
 



Letter From Moses Seixas to George Washington - 1790 

BACKGROUND  
Emma came from a very important Jewish family whose roots stretched back to the 1700s. Her uncle Moses 
Seixas, leader of the Jewish congregation of Newport, Rhode Island, wrote a public letter to President George 
Washington upon his visit in August of 1790. Washington liked the letter so much, he quoted important 
phrases about religious freedom back to the Jewish community. What was most important in these letters 
was how they promoted liberty of conscience to all, regardless of religion or belief systems. 

SOURCE  
This letter was written by Moses Mendes Seixas and he read it aloud when George Washington visited 
Newport Rhode Island in August of 1790. 

GUIDING QUESTIONS 

As you read the source consider how it informs these questions: 

• How is America different for the Jewish community? 
• How does the presence of Jews and other minorities help shape American ideals? 
• Emma never wrote specifically about this letter, so we cannot know for certain whether she knew about 

it. However, it seems possible that if a family had an ancestor who met and corresponded with a 
president, that story might travel down to the generations. Assuming Emma knew about this, how might 
this inform her American identity and her Jewish identity? 

 

HISTORICAL NOTES 

Definitions of terms used in the source. 

“Deprived as we heretofore have been of the invaluable rights of free citizens,”: Seixas is referring to the 
fact that the United States is unique, and the first among countries to grant Jews citizenship and full rights. In 
many places in Europe, Jews were tolerated only under certain conditions or circumstances.  


