Is Whoopie Goldberg black?  Are Jews white?  What is Race, and why was Whoopie Suspended from The View?  
The text of a podcast on Stocktonafterclass, February 11, 2022

This is Ron Stockton 

 It is February 11, 2022 and Whoopie Goldberg has been suspended for two weeks from The View.  So what is The View and what was Whoopie’s offense?  Well, The View is a very popular morning show on ABC in which five women with strong opinions discuss issues. Often several are talking at once.  It is a bit like a high-octane Kaffeeklatch.  Whoopie is a regular host. 

And what was her offense?  
During a discussion of the holocaust-themed graphic  novel Maus, which had been removed from a junior high school curriculum in eastern Tennessee,  Whoopie complained that the removal was because of nudity and bad language.  (Note:  Art Spiegelman, who wrote Maus about his parents experiences in Auschwitz, said in a public discussion in Chattanooga that he agreed that this should not be assigned to junior high students.  He thought college would be better.  “School Board.  I am with you,” he said).  

Whoopie continued:: 
"Personally, I'm shocked because given the story of 'Maus,' I'm surprised that that's what made you uncomfortable — the fact that there was some nudity. It's about the Holocaust — the killing of 6 million people."

As the women continued to discuss book banning, critical race theory, and related topics, Whoopie plunged back in: 
"If you're going to do this, then let's be truthful about it, because the Holocaust isn't about race. It's not about race. It's about man's inhumanity to man. That's what it's about.”  When another panelist said it was about “white supremacy.. and going after Jews and gypsies and Roma” Goldie said it was about "two white groups of people.  The minute you turn it into race, it goes down this alley. Let's talk about it for what it is — it's how people treat each other. It's a problem. It doesn't matter if you're Black or white because Black, white, Jews — everybody."

On “The Late Show With Stephen Colbert” Whoopie doubled down.  She said that the Nazis “had issues with ethnicity, not with race, because most of the Nazis were white people, and most of the people they were attacking were white people. So, to me, I’m thinking, ‘How can you say it’s about race if you are fighting each other?’” 
Whoopie seemed to be thinking of “race” in terms of color. 
The head of the Anti-Defamation League, Jonathan Greenblat,  reacted quickly:

“No @WhoopiGoldberg, the #Holocaust was about the Nazi’s systematic annihilation of the Jewish people — who they deemed to be an inferior race.” He added that while Whoopie was not an anti-Semite, she had caused hurt: 
Immediately, a host of prominent people – some thoughtful, some not -- chimed in. The Holocaust Memorial Museum affirmed that “Racism was central to Nazi ideology. Jews were not defined by religion, but by race. Nazi racist beliefs fueled genocide and mass murder.” Sarah Silverman, the comedian who specializes in outrageous comments, defended her.  “It’s about semantics.”  Mayim Bialek, of Big Bang Theory fame, had a different perspective. “The holocaust is not just about Jews and it’s not about race.  It is about the things humans do to each other.”  The Jerusalem Post  ran an opinion piece calling for Whoopie to be fired.  

Whoopie invited Greenblatt to “The View” for the next day.  She opened the program by repeating an apology she had issued on social media: 

 "Yesterday on our show, I misspoke. I tweeted about it last night but I want you to hear it from me directly. I said something that I feel a responsibility for not leaving unexamined, because my words upset so many people, which was never my intention. I understand why now, and for that I am deeply, deeply grateful because the information I got was really helpful, and it helped me understand some different things. I said the Holocaust wasn't about race and was instead about man's inhumanity to man, but it is indeed about race because Hitler and the Nazis considered Jews to be an inferior race. Now, words matter and mine are no exception. I regret my comments, as I said, and I stand corrected. I also stand with the Jewish people as they know and y'all know, because I've always done that."

Greenblatt said that while Whoopie was not an anti-Semite, she had caused hurt.  “Well, Whoopi, there’s no question that the Holocaust was about race. That’s how the Nazis saw it as they perpetrated the systematic annihilation of the Jewish people. … You see, Hitler’s ideology, the Third Reich, was predicated on the idea that the Aryans, the Germans, were a ‘master race,’ and the Jews were a subhuman race. It was racialized antisemitism.”  He also accepted Whoopie’s apology, noting that “we’re all capable of mistakes. And if you apologize sincerely, there’s an opportunity for repentance.” 

Surprisingly, or perhaps not, the head of ABC, Kim Godwin,  herself an African-American, was not satisfied.  She suspended Whoopie from the program:  

“Effective immediately, I am suspending Whoopi Goldberg for two weeks for her wrong and hurtful comments.  While Whoopi has apologized, I've asked her to take time to reflect and learn about the impact of her comments. The entire ABC News organization stands in solidarity with our Jewish colleagues, friends, family and communities."

This controversy sounds to me like a ratings booster, but Goodwin must have seen it differently.  She sounded a bit like Cardinal Ratzinger in the 1990s silencing a dissident priest or a theologian because of flawed teaching.  “Go.  And for the time of your sentence do not write or speak.”  Hmm.  Does the head of ABC think of herself as a Vatican cardinal? 
OK.  Let’s move on.  I always told students that precise definitions are necessary to discuss difficult topics.  Before we look at the implications of this incident, let’s check on exactly how the word race is defined.  There is definitely a context to this term.  Historically, race was often used interchangeably with ethnic group.  For example, I have read in historic American documents references to “the Presbyterian race.”  After all, they were from a place, shared a religion, and an identity.  Likewise, the Irish and Poles and Dutch were “races.” But that was before the Americans and the Nazis turned the word into something very different, something having to do with physical traits. 

In more recent times, there are two standard international definitions, and then the ADL’s own effort.  Or should I say efforts, because there were more than one.  
In 1969 the International Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Racial Discrimination offered a definition of racism as 
“... any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on race, colour, descent, or national or ethnic origin which has the purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural or any other field of public life.”
Ah, ethnic and national groups are included in the fight against racism.  Hmm.  
Then in 1978 UNESCO added its own definition, specifically including apartheid in South Africa as an example.  (Note that my podcast on F. W. De Klerk discusses this conceptt). 

This is a bit long.  Please listen carefully. 
“Any theory which involves the claim that racial or ethnic groups are inherently superior or inferior, thus implying that some would be entitled to dominate or eliminate others, presumed to be inferior, or which bases value judgements on racial differentiation, has no scientific foundation and is contrary to the moral and ethical principles of humanity. 

“Racism includes racist ideologies, prejudiced attitudes, discriminatory behaviour, structural arrangements and institutionalized practices resulting in racial inequality as well as the fallacious notion that discriminatory relations between groups are morally and scientifically justifiable; it is reflected in discriminatory provisions in legislation or regulations and discriminatory practices as well as in anti-social beliefs and acts; it hinders the development of its victims, perverts those who practise it, divides nations internally, impedes international co-operation and gives rise to political tensions between peoples; it is contrary to the fundamental principles of international law and, consequently, seriously disturbs international peace and security. Racial prejudice, historically linked with inequalities in power, reinforced by economic and social differences between individuals and groups, and still seeking today to justify such inequalities, is totally without justification.”
The ADL, identifying itself as a major civil rights group, had its own definition, which prevailed until July, 2020:  They saw racism as ”the belief that a particular race is superior or inferior to another, that a person’s social and moral traits are predetermined by his or her inborn biological characteristics.” Racism is “the hatred of one person by another — or the belief that another person is less than human — because of skin color, language, customs, place of birth or any factor that supposedly reveals the basic nature of that person.” 

But then, in July, 2020 the ADL produced a new definition focusing upon  “the marginalization and/or oppression of people of color based on a socially constructed racial hierarchy that privileges white people.”  One critic called this a “woke” definition that excludes anti-Semitism.  
Then in the wake of the Goldberg controversy, he ADL changed its  definition once again.  

“Racism occurs when individuals or institutions show more favorable evaluation or treatment of an individual or group based on race or ethnicity.” 

Does all this shifting back and forth sound a bit like bumping into chairs in the dark?  Well, let’s look at that. 
My time in Africa gave me some new insights into issues of  identity and of what we call “race”  One of my insights was that in the all-white county where I grew up in the 1950s, there were only two races, white and black.  And I had never met a Black person until I went to college and had two Black housemates.  
Of course, there were groups other than Blacks and whites, Chinese and Mexicans for example,  but they were peripheral. And in that world, where close to 90% of all Americans were considered white, I was not white.  Black people were black but I was not white.  I was just myself.  But then when I got to Kenya suddenly the situation reversed.  Suddenly I was white but the Kenyans were not black.  They were just themselves.  It was really strange, to change categories.  It reminds me of that incident in the wonderful book Amerikanah by Chimamande Ngozi Adichie.  (If you haven’t read it, you should do so at the earliest opportunity).  In the book, the Nigerian heroine, living in America, decides to return to Nigeria.  As she puts it, she is looking forward to no longer being Black.  Obviously you are only Black in a place where most people are not Black, and where white people have a concept of Blackness.  In Nigeria, she wass just another person.  

To Kenyans, white people were called Mzungu.  The root of that word was kuzunguka, to meander, the way a stream does.  The point was that we Mzungus had wandered around and were out of place.  In English, Kenyans called us Europeans.  I always wanted to say, “I am not a European!  I am an American.  Have you never heard of the American revolution?”  But the fact was, they had it right.  We were Europeans, or as Americans might say, Westerners.  In fact, my fellow teacher Chuck, who was from Harlem, was also white.  Once someone called him a Mzungu and he objected, ‘Look at this,” he said, pointing to his skin.  Is that white?”  His Kenya friend said, “I know that.  You are an mzumgu but an mzungu mweusi (a black white man). Disorienting as it may be, it is hard to argue with that point.  And my friend Jim, who was Chinese-American and worked in the U. S. embassy, was also an Mzungu.  

Mzungu was really a part of a cultural system and a power structure.  We were a part of Western civilization, whatever that meant.  We had certain values and ways of thinking that made us different from Kenyans.  Moreover, we had powerful states behind us.  If there had been an anti-white uprising  in Kenya, which never happened, we knew that there would be a rescue operation to extract us.  And if we got locked up unjustly, we knew the American Embassy would step into get us released.  We were protected.  Kenyans had no such protections. 

Of course, there were internal differentiations among us mzungus.  We were British, and German, and Swedish, and Italian and American.  And back in our own countries, we were internally differentiated in many different ways, including ethnicity, class, and religion.  But in a foreign land, we were a category, all a part of that vast power structure that dominated the world.  And after all, Kenyans spoke our language. And what greater power is there than that?  As one of my British friends said, half in jest, “I don’t learn other languages.  Other people learn my language.” 

White was a lot more than skin color or religion or ethnic ancestry. It was integrally linked to power.  
So what does “race” mean in that context?  It gets a bit muddled. 

Maybe from living in Africa, or maybe from being aware of my racist heritage, or maybe from teaching about ethnic conflict in my classes I have spent a lot of time thinking about this topic. 
In teaching a unit on African-American politics, I  conceptualized Blacks as an ethnic group rather than as a racial group.  This was a bit strange, to tell students, we are going to start a unit on Black politics in America but we are not going to mention the words race or racism.  We are going to look at African-Americans as a ehnic group comparable to Mexican-Americans or Asian-Americans or Arab-Americans.  One advantage is that such an approach opens up a whole body of rich literature and concepts and avoids bizarre arguments about things like “reverse racism.”  It also puts the focus upon political struggle, which is what political scientists study.  

The fact is, I don’t have any final answers, but I have quite a few thoughts, and experiences I want to share. 

I can see why Jews might wants to disassociate themselves from being white  To borrow from Ricky Ricardo, Lucy’s husband in the 1950s, white people “have a lot of splainin’ to do.”  For 400 years white people spread their power and their economy, their laws, their political systems, and their values out of Europe and around the world.  They also spread their  populations around. They captured and colonized whole continents (including North America and Australia), seized the land and  displaced local peoples, often exterminating them.  They captured millions of Africans and transported them with extreme violence into the Western Hemisphere to be turned into subject workers, treated with exceptional cruelty.  The British historian Niall Ferguson wrote a book on the British empire that had a chapter entitled “The White Plague.” It discussed those places where people had done exactly those things, the U. S., Canada, Australia, New Zealand. And we might note the failed efforts in Algeria and elsewhere.  Interestingly, Ferguson does not mention Israel, even in a footnote.  
I know.  I know. Stop being defensive. No one is responsible for what their ancestors did.  But if they created structures and categories that still exist we should at least reflect on those realities.  And why is it that within my own country, I am white, while my Scots-Irish ancestors in the 1700s were among the lowest of the low, back in Northern Ireland where they originated, and also in America where they landed?  How did that transformation happen?  
Ok.  Let’s take a breath here and try to extract some sense from this Whoopie thing.  

Let’s be honest.  This is not a good time for American Jews, or for Israelis for that matter.  In one sense it is a Golden Age for them.  They are successful and prominent and wealthy.  They make significant contributions to this land.  Good job! 

But in the last few years there have been at least three deadly attacks on synagogues, not to mention a  terrifying incident recently in which a mentally ill Muslim took a rabbi and three members hostage.  There are organized white nationalist groups in the country targeting Jews as enemies of the nation. [My podcast on The Replacement Wars and Violent White Nationalism discusses these incidents and the rationale behind them]. Moreover, there was a new Amnesty International report on the Israeli occupation and domination of the Palestinian West Bank that declared Israeli policy to be a form of “apartheid.”  There was also a bad history of ideological confrontations between Blacks and Jews dating to the 1990s.  This had been quite disturbing, with both sides claiming to be the victims of the others.  This produced a surprising reaction among some Jews.  I was on a panel on my campus a while ago, sharing the stage with the local ADL head.  The ADL had been referring for some time about Black racist “attacks on Jews and whites.”  She – the ADL head --  went a step further and specifically said, “Jews are not white.”  This was stunning, given the centuries-long effort of Jews to be included in the “white” category. 

An African-American in the audience disagreed with the ADL statement.  And a highly-esteemed Jewish colleague whispered to me simply, “She is wrong.” 
This is a messy issue, not the least in terms of defining words.  I have colleagues on campus who insist, very emphatically, that race is not real, that it is an “ideological construct,”  i.e., it exists in the minds of individuals and power structures but is not a scientifically meaningful term.  And the reality is that our identity categories are often imposed on us by society.  Why in the world is someone with pale, even ivory skin, considered African-American?  (I am thinking of a  colleague on  a different campus).  In 2020, the U.S. census had categories of “more than one race” and “other” specifically  to accommodate people with mixed backgrounds. This reminds me of that old Irish song about the confused young Irishman lamenting  that “Mama was orange and daddy was Green.”  Power and history may define our categories, even if we do not like what they have told us, but at times history and human reality diverge.  Maybe we are finally recognizing the limits of the old slave-era rule that anyone with any identifiable African blood is by definition Black?  
And all Jews are not always on the same page on these issues  A poll by PEW, the excellent research organization, found just two years ago that 92% of American Jews considered themselves white.  Where does that statistic leave the person on my panel who appears to think of Jews as a category somehow racially different from whites?  Conceptually, this is a mess. 

I once plunged into a study of 1700s frontier violence. In one important book I came across a shocking comment. The author said that in the 1750s there were no white people in America.  I was taken aback.  What did the author mean, that there were no white people in America in the 1750s?  Of course, there were white people in America in the 1750s.   But the author explained that people from Europe, the dominant population and the rulers of the land,  were very different from each other and did not share an identity.  The Scots and the English and the Germans and the Dutch and the Irish tended to live in different places and to have different organizations and to have different religions and to have different identities.  
According to this author, it was the violent clashes on the frontier with native resistance forces  that produced a sense of shared identity.  And that identity category was “white.”  Ironically, that process also produced a sense of mutual toleration based on the fact that white people, as they were increasingly called, had to support each other and could not afford the luxury of religious or ethnic bigotry. 
That observation, which I discussed in a conference paper, gave me an insight that surprised me.  I realized that there are two historic sources of what we might call racist attitudes in this country.  We often think that racism grew out of slavery in the South, and that is certainly true.  In many ways we have not gotten beyond that ante-bellum thinking. But slave era thinking focused upon inferior people who were simple minded, not sexually responsible, without real culture and violent in their personal lives.  But there was another source of racial thinking, that being the eighteenth century frontier and clashes between white settlers and Native American soldiers.  There the enemy was powerful, disciplined, courageous, and dangerous.  Think of how anti-Black and anti-Muslim hostilities manifest themselves differently.  This topic is very complex. 
But back to the ADL.  They have perceived their mission not only to defend American Jews from domestic anti-Semitism but also to defend the state of Israel.  In fact, they have developed a way of thinking that sees domestic anti-Semitism and criticism of Israel as two sides of the same coin.  They are particularly concerned that their traditional allies within the Democratic Party are being faced with an emerging reality.  Younger people and African-Americans are increasingly seeing Israeli within a framework of racial injustice.  Just as whites in South Africa kept non-whites under their control through the apartheid system, likewise Israelis are keeping Palestinians under their control through their occupation of Palestinians lands.  Just weeks before the Whoopie controversy, Amnesty International issued a major report drawing parallels between South African apartheid and  Israeli policies, both domestically and in the occupied territories.  This produced a furious response from the ADL and others trying to defend Israel’s image.  They typically described such views as anti-Semitic and said they were efforts to delegitimize Israel and ultimately even to compromise the very survival of the state. 

In her appearance on Colbert, Whoopie noted that monuments to the Holocaust seldom mention the Black people targeted by that process.  She said that if she and a Jewish friend were walking down the street and were suddenly confronted by the Ku Klux Klan, she would run because she knew she would be targeted, but her Jewish friend might well be spared because he was white. 

Daniella Greenbaum, a  past producer of The View wrote in the Washington Post about the danger of shifting Jews from a vulnerable category into a category of power.  She said that Whoopie’s observations “reflect  a disturbing ideology that… tries to turn Jews into White people, that tries to erase Jewish vulnerability and oppression, to squeeze Jews who have light skin into modern American categories of race and ethnicity, and which also typically categorizes the hatred against them into American considerations of what racism looks like”.

When Whoopie described Jews as “white,” she stepped into a mine field. 

Before we finish up, let me just say some things for myself.  

First, regarding the Holocaust, there is no doubt that the Nazis used bizarre racial thinking that saw Jews as a physically distinct branch of humanity.  This was a form of racial anti-Semitism less common in the U.S. than in Europe.  A Jew who converted to Catholicism would not be spared the death camps.  On this point, the ADL was right and Whoopie was wrong.  But as Franz Fanon, the famous Black revolutionary intellectual put it, “Whites hate Hitler because he did to white people what white people did to Black people.”  Ouch! 

Perhaps we could help clarify the issue if we see racial thinking in terms of the dominant group and subject group.  They do not have to think the same way.  Jews were more likely to think of themselves as a religious category or an ethnic category or a national category.  [The idea of Jews as a national people is known as Zionism.  My podcast on Herzl discusses this idea]. 

But that Jewish way of thinking was not how Nazis thought. 

Second, I am exceptionally concerned about the security of Jews in this country.  Others are also vulnerable – African-Americans and Muslims in particular --  but we are here discussing Jews. And for the first time in my career, I think they are exposed to more than just derogatory comments or personal discrimination.  I do not fear another Holocaust involving mass exterminations, as the ADL head suggests in his new book title, “It Could Happen Here.” I know that title sounds a bit inflammatory, but I know from personal experience that that is how some people think.  Rhetoric aside, the reality is that violent attacks on Jewish sites are increasingly common.  
Third,  Whoopie’s views were flawed but she  seemed to be speaking without malice, and she has a long history of being friendly to Jews.  So, why did she have to apologize? This tendency for people to be “hurt” and to demand apologies seems more a king-of-the-hill power game than any effort to a affirm a shared identity.  And I can’t help noting that Whoopie’s suspension came on February 1, the first day of Black  History Month.  Let me just say that the discussion of racial issues is very complex and very difficult.  It is very hard to discuss  without having it escalate.  I have seen this more than once.  And the fact is that white people and Black people have really, really different views on race and racism.  Many African-Americans see Jews as a part of the white power structure in this country.  I think we white people, especially those in positions of power or influence, need to be cautious and restrained, rather than aggressive and self-righteous, when we hear something about race that we don’t like.   

And let me quote someone from Sharon’s Table, an African-American women’s discussion group.  “Corporations have such clarity about punishment for Black people but not such clarity for others.  There is definitely a double standard at work.”  Indeed. 
Fourth, I have dealt with far more difficult situations than this one. If Whoopie had been a student in my class, she would not have been suspended or silenced or reprimanded.  She certainly would not have been told to apologize.  If someone had said they were “hurt,” I would said I understand but would have reminded them that on the first day of class we had discussed the Rules of Good Studenting (there is a podcast on these Rules).  And that those Rules point out that students are certain to encounter ideas they do not like.  Their obligation is to understand those views so well that they can explain them to the satisfaction of someone who holds them.  Until that point, they do not understand them well enough to know if they agree or disagree.  I seriously doubt that many of Whoopie’s critics could have met that standard. 

And, in the classroom, we would have treated Whoopie’s comments with respect, but as something that deserved discussion.  It is what we faculty would call “a teachable moment.” I see a problem with suspending a respected and thoughtful Black female for controversial statements on race made in a discussion group on the eve of Black History Month.  

Fifth,  I have a prediction.  It will be a long time before The View discusses the structural roots of racial injustice or the efforts of African-Americans to confront those impediments. 
Finally, just to set the record straight, Whoopie Goldberg  is not Jewish.  That is a stage name.  She was originally a stand-up comedian who took Whoopie from the whoopie cushion, because people always laugh when they hear the word whoopie.  Goldberg was chosen because it had a Jewish sound that would make her distinctive and memorable. 

And as a parting thought  let me commend to you the advice of Paul of Tarsus to his young friend Timothy: “Dispute not over words, which is useless and leads to the ruin of listeners.” 
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