of Porto Alegre, the Tokyo University of 
Foreign Studies, and Berlin's Ibero-American Institute all provided me 
with the opportunity to present my work publicly. The Instituto de Es-
tudos Brasileiros of the University of Sao Paulo was kind enough to 
invite me to spend a year as a visiting researcher. 

A number of my colleagues commented on chapters of this book or 
read the entire manuscript in various forms. My friend and colleague 
Marc Forster encouraged me, cajoled me, and always left me a few steps 
behind on the basketball court and in the pool. His comments on an 
often incomprehensible early draft improved it and prevented a number 
of bizarre "Lesserisms" from creeping into the text. Roger Brooks was 
always available for phone consultations as I struggled to translate 
powerful emotions into words. Robert Levine graciously and rapidly 
made detailed comments on the manuscript, and his willingness to read 
rewritten chapters taught me a great deal about the real meaning of 
both scholarship and collegiality. My editor at the University of Califor-
nia Press, Eileen McWilliam, was always supportive, good-humored, 
and willing to endure long phone conversations that were more psycho-
analytic than analytical. The Press's Betsey Scheiner and Carl Walesa 
were invaluable in editing the manuscript and making it into a book. 
Roney Cytrynowicz, Judith L. Elkin, Thomas Holloway, Samy Katz, 
Elizabeth Mahan, and Benjamin Orlove each read the entire manu-
script, making perceptive and helpful comments. George Reid Andrews, 
Gabriel Bolaffi, Ralph Delia Cava, Sandra McGee Deutsch, John W. F. 
Dulles, Boris Fausto, Stanley E. Hilton, Herbert Klein, Ignacio Klich, 
Joseph Love, Frederick S. Paxton, Ken Serbin, Thomas Skidmore, and 
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Shigeru Suzuki all provided insights on various chapters. David Hirsch 
provided invaluable bibliographical and orthographic help, and John 
W. F. Dulles, Samy Katz, Maria Luiza Tucci Carneiro, and Cliff Welch 
each shared documents with me that their own research uncovered. Ju-
lie Berins, Sueann Caulfield, Maureen O'Dougherty, Tony Pereira, 
Marisa Sanematsu, and Michael Shavitt generously helped proofread 
the final version of the manuscript. 

Of course, this work is ultimately the result of the support of my 
friends and family. To Irma, Peter, and Suzanne Lesser and the Lesser, 
Friedlander, and Shavitt families goes my great love. Special thanks go 
to Rabbi Uri and Peppy Goren, Ilton and Hannah Gitz and their fami-
lies, and Gabriel and Clelia Bolaffi. The Jewish communities of Sao 
Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, and Porto Alegre opened their doors for me and 
never failed to provide stimulus. 

Finally, this book is dedicated to Eliana Shavitt Lesser, who has en-
dured long nights, cross-hemispheric relocations, and numerous adven-
tures with grace, good humor, and love. Eliana's help makes this book 
as much hers as mine. Yet whatever collective pride we have in this 
project, it pales in comparison with that which we have for our twin 
sons, Gabriel Zev Shavitt Lesser and Aron Yossef Shavitt Lesser. 

AUTHOR'S NOTE 

During the very last stages of editing Welcoming the Undersirables, I 
received word of Warren Dean's tragic death in an accident in Chile, 
where he was conducting research on the ecological history of Latin 
America. As my mentor he inspired me to be creative; as a friend he 
taught me much about respect for other cultures. For his students, col-
leagues, and friends, Warren Dean provided a model of courtesy, kind-
ness, and seriousness. He changed the way people thought about Brazil 
by opening new areas of study and challenged us to constantly reevalu-
ate our own research. His influence will be felt for generations and his 
presence will be missed by all. 

Sao Paulo, July 1994 


