My point of departure begins with the
social and political fact of being both a Black
woman who is Jewish and a Jewish woman
who is Black in order to undermine the pre-
supposition of inherent cultural or racial dif-
ferences that favors the vocabulary of mixed
or hybrid identities over the conjunction
[both...and]. Instead of being mutually exclu-
sive, the link between Jewish and Black iden-
tities witnesses Stuart Hall’s
“logic of coupling rather

man (not married to his maternal ancestor)
among his (mutually) unacknowledged fore-
fathers. I was born in New York City where
my birth certificate lists my mother as
“white” and my father as “Negro.” My
children’s father was the second of four chil-
dren born in Jerusalem after his parents im-
migrated to Israel from Morocco in North
Africa with three children. The fictions of
' racial and ethnic taxonomy
are pronounced in these

biographical details—their

than the logic of binary op-
position.”?

The notion of “identi-
ties” should be understood
as always both plural and
political. While there has
been scholarly attention to
the phenomenon of mul-
tiple subject positions,? al-
most no attention has been
given to the multiply in-
scribed subject produced by
the diasporic condition

The coincidence
of embodying
ancestral roots

of diverse
geographical
origins and peoples
is not atypical

relevance hinges on a shift-
ing continuum of political
contexts and explication.
When we speak of racial
categories we presuppose
an idea that has no scien-
tific basis in a social vo-
cabulary that reinforces an
ideology. Nevertheless, the
reality for most people is
that they do experience
race as a social fact.*

shared by those of Jewish
and African descent. This
is most apparent in the prolific attention
given to Black-Jewish relations which accen-
tuates either group polarization or coalitions
but remains silent on the personal fusions
resulting from these relations.

The coincidence of embodying ancestral
roots of diverse geographical origins and
peoples is not atypical—but thinking along
segregated lines, rather than those of fusion,
has been a more conventional practice.’ In
particular, in the United States, the union of
Black and Jewish identities has been alter-
nately neglected and negated in part because
of the slippage of Jewishness into whiteness.

e

Racial categories are n#ot about private
personal identities—they cannot do the work’
of encapsulating in language the multiplicity
of one’s heritage. My children’s genealogy
encompasses three continents—my mother
came to America as a refugee from Nazi Aus-
tria where her race was listed as Jewish; my

father emigrated from Jamaica and his ances-
try is Afro-Cuban-Caribbean with a Scots-
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Blacks in the United
: States have been as suspi-
cious of the Change the Cénsus Movement as
they are of advocates for color-blindness. The
primary purpose of the racial categories col-
lected by the federal government and agencies
is explicit: the development of data standards
to fulfill responsibilities to enforce civil rights
laws. The OMB Statistical Directive No. 15
standardizes racial and ethnic classifications
in order to facilitate a uniform reading of
data used to track demographic shifts and
develop public policies. The link between
distribution of government resources and
demarcating recipients is a political issue: the
criteria for how groups are defined, who is
officially recognized as a member of those
groups, and thus their size, is critical. Given
the highly political, and often polemical, na-
ture of the debate on adding a multiracial
category, we need to take note of the
ahistorical perspective it encourages at best
and its misrepresentation of the past at
worst. v

The current multiracial discourse is
widely but inaccurately represented as a ques-

tion of the right to individual self-determina-
tion and self-identification. Government and
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institutional policies shaped by information
gathered about social categories were never
formulated for individuals but for groups and
therefore it is essential to foreground—not
footnote—the political implications which
lead opponents and supporters of govern-
ment sponsored social engineering to invoke
opposing interpretations of

the Fourteenth Amendment

Americans are unaware that Homer Plessy
was a white-skinned man who had to inform
the railroad company that he was a Negro
who intended to sit in the Whites Only car in
an intrastate train. Without this advance no-
tice, his white skin would never have drawn
the attention of either the conductor or his
fellow passengers. In prin-
ciple, this was a test case

(guaranteeing equal protec-
tion under the law).’ In a de-
parture from the direction
set by the 1954 Brown vs.
Board of Education decision
toward civil rights legisla-
tion, the courts have moved
away from protecting his-
torically disadvantaged
groups toward privileging
individual rights evidenced
by court-ordered repeals of
affirmative action policies.®

Contemporary broad-
based petitions to increase
available racial classifica-
tions register nineteenth-
century theories of racial
typologies which permeated

...the Supreme
Court implicitly
endorsed a critical
distinction:
whereas having
a Black ancestor
made one legally
Black, having
a White ancestor
did not make
one White.

against segregated accom-
modations within the
state. In actuality, Plessy
challenged the arbitrary
classification of “col-
ored,” arguing that as a
person with 7/8 white an-
cestry and by virtue of
being white in appearance,
he was entitled to be rec-
ognized as white. The
courts decided otherwise
and declared firmly that a
Negro was one with any
known Black ancestry.
Plessy’s lawyer argued that
“the reputation of being
white” is “the most valu-
able sort of property” and

the academic world, influ-
enced judicial opinions in

litigation over racial identities and percolated -

into the public arena. The problem is noz the
paucity of categories, but rather the presup-
position that these categories import biologi-
cal categories of race. Even in the 1850s it
was clear that scientific racism could not rely
on the appearance of whiteness, and the
courts could not rely on the scientists for a
definition of who was a white person.

Beginning with the U.S. Census of 1850,
the category “Mulatto” appears (quadroons
and octoroons are temporarily added in the
1890 Census). Although intermediary catego-
ries were traditionally based on appearance,
for Negroes who were indistinguishable from
white persons, appearance was less reliable
than common knowledge about an
individual’s family genealogy.” The landmark
case which formalizes the “one-drop rule” is
the infamous Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) in

which the Supreme Court ruled on the consti-
tutionality of “separate but equal.” Most

that in denying his reputa-

tion as a white man, his
property was being taken away. The request
for compensation was denied on the grounds
that definitions of race were a state matter
and, under Louisiana law, Plessy was “col-
ored.”?

Eighty-seven years later, in 1983, Susie
Guillory Phipps sued to have her racial classi-
fication changed from “colored” to “white”
on her birth certificate.’ Phipps looked and
lived the life of a white woman: She was mar-
ried to a white man and recognized in her
community as a white person. But when she
listed her race as “White” on an application
for a passport in 1978, she was informed that
her legal racial status was “colored.” In re-
sponse to Phipps’ lawsuit, the State of Louisi-
ana invested a large sum of its budget to
trace her genealogy and proved conclusively
that she was legally Black. In 1777, a French
planter had engaged in a sexual relationship

with a slave and Susie Guillory Phipps was a
descendent of this union: She was 1/32
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Black—enough to disqualify her from claim-
ing to be White.'® The case generated na-
tional and international attention for a
number of years and prompted conversations
within Black communities about the meaning
of race consciousness and the right to self-
identify as white.!!

Phipps’ appeal reached the U.S. Supreme
Court in 1986 but, in a brief statement, was
“dismissed for want of a substantial federal
question.” The highest court in the country
refused the opportunity to explicitly address
the linkage of racial designations and com-
mon knowledge sanctioned in Plessy v.
Ferguson. In dismissing the case, the Supreme
Court implicitly endorsed a critical distinc-
tion: whereas having a Black ancestor made
one legally Black, having a White ancestor
did not make one White.

Ca

In his excellent book, Colonial Desire:
Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race, Rob-
ert Young demonstrates
how we are today con-

that color matters. But different groups of
Americans understand this in very different
ways for in practice the links between appear-
ance and both racial definitions and racial
identities are not self-evident.

The revisionist celebration of a mixed-
race identity negates and eclipses a long his-
tory of white men crossing the color line to
engage in sex with Black women, usually
without their consent. It has rendered invis-
ible violations of Black women while critiqu-
ing the strategic efficacy of privileging Black
political identities. Although questions of
appearance, performance and class require a
separate analysis of diverse and divisive per-
ceptions and conceptions of Blackness, the
campaign for a multiracial category obscures
the fact that Black/African-American is al-
ready a multiracial category. Legal scholar
Patricia Williams skillfully encapsulates this
sentiment when she writes, “what troubles
me is the degree to which few people in the
world, and most particularly in the United
States, are anything but multiracial, to say

nothing of biracial. The
use of the term seems to

fronted by a complicated
and contradictory history
in which physical racial
characteristics- were allied
to language families which
in turn conditioned the
emergence of a cultural sys-
tem for classification and
differentiation.'? The ubiq-
uitous connection between
culture and color is par-
ticularly pronounced in
discussions of multicul-
turalism that emphasize
cuisine, couture and music
rather than the distribution
of power and politics. Here
the social vocabulary of
race and socially defined
racial markers of identity

The ubiquitous
connection between
culture and color
is particularly
pronounced in
discussions of
multiculturalism
that emphasize
cuisine, couture and
music rather than
the distribution of
power and politics.

privilege the offspring of
mixed marriages as those
‘between’ races without
doing much to enhance
the social status of all us
mixed-up products of the
illegitimacies of the not so
distant past.”*

Williams’ remarks are
confirmed by reference to
the research of anthro-
pologist Melville
Herskovitz who—in the
1920s—estimated that,
contrary to “the general
belief that the ‘pure’ Ne-
groes were the majority ...
almost 80% show mixing
with White or American
Indian, or both stocks,”

coincide each time a social
" formation is identified and
defined as “cultural.” This, in turn, reinscribes
boundaries and their essentialist ideas of what
constitutes Blackness and Whiteness.!3
Common sense tells us that race matters;

34 SUMMER 2001

while in terms of ethnic
diversity, an amalgam-
ation of African groups had occurred among
the slave population in the United States.'’
Despite public rhetoric against amalgam-
ation, sexual relations between white men
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and Black slave women were tolerated
throughout the slave period as W.E.B. Du
Bois poignantly remarked, “[t]he rape which
your gentlemen have done against helpless
black women in defiance of your own laws is
written on the foreheads of two millions of
mulattoes and written in ineffaceable
blood.”1¢

The children of these interracial sexual
encounters, though lighter in skin color than
their mothers, were usually treated as prop-
erty, not family, and socialized to identify
with Black people and their histories. If today
nineteenth-century anxiety over racial mixing
seems reversed by satisfaction that racial
blending forecasts a color-blind society within
reach, Patricia Williams’
unromantic  obseérvation

conversations about personal identities. The
century closed with the commodification of
racial ambiguity and a campaign for assimila-
tion in which, as writer Lisa Jones has ob-
served, “race is not seen as a political/
economic construct, a battleground where
Americans vie for power and turf but a ques-
tion of color, a stick-on, peel-off label.”??

&0

How can consideration of this question
engage a Jewish perspective in debates on
multiculturalism and multiracial categories?
One might begin by considering the genre of
texts characterized by a fascination with the

relationship between
Blacks and Jews in the

United States. These lean

resonates more credibly:
“[w]lith the pinning of ra-
cial hope upon blood mix-
tures in such a literal way,
there comes a sneaky sort
of implied duty to assimi-
late—the duty to grab on to
the DNA ladder and hoist
oneself onward and up-
ward.”?”

In the United States,
and elsewhere, the con-
spicuous absence of Black
mothers (and their chil-
dren) from various “multi-
racial” movements and
publications is more than
noteworthy.'®* Many of the
post-1970s rainbow gen-
eration who labor over an
intermediate racial vocabu-
lary as a way of classifying
themselves have white moth-

Common sense tells
us that race matters;
that color matters.
But different groups
of Americans
understand this in
very different ways
for in practice
the links between
appearance and
both racial
definitions and
racial identities are
not self-evident.

toward a cartography of
collaborations and fric-
tions between two com-
munities whose histories
of slavery, diaspora and
survival as a people offer
models for emulation and
explication. Comparisons
between the two groups
serve to confirm or refute
their significance. In ei-
ther case, comparisons
presuppose, rather than
question, that Jews are
“white.” At first, this
seems self-evident and
sensible: after all, most of
the American Jewish
population immigrated
from Europe and do have
white skin. Nevertheless,
I suggest that the correla-

ers and have grown up

tion between being Jewish

in predominantly white,

often relatively affluent

environments. In the 1960s, appropriation of
race labels functioned as an explicit strategy
for mobilization and political activities. Black
is Beautiful spoke to a state of mind and the
relation of the individual and community. By
the 1990s, Black became a floating signifier

mediated by mass consumer culture while a
politics of self-definition dominated public

and being white hinges on

a conceptual bifurcation
that necessarily eclipses thinking about Jew-
ish identities outside the Black/White racial
binary.

For instance, Emily Budick’s insightful
discussion of conversations between Black
and Jewish writers lapses in her analysis of
Grace Paley’s short story about the relation-
ship between a grandfather and his Black/
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Jewish grandchild. She completely overlooks
the Jewish dimension of the grandchild—
despite its centrality in understanding Paley’s
development of the grandfather’s character.
Budick’s neglect of writer LeRoi Jones (Amiri
Baraka) is even more astounding given his pub-
lic and acrimonious rela-

tionship  with  Jewish

nation of the construction of a white racial

identity and its juxtaposition with her

Jewishness without, however, questioning the

significance of maintaining whiteness as an

aspect of the manner in which she self-identi-

fies.?* Moreover, it is arguable that inquiries
into the process of becom-
ing socially white

intellectuals and artists, in-
cluding his desertion of his
Jewish wife and children,
which received consider-
able attention in New
York’s racially charged po-
litical atmosphere of the
1960s.2° On the other
hand, Jeffrey Melnick’s
book on the cultural narra-
tives of Black-Jewish rela-
tions does make passing
reference—in a footnote
contained in his epilogue—
to “actual relationships be-
tween Jews and African
Americans [which] have re-
sulted in real children who
are both Black and Jew-

...the correlation
between being
Jewish and being
white hinges on
a conceptual
bifurcation that
necessarily eclipses
thinking about
Jewish identities
outside the Black/
White racial binary.

strengthen, rather than
undermine, “white identi-
ties” among Americans of
Jewish descent, particu-
larly those who do not
identify themselves as part
of a global Jewish
diaspora.

The collection of es-
says, Bridges and Bound-
aries: African Americans
and Jews, (companion to
The Jewish Museum exhi-
bition of the same title) is
paradigmatic of the recent
books examining the rela-
tionship between Blacks
and Jews in the U.S.>* In
an otherwise excellent

ish.”2!

Recent interrogations
of the process through which Jewish immi-
grants came to be socially accepted as
“white” Americans focus exclusively on Jews
from Europe and their descendants and un-
derline the historical fluidity of whiteness as
a racial category.?? Ironically, these do not
trouble the premise that Jews are white. The
assumption has been, not unjustly, that chil-
dren of Jewish and Black parents tended to
be raised as either Jewish or Black but rarely
as both. However, the implication of mutual
exclusivity which tends to follow this as-
sumption needs to be interrogated.

This overlap of white/Jewish, reinforced
by current official race categories classifying
immigrants from the Middle East and North
Africa as “white,” is receiving attention un-
der the rubric of “white studies.” Unfortu-
nately, this has not translated into its
rejection as a racial identity. For instance, in
a promising essay titled “What White Su-

premacists Taught a Jewish Scholar About
Identity,” Abby Ferber describes her exami-
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selection of key texts, the
bibliography of Bridges
and Boundaries is significant for its omis-
sions: the only reference to familial links be-
tween Blacks and Jews is Albert Gordon’s
1965 essay in Judaism, “Negro-Jewish Mar-
riages,” a chapter extrapolated from his
book, Intermarriage: Interreligious, Intereth-
nic and Interracial. Gordon’s generalizations,
based on three couples, were critiqued in the
next issue of Judaism, by Inge Lederer Gibel,
in an essay titled “The Negro-Jewish Scene: A
Personal View.” Bridges and Boundaries’
editorial decision to include Gordon’s essay
but exclude Gibel’s alternative perspective is
puzzling, if not political, particularly because
she is the mother of Black children who are
Jewish.?

Let us turn to another example from
1967, in which Werner Cahnman pointed to
the unsuccessful efforts of Louise Wise Ser-
vices, a large adoption agency affiliated with
the New York chapter of the Federation of

Jewish Philanthropists, to place interracial
Jewish children with Jewish families. Noting
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state restrictions on inter-religious adoptions,
he rebuked Jewish racism: “The Jews of New
York are thoroughly Americanized, as far as
their racial attitudes are concerned.”
Cahnman’s essay, published in the bi-weekly

Reconstructionist, a publication of the Jewish’

Reconstructionist movement, was titled,

“The Interracial Jewish Children.”?¢ His cri-
tiques did not go unnoticed—indeed they
reached the Rabbinical Council of America
and were placed on the agenda of committee
meetings and plenary sessions of the Com-
mission on Synagogue Relations of the Fed-
eration of Jewish Philanthropies of New
York. Cahnman’s essay is also missing from
the bibliography of Bridges and Boundaries.
Erasure, not lack of accessible publications, ac-
counts for omission of references to Black-Jew-
ish relations at the family

level.

come of racism within Jewish families.?” It
has also been a result of Jewish parents who
identified as white, not Jewish.?® This phe-
nomenon has become increasingly salient
with the proliferation of essays and documen-
taries by and about the “mixed race” experi-
ence in the United States.

During the summer of 1999, I previewed
several documentaries on interracial marriage
and interracial people. Interracial Marriage:
Blending the Races reflects a pattern in which
mention of Jewishness is incidental.?® In this
film, a Jewish man is married to a Japanese
Hawaiian and a Jewish woman is married to
a Black man. Both of the Jewish partners
referred to themselves respectively as white
and Caucasian. Unlike their partners, their
roots in the U.S. originated with immigrant

grandparents. The Jewish
wife/Black husband have

The essays by Cahn-
man and Gibel differ from

two young children who
were interviewed and

Gordon’s on three precise
points: they call attention
to the fundamental opposi-
tion between balacha (Jew-
ish law) and white racism,
the color diversity of the

The tendency of
most-though not
all-American
Jews to refer to
themselves

self-identified as “Cauca-
sian and Black.”

The children’s use
of Caucasian and Black
as an identity has been
taught by their parents
and so it is worth exam-

Jewish people negated by
the internalization of
American racism, and the
silence of the Orthodox,
Conservative and Reform
rabbinical authorities (in
contrast to individual rab-
bis) on civil rights issues—
indeed, their collective
failure to provide Jewish
leadership to unaffiliated
Jewish activists in the Civil
Rights Movement.
Three decades later,

alternatively as
“white” and
as “Jewish”
withesses a
collective amnesia
of the roots of the
Jewish people
in the East.

ining the sequence of this
family’s self-identifica-
tion. The Jewish mother
first identifies as white—
this appears as her pri-
mary identity. Yet a few
minutes later the viewer
finds out the children

go to Hebrew School.
The question that does
not seem to have been
asked is whether the

family comprehends

many of the children from
marriages between Jews of
European descent and Americans of African
descent who are not Jewish (i.e. Black and
born Christian) have been raised with little, if
any, Jewish affiliation. As a result they fre-
quently describe themselves as “half-white
and half-Black” giving incidental reference to

the qualification that the white parent is ac-
tually Jewish. In part this has been an out-

Jewish as merely a reli-
gious affiliation parallel
to Christianity.

The tendency of most—though not all-
American Jews to refer to themselves alterna-
tively as “white” and as “Jewish” witnesses a
collective amnesia of the roots of the Jewish
people in the East. This predictably paved the

way for Palestinians to be imagined as
“people of color” while American Jews repre-
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sented themselves, and were represented, as
white Europeans rather than one branch of a
people whose different colors and accouter-
ments of national identities reflect diasporic
migrations and mixings.3® A visit to Israel
quickly dispels the myth of white Jewish Is-
raelis versus brown Muslim and Christian
Palestinians—despite the persistence of social
discrimination and cultural elitism which cuts
across party lines.?! In addition, the di-
chotomy of East/West and its articulation in
racial binaries has a parallel in the American
academy, where, as Susannah Heschel
insightfully maps, “Judaism, the subaltern
voice of Europe,” lost its radical thrust when
“Jewish studies became transformed into a
conservative field whose goal was the incor-
poration of Jewish history into the larger
framework of Western civilization.”3?

One is Black in America because of the
social and legal custom of the one drop
rule.?® One is automatically Jewish by descent
if one’s mother is Jewish.3* Within the evolv-
ing notion of a collective Jewish community,
the law of maternal descent was logical; re-
gardless of war, conquest or forced migration
matrilineal descent ensured the reproduction
of a community in spite of rape and this, in
part, permits the romantic notion of the in-
gathering of the exiles from the four-corners
of the world. The law of descent acknowl-
edges and implicitly confers legitimacy to
processes of fusion and intermixing that oc-
cur in the Diaspora—nor does this depreciate
the currency of debates over the question of
“Who Is A Jew?” in and outside the State of
Israel. The logic behind Jewish law protecting
the children of raped Jewish women re-pre-
sents itself in the African-American
community’s recognition of Black women’s
children as Black regardless of color, as the
testimonies of “white-skinned” Blacks docu-
ment.>?

The social science constructs of race and
ethnicity are irrelevant for Jewishness accord-
ing to halacha. Consider Hebrew Scripture as
texts which invite an interpretation and a
practice. Everything in the Torah, the founda-
tion for rabbinical commentary, admits to the
invention of the Jewish people. More than a

master charter, Torah is not simply a mythi-
cal genesis but very definitely represents pro-
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cesses of becoming and incorporating change.
To reproduce a people—as a collective—re-
quires a vigilant, conscious and conscientious
retelling of a narrative in a communal setting,
most forcefully dramatized during the annual
Passover Seder in the reading of the
Haggadah, “even if we all are wise, knowl-
edgeable, aged and well-versed in Torah, we
are commanded to tell the story of the exo-
dus from Egypt.”3¢

&

In 1782, immigrant J. Hector St. John de
Crevecoeur could write “What then is the
American, this new man? He is either an Eu-
ropean, or the descendant of an European,
hence that strange mixture of blood, which
you will find in no other country....Here in-
dividuals of all nations are melted into a new
race of men.” His eighteenth-century obser-
vation effectively corroborates Toni
Morrison’s twentieth-century statement that
“Deep within the word ‘American’ is its asso-
ciation with race....American means
white.”37

Crevecoeur’s sentiment was echoed 126
years later in British-born Jewish Israel
Zangwill’s play, The Melting Pot, which ap-
plauded the social melting and reformulation
of identities from “all the races of Europe.”
The binary division characterizing the Ameri-
can racial structure facilitated the mobility
and leverage of white-skinned ethnic groups,
including Jews from Europe, on condition
that they adapt to the norms set by the domi-
nant group, white Anglo-Protestants. If they
conformed to this model, individual Jews
might aspire to and attain a successful assimi-
lation. This is the prescription championed
by Zangwill whose play opened on 5 October
1908 in Washington D.C. in the presence of
President Teddy Roosevelt.?® ‘

The question of white culture is linked to
the history of the dissolution of European
races or types and their reconstitution into
the Anglo-American category of white/Cau-
casian and makes sense when we are speak-
ing about the legal, political, economic and
social elevation of whiteness as a privilege

and a property to be coveted.? In other
words, whiteness refers to power—as James
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Baldwin noted when he commented: “no one
was white before he or she came to America.
It took generations and a vast amount of co-
ercion, before this became a white country.”*°
When multiracial advocates emphasize,
in order to privilege, “the integrity of per-
sonal and family identity,” their insistence on
recognizing a parent’s white culture is “a re-
markable erasure of a long history of race
thinking across time,” requiring “a certain
amnesia regarding both the naturalization
law of 1790 [limiting citizenship to free white
persons] and the fact that today’s Caucasians
had ever been anything other than a single,
biologically unified, and consanguine racial
group.” *! In other words, the generic notion
of a white identity erases the political context
within which descendants
of immigrant groups from

the expense of others. Mount Sinai signals
the emergence of a Jewish perspective which
carefully and cautiously delineates clear
boundaries not merely as significant, but also
as essential. Boundaries mark a recognition
of identity as conferring legitimacy and re-
spect to others.

Psychiatrist, anti-colonialist theorist and
political analyst, Franz Fanon, spoke most
directly to the inauthentic humanist aspira-
tions of both Jews and Blacks seeking a uni-
versalist position in a world where their right
to exist is always questioned. In an infre-
quently cited passage from Black Skin White
Masks, Fanon wrote:

Since I was not satisfied to be
racialized, by a lucky turn of fate I was
bumanized. I joined
the Jew, my brother in

Eastern and Southern Eu-
rope moved from the sta-
tus of undesirable races
and became incorporated
into the status of a mono-
lithic whiteness. By 1950,
all non-Anglo Europeans
were grouped and per-
ceived under the generic
category of “white” her-
alding the completion of
an assimilation process
of European immigrants
despite the persistence of a
social hierarchy and in-
stances of what are now

As a collective,
the diversity of
Jews in the
Diaspora and in
Israel reveals itself
in ways that
refuse classification
along ethnic or
racial lines.

misery.

An outrage!

At first thought it
may seem strange that
the anti-Semite’s out-
look should be related
to that of the
Negrophobe. It was
my philosophy profes-
sor, a native of the
Antilles, who recalled
the fact to me one day:
“Whenever you bear
anyone abuse the Jews,
pay attention, because
be is talking about

labeled ethnic discrimina-
tion rather than racial
discrimination. But are Jews a white ethnic
group?

Every people has a moment in which they
invent themselves—]Jews have Mount Sinai.
The collective experience of the Jewish people
is initially manifested at Mount Sinai in a
covenant between God and a people and this
event conditions the possibility of a Jewish
people coming into being. From this moment,
the perennial Jewish existential theme centers
on the explicit recognition that whereas all
people are equal, the Jews are compelled by a
special covenant with God and thus are chal-

lenged to reconcile a commitment to the
group without, however, having it come at

you.” And I found that

be was universally
right—by which I meant that I was an-
swerable in my body and in my beart
for what was done to my brother. Later
I realized that he meant, quite simply,
an anti-Semite is inevitably an anti-
Negro.*?

From the mid-1960s to the mid-"70s,
Jewish radicals expressed strong criticisms of
the organized Jewish establishment for their
active resistance to the inclusion of questions
on religion on the U.S. Census. Unlike the
Canadian Census, where Jews have the op-
tion of marking Jewish as an ethnic category,

the American census facilitated the illusion
that Jewish was merely a religious designa-
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tion. This de-emphasis of Jewish difference
from white Christians was an expedient strat-
egy for assimilation but it was not limited to
the Jewish establishment.

Jewish radicals sharply rebuked New Left
activists of Jewish descent who had also inter-

general, implicitly drawing attention to their
architects and purposes. As a collective, the
diversity of Jews in the Diaspora and in Israel
reveals itself in ways that refuse classification
along ethnic or racial lines. Efforts to de-
scribe Jews in a racial vocabulary is reductive

nalized a white identity
and sought acceptance as
white radicals in denial of
being Jewish. In a marvel-
ous 1973 letter to the
then-radical NY weekly,
Village Voice, M..J. Rosen-
berg castigated these activ-
ists as Jewish Uncle Toms
who were blind to the fact
that “the black militant
comes into contact only
with these self-hating
Jews; it is not hard for him

to realize that any man -

who cannot accept his na-
tional identity is hardly
likely to honestly accept
any other man’s.”

Jews in relation—
ships with other
people of color,
particularly Black
Americans, have
an obligation to
demystify the false
assumption that
there is symmetry
between being
Jewish and

precisely because the
grammar of race sum-
mons prescriptive analy-
sis—a search for, and
selective attention to,
specific attributes and
vocabularies through
which to confirm mean-
ings and present them as
a credible representation
of particular phenomena.
Although the majority of
Jews in the U.S. look
white and trace back to
immigrants from Eu-
rope,*’ American Jews
today include black,
brown and beige Jews of
Afro-Asian background
(herein the irony that

> being White.

immigrants from North
Africa and the Middle

One might begin with

East, including Jews, are

the obvious yet remark-
ably understated fact that
the dispersion of Jews around the globe chal-
lenges social science concepts precisely be-
cause of the inherent diversity characterizing
the Jewish diaspora: Jews come in different
colors, may or may not engage in religious
rituals or institutions, often exhibit similar
practices to their host societies, and usually
are physically indistinguishable from them. In
the United States, the association between
whiteness and Jewishness has become pre-
scriptive rather than descriptive. The simple
yet complex reality is that Jean-Paul Sartre’s
reflections on Jews in France (“a Jew, white
among men, can deny that he is a Jew but from
black skin there is no escape™) are applicable
to Jews who have blended into societies
where their brown skin would make them
indistinguishable—India, Uzbekistan, Yemen.
The fact that Jews are a people who defy

the social science constructs also raises ques-
tions about the construction of categories in
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directed to mark the

“white” category on offi-
cial documents) as well as the children of
Jewish women married to non-Jews who are
not white.* «

Given this historical context, just as
Blacks are wise to interrogate the logic, mo-
tives and interests of the “mixed-race move-
ment,” Jews with a sense of history should
have the same reservations toward Jewish (by
descent, if not assent) advocates of the
Change the Census Movement.** The argu-
ment here is that those engaged in scholar-
ship on racial identities in general, and
Jewish Americans in particular who reflect on
Jewish identities in their diasporic manifesta-
tion, need to reconceptualize Jews in the
Americas and Europe outside of white Chris-
tian images and paradigms (actualized so
effectively in the animated feature film The
Prince of Egypt’s cinematic representations of
the ancient Hebrews in shades of brown and
noting the voice of Israeli Ofra Hazza, of
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Yemenite Jewish ancestry, as Moses’ mother).

For American Jews—intellectually and
politically—this requires a willingness to re-
linquish privileges including a disengagement
from the premise that underlines most dia-
logues between Jews and Black Christians,
namely that Jews are a white ethnic group.
This does 7ot mean ignoring the process in
which American Jews have been able to as-
similate into American society or the advan-

" tage white skin offers in this process. It does
mean interrogating, refusing and refuting the
meanings and corollary identities embedded
in the social construct of “white ethnicity.”
As with all scholarship, this inherently politi-
cal enterprise demands a level of integrity and
commitment that transcends fashionable
trends. It means confronting the politics of
references, citation and the gatekeepers of
ideas as well as locating narratives which
interrupt prevailing ones in order to break
the cycle.

Finally, as a consequence and a condition
of pre-existing American ideas about race,
Jews in relationships with other people of
color, particularly Black Americans, have an
obligation to demystify the false assumption
that there is symmetry between being Jewish
and being White. Ideas of interraciality and
biraciality are instituted and institutionalized
as part of a race-rooted political order and
economy. They are Euro-American ideas
which have no sanction in Jewish discourse.
Although it is critical that the politics of iden-
tification must go beyond a nostalgia of
memory, the current public conversation over
racial identities and racial diversity offers
Jewish and Black partners the opportunity to
firmly declare that their children are both
Jewish and Black—this precedes and pre-
cludes essentialist understandings of how to
be a Jew or what it means to be Black.*

NOTES

1. From “What is this ‘Black’ in Popular
Culture?” in Black Popular Culture, edi-
tors Gina Dent and Michelle Wallace
(Seattle: Bay Press, 1992).

2. See Tanya K. Hernandez, “Multiracial

Discourse,” in Maryland Law Review 57,
1998 citing Mari J. Matsuda from
“When The First Quail Calls: Multiple
Consciousness as Jurisprudential
Method” in Women’s Rights Law Rev
14, 1992: identities are: “relational and
change[s] according to individual wills
and the institution within which they
exist” which is similar to Du Bois’
double consciousness. Matsuda was
speaking to an analytical and jurispru-
dential tool to see two perspectives si-
multaneously (multiple viewpoints).

. For discussions on the ways this has in-

terfered with a more complex analysis of
U.S. history, particularly in the South—
the central locus for interactions between
Blacks and white Americans, see for in-
stance John Edward Philips, “The Afri-
can Heritage of White America,” in
Africanisms in American Culture, edited
by Joseph E. Holloway (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1990); Charles
Joyner, “African and European Roots of
Southern Culture: “The Central Theme’
Revisited,” in Dixie Debates: Perspec-
tives on Southern Cultures, editors Rich-
ard H. King and Helen Taylor (1996); -
and Hazel V. Carby (citing Zora Neale
Hurston), Cultures in Babylon: Black
Britain and African America (New York:
Verso, 1999).

. Peggy Pascoe, “Miscegenation Law,

Court Cases, and Ideologies of ‘Race’ in
Twentieth-Century America,” Journal of
American History 83, 1996.

. The Fourteenth Amendment, legislated |

after the abolition of slavery, guarantees
equal protection under the law although
it originally referred to the civil, not po-
litical, rights of people of African de-
scent. :

. See Hopwood v. State of Texas 1996

which eliminated the use of race-based
affirmative action “to achieve racial het-
erogeneity” available on Lexis-Nexis
Academic Universe. See also U.S. Su-
preme Court decision in Rice v. Cayetano
2000 which overturned the Hawaii stat-
ute permitting only descendants of ab-
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