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What road for healing the
, divisions between African

Americans and Jews?
1995

. by Phillis Whitmore and Adrienne Weller

Reading Jews and Blacks: Let the Healing Begin,
by Cornel West and Michael Lerner, an old saying
came to mind—if two Jews are in a room talking,

you end up with four opinions. Black scholar Cornel West
and Jewish writer.MichaelLerner certainly have plenty of
opinions, most of them inconclusive and seif-contradic
tory.

Their book is obviously well-intentioned and often
fascinating. We read it hopefully. As political comrades,
one Black, one Jewish, we hoped to find an examination
of the conflicts between Jews and Blacks and proposals
for concrete steps to resolve them. But what we found
were two professional pessimists who dialogued for 276
pages without ever quite saying what the basis is for anti-
Semitism among Blacks and racism among Jews.

Liberal non-critique of capitalism .

Lerner and West attribute the tensions between Jews
and Blacks to a rampant “ethos of selfishness” that can he
countered by religious renewal, or nationalism based on
spiritual ideals, or an emphasis on personal relations.
They offer solutions that are lighter than air to material
problems firmly rooted in a specific type of economic
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system, one that depends on scarcity of opportunity and
competition among workers to keep wages down and
profits up.

Lerner champions a broad ideology he calls the
Politics of Meaning, a philosophy so abstract, non-threat-
ening, all-purpose, and multi-class that even Hillary and
Bill Clinton can embrace it.

He thinks that “for Jews...the central question is the
nature of Jewish identity.” One way for Jews to “get a
sense of their value,” he says, is “by really reclaiming their
religious heritage.” He believes that the other route is
“through a nation state,” the legitimacy of which would be
determined by “the extent to which it lives according to
God’s will”!

Similarly, West sees hope for Blacks in “Christianity’s
universalistic ethic.”

West and Lerner are trying to analyze Black/Jewish
antagonism without asking the crucial question: who
benefits?

Falling prey to cultural nationalism
Missing the fundamental reason why Blacks and Jews

are divided means missing the vital connection they share:
the common experience of being exploited, oppressed,
and scapegoated by the same enemy.

This makes West and Lerner susceptible to the defeat-
ist mentality that feeds cultural nationalism. West, for
example, admits that he thinks “it’s unlikely that we’ll ever
overcome racism.”

By cultural nationalism we mean cultural chauvinism
and nationalist sentiment among people who don’t
actually make up a nation, which we define as a commu
nity bound together over time by a mutual language,
culture, economy, and territory.

Blacks in the U.S. are not a nation—which does not
make their freedom struggle any less crucial!

And Jews in Israel are not a historically developed
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nation, but an illegitimate settler-state—which does not
diminish by an iota the horror of the Holocaust and the
need to end anti-Semitism! Jewish nationalism in the U.S.
also takes the form of anti-assimilationism, of urging Jews
to separate from the rest of society.

West and Lerner do not attempt to spell out exactly
what a nation is, and both are ambivalent about national-
ism. They believe nationalism is limiting, but find excuses
for the nationalism of their own groups.

When Lerner labels anti-Semitic Black nationalist
Louis Farrakhan a “racist dog,” West defends Farrakhan.
West would rather call Farrakhan “a xenophobic spokes-
person when...dealing with Jewish humanity.” West sees
the nationalist aspirations of Blacks as a dead end; but, he
says, “The progressive Black nationalist position is the
closest I come to.”

On the question of Jewish nationalism, Lerner, too, is
inconsistent.

On one hand, he criticizes Israel’s abuse of the Pales-
tinians and contends that ultimate salvation for Jews “will
involve the disappearance of nation states and the cre
ation of an international order.”

But until that time, he says, he will “support Jewish
national aspi-
rations to pro- Blacks and Jews skate the
ted us from Xe- - •

nophobic na- experience o eing exp olte
tionalism and oppressed and scapegoated by
fundamental- the same enemy.
ism that still
threaten to use the Jews as the ‘demeaned other.”

He says that to support Zionism—the ideology that
robbed Palestinians of their homeland—”is simply to
support affirmative action on the international scale.”

The authors fail to see that the nationalism of both
Zionism and the Nation of Islam is as dangerous to their
own communities as it is to others. This is because reac
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tionary nationalism makes enemies out of people who
should be allies and keeps oppressed people hostile to
each other and segregated.

Just do it!
West and Lerner are a big disappointment. They flirt

with Marxism and tip their hat to feminism, but never
commit to a genuine relationship with revolutionary
politics, as they must do if they really want to bring Jews
and Blacks together.

Tellingly, in West’s long (but admittedly incomplete)
list of “towering Black and Jewish figures,” he leaves out
the most incendiary firebrands, like Malcolm X and Karl
Marx. For his part, Lerner specifically rejects down-to-
earth, in-the-streets organizing around concrete daily
issues, the only real way to rebuild the sturdy bridge
between Jews and Blacks that existed in the civil rights
movement of the ‘60s.

But heroes like Malcolm and Marx are just the models
we need. And through united struggle, the healing can begin.
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