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Organizations, much like people, have distinct personalities – and these personalities for the 

most part are a function of both external circumstances and the individuals who head and lead 

the organizations. 

The World Jewish Congress is no different. 

My friend Guido Goldman was going to speak about the early years of the WJC from his 

perspective as one of its co-founders and longtime president, Dr. Nahum Goldmann. 

Unfortunately, Guido called me this morning to tell me, to my profound personal 

disappointment, that his back had given out and that he would therefore be unable to be with 

us this evening. 

And so allow me, in Guido’s place, to put the World Jewish Congress into somewhat of a 

historical perspective. 

While the WJC formally came into being at its first plenary assembly in Geneva in August 1936, 

its roots actually lie in an ad hoc body called the Comité des Délégations Juives auprès de la 

Conférence de la Paix – the Committee of Jewish Delegations at the Peace Conference – that 

was formed in 1919 to advocate at the Versailles Peace Conference for minority rights – that is, 

primarily, Jewish rights – in eastern and central European countries in the aftermath of World 

War I. 

The Comité des Délégations Juives was an anomaly at the time in that it included 

representatives from Jewish groups in Canada, Eastern Galicia, Poland, Romania, Russia, and 

Ukraine, in addition to B’nai Brith and American Jewish organizations such as the newly 

founded American Jewish Congress and the 13-year old American Jewish Committee. 

This was literally the first time that such an umbrella body representing at least a meaningful 

segment of world Jewry had come into existence. 

The participation of the American Jewish Committee in the Comité des Délégations Juives was 

particularly noteworthy since it was otherwise opposed to any association with other Jewish 

groups in any endeavor that could be interpreted as an international Jewish politically oriented 

initiative, as opposed to one that was strictly American and philanthropicin nature. 

Following the end of the Peace Conference, the Comité des Délégations Juives remained in 

existence under the leadership of a prominent Paris-based Russian Zionist named Leo Motzkin, 

and continued to make representations on behalf of Eastern European Jews before the League 

of Nations and other international bodies. 

At the same time, throughout the 1920’s and early 1930’s, Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, one of the 

founders of the American Jewish Congress, called for the establishment of a world Jewish 

Congress – over the fierce objections of the American Jewish establishment, in particular the 

American Jewish Committee. 
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In August of 1927, 60 delegates from the US, 12 other countries, and Mandatory Palestine 

gathered in Zurich for what was billed as the World’s Conference on Jewish Rights. Again, the 

purpose of this conference was to find some means of coordinating efforts to help Jewish 

minorities in central and eastern European countries where they were being discriminated 

against if not actively persecuted. 

Wise continued his quest for a world Jewish congress over the next several years, as Hitler’s 

Nazi Party was becoming increasingly powerful in Germany. 

In August of 1932, the first of three World Jewish Conferences took place in Geneva, this time 

with 94 delegates from 17 countries, but without the participation of the American Jewish 

Committee, the Board of Deputies of British Jews, or the Hilfsverein der deutschen Juden, the 

umbrella body of Germany’s Jewish community. By then, Wise had enlisted a young Russian-

born German Zionist leader, Dr. Nahum Goldmann, to organize the event. It was the beginning 

of a friendship and political association between the two that would last until Wise’s death in 

1949. 

Wise and Goldmann had become close to one another at the 1931 World Zionist Congress, 

when they both opposed and helped depose Chaim Weizmann as president of the World 

Zionist Organization. 

Two more such world conferences followed, both taking place in Geneva after Hitler’s rise to 

power. 

By the third World Conference in 1934, Wise and Goldmann were planning the formation of a 

World Jewish Congress, modeled on the American Jewish Congress, as a mechanism to counter 

Nazi anti-Semitism, and in August of 1936, the WJC formally came into being as an organization. 

This was the first time that Jewish leaders from different countries joined together as a 

decidedly political, rather than philanthropic, body, for the purpose of representing Jews 

around the world. And over the following several years, the fledgling organization rapidly 

became the most outspoken defender of Jewish rights, both publicly and in behind-the-scenes 

diplomatic negotiations. 

A few additional words about Dr. Nahum Goldmann are in order. A very few in this hall this 

evening – such as Robert Goot, for one – knew him, but many others here may not be aware of 

the multifaceted intellectual and political dimensions of this brilliant and ideologically fiercely 

independent individual who shaped and led the WJC for more than 40 years – the last 27 of 

these as the organization’s president. During the 1950’s and 1960’s, he was the personification 

not just of Diaspora Jewry but also of the Zionist movement. He was first co-chairman of the 

Jewish Agency and then president of the World Zionist Organization during the two decades 

following the establishment of the State of Israel. He was also the individual who spearheaded 

the negotiations that led to the State of Israel as well as Holocaust survivors receiving billions of 

dollars in reparations from Germany. 
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Just as Nahum Goldmann personified the WJC’s first four decades – for the first 13 years 

together with Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, the second period in the organization’s history reflected 

the personality and priority of Edgar M. Bronfman, its president from 1980 to 2007; and for the 

past 10 years, Ambassador Ronald S. Lauder has imbued the organization with his vision, his 

leadership, and with a distinct sense of purpose focusing on the challenges confronting the 

Jewish people and Jewish communities across the globe. 

About two years ago, when Ambassador Lauder and WJC CEO Robert Singer told me that they 
wanted to publish a history of the first eighty years of the World Jewish Congress, we rapidly 
came to the conclusion that such a book had to reflect the diversity of voices that has always 
characterized the organization and, indeed, the Jewish people. Instead of asking a historian to 
write a chronological history, we decided to create a mosaic of the WJC’s history, with chapters 
about specific episodes or themes written either by individuals who had personally played a 
role in the WJC’s activities and accomplishments in question, or by scholars with a particular 
interest in and knowledge of the subject matter. 

Among the episodes chronicled in The World Jewish Congress, 1936-2016 are the WJC’s 
pioneering role in crafting a new Catholic-Jewish relationship; its role in providing invaluable 
assistance to the prosecutors at the International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg; its diplomatic 
negotiations on behalf of Jews from North Africa in the 1950s and 1960s; its critical support for 
the State of Israel; its exposure of Kurt Waldheim’s Nazi past; its leadership of the international 
efforts to force Swiss banks to disgorge more than one billion dollars they had wrongfully 
withheld from Jewish Holocaust victims and their heirs; and its critical role in fighting the UN 
resolution that equated Zionism and racism.  

In the book’s concluding chapters, Robert Singer describes the activities and accomplishments 
of the World Jewish Congress today, and Ambassador Lauder lays out his vision of the Jewish 
future.  

It is our hope that the book will become a resource not just for an understanding of the WJC, 
but for anyone interested in Jewish political history of the past eighty years. 

I am deeply honored that Ambassador Lauder and Robert Singer entrusted me with the task of 
compiling and editing this book, and thank them for their constant encouragement. I am also 
most grateful to WJC Chief Programs Officer Sonia Gomes de Mesquita for her support and 
guidance, and want to express special thanks to Michael Thaidigsmann, most particular for the 
many brainstorming sessions at the outset of this project; to Cory Weiss for his assistance in 
bringing the book from abstract concept to reality; and to many other colleagues at the WJC for 
their help and their interest in the book.  

As you know, a complimentary copy of The World Jewish Congress, 1936-2016 is available for all 
delegates and observers at this plenary assembly, as well as to representatives of the media. If 
you have not yet gotten a copy, I urge you to do so when you return to the hotel. Also, please 
let us know if there is anyone in your community who you think should receive a copy of the 
book. 



4 
 

Finally, we are delighted that a number of contributors to the book are here this evening. They 
made this book possible, and I am personally delighted to acknowledge their presence: 

Robert Singer, Jonathan Bush, Maram Stern, Laurence Weinbaum, and Adela Cojab. 

Thank you for your attention, and I hope you enjoy both the book and the rest of this evening’s 
program. 


