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Abstract 

 

The purpose of this study is to explore current white American Jews as antiracism activists with regards 

to cultural assimilation and identification with / enactment of Whiteness, specifically white privilege.   

This paper focuses on scholarship addressing three questions relating to this inquiry:  What is white racial 

identity and how does it operate in white antiracism activists?  Do Jews function as white people in the 

United States?  How does social capital and religious ideology inform the potential of white Jews as 

antiracism activists today? My supposition of the white American Jewish cultural identity, is that we are a 

people who inhabit contradictory identifiers as both persecuted/more in danger than others as well as 

chosen/better than others.  These seemingly paradoxical yet fully integrated ideologies inform the 

foundation of the American white Jewish identity, and must be the jumping-off point for civic 

engagement with constructive social transformation and guarding against the infliction of further harm as 

complicit participants of American structural racism.  

 

 

 

 

“To move beyond essential moral concern, it may be useful to employ a concept from 

critical race theory – interest convergence.  If properly conceived, where do the interest 

of non-elite White people and People of Color converge – moving beyond alliances of 

momentary convenience to a more profound connection in overcoming a system bent on 

disempowering both?  Have we reached a moment where Whites can question the 

privileges that have been proffered?  Or will they, as a group, be content with ensuring 

that there remain groups more disempowered than they are, pursuing a self-destructive 

politics of resentment?” (Machtinger, 2.) 

 

 As I’ve continued to “wake up” to my own whiteness, and engage with the questions of the real 

risks I must take to engage fully with antiracism, I keep bumping up against my Jewish identity, with 

familial, almost comforting in its familiarity, discomfort.  I have come to recognize that in my Jewish 

identity lies the root of confidence, a confidence that grew to personal empowerment which in turn grew 

into entitlement and then shaped in its entirety my complicity in a racist world that does violence to 

People of Color.  I believe too, that in my Jewish lineage lies a history of connectedness. There remains in 
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me, both a real emotional attachment to the traditions, culture, and ancestry of my American Judaism as 

well as a visceral disease with the use of a Jewish identity to embrace minority status.  In aiming to 

position myself for antiracism education and organizing in the white American Jewish community today I 

have found it necessary to investigate more fully how whiteness and Judaism operate in tandem.  

“It matters for white-passing Jews to dismantle white supremacy in bodies, communities 

& institutions. Ashkenazi Jews tend to root in whiteness because they (we) have been 

trained to, not because it's true. From where I sit, we have the responsibility to unentrain 

this, in ways that nuance awareness of and dismantle white supremacy, racism and anti-

Semitism from our bodies, our actions, our minds and our creations, as well as the 

structures we live inside of.”         

Taya Mâ Shere 

 

 

Literature Review 

 

What is white racial identity and how does it operate in white antiracism activists? 

“Considered more comprehensively, the white racial frame includes a broad and 

persisting set of racial stereotypes, prejudices, ideologies, interlinked interpretations and 

narratives, and visual images.  It also includes racialized emotions and racialized 

reactions to language accents and imbeds inclinations to discriminate.  This white racial 

frame, like most social frames, operates to assist people in defining, interpreting, 

conforming to, and acting in their everyday social worlds” (Feagin, xi.) 

 

 

Bonilla-Silva implores that being an antiracism activist begins with “understanding the 

institutional nature of racial matters and accepting that all actors in a racialized society are affected 

materially (receive benefits or disadvantages) and ideologically by the racial structure.  This stand implies 

taking responsibility for your unwilling participation in the practice” (Bonilla-Silva, 15.) The first step, 

then, to taking this antiracism stand, for a white person, is learning to identify and disengage with the 

“impregnable yet elastic wall that barricades whites from the United States’ racial reality” (Bonilla-Silva, 

74.)  The formidable wall he describes is made up of the foundational blocks of white framing and makes 

up the structure of what he calls “Color Blind Racism.”  For Bonilla Silva, there are four primary nodes of 

the white racial frame: “abstract liberalism, naturalization, cultural racism, and minimization of race” 

(Bonilla-Silva, 54.)   

Feagin builds on the sociological cognitive frame, and thoroughly interrogates the white racial 

frame which he posits has total historical consistency and can be directly and unswervingly traced back to 
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at least the 1600s. Designed, codified, and enforced by the ruling elite, and transmitted impermeably 

through all means available to this ruling elite inclusive of schools, churches, law creation and 

enforcement, by violence when necessary, governmental policy, media, and commerce, he posits the 

white racial frame as the single most important ideology undergirding the totally of the United States.  

Lipsitz, like Feagin, theorizes that race is a “cultural construct, but one with sinister structural causes and 

consequences” (Lipsitz, 87.)  Lipsitz’s framework for understanding both the construction and 

maintenance of race in America focuses on understanding the “existence and the destructive 

consequences of the possessive investment in whiteness that surreptitiously shapes so much of our public 

and private lives” (Lipsitz, 87.) He thoroughly investigates not only the foundational roots of the 

possessive investment, but highlights federal and state policies, capitalist practices, and grossly strong 

social policing in every generation of American history which reaffirm the totality of the possessive 

investment, and the way in which the “language of liberalism” (Lipsitz, 95) has always served “as a cover 

for the co-ordinated collective group interests” (Lipsitz, 95) to bolster and protect the primacy of the 

group interest of whites. 

Perhaps the most striking feature of the white racial frame, according to Feagin, is how long and 

persistently it has remained as the foundation of the American inegalitarian hierarchy.  He introduces the 

concept of social reproduction of racial hierarchy to explain the monolithic importunity of systemic 

racism.  He explains that “the perpetuation of this hierarchical system has requires a constant reproducing 

of major inegalitarian institutions and their discriminatory arrangements and process.  For systemic 

racism to persist across so many generations, white individuals and small groups have had to participate 

actively in the ongoing collective and discriminatory reproduction of the family, community, legal, 

political, economic, educational, and religious institutions that undergird this inegalitarian system” 

(Feagin, 36.)  And finally, he suggests that this deep racial oppression has been relatively stable over time 

because its evolution has gradually ruled out other options” (Feagin, 36.)  For Feagin, the possibility rises 

for the white antiracism activist in the implementation of teaching critical analysis in schools, and then a 

concentrated process of de-framing and re-framing whiteness by means of deconstructing the existing 

white racial frame though historical inquiry and then creating a new frame for whiteness, which draws 

heavily on the theory and practices employed in black anti-racism counter-framing. 
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Omi and Winant’s racial formation theory teaches, whiteness itself (like all racial identities in a 

racialized society of ever changing population) is always contested and in formation.  They situate a 

historical understanding of the paradigms of race as based primarily on three categories: ethnicity, class, 

and nation.  Of particular interest to the story of Jewish whiteness, is the story of the ethnicity model.  The 

ethnicity paradigm supposed race was a function of ethnicity, and could be and would be reproduced in 

either pluralistic settings or assimilationist ones. In light of this, ethnicity was a prevailing notion over its 

biological predecessor.  “The ethnic paradigm definitively dislodged the biologist view in what appeared 

to be a triumph of liberalism” (Omi & Winant, 14.)  And based in its history of the immigrant analogy 

ethnicity was posited as the perfect understanding of race in the big melting pot – the pot wherein which 

assimilation to the supposed unitary majority culture was key.  Thus the seeming paradox was 

constructed in American history to both melt into majority while retaining unique ethnicity, it was, after 

all, a pluralistic pot! The immigrant analogy proved this out – evidenced by the European immigrant.  I 

particularly take note of the stronghold this ideas still has on white American Jews – the concurrence of 

identities of both separateness and sameness, minority and majority.   

The ethnicity paradigm ultimately fell in society at large, produced by theoretical challenges to it 

by black and other racial minority movements applying class and nationality models of racial 

paradigmatic definition.  The challenges were primarily twofold.  First there was a disbelief in the 

efficacy of pure ethnicity as a basis for racialization due to an inherent distrust of the American 

commitment to justice and equality for all. Second, was the ultimate limitation of the immigrant analyses 

within the ethnicity paradigm as it did not seem to apply to the historical context of Black Americans in 

light of the traumatic and violent history of enslavement.  In short, the bootstrap myth revealed shined 

light on what is still a fundamental tool of American systemic racism, the propensity to blame the victim. 

So in exploring racial identity formation, can whiteness interrogate itself?  Eichstedt challenges 

the notion that “while racial justice activists work to destabilize systems of racial inequality, they also 

reify one of the main nodes of racist/racialized dualistic thinking – the node of a homogenous, monolithic, 

and all-powerful whiteness” (Eichstedt, 447)  Eichstedt rather engages with white antiracism activists 

who, like I surmise of white Jewish antiracism activists, embrace and embody contradiction and paradox 

as a means of undoing racism and the supremacy of whiteness.  They balance, albeit precariously, the two 
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aspects of racial power and identity.  “These activists deal with this dilemma primarily though holding 

understandings of whites as racist and notions of white identities as multiple and flexible in their minds 

simultaneously and living with the conflict that this produces” (Eichstedt, 448.)  Interestingly, more than 

half of Eichstedt’s sample group of white antiracism activists were, by no intention of Eichstedt’s 

conception of her sample group, Jewish.   She concludes that these activists must “find a way to balance 

this negative identity with some positive constructions of self – or they will not be able to continue the 

work.  In fact, it is likely they will not be able to begin the work in earnest if they do not find ways to 

overcome immobilizing guilt and shame at being white” (Eichstedt, 465.) 

“White supremacy is alive and active and I am implicated in it whether I want to be or 

not –this skin color gives me unearned benefits.  At the same time I think I can act in 

ways to fight racism.  I can refuse to be complicit – at least to some degree. White lesbian 

and racial justice activist, 1997” (Eichstedt, 445) 

 

 

Do Jews function as white people in the United States? 

“So please, Ashkenazi Jews, just stop saying, ‘I’m not white.  I’m Jewish.’  Yes we are 

Jewish and we will also be assigned a race based on how we are commonly perceived by 

institutions and systems.  How we see ourselves or how we self identify does NOT matter 

in this race-constructed and race-constitutionalized country” (Friedman, 2.)  

 

Drawing on both Jewish History and Critical Whiteness Studies, a small subset of scholarship has 

emerged which explores American Jewish identity in terms of whiteness.  The scholarship understands 

American Jewish whiteness primarily in terms of the themes and identity informants of self-

determination, immigration, assimilation, and ambivalence, what Brodkin calls a kind of “double vision” 

(Brodkin, 2.)  With particular regards to the theme of self-determination of the whiteness of Jews, I take 

note that none of the scholars differentiate between what Nancy Lopez calls street race (how others see 

us) and racial identity (how we see ourselves.)  The absence of this distinction limits the complexity of 

the conversations of self-determination, and also overlooks one significant mode of enforcement in our 

highly racialized society. 

Before beginning the exploration of Jews as white people in the United States today, it is 

necessary to acknowledge that much of the scholarly works referenced do not acknowledge the histories 

and lives of non-white Jews, thus rendering the lives of Jews of Color marginalized and invisiblized.  
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According to a report by Jews for Racial and Economic Justice (JFREJ) which cites a Brandeis University 

Study, between 11 and 20 percent of Jews in the United States today are people of color. The commonly 

accepted narrative of Jews as predominantly white Europeans is a racial simplification of Judaism that 

denies the complex experiences, voices, and teachings of non-white Jews, and also reinforces the 

dominant, white supremacist American racist narrative/ideology. 

 In her book, How Jews Became White Folks, Karen Brodkin posits the Jewish position to 

whiteness has never been one that was self-determined and that “the Jews’ unwhitening and whitening 

were not of their own making” (Brodkin, 175) but rather at the force of American political, legal, policy, 

economic, and racial dialogues.  She sees all whiteness, inclusive of Jewish whiteness, as historically and 

continually produced in the vision of binaristic American patriarchy, a metaorganization she calls “an 

economy and culture built upon slavery and expropriation.  A kind of unholy trinity of corporations, the 

state, and monopolistic media” (Brodkin, 177.)  In this context, she understands immigrants, inclusive of 

Jewish immigrants, to know thriving and success in direct relation to their capacities to adapt to “white 

patriarchal constructions of womanhood and manhood and a middle-class or bourgeois outlook” 

(Brodkin, 178.)   

Interestingly, one of Brodkin’s distinct themes in exploring Jewish whiteness, is the development 

of ambivalence as deeply entwined in the white Jewish American identity.  She traces this ambivalence to 

post World War II prosperity for Jews in America as a time when Jews experienced prosperous 

assimilation at high rates, in great part due to benefits of being included in federal homeownership 

policies and practices.  In order to continue to benefit from their newfound and much guarded privilege, 

she posits that Jews’ new good and acceptable whiteness needed a shadow bad blackness against which it 

could be projected.  This racialized shadow projection acted to reproduce the binaristic and destructive 

American metaorganization and caused a rift of internal ambivalence for the Jews in experiencing the 

very privilege they had worked so hard to garner.  Additionally, she suggests that “embracing the 

privileges of whiteness seemed to cost them the loss of a meaningful Jewish cultural identity” (Brodkin, 

183) which in turn added to a deep and lasting ambivalence still present in the psyche of American Jews.  

Like Brodkin, Eric Goldstein in his work The Price of Whiteness agrees with the absence of self-

determination of American Jews to define themselves as white people, yet he presents a different angle 
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wherein which the assimilation of Jews into a homogenous American whiteness is due to two factors.  

First, he claims that self-determination was thwarted by the slow and uneasy acceptance of Jews by what 

he terms native born whites.  Second, he speculates that self-determination for Jews as whites was 

frustrated because whiteness did not sit naturally with many preexisting notions of Jewish identity.  He 

arrives, too, with a framework of ambivalence for white American Jews, yet the discursive road taken 

reveals  a different fragment of experience to the one presented by Brodkin.   

For Goldstein the ambivalence emerges from bivalent and contradictory engagement with the 

black/white framework. First, Jews claimed racial separateness, as a form of self-determination, in 

historical continuity with their European lineages where being apart as a community was a deeply 

ingrained expression of Jewish identity.  They simultaneously, however, also yearned to be seen as stable 

members of American society and afforded the privileges of being racial insiders, and included within the 

broad designation of white.  So, the psychic ambivalence of American Jews as white again rises as it 

“involved a complex emotional process in which conflicting desires for acceptance and distinctiveness 

often found no easy balance” (Goldstein, 3.) 

Finally, Goldstein breaks with much Jewish and American historical narrative, in his assertion 

that the immigrant pursuit of whiteness in American history, inclusive of Jewish immigrants, was not only 

a move from below to gain access to power, but also a coercive force exerted from above demanding 

conformity in order to keep binary black/white racial coding in place and undisturbed as a self-fulling 

ideology.   

I find ultimately lacking in all the analyses of Jewish whiteness I encountered in researching this 

project three important explorations.  First, though all reveal a real cultural and emotional cost to Jews of 

assimilation, none explore the cultural and emotional cost to white people of whiteness.  I posit that the 

emotional and culture losses to Jews as they become more and more white are a strikingly clear map of 

the loss that becoming white demands of all white people, a severing from ethnic and ancestral lineage.  

Exploring the process of Jews becoming white not only sheds light on the particular nuances of Jewish 

ethnicity, but also serves as step by step guide for how whiteness functions, and the cost of whiteness to 

white people, a real emotional and cultural loss. 
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Second, each of the materials presume white privilege should act as a panacea protect-all, and 

since it does not historically function in totality this way for white Jews in a nation that is Christian 

dominant and to varying degrees historically anti-Semitic, there is baseline rejection for the notion that 

white Jews really have white privilege. I observe this as a rudimentary understanding of white privilege, 

and recognize that neither does whiteness function as a total insulator for many other categories of people 

including but not limited to white: poor people, women, rural people, disabled people, LGBTQ people, 

etc.  Yet, this in no way disproves the real privileges afforded as a member of the American group of 

people known as white.  As Collins states “White privilege is not the suggestion that white people have 

never struggled” (Collins, 39) it is he concludes “the power to remain silent in the face of racial 

inequality.  It’s the power to weigh the need for protest or confrontation against the discomfort or 

inconvenience of speaking up.  It’s getting to choose when and where you want to take a stand” (Collins, 

41.) 

Finally, lacking in all works I explored was an investigation of how the history and 

historiography of the workings of antisemitism impacts American Jews’ sense of identity vis a vis 

whiteness and as anti-racist activists alike.  The works encountered did acknowledge antisemitism as a 

factor in identity formation, and certainly identified antisemitism as an example of where Jews have not 

fully assimilated, yet there was no thoughtful exploration of the construction of the narrative and 

functioning of antisemitism as cyclical (rather than the fixed and binary type of structure that shores up, 

for example, anti-Black American racism.)  According to Jews for Racial & Economic Justice in the 

article Understanding Antisemitism: An Offering to Our Movement antisemitism has “been characterized 

as cycling between periods of Jewish stability and even success, only to be followed by periods of intense 

anti-Jewish sentiment and violence” (Ferguson, 15.)  This cyclical nature of antisemitism is deeply 

entangled with today’s White Nationalist movement, as is used, intentionally as a mechanism of keeping 

American power in the hands of the very few.   The article continues in the words of Aurora Levins 

Morales: 

“Racism is like a millstone, a crushing weight that relentlessly presses down on people 

intended to be a permanent underclass.  Its purpose is to press profit from us, right to the 

edge of extermination and beyond.  The oppression of Jews is a conjuring trick, a 

pressure valve, a shunt that redirects the rage of working people away from the 1%, a 

hidden mechanism, a set up that works through misdirection, that uses privilege to hide 

the gears” (Ferguson, 17.) 
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How does social capital and religious ideology inform the potential of White Jews as antiracism 

activists today? 

 

“As has occurred throughout our history, twin traditions of democratic activism and 

religious commitment are producing new forms of civic engagement” (Wood, 5.) 

 

 Understanding the application of the field of investigation concerned with social capital within 

organizing, and specifically within faith-based organizing is a good lens to perceive both the problematics 

as well as the possibilities for white American Jews doing antiracism organizing today. 

  The theory of social capital, most popularized in Robert Putnam’s interview and subsequent 1995 

article “Bowling Alone: America’s Declining Social Capital” understands social capital as a necessary 

civic component to a vibrantly functioning democracy.  These networks of “organized reciprocity and 

civic solidarity, far from being an epiphenomenon of socioeconomic modernization, were a precondition 

for” (Putnam, 2) high quality governance Putnam and other historians surmised.   Social capital refers to 

“features of social organizations such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and 

cooperation for mutual benefit” (Putnam, 2.)  It is important to define social capital, as it is a large 

operator in considering the efficacy of antiracism organizing among American white Jews.  Another, 

complimentary but distinct read on social capital comes from Saegert, Warren and Thompson, who 

postulate social capital as an analytic construct that requires a shift from the individual to the community 

as the unit of analysis for strategies to combat poverty.” (Warren, 1.)  I understand this to be a move away 

from a material-based notion of “resource” steeped in fiscal colonial history, and a shift towards, or back 

to, a more multilayered way of relating to resource as material, as well as energetic, emotional, and non-

quantifiable, yet necessary in their multifaceted totality for thriving human existence.    There is a danger, 

however in this read, which is that social scientists may tend to gravitate towards this construct because it 

never really calls into question the absolute and actual lack of material resource in poor communities and 

communities of color.  Since it is easy to read these very communities as rich in social capital, there 

becomes a projected sense of misuse of that social capital, and the idea that this misuse then causes a lack 

of material resource.  Then burden of blame remains squarely on those most negatively impacted by the 

structures of inequity.  
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According to Wood, faith-based organizations are some of the richest in social capital. These 

faith-based organizations leverage the shared religious culture (which may or may not be based in 

religious practice itself, but are mostly concerned with shared tradition and identity), as a potent form of 

social capital, to energize activism.  “Faith-based organizing roots itself institutionally in religious 

congregations, and culturally in the diverse religious practices and worldviews of participants – their 

religious culture.” (Wood, 6.)  Wood also posits faith-based organizations as historically active in the 

American movements for social justice as “second in size only to the labor movement among drives for 

low-income Americans today” (Wood, 6.) 

 Also relevant to the exploration of the efficacy of antiracism organizing among American white 

Jews is Wood’s inquiry into another, parallel, form of organizing around identity and utilizing strong 

social capital resources, race-based organizing.  “Multiracial organizing roots itself culturally in the racial 

identities of the participants” (Wood, 7) and the organizing techniques of race-based organizing “appeal 

to cultural elements identified with participants’ racial, ethnic, or national traditions, rather than those 

identified with participants’ religious traditions.” (Wood, 8)  Wood compares and contrasts the 

similarities and differences of faith-based and race-based organizing, yet I posit that antiracism organizing 

among white American Jews is actually the conflation of both forms of organizing.  Wood ultimately 

finds that faith-based organizing is more effective than race-based organizing “on the basis of the more 

extensive social capital embedded in religious institutions” (Wood, 261) and thus asserts that faith-based 

organizing is “able to achieve a more influential role in city and state politics” (Wood, 261) “linking civil 

society upward to a political society and the state.” (Wood, 261)  I find this analysis to be highly 

contentious, as it both reproduces the language and the actions of the “upper society” as well as lacks any 

scrutiny of the upper society it purportedly aims to influence as one that is Christian dominant, and thus 

carries with it the weight of centuries of morally justified inequity and subjugation.  He does, however 

cite areas of challenge arising from three different sources to race-based organizing that can be useful in 

understanding challenges to American white Jewish antiracism organizing, and understanding a white 

Jewish identity as simultaneously white and ethno-racial.  According to Wood, the three sources of 

challenge are (1) the lack of flexibility within rigid and bifurcated understandings of racial identity in 

America, (2) “the relative dearth of cross-racial cultural resources (particularly social networks and trust) 
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to support multiracial organizing” (Wood 268) and (3) the tension between the universalizing narrative of 

democratic ethos and centering the individuating narrative of racial identity as the primary appeal to 

participants. 

Wood & Fulton expand on the tension mentioned above and explore the possibility for new civic 

value and ways of working to emerge from faith-based organizing.  They suggest that when handled 

effectively this tension “can be politically fertile in the sense of producing new democratic energy for 

grassroots political efficacy” (Wood & Fulton, 3.)  The particular strength of faith-based organizing, they 

continue, is that “major sectors of that movement are embedded in highly diverse communities and are 

committed to sustaining internal multicultural pluralism and do so in ways demonstrably effective in 

external political terms.” (Wood & Fulton, 3)  The other primary asset they present in the evolution of 

organizational knowledge offered by faith-based activists is the drive to not only imply the connections 

between multicultural pluralism and racial equity, but in fact to make this message explicit thereby 

making the visions more widely appealing, while simultaneously growing social capital and thus potential 

for making real systemic change.  

The way in which social capital operates, particularly as a bridge across communities also greatly 

informs the potential of white Jewish antiracism organizing in America today.  As Saegert et al speculate, 

there are four primary means by which social capital acts as a bridge.  First, within poor communities, 

social capital can act as a bridge for the sharing and transference of internal resources.  Second, social 

capital can operate as a bridge to connect two different poor communities to each other, and thus magnify 

the collective resources.  The third type of bridging is “the one most commonly discussed, although 

seldom practiced: forging connections between the poor and more affluent communities” (Warren, 12.)   

And finally, the fourth type of bridging is the type that utilizes social capital to connect people and 

communities at a national level.  All of these forms of bridging posit social capital as a useful and 

important component to local and national civic engagement, and lead to a conversation of ethical 

democracy. 

Wood & Fulton present as a core value of faith-based organizing the ethos of “ethical 

democracy.”  They explain ethical democracy as how the combination of “the participatory and 

representative components of its ethos function within the context of a set of orientations regarding the 
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good life and how human communities can thrive; organizers explicitly draw upon these ethical 

orientations to questions the social status quo.  In this way, alternatives that in an ethically neutered 

setting might be considered simple ‘social choice’ material are highlighted as connected to fundamental 

values of the organization and thus as morally charged” (Wood & Fulton, 95-96.) 

This moral charge then, is mirrored in the Jewish social justice ethic of Tikkun Olam, a kabalistic 

(Jewish mysticism) mandate to Repair the World.  “The term ‘mipnei tikkun ha-olam’ (perhaps best 

translated in this context as “in the interest of public policy”) is used in the Mishnah (the body of classical 

rabbinic teachings codified circa 200 C.E.). There, it refers to social policy legislation providing extra 

protection to those potentially at a disadvantage” (MJL, 1.)  Also important to consider in the moral 

charge of Jewish tradition, and the potential application of ethical democratic organizing, for white 

antiracism activist Jews in America today are the concepts of Tzdekah as well as Gemilut Hasidim.  

According to Paasche-Orlow, the former, Tzdekah, is the Jewish realm of suggested/mandated financial 

and material giving.  It takes many historical forms, and appears multiple time in the Torah and Tanakh 

(the Jewish Scriptures comprising the books of law, the prophets, and collected writings) and is practiced 

in the modern world as various forms of charity giving, income based tithing, and philanthropy.  The 

latter, Gemilut Hasidim, which translates roughly as Acts of Loving Kindness, has a more complex 

interpretation and history.  Paasche-Orlow contextualizes that the term, which is post biblical, appears 

first in the Mishna (an authoritative collection of exegetical material embodying the oral tradition of 

Judaism.)  Though it is also an act of giving, it is not limited to monetary or material form, but is a giving 

that stems from one’s essential being.  And though Tzedakah can be a useful transfer of resource, it does 

not represent a systemic shift, or a redistribution of our most important cultural resource, power.  “Look at 

Andrew Carnegie’s essay ‘Wealth’.  Were now living in a world created by the intellectual framework he 

laid out: extreme taking followed by and justified by extreme giving” (Tabor, 3.)  Chesed, however, (the 

Hebrew root of chasidim) is the energetic fuel that fires the act of giving, it is the relationship of 

understanding and not the relationship of charity (hierarchy) and thus has the ideological potential to 

engage white Jewish American antiracism today in a culturally and traditionally relevant consciousness 

shift. 

 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/texts/Rabbinics/Talmud/Mishnah.shtml
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“What do I mean by home? Not the nation state; not religious worship; not the deepest 

grief of a people marked by hatred. I mean a commitment to what is and is not mine; to 

the strangeness of others, to my strangeness to others; to common threads twisted with 

surprise.” 

 

Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz 

The Colors of Jews: Racial Politics and Radical Diasporism, 2007 

 

 

As the above inquiry has shown, the landscape of understanding the factors contributing to the 

complexity of identity formation and organizing potential of American white antiracism Jewish activists 

today is rich with contradiction and fertile with intricacy.  And as thorough inquiry will produce, there are 

now many more questions of necessity and schools of thought to pursue.  Can white Jews in America 

grow into effective race traitors?  What are the tools available for the continued psychic transformation of 

lineage and consciousness?  What are the ancestral strengths?  What are the pitfalls of privilege? 

Ultimately, the question turns out to be: What is the resulting white Jewish racial frame based on ancestral 

trauma, currently experienced anti-racism, traditions of ethical justice, benefits of assimilation, narratives 

of self-determination, valorizations of survival beyond imagination and the confounding ambivalence that 

is the liminal juncture of all these confounding and coexisting collective memories?  And another 

cautionary and complex collision of ideas explored in this paper is: What is the connection between the 

strength of social capital in faith-based organizing and the importance to the persistence of the white 

racial frame that “friendship and kinship groups” (Feagin, 16) offer “for in such networks important 

elements of that frame become common cultural currency” (Feagin, 16.)   

In further pursuit of this topic, it seems appropriate to draw on the strong line of thinking that 

posits psychic ambivalence as not only a painful location of compromised thriving, but also, the in-

between passageway, bridge, to revelatory survival and vibrant thriving offered by Anzaldua.  Not only 

does she identify and explore the danger of psychic instability for the borderland women she refers to as 

mestizas, but she also identifies a resilient new/old way of being emerging through the women living in 

these liminal spaces.  The consciousness that rises from these women is one which has a “tolerance for 

contradiction” (Anzaldua, 103) and because these women have been forced to live in multiple and 

contradictory spaces, the mestiza has “a plural personality, she operates in a pluralistic mode” (Anzaldua, 

103) wherein which she “turns the ambivalence into something else” (Anzaldua, 103.)  Anzaldua posits 
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this new mestiza consciousness as a direct antidote to the “language of liberalism” (Lipsitz, 95) when she 

asserts that “La mestiza constantly has to shift out of … analytical reasoning that tends to use rationality 

to move toward a single goal (a Western mode), to divergent thinking … toward a more whole 

perspective, one that includes rather than excludes” (Anzaldua, 103.) 

Jewish identity, we have seen is contested and multidimensional.  Whiteness, too, is contested 

and multidimensional.  It may, at first glance seem paradoxical to aim to simultaneously leverage and 

cede the privilege of Jewish whiteness, yet embracing this level of complexity is necessary to move 

forward in raising anti-racism consciousness in my community of origin.  Through leveraging the Jewish 

values of “Repairing the World,” charitable giving, and reflective inquiry, I aim in my continued work to 

build a bridge to transformational antiracism engagement.  Built on the Jewish ethical bridges of empathy, 

care, relatedness, and intellectual exploration, and employing a language of common term definition, and 

the teaching of historical context, my goal is to inspire this community, my white Jewish American 

community of origin, in a perspectival shift and to guide a supported and specific practice of undoing 

racism at personal, institutional, and structural levels. 

 

 “Kol ha’olam kulo gesher tzar me’od, veha’ikar lo lifached k’lal. 

 The whole world is a very narrow bridge, the most important thing is not to have fear.” 

Reb Nachman of Bratslav,18th Century Ukraine 
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