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Negotiating identities as a Jew: On who I am and what I am not
Who am I?

Someone who knows me would probably answer this question by listing several different identities. They might say something like this: ‘BK is an academic philosopher and a fellow of St. Benet’s Hall, Oxford. He is British, Jewish and white. A writer and speaker on current affairs, he is a co-founder of Independent Jewish Voices (IJV).’

This description, as it stands, could seem to imply that these identities can simply be added together. And to some extent they can. Thus, being an academic philosopher and being a fellow of St. Benet’s Hall are a good fit. It is true that there is some competition for time between my duties as a fellow and my commitments to writing and research as an academic. But this is little more than minor friction, the kind that can occur within a given identity as well. (Think of how a teacher, as teacher, has to juggle different roles.) If all my identities (including the ones missing from the list) were to interlock as nicely as these two, then their aggregate would amount to one thing (or person): put them together and you get me. We could call this: the jigsaw model of personal identity. But, in reality, there are incongruencies between (some of) them which, if I am to avoid a split identity, I have to confront and negotiate. 
In this paper, I shall briefly discuss three kinds of cases that arise with this process of negotiation. Two points in particular will emerge. First, there is a difference between an identity that is ascribed to you and one that you profess. Second, your own understanding of a given identity can be at variance with the way it is understood by others. For each of the three kinds of cases, I shall use myself as an illustration, giving a personal anecdote in which the fact that I am Jewish is central to my identity. Inevitably, the anecdotes will be sketchy and the discussion incomplete. But I hope that some of the terrain covered by this conference is thereby illuminated a little. 
The first kind of case is perhaps the most straightforward: having two different identities that are in tension with each other. Take, for example, the juncture between my being Jewish and my being a fellow of St. Benet’s Hall. Apart from being a constituent college (technically a Permanent Private Hall) of Oxford University, the Hall is also a Benedictine House of Studies. One evening, some years ago, about ten minutes prior to the ringing of the dinner bell, there was a gentle knock on my door. It was the Master. He was dining out that evening and wondered: Would I preside at dinner in the Hall in his absence? I hesitated, since the role includes saying grace before and after the meal, and I did not feel that, as a Jew, I could quite bring myself to make the customary reference to the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. “Why not say Grace in Hebrew?” he suggested. So I did. Picture the scene: the (predominantly) Catholic members of the Hall standing on both sides of the long table in the refectory, each behind his chair, listening respectfully to a Jewish prayer recited in Hebrew for the communal meal. When I reached the end, they all said “Amen” – and promptly crossed themselves. Initially, feeling somewhat like Woody Allen in one of his films, I was alarmed. “What have I done?” was the panic-stricken thought that raced through my mind, with the ghosts of rabbis from the Orthodox Jewish school that I attended as a boy looking over my shoulder. But the sensation passed and, instead of a sense of betraying Judaism, I felt rather glad at the ecumenical moment I had shared with my colleagues. 

In this case, the tension between my identities was exciting and the ‘negotiation’ between them successful. But it might have been different if the person in my position had not been me: where I felt a creative frisson, someone else might have seen a flat contradiction. This suggests that, ultimately, the task of negotiating the identities that you profess falls to you and you alone, for it can depend crucially on how you profess them: on what you understand them to entail.
Carrying this conclusion forward, I turn now to the kind of case where someone is unable to accept an identity that is ascribed to them because it clashes with an identity that they profess. Once again, I shall illustrate with a personal anecdote. 

Every ten years, the UK conducts a census. In 1991, for households in Great Britain, the census form included, for the first time, a question concerning the ‘ethnic group’ to which each resident belonged. There were nine choices and an instruction to “tick the appropriate box”. The choices were these: White; three variations on Black; four Asian categories; plus Any Other Ethnic Group. I pondered the question for some time. What exactly was it asking? By ‘the appropriate box’, did it mean the one that corresponds to the group in which I think other people place me? Or did it mean the one in which I place myself? I took it to be the latter. The question, then, boiled down to this: Do I consider myself tied by bonds of ethnicity to a group called White? Obviously not (I told myself), given my ancestral roots and the Jewish experience of exclusion culminating, in Nazi Europe, in death for not being Aryan, not being white. So, I ticked the Any Other Ethnic Group box and, in the space provided, wrote ‘Jewish’. 
I entirely understand why the hypothetical person at the beginning of my paper calls me white: he or she is thinking of my complexion and other physical attributes. But when I look in the mirror I do not see a white face. For ‘white’ is partly a matter of history and culture; it is not only about facial features. The question on the form (as I understood it) was about how you perceive yourself; and your self does not necessarily show up in the glass.
In the third kind of case, people do not share the same understanding of an identity that ostensibly they hold in common. The disagreement can run so deep that it leads some people to refuse to ascribe this identity to some others who profess it.
This was the situation in which I found myself, along with a number of fellow Jews, when together we launched IJV earlier this year. IJV is a network of individual Jews who contest the notion, especially with respect to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, that certain bodies speak for British Jews collectively. In particular, the Board of Deputies of British Jews, which claims to be “the voice of British Jewry”, takes it upon itself to come to “the defence of Israel”. In this role, the Board organised a ‘solidarity rally’ in London last July in the midst of Israel’s conflict with Lebanon, at which the Chief Rabbi declared: “Israel, you make us proud.” But in reality, Jews were deeply divided over Israel’s campaigns in Gaza and Lebanon last year. And while the Chief Rabbi is entitled, ex officio, to bring a religious perspective to political matters, it is not his role to act as political spokesperson for his flock. Or so we – those of us who founded IJV – believe. We further feel that the debate over the Middle East should be based on certain general principles rather than on group or ethnic loyalty. These principles include: putting human rights first, repudiating all forms of racism (whether aimed at Jews, Muslims or Arabs), and giving equal priority to Palestinians and Israelis in their quest for a better future. We drew up a Declaration accordingly and invited fellow Jews to sign.
The reaction we encountered within the Jewish world has been mixed. Some warmly welcome our initiative, others roundly condemn it. Among the latter, there are those who feel that we have departed in two ways from the ‘script’ of Jewish identity. First, many IJV signatories live on the margins of any organised Jewish community. In the eyes of some of our critics, this makes them marginal Jews: Jews who are not really or fully Jews at all. Second, strong opposition to Israel is viewed in some quarters as a form of self-hatred. When I took part in a debate on Zionism at the Cambridge Union last year, one Jewish woman, pointing me out, cited the words of a well-known newspaper communist: “[T]here is a sickness among some people at the very heart of their Jewish identity”.
But I, and many others associated with IJV, see it differently. We recall the Jewish history of marginalisation and persecution. We hear the voices of those Hebrew prophets, rabbis, writers, activists and other Jewish figures down the centuries for whom Judaism means nothing if it does not mean social justice. And so, in speaking out against Israel’s continued occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, or the injustices meted out to Palestinians, or the bombing of Lebanon, we are not turning against our Jewish identity: we are turning to it. 
It is not self-hating to heed the verse in Deuteronomy, “Justice, justice shall you pursue” (16:20), which, like the blast of the shofar (ram’s horn), reminds me who, as a Jew, I am.
Brian Klug
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