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Abstract
That'show itis. | givemy heart and they kick meinmy teeth.
—Malamud 365

The present paper seeksto situate the short story “Black IsMy Favourite
Colour” within the paradigm of peaceand conflict studies, betweenthe Jewish
Americansand theAfrican Americans. Indoing so, thearticlefirst strivesto
shed light on theinstances of conflict and resi stance between the Black and
the Jewish charactersin thestory; second, to analysetheformation of binaries
inthe story dueto the stereotypes associated with the Blacks and the Jews,
and due to the ways they perceived each other in the American land; and
third, to understand how the concept of intersubjectivity operatesin thetext,
that showsthepossibility of apeaceful co-existencefor thetwo racial groups
inAmerica

K eywor ds: African American, Jewish American, Conflict, Intersubjectivity,
Bernard Maamud.

Introduction

The United States of Americabecamethe unrivalled superpower after the
worldwarsand saw exponentia growth ineconomic and technologica sectors
basad on the economic basel eft after thewar. Thiswas unimaginablefor most
Americans, assomething likethis had not happened beforeor during thewar.
However, theracia discriminationinthe country remainedintact. The section
“Overview of the Post-War United States, 1945-1968" from the presentation
ontheU.S. Higtory Primary Source Timeline saysthat:

Theimageandredity of overal economic prosperity and theupward
mobility it provided for many white Americanswerenot |ost on
thosewho had largely been excluded from thefull meaning of the
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American Dream, both before and after thewar. Asaconsequence,
African Americans, Hispanic Americans, and American women
became more aggressiveintrying towin their full freedomsand
civil rightsasguaranteed by the Declaration of Independenceand
theU.S. Condtitution during the post-war era. (Library of Congress)

Americafromits nascencewasaland of indigenoustribes, but asthe
British colonial occupation started in North America, theland of the natives
was encroached and they were displaced or died of disease, and many were
killedinthe First IndianWar. The British brought Black peoplefromtheAfrican
subcontinent asdavesand indentured | aborersto theAmericanland. Savery
inAmericagtarted inthe 1600sand started devel oping aslaborerswere needed
for land cultivation, particularly for the production of tobacco and rice. Many
of the African Americans were the descendants of the Africanswho were
forced into davery after being captured during African warsand raids. They
were purchased and bought to Americaas part of theAtlantic davetrade.

The Jews, on the other hand, cameto the United States of Americafor
refuge, asthere were various antisemitic activities happening all acrossthe
world and especially in East European countrieslike Russiaduetothe Tsarist
rule, Germany dueto Hitler’ sfascism. Sincetimeimmemoria the Jewshave
been persecuted from their respective homel ands—starting from the holy land
of Israel, which led to theformation of the Jewish diaspora. Dueto theunsteady
immigration policiesof America, many Jewswere not allowed to enter the
country after a certain point. Those who had already entered the country
faced alot of issuesthat were common to immigrants, like assimilation and
gppropriationintotheAmerican cultureand theAmericanway of life, formation
of other branchesof Judaismfrom ultra-orthodox to religious, traditiond, and
secular, the East European Jews missing the shtetl life, et cetera. Many lives
wereruined and many suffered from severeidentity crisesafter leaving their
homelands. Inthebook They Left It All Behind: Trauma, Loss, and Memory
Among Eastern European Jewish Immigrantsand Their Children (2019),
the psychol ogical effectsof migration on European Jewry isbeing highlighted,
“For dl involuntary migrants, there are cumul ativelayersof trauma. Families
have wrenched apart as some stayed behind and otherswere scattered ina
Jewish diasporaacrosstheglobe’ (Hahn x).
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Boththe Blacksand Jewsbeing minorities had sympathy for each other,
though the Jews had it more because they realized that the Blacksare being
the scapegoat inthe American land, whilethe Jawswereleading abetter life.
Eric Sundquist in his book Srangers in the Land: Blacks, Jews, Post-
Holocaust America (2009), observesthat the moral obligation that the Jews
felt for the Blacksand vice versawas mostly acase of genuine compassion.
However, hea so saysthat their fellow fedling was sometimes|ooked at with
scrutiny, which had achance of perpetuating internd rifts.

As“America’sJews,” to citeaformulation that appearsover the
courseof thecentury, blackswerefar morelikely to bear the brunt
of raciam, afact that made Jews sympathetic to their predicament if
for no other reason than that it reminded them of the European
pogromsthey had escgped—and might faceonceagainintheUnited
Statesbut for the scapegoat provided by theAfrican American. If
blackswere America sJews, then Jewsneed not be. Alongsidethe
human bonds expressed often enoughin love, sexua passion, and
marriage, themoral obligation Jewsfelt toward blacks, and blacks
toward Jews, wasin each casesincerely rooted infaithand traditions
of compassion. That theoffer of brotherhood wasalso, at times, an
opportunistic meansfor Jewsto fight anti-Semitism and for blacks
to fight racism should hardly beasurprise. Evenitsmost ardent
proponentsrecognized that it wasat best an“ uneasy dliance,” one
bound to betempered by ambiva ence and sdlf-interest. (Sundquist
3

Though the issue of racia capitalism which led to Blacks being
scapegoated in Americacould belooked at asapossible hindrancein theway
of apotentia peaceful relationship between thesetwo groups. Ethan Goffman
observed in his book Imagining Each Other: Blacks and Jews in
Contemporary American Literature (2000) that Jews, being the ethnic group
inafavourableposition, had an even bigger obligation to emancipatethe Other
(here, the Blacks), and notesthere are chances of adialogue and an aliance
between thetworacial groups.

It was Jewswho first emphasi zed common festures between the
two groups, Jewswho initiated thealiance. Two factorsdirectly
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influenced thisundertaking. Firg, the surge of East European Jewish
immigrantsto America, beginning inthe 1880s, provided agroup
sympatheticto spurned outsiders. Second, theriseof anti-Semitism
inAmerican society followingWorldWer |, including such messures
as quotas and restricted social access, reveaed assimilation as
precarious and provoked acommon legal agendawith African
Americans. (Goffman4)

However, the main point of difference between the Blacksand Jewsin
Americaremained thefact that the Jews climbed up theladder in theeconomic
spherewnhilethe Blacksstagnated for years, aseven after davery wasabolished,
racia discrimination still continued inthe economic sphere. Thus, they kept
hating the Jawswho they perceived as\Whites.

Contextualizing Conflict

Thestory “Black IsMy Favourite Colour” revolvesaround the character
Nathan Lime, who wasaJewish manlivinginAmerica. Thestory, whichwas
writtenin 1963, wasthetime when the Black Power Movement wasgaining
momentum. It showshow Nathan strugglesthroughout hislifeashewashated
and wastreated badly by the Blacksfor being aJew. Instances of hisgetting
discriminated against by African Americansstarted in hischildhood when he
and hisfamily had moved to aBlack neighbourhood inthe Williamsburg Section
of Brooklynwherehefet quitelondly ashewasunabletofitin. ThereNathan
tried to befriend aBlack boy named Buster Wilson. Though they somehow
got aongfor awhile, Nathan realized that Buster did not want hisfriendship
andwasin fact aJew hater onefine day out of nowhere, Buster hit Nathan
and broke hisnose and also used racia dursagainst him.

Then therewasthe case of Charity Quietness, who wasthe domestic
hel p that worked at Nathan’shouse. ShewasaBlack lady who used to clean
Nathan’s place onceaweek when he had an off. Sheawayshad her breakfast
all by hersdlf, in the bathroom, though Nathan kept pursuing her to eat at the
tablewhere heate. Thisshowed theracismingrained deepin her mindwhich
governed theway she behaved around her White (Jewish) master. Then, inhis
youth, hefell inlovewith aBlack woman named OrnitaHarris, despitefacing
antisemitic trestment by the Blacks. Hisloveinterest MrsOrnitaHarriswasa
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widow who was not looking for lovefrom arandom stranger, let dloneaJew.

However, Nathan stayed steady in hiscourtship and soon thewoman asofell

inlovewith himbut their love could not materidize because of al thehindrances
they had to meet with for belonging to different racial communities. Thus, we
seethat evenif therewere some Blackswho would reciprocatetheir feglings
of loveand friendship, being afraid of the other Blacksand in solidarity with
them, they would d so distance themsel ves, which hgppensinthecaseof Ornita
Harris.

Theseingtancesfromthe story, when viewed from abroader perspective,
are an apt depiction of thetimewhenthe Blacksin Americafelt anintense
rage againgt the Jewsinthe country because of racia capitaism. Nancy Leong
inher articletitled“ Racid Capitalism” definesracia capitalism as*theprocess
of deriving valuefromtheracial identity of otherswhich harmstheindividuas
affected and society asawhol€’ (2). Thusthe BlacksinAmericawerehighly
dissatisfied with being pushed to the margins based ontheir skin colour. The
role of conflict in achieving peacewhichisproperly foregrounded here as
though the rel ationship that formed between Ornitaand Nathan was one of
love, it started with prej udice and conflict because Ornitawas not comfortable
befriending whitemen. Thusit can besaid thet conflict transformationintandem
with peacebuilding isathorough processthat wel comes conflict asapotentialy
positiveforce. Asaresult, it aimsto reduce violencewhilestriving for social
justice, wholesomeinterpersona relationships, and long-lasting peace. Along
theselinesistheideathat isbeing put forth inthearticle Rethinking Conflict:
ItsRolein Building Peace’:

Simply put, conflict inand of itself isneutral. Conflictisneither
intrinsically negative nor positive. In fact, how it plays out is
determined entirely by how itishandled—by theattitudesand skills
of thoseinvolved. Conflictisnot only inevitable, it isessential.
Throughout history and still today, conflict istheexpression of big
fault linesand the seed of big changesin our world. If weunderstand
that conflict can be managed without violence, and caninfact be
transformed into an engine of positive change, webeginto seehow
conflict can actually beacritical part of building peace. (Colgan, et
a)
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The master soryteller Bernard Maamud conveysthismessagethrough
the portrayal of the relationship between Ornita and Nathan, as their
disagreement during theinitial phaseof their rel ationship led to an even stronger
bond later, whichwasbecause Nathan did not giveup after their initia unfriendly
encounterswhich hislady friend found asan gppeding trait of agentleman and
her discomfort in befriending white men soon goesaway. EmmaFermaninthe
article” Shifting the Power: The Role of Women in Conflict Resolution and
Peacekeeping,” says that when women participate in the process of
peacebuilding and become negotiators, apeaceful solutionislikely tocome
out and last for alonger period of time. Inthisstory, it can be seen that the
Black women like Charity Quietness, Nathan’s domestic help who had
discomfort in eating at the sametable as him, and OrnitaHarris, hislove
interest, who at the beginning washesitant in even interacting with himfor his
being White, were at |east not physically aggressivewith him likethe Black
men who tried to kill him at his shop and those who tried to threaten and
humiliate OrnitaHarrisfor publicly roaming around with aJew. Thus, if looked
at from the gender perspective, it could be said that the Black woman did not
pose aphysical threat to him asthe Black men did, and this could possibly
lead to aharmoniousrel ationshi p between the two communities.

Thenew world after the Enlightenment of the 17th century wasonesuch
timewhen both the Jeaws and the Blacks experienced a“legalized form of
oppression” (Philipsonxvi). Talking about the dualism of the Enlightenment
age in the book The Identity Question: Blacks and Jews in Europe and
America (2000), Philipson notesthat:

Rather than congtituting an exception to Enlightenment discourse,
the paradox of adave owner penning theAmerican Declaration of
Independence perfectly expressed the dualism of the age. The
position of Blacksand Jewsin the New World was different, but
thelogic of proclaiming ademocratic republicwith legdized forms
of oppressiondrew only perfunctory comment in either Jeffersonian
Americaor Napoleonic France. (xvi)

Hefurther goesonto say how the experiencesof the Jewsand Blacksentering
thenew worldwerequitedifferent fromeach ather. “ UnlikeMary Antin, Africans
brought to North Americadid not liketheir journey acrossthe water to the
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Exodus. They cametorefer totheir transatl antic voyage asthe Middle Passage,
the second phase of their journey fromAfricato their place of servitude” (xvi).

To position and comprehend the conflictsbetween the Black characters
and Nathan (theonly Jewish character inthe tory), they have been categorized
into binary oppositionsasit can be seen that theformation of many binarisms
between the Blacks and Nathan, keepsincreasing theresi stance and tension
between them. One of thebinary oppositionsis*Intoleranceor Tolerance.” In
thisstory, it can be seen that Nathan never discriminated against Blacks. All
thetimesthat he had to deal with African American people, hewaspatient and
optimigtic. Ontheother hand, all the Black charactersin the story havetried
to break his hope of a peaceful co-existence. His patience was taken for
passvity whichinaway alowed the hostile Blacksto becomeaggressivewith
him. Then thereisthe binary opposition of “Businessman or Goons.” The
story again putsforth the stereotype of Jewish businessmen and Black goons,
wherein it wasshown that Nathan, theliquor dealer in Harlem, wasmet with
constant resi stance by the Negrosfor pursuing an African American woman
to be his partner, and they displayed muscle power to dominate over his
financial power by beating him at two instancesin the duration of thestory.

Thenthereisthebinarism of “ Sengitive or Stoic.” Thestory showsthat
Nathan was an empath and asensitive person. In his childhood when he saw
hisBlack friend Buster Wilson'sfather bleeding from hisnoseafter afight, he
felt sck at thesight of it and ran home, while Buster kept watching without any
expression, which portrayed the cold attitude of African Americansand the
emotiondlity of JewishAmericans. It dsoforegroundsthestereotypethat Blacks
usudly get into fightsand areimpulsive creatureswhilethe Jewsaretol erant
andrationd.

Another binary opposition that isforegroundedinthestory is“ Refined
or Crude.” Inthe story, it isshown that the Black men who harm Nathan,
alwaysa so used offensive language whichisfull of antisemitic comments.
They evenused offensvelanguagetargeting the Black lady OrnitaHarriswhen
they saw her with thewnhite man Nathan, asthey not only did not support but
wered so threatened by theideaof assimilation of the Blacksinto Whitesand
witnessing thelove affair between aBlack and aWhitefilled them with the
need to intervene and prevent such cases. However, there were al so other
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Blacks, likethosethat worked at Nathan's store and Charity Quietness, his
domestic help, who treated him with civility and respect. Soit canbeinferred
that the Blacks only or mostly talked to the Jewswith respect if they had
Jewish masters or ownerslike in the case of Charity Quietnessor if they
bel onged to awel | enough economically strong background likeinthe case of
MrsOrnitaHarris. Thusinal these cases, we seethat the economic disparity
playsahugerolein cresting conflicts between Blacksand Nathan.

I nter subj ectivity asa Peace-M aking Tool

I ntersubjectivity isdefined asthe sharing of different perspectivesof different
peoplewhichisfacilitated by empathy. Empathy happenswhen oneputsonesdf
inthe situation of the other and triesto feel what the other could befeeling.
Though every human beingisinherently capable of being empathetic, it takes
choiceand intent to be so. Inthe case of intersubjectivity, itisthisfeding that
we havefor the other by bringing in other’s perspectivesinto one'slife. The
articletitled“ Merleau-Ponty’ s Concept of Intersubjectivity: A Notion Reflected
Withinthe Modern Democratic Society” pointsout that “ political philosophy
requiresaparadigm shift from subjectivity to theintersubjective dimension of
subjectivity in order to achieve decency and dignity of ingtitutionsand human
relations’ (Bulatovic). Theconcept of intersubjectivity hasto dowiththismentd
ability powered by extremesocia responghility, socia cognition, and emotiona
intelligence. It hasvaried applications across variousdisciplines. Likein
Philosophy, intersubjectivity or mainly intersubjectivism helpsoneto reach
closetothe objectivetruth. Hereintersubjectivity happenswhen peoplecan
readily or with some effort, suspend their thinking and become open to the
variousopinionsthat othersmay have.

Whileinthefield of Psychology (Robert Stolorow), the application of
intersubjectivity islooked at from the perspective of trying to know themind
of the other with theincorporation of theorieslike simulation theory, theory-
theory, andinteraction theory. At the core of thefunctioning of intersubjectivity
inPsychology istheideathat being affected by the other person’ssufferingsor
thoughtsdoesnot dwaysinvolvediaogue. It can aso happen when oneshares
space and close proximity with someone and noticesthe other and graspsthe
physical and mental statethat the other isin. Allowing the other’sbeingto
affect one’'sown being ishow intersubjectivity happensin Psychology. It also
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hasapplicationsin Phenomenol ogy (Edmund Husserl), Anthropol ogy (George
Herbert Mead), Sociology (Alfred Schutz), and Communication Studies
(Jurgen Habermas). However, in thisstory, Malamud could be said to have
incorporated the psychological approaches to and applications of
intersubjectivity.
Bernard Maamud inhisworks, depictsthelife of Americanspost World
War 2. However, unlike most post-war American writerswho tal ked about
thedisillusionment and moral crisisthat was an outcome of the catastrophic
wars, theensuing ennui, agenera stateof distrust, cynicism, and absurdismas
the gpocalypsehad unfolded, and everyonefdt that they werelivingin dystopic
times, Maamud talked about hope. Whilewriterslike K urt Vonnegut, Joseph
Héller, and Norman Mailer talked about the military occupationin America;
thoselike Thomas Pynchon, and Don DeL.illo came up with various conspiracy
theoriesabout eventsof the padt thet till held relevant and about the postmodern
criss, thoselike JD Sdlinger, Arthur Miller talked about coming of ageissues,
theturning of the American man asaphoney human chasing theAmerican
Dream, then there were the writers like Grace Paley, Philip Roth, Isaac
Bashevis Singer, Saul Bellow and Bernard Maamud who wrote about the
human condition with humor and forgiveness. In Maamud sworks, we see
thoseraremomentswherethe collective painisfelt, and the sdf and the other(s)
share meaningful moments based on intersubjectivity. In the book Jewish
American Literature since 1945: An Introduction (1999), Stephen Wade
sys
What wefindin hisworksarestoriesof ordinary livesand ordinary
men and women. Mostly troubled menwith an ethical crisisor a
humanitarian leaning. There are characterswho are scared of the
impending doom asif they’ recertain of it to happen. Hisfictiona
charactersarethe ones, wholiketherest of the peopleof theworld,
fadeinto anonymity. But, then again, Maamudisdifferent fromhis
contemporariesinthe sensethat what he offersisamanwithanew
and empatheticvision. (64)

Thewriter Bernard Madamud showshow intersubjectivity actsasapeace-
making tool inthisstory, asit bringsintheposs bility of there being harmony
amongst theracidly different characters, at least to someextent. It canbesaid
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that in the story Nathan Lime practicesintersubjectivity, which allowsthe
possibility of the maintenance of peace and harmony between the Blacksand
himif not completely resolving dl causesof conflict between them.

Casesof intersubjectivity in the story can be seen when Nathan Lime
faced racid discrimination by hisfriend Buster Wilson, and heremained calm
and reflected upon the situation, trying to figure out what might haveled to
such intenseragein the boy who he had been trying to befriend. Evenwhile
dealing with hisBlack domestic help Charity Quietness, when shedid not Sit
with him at the sametableto eat, he kept pursuing her and she continued to
eat by herself inthe bathroom, he offered her to eat alone at thetable asit
became clear to himthat shefelt uncomfortabl e eating with him. Thushereit
can be seen how he empathizeswith her and offersasolution that would a so
keep her dignity intact. Also, at thetimewhen Nathan gets beaten up by the
Black people who attack him and Ms Ornita Harris when they are at the
subway while coming back from dinner, hedid not resort to violent techniques
and rather tried to calmly handle the situation. However, at the end of the
scuffle, hisBlack girlfriend broke off with him as she did not want to attract
any more attention to herself. Though Ornita’sfamily was not against her
relationship with Nathan, the other Blacks could not |et the couplelivein
peace asthey could not forget the systemic violence perpetuated on them by
the Whites and they percelved the Jews as Whites. Even here we see how
Nathan after all hiseffortsfailed, let go of thewoman hewasdeeply inlove
with because morethan the companionship, hecared for her safety and mental
well-baing.

Indl these Situationsin the story, Nathan practicesintersubjectivity ashe
triesto understand the perspective of peoplewho hate him and doesnot spew
hatein the process. Hisacts of friendship and kindnesswithout any ulterior
motivego aongthelinesof Martin Buber’sphilosophy of “1 and Thou” which
wasproposed inhisbook | and Thou (1937), wasthekind of intersubjectivity
that was propounded by Buber. According to Buber, I-Thou and I-1tisthe
two-fold attitude of human subjectsand thetwo-fold structure of theworld it
createsasaresult of such an orientation-l oriented to Thou and | oriented to
It. Thedifferenceisthat thel-It relationship isobjectifying and the [-Thou
relationship entailsamutual relationship. Thel-Thou concept by Buber fits
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into thisnarrativewherein aJewish American manisawaysat the service of
the African Americans and does not hold any bias against them even after
facingracia discrimination. Hetriesto think fromthe other’ s perspective, not
tojustify their actions but to reason out the method in the madness.

Conclusion

Theapproach that the paper had whileincorporating binary oppositionsinthis
story emphasizesthe difference between how the oppositions are perceived,
asabinary opposition can be perceived in two ways-aseither/or (like good/
bad) and as acomparison between two opposite terms (like good vs bad).
VeronicaYatesin her article” The Damageof Binary Thinking” impliesthatitis
not binary formation but astrict adherenceto binary oppositionswhich leads
to thekind of thinking where onesideisgiven preference over the other and
thus causesviolence, and dehumanization. The paper also showsthat itisthe
comparison that perpetuates hate and not the mere presence of differences,
whichisinfactinevitable and important. The Jewsand Blacksfaced both
harmony and chaosin the American land but saw in each other astranger, as
Eric Sundquist explainsin theintroduction of hisbook SrangersintheLand:
Blacks, Jews, Post-Holocaust America (2009):

title meant to capture thisintermixture of empathy, anxiety, and
hostility, comesfromthefamiliar scriptureof Leviticus19:34, “But
the stranger that dwelleth with you shall be unto you asoneborn
among you, and thou shdt lovehim asthysdf; for yewerestrangers
intheland of Egypt.” Jewsand blackswereboth “ strangersinthe
land” of America, yet they experienced very differently, if sometimes
pardld, dynamicsof exclusonandinclusonwhile*dwelingwith”

the dominant white, gentileculture. By virtueof being or becoming
“white,” Jews, even recent immigrants, might more quickly be
accepted “ asoneborn among” other Americans, but Judaism and
Jewishnesswould still set them apart. By virtue of being usually
Christian and often generations-long residents, blacksmight lay a
stronger claimto being “asonebornamong” other Americans, but
their beginningsindavery and their blacknesswould till set them
apart. Jews contempl ating blacks and blacks contemplating Jews
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werecalled upon to see“the stranger that dwellethwithyou” ina
mirror imagethat madeit at once easy and hardto “love him as
thysdf.” (4)

Thepaper madeattemptsto put forth thereasonsthat had ignited animosity
inthe hearts of the Blacksin Americaagainst the Jawsand how strained their
rel ationship had becomeby the 1960s, i.e., during the Black Power Movement.
It al so showed momentsof aliance and genuinerel ationshipsbetween thetwo
different racid groups, whichwasapossibility only whenintersubjectivity took
place.
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