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How Culture Influences Self-Perception

1. Song of Solomon 1:5-8   5 I am dark, but comely, O daughters of Jerusalem -- Like the tents of Kedar, Like the pavilions of Solomon.  6 Don't stare at me because I am swarthy, Because the sun has gazed upon me. My mother's sons quarreled with me, They made me guard the vineyards; My own vineyard I did not guard. 
7 Tell me, you whom I love so well; Where do you pasture your sheep? Where do you rest them at noon? Let me not be as one who strays Beside the flocks of your fellows. [Male] 8 If you do not know, O fairest of women, Go follow the tracks of the sheep, And graze your kids By the tents of the shepherds. 

Questions: How does the female lover feel about her dark skin? Is this a positive or negative sentiment? Or a mixture of feelings? How does the male lover respond to her concerns?  

2. “My parents pressed upon me that “In this world, you are a black woman,” so I was political about my hair and would not straighten it. Then there came a point when I wanted to do television, and I didn’t think the Afro was going to play, so I made a very difficult choice—to straighten my hair… Oprah busts out occasionally, but she is Oprah. I certainly could try it if I were willing to not advance further: I think television is one of the last real bastions of the white beauty standard, but still in many industries the workers can be replaced by someone who’s willing to play the game or looks like the person in charge.”

–Jami Floyd, anchor, in an Interview with Glamour Magazine (March 2008).

3. “Growing up a lot of Korean American girls had surgery to turn what we called a "single eyelid"—which comes from having an empicanthal fold—into one with a double fold. (With a “double” eyelid, the fold is visible when the eye is open; with a single one it isn’t.) I had mine done when I was 14. It took my eyes all summer to heal. When I went back to school, I heard that the Korean boys approved. It felt good.” Serena Kim, 34. Glamour Magazine (March 2008).

4. “When I was growing up in Flatbush, every girl with a certain kind of nose—sometimes named explicitly as a Jewish nose, sometimes only as “too big”—wanted a nose job, and if her parents could pay for it, often she got one. I want to be graphic about the euphemism “nose job.” A nose job breaks the nose, bruises the face and eye area like a grotesque beating. It hurts. It takes weeks to heal. What was wrong with the original nose, the Jewish one? Noses were discussed ardently in Flatbush, with this or that friend looking forward to her day of transformation. My aunts lavished on me the following exquisite praise: look at her, a nose like a shiksa (non-Jewish woman). This hurt my feelings. Before I knew what a shiksa was, I knew I wasn’t, and with that fabulous integrity of children, I wanted to look like who I was. But later I learned my nose’s value, and would tell gentiles this story, so they’d notice my nose.

A Jewish nose, I conclude identifies its owner as a Jew. Nose jobs are performed so that a Jewish woman does not look like a Jew. The Ashkenazi of my generation bleached and shaved, to look less Jewish; the non-Ashkenazi girls bleached and shaved to look more Ashkenazi; more European; less Jewish.

Tell me again Jewish is not just a religion.”  
 --Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz in The Color of Jews, pg 29

When Cultural Perceptions Affect Others

5. Midrash Rabbah: Song of Songs 1:6.3 (Third-Century CE) 




A townswoman [qartanit] had a kushit maidservant who went with her friend to draw from the spring. The maid said to her friend: "Tomorrow the master will divorce his wife and marry me." Her friend asked why and she replied, "Because he saw that his wife's hands were dirty." Her friend replied: "Listen to what you are saying! If your master will divorce his wife, whom he loves, because of dirty hands, how will he stay with you who are black from birth?!"            (Translation from David M. Goldenberg's The Curse of Ham, pg 126)

Questions: Who is the intended audience of this Midrash? Metaphorically, how does the quality of the Jewish nation's sins (represented by the lighter-skinned wife) compare with those of non-Jewish nations (the darker-skinned kushite maid)? What presumptions--of class...color...character--does the Midrash employ in order to make its point? If the Cushite maid were in the audience, what would she say?  

6. Midrash Rabbah Numbers 16.23 (Third-Century CE)





Come and see the difference "between the righteous and the wicked, between him who serves God and him who doesn't serve him" (Mal 3:18). A parable of a matronita who had a kushit maidservant, and whose husband went over seas. All night long the maid said to the matronah, I am more beautiful than you and the king loves me more than you." The matronah answered her: "Come the morning and we'll know who is more beautiful and who the king loves more." So too the nations of the world say to Israel: "Our deeds are beautiful and God delights in us." Therefore  Isaiah said: "Come the morning and we'll know in whom He delights" as it says, "The watchman said the morning is coming and also night" (Isa 21:12), i.e. at the arrival to the World to Come, which is called "morning," we'll know in whom He delights.  (Translation David M. Goldenberg The Curse of Ham, pg 126-127)

Questions:  How does night obscure the color barrier between the black maid and the white mistress? [Recall Jacob who was tricked into marrying Leah instead of Rachel. "When morning came, there was Leah." (Gen. 29.25)] Why should This World be compared to night? What is the politcal status of the Jewish people in the Second and Third Centuries? Are political circumstances an excuse for prejudice? 

7. Midrash Rabbah Exodus 3:4 (mid-third century) 





"And Moses said to God: Who am I [that I should go before Pharaoh and take out the Israelites from Egypt]" (Ex. 3:11)? R. Joshua b. Levi said: It is like a king who married off his daughter and promised her a province and a matronah maidservant, but gave instead a kushit maidservant. His son-in-law said to him: "But you agreed to give a matronah maid!" So did Moses say to God: Lord of the Universe , when Jacob went down to Egypt didn't you say 'I'll go down with into Egypt and I will bring you out' (Gen. 46:4)? And now you say: 'Go, I'll send you to Pharaoh [and take my people Israel out of Egypt]'" Ex. 3:10) (Translation David M. Goldenberg The Curse of Ham, pg 127) 

Questions: Why is Moses compared to a kushit maidservant? What is the class status of a kushit?

Testimonials

8. "If people act surprised to see a Black Jewish woman representing Israel, I don't understand it. I tell them to look at a map: the Middle East and Africa are closer to each other that Russia or Poland and Israel. So, I ask them, "Why are you surprised to see a Black Jew?" --Belaynish Zevadia, Israeli diplomat of Ethiopian origin. (Quote from The Color of Jews, pg 9) 

9. "I want to be a cantor. I sit in my tiny furnished room on West End Avenue in the Fall of 1961 and yearn to sing Jewish music--as a Jew. When I pass synagogues, I hear melodies of pain and beauty rising toward heaven. / The following year I move to West Twenty-first Street, and between Sixth and Seventh avenues discover a tiny Sephardic cemetary amidst the factories. During the thirteen years I live in that neighborhood I go often to stand at the wrought-iron fence of the cemetary, looking at the tombstones, wishing I could be who they had been--Jews. / But, who has ever heard of a black Jew? Few seem to take Sammy Davis, Jr., seriously as a Jew. 

--Julius Lester, in his autobiographical work: Lovesong: Becoming a Jew, pg 37

10.  “When I walk into a room and say to people I meet “I’m Jewish” often I will get the response “but you're Black.” I often want to say “no kidding,” but the usual response I give is “Yes, my family has been practicing Judaism for at least three generations, now.” The point I aim to make is that it would make it easier to just “BE” as a Jewish person of color if “black” and “Jewish” identity were not so commonly assumed to be mutually exclusive. Historically, Jews have been multiple skin colors and it’s unfortunate that the passive internalization of color consciousness that happens so easily in American society, helped us to forget the freedom from identifying around color that is a part of our history.” --Yavilah McCoy (From The Color of Jews, pg 27 by Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz)

Moving Forward: Learning from the Past

11. TNK Numbers 12:1 When they were in Hazeroth, Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Cushite woman he had married: "He married a Cushite woman!" 2 [. . .] 9 Still incensed with them, the LORD departed.  10 As the cloud withdrew from the Tent, there was Miriam stricken with snow-white scales! When Aaron turned toward Miriam, he saw that she was stricken with scales.  11 And Aaron said to Moses, "O my lord, account not to us the sin which we committed in our folly.  12 Let her not be as one dead, who emerges from his mother's womb with half his flesh eaten away."  13 So Moses cried out to the LORD, saying, "O God, pray heal her!"  14 But the LORD said to Moses, "If her father spat in her face, would she not bear her shame for seven days? Let her be shut out of camp for seven days, and then let her be readmitted."  15 So Miriam was shut out of camp seven days; and the people did not march on until Miriam was readmitted. 

Question: If we were to read this narrative through the lens of race and xenophobia, how does Miriam's punishment fit her crime? 

Jeremiah 13:23-25   23 Can the Cushite change his skin, Or the leopard his spots? Just as much can you do good, Who are practiced in doing evil!  24 So I will scatter you like straw that flies Before the desert wind.  25 This shall be your lot, Your measured portion from Me -- declares the LORD. 

Question: The reason why Israel was punished, posits Jeremiah, was that they could not change. Because of this, the Jewish people were exiled and scattered. What can we do so that we don't share a similar fate of being "scattered" and separated from one another?  


