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R O G E R W I L L I A M S A N D T H E J E W S 
b y D A V I D C . A D E L M A N 

I N J A N U A R Y of this year, the local press published an article' under 
the headline, " W I L L I A M S , R O G E R , M O V E S O V E R IN YEAR-
B O O K F O R G R E E K G O D S . " The article stated that the literary 
editor of a high school yearbook decided that "Roger Williams had 
been overworked in these parts," and that there should be a break with 
past traditions in favor of Greek mythology as their theme for the 1955 
yearbook because "the Greek gods and goddesses symbolized what 
young people would like to be: Minerva, for wisdom and foresight; 
Janus, he of the two heads, so past accomplishments could be reviewed 
and future acts anticipated; Mercury for sports; and Cupid, for love, 
of course." After considerable argument there was a tie vote of six to 
six which was broken by a Jewish girl in favor of the Greek gods. This 
decision on the part of the high school class, while not of earth-shaking 
importance, raises the question whether our boys and girls really know 
the importance of Roger Williams in American history and his relation-
ship to the events of our own day and points up the materialistic trend 
of our times. 

Although many biographies of Williams have been written he is still 
a controversial figure. Professor Perry Miller of Harvard University pub-
lished the last one in 1953, in which he states that " T H E I R R E P R E S -
SIBLE D E M O C R A T : R O G E R W I L L I A M S " by Samuel H. Brock-
unier, (New York 1940) is the best, although he characterizes it as a 
"sad example of the misrepresentation that comes when Williams is 
presented too easily in the language of 20th century thought." 
Miller's book analyzes Williams' writings and comes to the conclusion 
that Williams' thought was theologically motivated. Mr. Bradford F. 
Swan in his commendatory review* of Miller's book thinks that Pro-
fessor Miller "fails to give sufficient weight to the common sense argu-
ments of Williams who pointed out to Parliament arguments from 
'religion, reason, experience.' " The writer as a layman must accept 
Professor Miller's theological arguments but at the same time agrees 
with Mr. Swan's criticism. 

Although in his Epilogue, Professor Miller writes that "some great 
experience in the youth of a person is ever afterward a determinant in 
the development of his personality," he completely disregards the 
twenty-seven formative and important years of Williams' life during 

1Providence Journal, J a n u a r y 24, 1955. 
-Rhode Island History, vol. 13, no. 1, p. 23 January , 1954, Rhode Island Historical 

Society. 
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which he served as the secretary and law clerk for Sir Edward Coke, a 
great libertarian of his day, and during which Williams made the ac-
quaintance and lasting friendship of the leading English political figures. 
While it is true that Williams was a theologian of theologians, he was 
also a linguist, a keen politician, logician, preacher, diplomat, philoso-
pher, economist and shrewd trader. Professor Miller states that Williams 
argued that the "King of England had no title to the land of the Indians 
and so no right to issue a charter," because of his effort to impose separa-
tion on Massachusetts, or failing that, to force Salem to separate from 
the rest of Massachusetts. The writer submits that Williams' question 
of the title of the King could have sprung from "a universal perception, 
that justice is the supreme law of the universe" and that the Indian as 
the equal of the white man had equal right to the land and, by virtue 
of prior occupancy, had superior title. Similarly he displayed prophetic 
insight when he contended that the Irish were enraged and desperate 
and rose to cast off their yokes because of the laws against their con-
sciences and worship. 

Williams believed in the equality of all men as God's children and 
was opposed to the use of force. His weapons were those of persuasion, 
the mind, the pen and speech. He was a good man in the Biblical sense. 
The cast of his thought was political, social, legal and economic, as well 
as theological. If Americans have invested Williams with an "ill-fitting 
halo," that which Professor Miller would substitute is entirely too small. 

Time and time again Williams referred to "Jews, Turks, Papists, Prot-
estants and pagans," which some Jews consider as a dubious compli-
ment. This attitude arises from the common fault of regarding the 
present in terms of the past. If we reverse the process and look at the 
past in terms of the present, Williams comes alive as the champion of 
the social outcast of his day and age. The position he took would be 
comparable to that of a Governor of one of our United States who 
would champion the rights of a "fifth amendment communist" today. 
Williams believed that Mohammedanism, Roman Catholicism, and 
Judaism were false religions. Nevertheless, he defended their rights to 
their own belief while hoping for their conversion. 

Too late, W'illiams recognized the Achilles' heel in the government of 
Providence Plantations which he founded. He lived to see a self-per-
petuating corporation monopolize the land and the vote which went 
with it. After his death the control of the government became ever more 
highly concentrated in the hands of a few, with the result that the richest 
Jew in the colony was denied even naturalization in 1761 and no Jew 
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in the colony was ever admitted as a freeman. Since the question of the 
naturalization of Aaron Lopez was considered (in the last issue of these 
Notes) additional research discloses that the Chief Justice of the Su-
perior Court of Judicature of Newport, which handed down the decision 
against the naturalization, was Samuel Ward of Westerly, the political 
enemy of Stephen Hopkins of Providence, the close political ally of the 
Browns of Providence with whom Aaron Lopez was closely associated. 
Ordinarily a large body of water is a barrier between the opposite shores, 
but such was not the case in 1761 because shipping was then at its 
height and Narragansett Bay was a bridge between the Sabbatarians of 
Westerly and Newport. 

The first reason which the Superior Court of Newport gave for deny-
ing naturalization in 1762 was that the Act of Parliament was wisely 
designed for increasing the number of inhabitants in the plantations, 
"but this Colony being all ready so full of people that many of his maj -
esty's good subjects, born within the same have removed & settled in 
Nova Scotia & other Places, cannot come within the Intention of the 
said Act." Samuel Greene Arnold seized upon this argument as "absurd" 
because the petitioners were already residents and their naturalization 
would not affect the population one way or the other. Arnold's reason-
ing is correct, but he should have disclosed (if he knew) that at that time 
it was official opinion that the Colony was full, if not too full. Historians 
have blindly followed Arnold to the discredit of the Court. 

A recent article by Robert N. Cool in the Providence Journaldis-
closes that the reason for Rhode Islanders migrating to Nova Scotia were 
the inducements offered them to fill the vacuum created by the expulsion 
of the Huguenots. 

Nova Scotia sent her agents4 into Rhode Island because she knew 
that officials of the Colony of Rhode Island felt that the Colony had 
residents to spare. As a result a large number emigrated. 

Therefore, the reason given by the Court for denying naturalization 
to Aaron Lopez, namely, that the colony was already too full, was not a 
tongue-in-cheek decision nor one of outright political dishonesty. 

Dr. Jacob Rader Marcus, occupant of the Adolph S. Ochs Chair of 
History at the Hebrew Union College and Director of American-Jewish 
Archives in Cincinnati, Ohio, has written "Early American Jewry," 
and in the first volume (p. 17) writes, "Others, like Roger Williams, 
looked with tolerance if not with favor on God's Chosen People. 

3Providence Journal, Sunday, February 27, 1955. 
4 Ray Greene Huling, Rhode Island Emigration to Nova Scotia, Narragansett 

Historical Register VI I , 2 p. 89, Providence, R. I. , April 1889. 


