Abby L. Ferber 111
THE DEVILS OF DUALISM

Yet another cause of the persistent Black-white conception of racism is dual-
1sm, the philosophy thacsees all life as cousisting of two irreducible elements.
Those elements are usually oppositional, like good and evil, mind and body,
civilized and savage. Dualism allowed the invaders, colonizers and enslavers
of today’s United States to rationalize their actions by stratifying supposed
opposites along race, color or gender lines. So mind is European, male and ra-
tional; body is colored, female and emotional. Dozens of other such pairs can
be found, with their clear implications of superior-inferior. In the arena of
race, this society’s dualism has long maintained that if a person 1s not totally
white (whatever that can mean biologically), he or she must be considered
Black. . ..

Racism evolves; our models must also evolve. Today’s challenge is to
move beyond the Black-white dualism that has served as the foundaton of
White Supremacy. In taking up this challenge, we have to proceed with
both boldness and infinite care. Talking race in these United States is an
intellectual minefield; for every observation, one can find three contradic-
tions and four necessary qualifications from five different racial groups.
Making your way through that complexity, you have to thiok: keep your
eyes on the prize.

WHAT WHITE SUPREMACISTS TAUGHT
A JEWISH SCHOLAR ABOUT IDENTITY

Abby L. Ferber

A few years ago, my work on white supremacy led me vo the neo-Nazi tract
The New Order, which proclaims: “The single serious enemy facing the white
man is the Jew.” I must have read that staterment a dozen times. Untl then,
I hadw’t dhought of myself as the enemy.

YFrom The Chromicle of Higher Educarion, May 7, 1999, pp. B6-B7. Reprinted with permission of
the author.
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When I began my research for a book on race, gender, and white su-
premacy, I could not understand why white supremacists so teared and hated
Jews. Bur after being immersed in newsletters and periodicals for months, 1
learned that white supremacists imagine Jews as the masterminds behind a
great plot to mix races and, thereby, to wipe the white race our of existence.

The identity of white supremacists, and the white racial purity they es-
pouse, requires the maintenance of secure boundaries. For that reason, the
literature I read described interracial sex as “the ultimate abominaton.”
White supremacists see Jews as threats to racial purity, the villains responsi-
ble for desegregation, integration, the civil-rights movement, the women’s
movement, and affirmative action—each depicted as eventually leading white
women into the beds of black men. Jews are believed to be in control every-
where, staging a multipronged attack against the white race. For WAR, the
newsletter of White Aryan Resistance, the Jew “promotes a thousand social
ills . . . [f]or which you’ll have to foot the bills.”

Reading white-supremacist literature is a profoundly disturbing experi-
ence, and even more difficult if you are one of those targeted for elimination.
Yet, as a Jewish woman, I found my research to be unsettling in unexpected
ways. 1 had not imagined that it would involve so much self-reflecton. I
knew white supremacists were vehemently anti-Semitic, but I was ambiva-
lent about my Jewish identity and did not see it as essential to who T was.
Having grown up in 2 large Jewish community, and chen having attended a
college with a large Jewish enrollment, my Jewishness was invisible to me —
something I mostly ignored. As I soon learned, to white supremacists, thar is
irrelevant.

Contemporary white supremacists define Jews as non-white: “not a reli-
gion, they are an Asiatic »ace, locked in a mortal conflict with Aryan man,” ac-
cording to 7The New Order. In fact, throughout white-supremacist tracts, Jews
are described not merely as a separate race, bur as an impure race, the prod-
uct of mongrelization. Jews, who pose the ulumate threat to racial bound-
aties, are themselves imagined as the product of mixed-race unions.

Although self-examination was not my goal when I began, my research
pushed me to explore the contradicuons in my own racial identity. Intellectu-
ally, I knew that the meaning of race was not rooted in biology or genetics, but
it was only through researching the white-supremacist movement that I gained
a more personal understanding of the social construction of race. Reading
white-supremacist literature, I moved between two worlds: one where I was
white, another where 1 was the non-white seed of Satan; one where I was priv-
ileged, another where I was despised; one where I was safe and secure, the
other where I was feared and thus marked for death.

According to white-supremacist ideology, I am so dangerous that I must
be eliminated. Yer, when I put down the racist, anti-Semitic newsletters, leave
my office, and walk outdoors, I am whire.
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Growing up white has meant growing up privileged. Sure, I learned about the
historical persecutions of Jews, overheard the hushed references to distant
relatives lost in the Holocaust. I knew of my grandmorhet’s experiences with
anti-Semitism as a child of the only Jewish family in a Catholic neighborhood.
Bur those were just stories to me. Reading white supremacists finally made
the history real.

While conducting my research, I was reminded of the first time I felt like
an “other.” Arriving in the late 1980s for the first day of graduate school in the
Pacific Northwest, I was greeted by a senior graduate student with the wel-
come: “Oh, you're the Jewish one.” It was a jarring remark, for it imunediately
set me apart. [his must have been how my mother felt, I thought, when, a
generation earlier, a college classmate had asked to see her horns. Having
lived in predominantly Jewish communities, I had never experienced my
Jewishness as “otherness.” In fact, I did not even fee/ Jewish. Since moving out
of my parents’ home, [ had not celebrated a Jewish holiday or set foot in a syn-
agogue. So it fele particularly odd to be identified by this stranger as a Jew. At
the time, I did not feel that the designation described who I was in any mean-
ingful sense.

But whether or not I define myself as Jewish, I am constantly defined by
others that way. Jewishness is not siraply a religious designation that one may
choose, as I once naively assumed. Whether or not ] see myself as Jewish does
not matter to white supremacists.

I’'ve come to realize that my own experience with race reflects the larger
historical picture for Jews. As whites, Jews today are certainly a privileged
group in the United States. Yet the history of the Jewish experience dem-
onstrates precisely what scholars mean when they say thac race i1s a social
construction.

At certain points in time, Jews have been defined as a non-white minority.
Around the turn of the last century, they were considered a separate, inferior
race, with a distinguishable biological identity justifying discrimination and
even genocide. Today, Jews are generally considered white, and Jewishness is
largely considered merely a religious or ethnic designation. Jews, along with
other European ethnic groups, were welcomed into the category of “white”
as beneficiaries of one of the largest affirmative-action programs in history—
the 1944 GI Bill of Rights. Yer, wheuo I read white-supremacist discourse,
I am reminded that my ancestors were expelled from the dominant race,
persecuted, and even killed.

Since conducting my research, having heard dozens of descriptions of the
murders and mutilations of “race traitors” by white supremacists, I now carry
with me the knowledge that there are many people out there who would still
wish to see me dead. For a brief moment, I think that I can imagine what it
must feel like to be a person of color in our society . . . but then I realize that,
as a white person, I cannot begin to imagine that.
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Jewishness has become hoth clearer and more ambiguous for me. And the
questions I have encountered in thinking about Jewish identity highlight the
central issues involved in studying race today. I teach a class on race and eth-
nicity, and wusually, about midway through the course, students complain of
confusion. They enter my course seeking answers to the most troubling and
divisive questions of our time, and are disappointed when they discover only
more questions. If race Is not biological or genetic, what is it? Why, in some
states, does it take just one black ancestor out of 32 to make a person legally
black, yet those 31 white ancestors are not enough to make that person whire?
And, always, are Jews a race?

I have no simple answers. As Jewish history demonstrates, what is and is
not a racial designation, and who is included within it, is unstable and changes
over time—and that designation js always tied to power. We do not have to
look far to find other examples: The Irish were also once considered non-
white in the United States, and U.S. racial categories change with almost

every census.

My prolonged encounter with the white-supremacist movement forced me to
question not only my assumptions about Jewish identity, but also my assump-
tions about whiteness. Growing up “white,” I felt raceless. As it is for most
white people, my race was invisible to me. Reflecting the assumption of most
research on race at the time, I saw race as something chat shaped the lives of
people of color-—rthe victims of racism. We are not used to thinking about
whiteness when we think about race. Consequently, white people like myself
have failed ro recognize the ways in which our own lives are shaped by race. It
was not until others began identifying me as the Jew, the “other,” that I began
to explore race in my own life.

Ironically, that is the same phenomenon shaping the consciousness of
white supremacists: They embrace their racial identity at the precise mo-
ment when they feel their privilege and power under attack. Whiteness his-
torically has equaled power, and when that equation js threatened, their
own whiteness becomes visible to many white people for the first time.
Hence, white supremacists seek to make racial idendruy, racial hierarchies,
and white power part of the natural order again. The notion that race is a
social construct threatens that order. While it has become an academic
commonplace to assert that race is socially constructed, the revelation is
profoundly unsettling to many, especially those who benefit most from the
CONSTructs.

My research on hate groups not only opened the way for me to explore
my own racial idenuty, but also provided 1nsight into the question with which
I began this essay: Why do white supremacists express such hatred and fear of
Jews? This ambiguity in Jewish racial identity is precisely what white suprem-
acists find so threatening. Jewish history reveals race as a social designation,
rather than a God-given or genetic endowment. Jews blur the boundaries
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between whites and people of color, failing to fall securely on eicher side of
the divide. And it is ambiguity that white supremacists fear mosrt of all.

I find it especially ironic that, today, some strict Orthodox Jewish leaders
also find that ambiguity threatening. Speaking out against the high rates of in-
termarriage among Jews and non-Jews, they issue dire warnings. Like white
supremacists, they fear assaults on the integrity of the communiry and fight to
secure its racial boundaries, defining Jewishness as biofogical and restricting
it only to those with Jewish mothers. For both white supremacists and such
Orthodox Jews, intermarriage is tantamount to genocide.

For me, the task is no longer to resolve cthe ambiguity, but to embrace
it. My exploration of white-supremacist ideology has revealed just how sub-
versive doing so can be: Reading white-supremacist discourse through the
lens of Jewish experience has belped me toward new interpretations. White
supremacy is not a movement just about hatred, but even more about fear:
fear of the vulnerability and instability of white identity and privilege. For
white supremacists, the central goal is to naturalize racial identity and hiecar-
chy, to establish boundaries.

Both iy own experience and Jewish history reveal that to be an impossi-
ble task. Embracing Jewish identity and history, with all their contradictions,
has given me an empowering alternative to white-supremacist conceptions of
race. I have found that eliminating ambivalence does not require eliminating
ambiguity.





