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Psychologists have long had an interest in prejudice, discrimination, and group bias. One can
easily find publications from the 1920s and 1930s that deal with the topic (e.g., Katz &
Braly, 1933; Lasker, 1929). Since that time, many books (e.g., Allport, 1958), important
chapters (e.g., Tajfel & Turner, 1979), and seminal research articles (e.g., McConahay,
1983) have been published that review or add to the empirical knowledge available about
group bias, discrimination, and racism.

Much of this research, at least in the United States, has focused on prejudice and
discrimination aimed at Black Americans by White Americans. Prejudice and discrimination
aimed at other ethnic groups have received less attention. In his book Antisemitism
Explained, Steven K. Baum attempts to address this deficit, at least partially, by exploring

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0761855785?tag=americanpsy0c-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0761855785
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0761855785?tag=americanpsy0c-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0761855785
http://supp.apa.org/psyccritiques/bios/rev1971


the history and current state of anti-Semitism and by providing a possible explanation for the
phenomenon.

Baum provides a fascinating and relatively concise history of anti-Semitic legends,
myths, laws, and policies. He discusses the way that religious (especially Christian and
Islamic) lore and doctrine have contributed to the negative attitudes toward Jews. He also
reviews the way media outlets (both old, for example, in the form of the Brothers Grimm
fairytales, and new, in the form of anti-Israel newscasts) have fed these negative attitudes.

For someone unfamiliar with the specifics of the history of anti-Semitism, like myself,
this historical and cultural exploration was fascinating. Not only did it provide interesting
(though often unsettling) information, but it also established a foundation for Baum’s
explanation for why anti-Semitism has such a long history and is still a strong influence in
most of today’s cultures.

Baum’s explanation of anti-Semitism relies on an array of social–psychological
concepts such as group identity, social beliefs, the communication of rumors, attitudes, and
persuasion. For example, Baum discusses at length the scholarship that demonstrates that
people are more apt to accept as true something that is popularly believed than something
that is empirically supported (e.g., Kapferer, 1990). He also relies on well-known, traditional
social–psychological research in attitudes and persuasion. Research now considered classic
in the field has explained that people pay attention to more than just the information in a
message; it also matters who is sharing the message. Sources who are perceived as more
credible (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953) and more attractive (Mills & Aronson, 1965) are
more often believed, which suggests that anti-Semitic remarks made by good-looking
celebrities or politicians would be particularly damaging.

Baum also dedicates an entire chapter to the idea of what he calls the social voice.
This voice is the undercurrent of social beliefs, or social consciousness, that seems to
provide a running commentary on our social relationships and the way that we view and
think about other people.

Baum claims that the voice, in a relatively cautious, calm, and monotone fashion,
subtly influences, and even controls, social opinion, popularity, and political correctness.
People who ignore the voice do so at the risk of negative repercussions. It is this
voice—popularly held beliefs, stereotypes, rumors, and superstitions—that perpetuates anti-
Semitic views. It provides the social control necessary to ensure that anti-Semitic opinions
(and, I think, one could argue other ethnic prejudices) are omnipresent in society via those
social–psychological concepts discussed above, such as persuasion, social conformity, and
gossip.

By including these basic social–psychological constructs to help explain how and why
anti-Semitic attitudes flourish and spread, Baum extends many of the theories about the
causes of prejudice. For example, he jointly discusses theories that involve individual
difference characteristics, such as authoritarianism (Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 1992), with
his suggestions about social beliefs, rumors, and persuasion. Those discussions provide



interesting and important research questions just waiting to be empirically explored more
fully.

Although the information provided in the book is fascinating and thought provoking,
there are some limitations. At times, the writing is a bit choppy, moving from topic to topic
quickly without much context or transition to aid the reader. Baum also seems to assume that
most of his readers will have a general knowledge base of the history of anti-Semitism, such
as anti-Semitic riots, books, murders, wars, laws, and public figures. For many of the readers
attracted to the book, this is probably true. But for the readers with a more general interest,
such as in ethnic or religious prejudice, this assumption leaves some holes in the narrative
and might leave them wondering about some point Baum is trying to make by briefly
mentioning, without explanation, a particular person or incident.

Even with these minor limitations, the book provides a lot of good and interesting
information. As a relatively short book at only 226 pages of text, it could be used as a
supplemental reading for a graduate or undergraduate class on prejudice. As such, it would
effectively widen the grasp of such a course beyond the usual focus of American Black/
White relations.

Some of the topics Baum raises could lead to engaging and interesting class
conversations and debates. For instance, Baum distinguishes between old anti-Semitism (the
centuries-old, ongoing prejudice against Jews) and new anti-Semitism (anti-Israel opinions
and policies). A discussion about what, if anything, constitutes fair and viable criticism of
Israel and what is instead anti-Semitism disguised as criticism of Israel could serve as a great
teaching technique to discuss the more general and abstract idea of when it is appropriate to
criticize ethnic or religious groups and when it is not. Finally, researchers, historians, and
laypersons interested in issues of prejudice and discrimination will find a wealth of
interesting and concise information in the book.

Baum’s book is a good step in the direction of advocating that anti-Semitism is a
viable and crucial field of research for psychologists and sociologists that is too often
ignored or overlooked. It serves as a call for everyone to recognize that ethnic and religious
prejudice is a wider and deeper problem than is often recognized by the social sciences, both
in terms of the groups involved as targets and perpetrators and the explanations provided for
the behavior.
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