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C
o u ntless Jews in the U.S. hate what the Is raeli go v e r n me nt and army are

do i ng, support the rig hts of Pa l e s t i n ia ns, and want to speak out and take

a c t ion. The y ' re long i ng to fig ht for a cause that they feel calling so closely

to their Je w i s h ne s s, but instead the y ' re watching the Pa l e s t i ne solidarity mo v e me nt

f rom an uneasy distanc e. Some who did join have left, like one Jewish Is ra e l i -

A me r ican woman who dropped out of a ra d ical me d ia collective after a fellow activist,

re t u r n i ng from Pa l e s t i ne, looked at her and said, "Is raelis are the ugliest people I've

ever seen... no of f e ns e," while other collective members watched in silenc e.

We are two Is ra e l i - A me r ican Jewish activists in the New York-based org a n i z a t io n
Jews Ag a i nst the Occupation. JATO (which we're not speaking for in this article) is
a Jewish group that works in support of self-de t e r m i na t ion for Pa l e s t i n ian people,
recognizes the rig ht of return for Pa l e s t i n ian re f u ge e s, and calls for an end to U.S.
a id to Is rael. We are Pa l e s t i ne activists because of our outra ge and grief over the
c r i mes against hu manity committed in our na me.

We ' re writing this article because it's appare nt that the Pa l e s t i ne solidarity mo v e-
me nt in the U.S. and Europe often stumbles over Jewish issues. Our political oppo-
ne nts use any ins e nsitivity toward Jews to discredit our mo v e me nt and justify the
re p re s s ion of Pa l e s t i n ia ns. Yet the mo v e me nt has a historic opportunity--by inc l ud-
i ng a pro g ressive vision for Jewish libera t ion--to grow tre me ndously in influenc e
a nd nu m b e r s, to confo u nd its critic s, and to help put a stop to the war on
Pa l e s t i n ia ns.

S e e i ng the links between Jewish and Pa l e s t i n ian libera t ion is necessary in part
because ant i - Jewish oppre s s ion doesn't only harm Je w s. Thro u g hout history and in
a cons i s t e nt, pre d ictable pattern, ant i - Jewish pre j ud ice has been used to disrupt
people's re s i s t a nce to oppre s s ion. During times of relative stability, ruling elites
bribe some Jews with ma t e r ial privileges and public positio ns of limited power.
Most Jews have ne i t her wealth nor political power, but enough of us appear as the
visible faces of a larger oppressive system to ma ke it look as though Jews are no t
o p p re s s e d. Some leftists who see oppre s s ion only in econo m ic terms also fall fo r
this illusion and don't inc l ude Jews on their pro g ressive age nda s.
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Me a nw h i l e, the elites subtly nu r t u re stereotypes and my t hs that Jews are in con-
t rol, hu ngry for mo ney and power, and so on. When the system is thre a t e ned by
i nt e r nal crisis or popular re s i s t a nc e, ant i - Jewish pre j ud ice diverts anger and vio-
l e nce away from the root of the problem and onto this group of scapego a t s. After
s u r v i v i ng an outbreak of persecution, Jews are left vulne rable to coopera t i ng with
our own oppre s s ion by accepting once again the short-term privileges of an illusory
a l l ia nce with the ruling class. At the same time, Jews become isolated from the
struggles of other oppressed peoples.

Te na nt s, for exa m p l e, may hate their Jewish land l o rd instead of org a n i z i ng
a g a i nst city and state ho u s i ng laws and the larger system of private pro p e r t y. A
re c e nt example of this dy na m ic happened at the World Confere nce Ag a i nst Racism
in Durban in 2001. The U.S. didn't want to attend because its ent i re econo m ic sys-
tem is based on the racism and imperialism that the confere nce was confro nt i ng .
But the U.S. de c l a red that it wouldn't attend because the confere nce would be crit-
ical of Is rael. This ma n i p u l a t ion sparked overt displays of Je w - h a t i ng in Durban
that the me d ia played up to discredit this cruc ial confere nc e, obscuring the
Pa l e s t i n ian cause and the re s i s t a nce to Western imperia l i s m .

T he war on Pa l e s t i n ia ns shows the same set-up on a global, ex t re me scale. The
i m p e r ial powers funded a people tra u matized by the holocaust to colonize the
M iddle East. Is raeli Jews receive ma t e r ial benefits and a false sense of safety while
t he primary drive is the int e rests of U.S. arms and oil companie s. Is rael is just one
s mall arm of U.S. worldw ide imperialism, and U.S. "aid" to Is rael is really just a
t i ny part of U.S. military spend i ng .

Me a nw h i l e, the primary blame is shifted onto Is rael by ma n i p u l a t i ng commo n
a nt i - Jewish ide a s. Bigots spread the my t hs that Jews cont rol the U.S. budget and
go v e r n me nt and are dra i n i ng re s o u rces from Ame r ic a ns' do me s t ic ne e d s. The U.S.
go v e r n me nt and corporate me d ia foster racism against Arabs and other people of
c o l o r, while giving loud attent ion to Is rael and to de no u nc i ng ant i - Jewish pre j u-
d ic e. This imbalance ma kes us highly visible while infuria t i ng other oppre s s e d
g roups and isolating our oppre s s ion from the i r s.

In the absence of a pro g re s s i v e, loud, and cons i s t e nt voice against their oppre s-
s ion, ma ny Jews ma ke the mistake of fig ht i ng for their libera t ion without allies and
w i t hout addre s s i ng other oppre s s io ns. On the other hand, Jews in pro g ressive mo v e-
me nts often feel pre s s u red to assimilate, to not "take up space" when other strug-
gles appear so much mo re pre s s i ng. In re a l i t y, mo v e me nts do have room to struggle
a g a i nst all oppre s s io ns toge t he r. Jews need pro g ressive allies to fig ht with us fo r
our libera t ion. And when we fig ht in solidarity with other gro u p s, we need our
a l l ies to enc o u ra ge us to wear our Jewish ide nt i t ies pro ud l y.

TIPS FROM JEWS TO YO U S E :

*  A nt i - Jewish pre j ud ice is everywhe re. The re is no need to pre t e nd that the
Pa l e s t i ne solidarity mo v e me nt is unt o uc hed by it. Because a part of this oppre s-
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*  R e member that Jews can hear any t h i ng you want to say about Is ra e l / Pa l e s t i ne if
it's obvious that you care about Jews and our safety. It's not enough to re f ra i n
f rom saying ins e nsitive thing s. Find ways to commu n icate that the libera t ion of
Jews is on your age nda .

AND A FEWS FOR JEWS:

*  R e member that the re is room for Jewish libera t ion on pro g ressive age nda s.
Ke e p i ng it off the age nda will trip up all other libera t ion struggles. So get out of
t he closet! And re member that being visibly Jewish is differe nt for everyone.
T he re is no such thing as "too Jewish" or "not Jewish enough." Know that you
a re a good Je w.

*  Don't fall into the trap of isolation by taking on Jewish libera t ion with Je w s
o n l y. Reach for allie s, and work from the assumption that our ge ntile comra de s
w a nt to know and to do the rig ht thing. And always address Jewish libera t io n
t h rough your commitme nt to the libera t ion of Pa l e s t i n ia ns and the struggle to
e nd all oppre s s io ns.

Every time we commu n icate care to Jewish commu n i t ie s, that is activism agains t
our oppre s s ion. Ta k i ng on the fig ht for Jewish libera t ion will tra ns form and advanc e
t he Pa l e s t i n ian libera t ion mo v e me nt in ways we have hardly begun to ima g i ne.

MORE BOOKS TO READ:

M ichael Lerne r, T he Socialism of Fools: Anti-Semitism on the Left.

Elly Bulkin, Minnie Bruce Pratt, and Barbara Smith, Yours in Struggle: Thre e
Feminist Perspectives on Anti-Semitism and Racism.

T h a n ks to Sara Marcus for help with editing, and thanks to many others who gave
input, feedback, and support.
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Z io n i s t s, that is, they believe that a Jewish na t ion-state is essent ial for Je w i s h
safety and survival. You may disagree (and we do too), but your criticism of
Z ionism will be mo re effective if you show that you unde r s t a nd why it has suc h
an emo t io nal appeal to Je w s. For exa m p l e, the phrase "Zio n i s m = racism" seems
true to us. But in its simplic i t y, it says that the main or only motive for all Je w s
w ho came to Pa l e s t i ne / Is rael was to exert supre macy over Pa l e s t i n ia ns, when in
fact it was survival. Holocaust survivors, sitting in the Allies' displaced-persons
camps in 1945, weren't privy to the dia r ies and letters of Zionist leaders who
described their frankly racist and colonial int e nt io ns. When critic i z i ng Zio n i s m ,
we should always offer a compelling, ra d ical, alternative vision of Jewish libera-
t ion, in which Jews would thrive safely as equal citizens, everywhe re in the
w o r l d, at all time s.

*  It may help to be aware that the word "Is rael" was not invented by The o do r
Herzl in the 1800's. Is rael (me a n i ng, struggle with God) is a word by which Je w s
described the mselves for over 3000 years. So while we criticize na t ion-states and
f ig ht to end the occupation, we must unde r s t a nd that words like "ant i - Is rael," or
s t ic kers like "aparthe id IS-REAL" sound like a personal attack to ma ny Je w s.
Add i t io na l l y, and re g a rdless of Zionism, the concept of "the land of Is rael" has
been a profo u nd part of our cons c io u s ness through history. A re a l i s t ic appro a c h
to the future of Pa l e s t i ne would factor in this perma ne nt, though not exc l u s i v e,
Jewish conne c t ion to the land.

*  Recognize the Is raeli ra d ical left as an invaluable arm of our mo v e me nt that
needs to be inc l ude d, supported, and cons u l t e d. Dismissing Is raelis is ant i -
Jewish bigotry and bad politic s.

*  Get info r ma t ion about Jewish libera t ion from Jews who unde r s t a nd it. A Jew who
c l a i ms that it's not an issue should not be the token Jew on a panel.  Help each
o t her get educated as allies for Jewish libera t ion. Organize discussio ns, study
g ro u p s, and cultural event s, and write articles like this one. Don't leave Je w s
a l o ne to do this work.

*  D ig up your earliest me mo r ies of he a r i ng about Je w s. Exa m i ne any oppre s s i v e
ideas and feelings about Jews with other ge nt i l e s, not with Je w s. Come to us fo r
input, not for an opportunity to vent .

*  Unde r s t a nd int e r nalized oppre s s ion: the ways that any oppressed people come to
b e l ieve the lies about the mselves and others in their group, and even to act on
t hose stereotypes and re i n fo rce them. Learn to ge ntly question Jews' ex p re s s io ns
of anger or contempt for other Je w s. Enc o u ra ge us to be visibly Jewish and to
c e l e b rate our culture. And when it comes to telling Jews that we're liked and
w a nted and totally go o d - l o o k i ng, you really can't overdo it.
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s ion is the idea that it doesn't exist, de ny i ng accusatio ns only fuels them. It ' s
mo re effective to receive such accusatio ns respectfully and cons ider them, even
if they come from the rig ht. It's never re a s s u r i ng to Jews to hear you say, "I'm
not ant i - S e m i t ic." Ins t e a d, let us know that you're aware of the oppre s s ion and
that you want to confro nt it.

*  I nterrupt ant i - Jewish pre j ud ice when you see or hear it happening. Ins t a nces in
w h ich a ge ntile voices opposition to attacks on Je w s, such as re mo v i ng a swasti-
ka from a de mo ns t ra t ion, stay etched in our minds and build trust and solida r i t y.

*  W hen Jews are struggling to articulate their ex p e r ie nces of an oppre s s ion that is
kept so eerily invisible, your first re s p o nse should not sound like a de b a t e. Don't
get technical about the term "anti-Semitism" exc l ud i ng Ara b s, lecture us about
how the holocaust has been used for political gains, or re m i nd us that we're no t
t he only vic t i ms of war and oppre s s ion. Ins t e a d, value our trust in you and lis-
ten. Put tho u g ht and caring into appro p r iate ways to raise these other point s.

*  Let's face it, Is ra e l / Pa l e s t i ne is and isn't about the holocaust. People tell us that
t he holocaust is irre l e v a nt to Pa l e s t i ne and then bring a swastika to a de mo n-
s t ra t ion. No one is really do ne de a l i ng with this tra u ma, and that ma kes it hard
to unde r s t a nd the pre s e nt without being overwhe l med by the past. We ' re no t
s a y i ng don't talk about it, just don't get too clinical and ana l y t ical. And do n ' t
imply that we should have gotten over it by no w.

*  Don't treat Jews who support Pa l e s t i n ian libera t ion like "the good Je w s " - - i t
i m p l ies that Jewish culture is ge ne rally re a c t io na r y, and it's like asking us to
b e t ray our people. Like all culture s, Jewish cultures are exc i t i ng and complex, as
well as scarred by irra t io na l i t ies that stem from oppre s s ion. The Pa l e s t i ne soli-
darity mo v e me nt would reap eno r mous benefits from sho w i ng respect and care
for Jewish culture s. The re is no t h i ng inhe re ntly re a c t io nary about Jews find i ng
me a n i ng in our lang ua ge s, customs, litera t u re, the Jewish star, or other symbols.
Also, being an atheist or a critic of organized re l ig ion is not a reason to dismiss
J udaism; our Je w i s h ness is a big part of why ma ny of us are ins p i red to fig ht fo r
j u s t ic e.

*  As activists we may want to criticize the way the state of Is rael sets up
Je w i s h ness as its legal basis. But it's a mistake to challenge that by de ny i ng the
reality of Jewish ide nt i t y. It's true that Jewish ide nt i t ies are ma de of diverse
c o m b i na t io ns of culture s, ethnic i t ie s, lang ua ge s, and re l ig ious tra d i t io ns, but all
a re equally and legitimately Jewish. We have a rig ht to feel a sense of people-
ho o d, and we want to hear that our allies de s i re Je w i s h ness in all its fo r ms to
flourish in mu l t ic u l t u ral, de mo c ra t ic, and just socie t ie s.

*  Keep in mind that the vast majority of Jews who oppose the occupation are

3


