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On the ‘identity carousel’: Jewish women in Post-war Britain


Abstract

The paper proposed here will focus on the lives of Jewish women in contemporary Britain in the context of non-gendered accounts of Anglo-Jewish history and historical research that have documented key transformations in the lives of women in Britain over the last century. 

Themes explored and developed will provide the background for a forthcoming project of feminist oral history research with Jewish women. The utility of this approach is highlighted by the feminist historian Joan Sangster who notes that:

	Asking why and how women explain, rationalise and make sense of their past offers insight into the social and material framework within which they operated, the perceived choices and cultural patterns they face and the complex relationship between individual consciousness and culture (p.6).

This methodology developed out of growing awareness during the New Wave feminism of the 1970s that dominant historical discourses were male-centric and defined by men. Since then, historians have sought to acknowledge gender difference and highlight changes in women’s lives.  Significant developments have taken place in women’s lives in Britain during the last century, with many of the goals of 19th century feminism having been achieved. These include the removal of formal barriers to gender equality, the achievement of rights to employment and educational opportunities and entry to occupations that were effectively barred from women (Bruley 1999). By the end of the 20th century, however, women continued to face huge disadvantages. They still faced difficulties translating educational achievement into the workplace, were much more likely than men to live in poverty and their work in the sex industry had increased. Gender inequality has indeed persisted into the 21st Century and owing to its longevity has been termed a ‘durable inequality’ resistant to social policy intervention (Katz et al 2005, quoted in Kelly 2005).

While all women experience discrimination, it is important to note that not all women are oppressed and marginalised in the same way and as Abdo (2011) points out, women are not only gendered but racialized, classed and ethnicised. One area in which this plays out is in women’s experiences of the workplace. Work organisations are microcosms of the wider society and institutional dynamics frequently mirror social structures, beliefs and tensions reflected in differential outcomes for individuals based on various aspects of their identity including their gender, race and class (Acker 1990). Much research in the last decade has shown, for example, how advantage and disadvantage are reflected in British higher education on account of disability, class, race, gender and other factors, giving rise to differential outcomes in such domains as educational access and achievement, career trajectories and academic publication (Özbilgin 2009, Bebbington and Özbilgin 2013).

With regard to race, much of the analysis in Britain has focused on Black, Asian and Minority groups, a major theme, as highlighted above, being educational and occupational underachievement. While these are clearly important areas to investigate it is notable that Jewish people are rarely mentioned within discourses  surrounding minority ethnic groups and questions of race and racism. This is in spite of historical evidence that British Jews have experienced discrimination at various points in their history including being excluded from entering universities, subjected to immigration control and racist denigration and even, in the 13th Century, total expulsion (Rubenstein 1994). In addition, there appears to have been a rise in the incidence of anti-Semitic attacks in the UK (Booth 2015).

The motivation for carrying out this research is partly personal. I am of mixed ethno-religious heritage, with a mother born in Britain of East-European Jewish descent and a Polish Catholic father who came to Britain at the end of World War II. I have to confess to only recently developing an interest in Jewish history, having experienced an almost entirely Anglocentric curriculum even though I attended a large multiethnic, multireligious comprehensive school in North London.  My interest in Jewish history may also have been heightened by the on-going conflict in the Middle East, with Jews living in the Diaspora  becoming increasingly drawn into debates around the Israel/Palestinian conflict.  For a generation trying to make sense of the near annihilation of European Jewry in World War II and the ongoing violence and destruction in Israel, the term ‘identity carousel’ seems a relevant metaphor to describe how some of must feel. Natasha Roth describes a feeling of being on  ‘the dizzying identity carousel’ (Roth 2015) in which she  witnessed the shooting of a Palestinian teenager by the Israeli army on the West Bank and two days later found herself at a memorial service in Vienna held in honour of relatives who died in the Holocaust.

A key theme of the forthcoming research will be to explore this contradictory and catastrophic series of events through a multivocalic hearing of British Jewish women’s histories across younger and older generations, political spectra, ethnicities, class backgrounds and religious affiliation/non-affiliation. The intention is to underpin this work by undertaking a critical review of existing British Jewish history using sources such as the Parkes Collection at the University of Southampton and the Jewish Museum in London. The women’s oral histories may well be mediated by memory, or the failure of memory and the possibilities of denial and painful recollection. While this may be a difficult and sensitive task, I agree with Joan Sangster that however difficult it is to locate experience this should remain ‘one of our Utopian goals’ (p.23).
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